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But I remember now
I am in this earthly world, where to do harm
Is often laudable, to do good sometime
Accounted dangerous folly.

—​William Shakespeare
Macbeth

Lady Macbeth
III, v
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Preface

Hello, and welcome.
Here is a trail map for this book. The Introduction that follows this Preface 

discusses, in brief, the three major instruments that guide this nation’s activities 
abroad: the Treaty Power, the War Power, and the Spy War. Within the category 
of Spy Power one finds the Third Option: the use of “covert action” as a means for 
secretly influencing world events. The Introduction also sets the stage for an un-
derstanding of how the philosophies of anti-​communism and counterterrorism 
have driven the adoption of clandestine interventions overseas as a central strand 
of American foreign policy.

An attraction of the nation’s leaders to the Third Option as an important for-
eign policy tool is as old as the Republic. Indeed, this approach preceded the 
nation’s founding. Prior to the Revolutionary War, Benjamin Franklin planted 
disinformation in French newspapers while serving the colonies as a diplomatic 
representative in Paris; and he secretly shipped weapons back from France to the 
army of General George Washington. After the establishment of the new nation, 
America’s third president, Thomas Jefferson, ordered paramilitary operations 
directed against the Barbary Pirates of North Africa, terrorists of that era who 
regularly marauded commercial shipping in the Mediterranean.

A number of additional presidents have relied on covert action, in one form or 
another, during the early decades of the Republic. In 1843, for example, President 
John Tyler sent an agent to Great Britain for the purpose of quietly shaping public 
opinion in America’s favor; in 1845, President James K. Polk resorted to furtive 
operations meant to prevent Mexico from ceding California to the British; and, 
in 1870, President Ulysses S. Grant turned to covert propaganda in hopes of 
convincing Canadians to join the United States rather than go their own way.1 
This book, though, concentrates on America’s uses of covert action since 1947, 
as planned and carried out by one of the nation’s premier secret services: the 
Central Intelligence Agency or CIA, known by insiders as “the Agency.”2

Chapter 1 explores the forms that Third Option has assumed, such as clan-
destine radio broadcasts and sabotage. A hush-​hush organization like the CIA 
runs counter to the ethos of an open, democratic society. Given the forbearance 
in this country for this incongruity, a fundamental question ties the chapters 
of this book together: Of what value has the Agency actually been in trying to 
contour global events, as a complement to the federal government’s more open 
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national security organizations, such as the Department of State (DoS) and the 
Department of Defense (DoD)?

Chapter 2 presents a Ladder of Clandestine Escalation. The ladder metaphor 
provides a device for arraying examples of the Third Option. Its rungs move from 
minimal risk and moral doubt at the bottom of the ladder, to rising levels that 
pose acute dangers and profound ethical implications for the United States.

Chapter 3 gazes into the rearview mirror at America’s covert actions during 
the opening years of the Cold War, from 1947 to 1960. Several questions are 
addressed in this chapter: What was the evolutionary arc for covert action 
throughout the inaugural years of the Cold War? Specifically, what nations and 
groups were targeted for secret interventions, and toward what purposes? How 
have the methods of covert action—​“tradecraft” is the amusing term adopted by 
the CIA—​changed over the years?

Chapters 4 through 6 further unspool this historical thread, exploring these 
same questions for later decades. The exploration begins with the closing years 
of the Eisenhower administration, when it turned to murder as a means of 
advancing US interests in Africa. On the heels of this chilling initiative in the 
Congo came the first major setback for covert action in the modern era, a par-
amilitary operation at the Bay of Pigs in Cuba during the Kennedy administra-
tion. This capsule history of the Third Option continues through Chapters 5 
and 6, moving toward America’s contemporary struggle against international 
terrorism and the reemergence of a superpower rivalry with the Russian 
Federation and the Chinese. To what degree did the standoff with the Soviet 
Union during the Cold War, followed by an Age of Terror and renewed ag-
gression by the communist powers, lead to a metamorphosis in the forms and 
objectives of clandestine interventions carried out by the CIA on behalf of the 
United States?

Several outstanding case studies have been written on the episodes discussed 
in the historical chapters. The objective in these pages is to draw on the existing 
research literature as a means for highlighting key illustrations of America’s se-
cret operations abroad. A meta-​analysis of this kind has its place, but it also has 
its limitations: complex events are summarized in just a few pages, or sometimes 
in only a paragraph or so. In choosing to look at a wide sampling of covert ac-
tion examples, history is condensed in a search for overarching motifs. The result 
is something of a “motorcycle ride through the art gallery,” to borrow a phrase 
from a former CIA deputy director, Admiral William O. Studeman. The reader 
is encouraged to explore entries in this book’s bibliography for a more in-​depth 
account of any given case.

In Chapter 7, the legal foundations for the Third Option are perused: the set 
of executive orders and statutes that have shaped America’s hidden interventions 
abroad. At first, these official guidelines were flimsy and based solely on 
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executive orders, until covert action was finally addressed in a series of landmark 
laws enacted from the mid-​1970s through the early 1980s—​some three decades 
after the CIA launched its first clandestine operations in 1947. Even in the after-
math of enacting these unprecedented intelligence oversight laws, ambiguities 
have persisted over the proper legal boundaries for the Third Option. Moreover, 
from time to time, presidential administrations have chosen simply to ignore the 
established statutory limits—​a deeply troubling failure of democracy within the 
most concealed recesses of America’s government.

The decision paths followed by Washington officials in authorizing the Third 
Option are placed under the microscope in Chapter 8. In places like Russia and 
China, dictators call the shots; in the democracies, the people have a say in their 
destiny. With respect to the United States, diplomacy and war-​making are rel-
atively transparent endeavors; in these domains, the Constitution explicitly 
requires members of Congress and the courts to provide checks on the actions 
of the White House and its executive bureaucracy. Debate has the potential to 
be thorough on Capitol Hill when it comes to the use of military force, as well as 
in the forging of major international accords from trade pacts to arms-​control 
agreements. What about covert action, though? Are these operations, which 
go unmentioned in the Constitution, so sensitive that normal democratic 
procedures must be set aside, in deference to secrecy, efficiency, and deniability? 
As well, Chapter 8 examines the ups-​and-​downs of accountability for covert ac-
tion. How well are these “black” operations supervised by the White House and 
the Congress?

Some would argue that to utter in the same breath “ethics and covert action” 
is to speak an oxymoron. Yet the United States often espouses lofty human 
values at home and abroad; therefore, it is reasonable to ask whether these 
values are as valid for the nation’s covert operations as for its more open activ-
ities. This contrast lies at the heart of Chapter 9, which draws back the curtain 
on America’s hidden interventionist activities around the globe to appraise 
their moral legitimacy. What clandestine methods, if any, should be consid-
ered beyond the pale of acceptability for the United States, a democratic nation 
that advocates high ethical principles in its founding documents and ongoing 
political rhetoric? Chapter 9 also offers a balance sheet of pluses and minuses 
on the outcomes of this nation’s major covert intrusions during the modern 
era, as gauged by an ethical accounting. What have been the successes and 
failures of this approach to world affairs, and at what cost to America’s moral 
standing in the world?

Last, Chapter 10 presents an overall assessment of the Third Option. The focus 
for this chapter, and for the book as a whole, reduces to these core questions: Does 
the Third Option merit retention as an instrument of American foreign policy? 
And, if so, what safeguards should be in place to ensure its proper conduct?
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The Challenges of Studying Covert Action

This book delves into what is, at times, the seamy side of America’s relations with 
other countries, including activities that range from secret political bribes and 
major economic disruptions to extreme paramilitary attacks and even assassina-
tion plots against individuals overseas considered enemies of the United States. 
Dean Rusk, secretary of state during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, 
referred to these controversial activities as “a tough struggle going on in the 
back alleys all over the world”—​in essence, subterranean wars between the 
superpowers in which the CIA and its associated intelligence agencies had be-
come the first line of defense for the American homeland. Leon E. Panetta, di-
rector of the CIA during the Obama administration, has emphasized that covert 
action is “a hard business of agonizing choices.” Critics have been more blunt, 
castigating this method as the “dirty tricks” side of US foreign policy.3

Government investigative panels have been consistently wary of staring into 
the covert action abyss. Indeed, no major investigation into the Third Option was 
carried out until 1975, when the Senate entered into the most thorough inquiry 
ever undertaken into America’s Spy Power.4 At the time, concerns abounded 
among lawmakers and citizens alike that the CIA may have become a force unto 
its own, skulking around the planet and perhaps even at home with little—​if 
any—​monitoring by lawmakers, the courts, or the White House. Senator Frank 
Church (D, Idaho), who led the Senate investigation, suggested on a nationally 
televised news show that the CIA had become a “rogue elephant rampaging out 
of control.”5 He soon withdrew this characterization, conceding that it had been 
proffered prematurely while his committee was still in the beginning stages of 
its probe. Nevertheless, as the work of the panel progressed, Church continued 
to harbor reservations about how accountable the Agency really was, especially 
when it came to the launching of coups, assassinations, and other radical forms 
of the Third Option.

Additional members of Congress, then and in years to follow, also raised 
the specter of elephant roguery at the CIA, among them Edward P. Boland (D, 
Massachusetts), a mild-​mannered and well-​regarded member of the House of 
Representative, a Bostonian who never lost an election and served in Congress 
for more than three decades. From 1977 to 1983, he stood at the helm of the 
House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence, known simply as HPSCI 
(pronounced “hip-​see”) and established in 1977. He observed with reference to 
America’s secret operations in Nicaragua that “the CIA was almost like a rogue 
elephant doing what it wanted to do.”6

The Church Committee inquiry brought to light Agency spying within the 
United States against anti-​war protestors and, abroad, CIA schemes to murder 
foreign leaders. The Committee revealed, as well, disquieting attempts by the 
United States to manipulate a presidential election in Chile in the 1970s, followed 

 



Preface  xv

by operations meant to instigate a coup in that democratic nation. Even the pres-
tigious Church Committee ran into significant roadblocks imposed by the Ford 
administration, however, and had to limit its examination of the nation’s covert 
interventions. The second most exhaustive investigation of the CIA, the Aspin-​
Brown Commission in 1995–​96, avoided the subject of the Third Option almost 
completely, bracketing this part of its inquiry at an early meeting in lieu of a later 
review—​one that never occurred.7 Experience has shown that few subjects in 
the realm of intelligence activities are as sacrosanct, as highly classified, and as 
deeply under lock and key within the vaults of the CIA as covert action.

A democracy, though, demands candor with its citizens on all of their 
government’s activities—​not on details about CIA agents and officers serving 
abroad, of course, which would endanger their lives; or sensitive operational 
specifics, known by insiders as “sources and methods,” regarding how the United 
States carries out its intelligence activities. Nonetheless, the broader purpose, 
scope, and effectiveness of this nation’s heavily veiled intrusions against other 
nations and terrorist organizations are topics that do warrant scrutiny. After all, 
citizen awareness of decisions made by their elected officials is a central tenet 
of democracy. The American people have the right to judge the covert action 
record, then to determine whether to continue on with these endeavors as prac-
ticed in the past or to make course corrections.

A research note: studying the Third Option is a daunting challenge, given its 
status as the ultimate confidential topic in government, surrounded by layers of 
darkness and mythology. No one is currently able to write a definitive analysis 
of America’s covert actions because so many of the detailed operational records 
remain classified. To the best of my ability, though, I have scoured both the schol-
arly and the more anecdotal commentary in the public domain for core findings. 
In addition, I had the opportunity to serve as senior aide to Senator Church 
during his panel’s inquiry; and twenty years later, in 1995, in that same ca-
pacity with Chairman Les Aspin on the Aspin-​Brown Presidential Commission 
that looked into America’s post–​Cold War intelligence activities. In between, 
I had the privilege of being the first staff director of HPSCI’s Subcommittee on 
Intelligence Oversight. These experiences allowed rare access for a professor of 
political science into the charmed circle of America’s secret agencies. I had the 
opportunity and privilege of regularly attending meetings and briefings at the 
CIA’s Headquarters Building in northern Virginia, in addition to several of its 
“stations” overseas.

I have supplemented these stints as a “participate observer” (social science 
jargon meant to convey the notion of researching how Washington, DC, works by 
serving among its officials for a time) with an additional forty-​five years of moni-
toring the US intelligence services as a university researcher. Since 1975, I have kept 
up with the public record on this subject, as recorded in congressional hearings 
and reports, newspaper and other media accounts, commission findings, library 
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archives, and memoirs. From 2002 to 2019, I also had the honor of serving as the 
senior editor of the premier international journal on intelligence studies, entitled 
Intelligence and National Security and published in the United Kingdom. In this 
capacity, I was able to track many of the best scholarly articles on the Spy Power 
published by fellow academicians in the United States and around the world.

Further, I have spoken with, and often formally interviewed, hundreds of in-
telligence professionals during these decades, including most of the directors 
of Central Intelligence (DCIs), whether retired or still serving as the nation’s 
spymasters, a list that extends from Richard Helms (1966–​73) forward. I have 
also had the privilege of having multiple interview sessions with the nation’s 
longest serving director of National Intelligence (DNI), Lieutenant General 
James R. Clapper, a high school friend with whom I have kept in touch. These 
circumstances provided me with a further understanding of the US intelligence 
mission, even though I have never served as an officer in any of the secret services.

In all of my writings on America’s spy agencies, I have been interested in 
reviewing the public record on their activities, evaluating the merits of intelli-
gence operations that have come into open light. These activities have included 
most all of the large and significant uses of the Third Option. An insider argu-
ment that “if you only knew . . .” simply doesn’t hold water when it comes to 
an objective appraisal of America’s major covert actions, though one frequently 
hears this refrain from intelligence professionals. A seasoned CIA veteran has 
written, for example, “the main body of the clandestine warfare is unknown to 
all but a few people in the inner sancta of the various governments.”8 Yet, after 
decades of service at high perches in the US national security apparatus, former 
Secretary of State Rusk concluded: “The argument that ‘If you only knew what 
I knew, you would agree with me’ is a phony.”9

~~~
So down the rabbit hole we go, into a dimly lit world of secret agents; poison-​
dart guns; vials of curare, cobra venom, and shellfish toxins; barrels of ink for 
writing propaganda tracts; weaponry of all makes and calibers; heavily armed 
drones and high-​powered missiles; speed boats, bombers, and explosives; masks 
and fake prosthetics; CIA crafted political campaign buttons, bumper stickers, 
and TV ads written in foreign tongues for use in elections overseas; counterfeit 
foreign currencies—​a largely invisible realm of clandestine activities governed 
by the best of intentions, yet sometimes yielding the worst of results; a world that 
merits the thoughtful attention and judgment of every citizen. The purpose here 
is to offer a frank assessment of this obscure but vital component of America’s 
foreign policy.10

—​Loch K. Johnson
Northwest Hills, Connecticut



 Introduction
The Mysterious World of Clandestine Interventions

The Treaty, War, and Spy Powers

Since the creation of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) in 1947, the United 
States has often turned to this secretive organization for implementation of a 
“Third Option” in pursuit of its foreign policy objectives—​a pathway between 
the alternatives of diplomacy, on the one hand, and war-​fighting, on the other 
hand. This middle option is more commonly known by government insiders as 
“covert action”: clandestine intervention in the affairs of other nations for the 
purpose of advancing the global interests of the United States.1 No approach to 
international affairs has been consistently more controversial.

These opening pages place this shadowy approach to foreign policy into 
the broader context of America’s international activities. Among the orienting 
questions explored in this Introduction are these:

What are the objectives of US foreign policy?
What options are available to Washington officials as they confront an uncer-

tain global environment?
What institutional approach to foreign policy best serves the nation: reliance 

on a strong president, or one that includes participation by lawmakers as 
well?

The Objectives of American Foreign Policy

In 1975, the Murphy Commission on Foreign Policy lamented the fact that “we 
must live in the world we find, not the world we might wish.”2 That world has 
seen two global wars and scores of other military conflicts, with the United States 
involved one way or another in much of this strife. In the twentieth century, the 
Second World War (1939–​1945) led to the deaths of over 400,000 Americans; 
and the war in Vietnam (1964–​1975) yielded an additional 58,000 who gave 
their full measure of devotion. America’s most recent and longest wars—​in Iraq 
(2003–​2011) and Afghanistan (2001–​2021), this nation’s “forever wars”—​have 

 

 

 



2  Introduction

emptied the national treasury of some $6 trillion and sent to an early grave more 
than 15,000 US troops and war-​zone contractors, as well as at least nineteen CIA 
officers.

This world we must live in has brought violent calamity directly to America’s 
shores as well, most shockingly on September 11, 2001 (“9/​11”) with the de-
struction by aerial terrorism of the World Trade Center in New York City and 
a hit against the Pentagon in Virginia. Almost 3,000 Americans perished in 
these attacks. In this age of intercontinental ballistic missiles and the ongoing 
development of long-​range military drones, the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans no 
longer provide the reassuring moats once enjoyed by Americans during the first 
150 years of the nation’s existence. Moreover, the dangers to the United States 
go beyond surprise terrorist attacks from overseas. In 2020, the deadly COVID-​
19 virus tragically demonstrated anew how pandemics can also kill large num-
bers of people. Over 400,000 Americans had died of the disease by early 2021, 
following the arrival of this virus into the United States from China in January 
of the previous year—​a number that is greater than all of the US soldiers killed 
in warfare during the Second World War.3 Yet another danger springs from do-
mestic terrorism, stunningly demonstrated on January 6, 2021, when home-
grown insurgents stormed the US Capitol in a violent attack inflamed by the false 
rhetoric of President Donald J. Trump that Democrats had resorted to election 
fraud as a means for thwarting his re-​election bid. Far fewer people were killed 
in this event than on 9/​11, but the assault on democracy that day was profoundly 
disturbing and continues to haunt a nation fearful that it could happen again-​-​-​
perhaps this time led by a fully armed rebel militia.

As with other governments around the world, leaders in Washington, DC, 
maintain a top-​secret “threat assessment” of foreign and domestic perils. At the 
top of the list are military conflicts in locations abroad where US forces face im-
minent danger, whether on acknowledged battlefields like Afghanistan or in 
more ambiguous settings like the Maghreb or Somalia in Africa. As a result of 
the blow against the Capitol in January of 2021, domestic terrorism now shares a 
spot with foreign wars at the top of the government’s list of perils to the nation’s 
security. Almost as worrisome in this tabulation of threats are ongoing, or poten-
tial, cyberattacks. In this computer-​dependent age, the risk is ever present of an 
electronic Pearl Harbor—​a sudden meltdown of power grids across the country, 
with the possible collapse of the stock exchange on Wall Street, a disruption of 
the nation’s energy grid, and a blackout of personal computers on every desk in 
every home, hospital, and office building across the land.

Further electronic challenges are presented by computer hackers in Russia, 
China, Iran, North Korea, and other locations where trollers seek to steal not 
only America’s industrial secrets but also classified government data from 
computers in the Departments of Defense and State, as well in the nation’s 
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intelligence agencies. A massive Russian cyberattack against the United States, 
discovered in December 2020 and known as the “SolarWinds” case (after the 
name of a key software provider targeted in the attack), underscored these vul-
nerabilities and sent Washington officials scrambling to strengthen US cyber-​
defenses. Moreover, foreign computer hackers working for hostile spy agencies 
have attempted to undermine the American electoral system by tampering with 
voter registration systems and electronic voting machines in all fifty states, and 
by infusing social media with propaganda related to candidates either liked or 
disliked in Moscow, Beijing, Tehran, Pyongyang, or wherever else dictators ply 
their regime’s insidious cyber skills—​all in an effort to weaken and, they hope, 
ultimately destroy the Western democracies. Additional hackers based in remote 
cities around the world have engaged in the theft of computer data from both the 
public and private sectors within the United States, demanding ransom payoffs 
in exchange for return of the data.

High, too, on the list of blinking red lights for US government officials are 
foreign nuclear, biological, and chemical (NBC) weapons that are, or could 
be, aimed at America’s population centers at home or its troops on distant 
battlefields. The proliferation of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) is a source 
of great, ongoing concern. The possibility of a further burgeoning of the North 
Korean nuclear arsenal, followed perhaps by similar outcomes in Iran, Saudi 
Arabia, Syria, and on down the list, conjures a dismaying portrait of a future 
whose hallmark would be the global spread of enough potential firepower to 
destroy whole nations if these weapons were used in anger. Even the planet it-
self could be turned into a frozen wasteland, after the initial scorching subsided. 
According to computer modeling, the widespread use of nuclear bombs in a 
Third World War could throw so much soot and debris into the Earth’s atmos-
phere that the sun’s warming rays would be blocked out for months on end, trap-
ping the human race and every other species in a deadly and inescapable global 
icebox—​a nuclear winter.4

Both Russia and China have a sufficient number of nuclear weapons to anni-
hilate the United States from Maine to California in a thirty-​minute hailstorm 
of ballistic missiles, carrying warheads with multiple-​megaton yields of explo-
sive force. Russian submarines off America’s coastlines have the capacity to level 
Washington, DC, New York City, Boston, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and San 
Diego (among other cities) within five minutes of missile-​launch—​virtually no 
time for Americans to seek shelter. And even if one could find a place to hide, 
what would be left when one emerged, other than a landscape covered in charred 
rubble and pulsating with deadly radiation?

This review of military, cyber, and terrorist threats underscores the impor-
tance of having effective intelligence agencies to help provide an early warning of 
dangers to the nation.
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Beyond the constant quest for a strong shield against the use of hostile force 
against the American homeland, this nation’s foreign policy also includes a search 
for economic opportunities around the world. Further, citizens of the United 
States—​and in every other country—​seek a better quality of daily life by reversing 
environmental degradation, establishing immunities against pandemics, and 
advancing universal human rights. With the exception of the Trump adminis-
tration, those who have governed the United States since the Second World War 
have found it unwise—​if not impossible—​to retreat from this tumultuous world, 
as Americans had fecklessly attempted to do after the First World War. Like it or 
not, citizens of the United States are part of a vast, interwoven tapestry of global 
interdependence, with strands that reach from across North America to Latin 
America, Europe, the Middle East, Asia, and Africa. The prevention of future 9/​
11s, or perhaps even the Armageddon of a nuclear war, may depend on the skill of 
Washington leaders in their conduct of international relations.

Efforts to cope with this complex world have proven doubly difficult as a result 
of periodic disagreements in the nation’s capital over what instruments of foreign 
policy should be adopted in the pursuit of national security and other interna-
tional objectives.

Key Instruments of American Foreign Policy

Three prominent foreign policy options are most often adopted by Washington 
officials as they try to advance America’s interests abroad: the Treaty Power, 
the War Power, and the Spy Power.5 Like the proverbial onion, America’s 
relationships with other countries have many layers, in response to a planet that 
is vast in size; multilingual and multicultural; fractious; spiked with dangerous 
weapons, failing nations, terrorist factions, and lethal diseases; led in many 
places by ruthless autocrats; and plagued by uncertainties as adversaries attempt 
to keep closely veiled their intentions and military capabilities (as when North 
Korea constructs its nuclear weapons underground, away from the watchful eyes 
of US high-​altitude surveillance satellites). Will diplomacy meet America’s needs 
in certain circumstances, whether through political alliances, military pacts, 
trade agreements, arms control accords, or environmental commitments? Is the 
use of force necessary, as during the Second World War in response to Hitler’s 
drive for lebensraum and world domination, and against the Japanese intention 
to vanquish all of East Asia, Australia, and the Pacific islands? Or to counter Al 
Qaeda, ISIS, violent hate groups, and other terrorist organizations based within 
the United States and abroad? If diplomacy fails and the use of military force 
proves too fraught, will America’s resort to a stealthier Third Option succeed in 
their place?
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The Treaty Power. Derived from the Greek word diplomata, meaning “folded 
documents,” diplomacy is the tool of foreign policy most widely and consistently 
embraced by officials in Washington—​the First Option. It may be more formally 
defined as the art of adjudicating international disputes through negotiations, 
including the search for trade deals abroad (often referred to as “economic state-
craft”). As a thoughtful Israeli foreign minister has written, diplomacy attempts 
to achieve national goals “by persuasion, eloquence, inducement, threat or de-
terrence, and not only by physical domination and war.”6

The War Power. Taking up arms—​the Second Option—​can be a beguiling 
alternative to diplomacy at times, as administrations in Washington make 
their way in a prickly world through means less painfully slow and indetermi-
nate than is often the case with diplomatic negotiations.7 “War, war” replaces 
“jaw, jaw” (in a contrast made famous by Winston Churchill). Moreover, 
sometimes a military response is pressed upon the United States, as when 
Nazi U-​boats began to sink American passenger liners in the Atlantic, or 
when Tokyo bombed Pearl Harbor. As well, presidents may strike out with 
military muscle in a fit of rage, as was reportedly the case when President 
Trump ordered an attack against Syria in 2018. Fifty-​nine US Tomahawk 
missiles rained down on that nation, without congressional authority or 
even a debate within the House or Senate—​and to no appreciable effect on 
resolving America’s continuing disputes with Syria. As presidents soon dis-
cover, war-​making is noisy, expensive, difficult to manage (the “fog of war”), 
and often indecisive.

The Spy Power. In light of diplomacy’s limitations (chiefly its glacial pace), 
as well as the risks—​and the staggering erosion of the federal treasury—​that ac-
company warfare, one can readily understand why America’s leaders have found 
covert action an attractive alternative in this triad of foreign policy options. 
In testimony before a Senate investigative committee in 1975, Director of 
Central Intelligence (DCI) William E. Colby cited a passage from the Murphy 
Commission’s report in his advocacy of the Third Option:

There are many risks and dangers associated with covert action . . . but . . . our 
adversaries deny themselves no forms of action which might advance their 
interests or undercut ours. . . . In many parts of the world a prohibition on our 
use of covert action would put the U.S. and those who rely on it at a dangerous 
disadvantage . . . therefore . . . covert action cannot be abandoned.”8

This clandestine method of confronting America’s international vexations is also 
known by practitioners as “special activities”—​Actiones Praecipuae, in the Latin 
phrase etched on a windowpane at the entrance to the suite of offices that house 
the Directorate of Operations (DO), the inner sanctum where contemporary 
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practitioners of covert action reside at CIA Headquarters in Langley, Virginia. (A 
waggish friend of the author has suggested that beneath this Latin phase might 
be etched another one: Picaro Pachydermata or “rogue elephant,” a term some-
times used by critics who question the quality of supervision by Congress and 
even the White House over the CIA’s use of covert actions.) In theory at least, 
covert action promises a quicker remedy than diplomacy to problems overseas. 
Furthermore, this modus operandi is usually far less cacophonous than overt 
warfare. In light of this feature, covert action is sometimes referred to as “the 
Quiet Option.” It could also be called “the Frugal Option,” since these secret op-
erations tend to tap into the federal treasury far less deeply than does mobilizing 
the US military for major warfare. More important still, fewer lives are lost in co-
vert endeavors than in outright battlefield confrontations.

In an additional description of the Third Option, an experienced officer in 
the Agency’s Directorate of Operations has referred to this approach as a bag 
of “knavish tricks.”9 Yet a further tag: “irregular methods.” Whatever label one 
prefers, this hidden dimension of foreign policy has been defined in more detail 
by a former DO leader as “influencing people, organizations, and events in other 
counties secretly, using a variety of inducements and pressures while attempting 
to conceal sponsorship.”10 Influencing others, shaping their sense of reality—​
these are core objectives of covert action.

In a further illustration of its alluring attributes, covert action is normally 
more subtle than a resort to military force. As former DCI and later secretary 
of defense James R. Schlesinger once observed, “The military can’t do any-
thing small and quiet.”11 In contrast, the CIA can be quick, nimble, and stealthy, 
moving with cat’s eyes in the dark. Journalist Steve Coll observes that the Defense 
Department usually needs weeks or months to put in place just its logistical 
support for ground operations overseas. In comparison, “the CIA’s value to the 
White House over decades—​part myth, part valid history—​had always been that 
a hundred operations officers with M4 rifles could go anywhere in a week and 
create mayhem without a lot of care and feeding.”12

Another consideration: if adversaries such as the Soviet Union during the Cold 
War were faced with a direct and open slap in the face from the United States 
by way of a military attack against the USSR or its satellite nations, the Kremlin 
would almost certainly have slapped back. By avoiding such overt showdowns, 
covert action significantly reduced the chances of an escalating conflict between 
the superpowers. When dealing with America’s Third Option, adversaries feel 
less backed into a corner than they would if faced with direct armed aggression.

Put even more simply, the idea behind covert action—​an ambitious one—​is 
to channel world affairs in a direction favorable to the United States. Such a goal 
is, of course, difficult to achieve. History is a vast river with strong currents; it 
has a mind of its own, and the dragon of Chance is ever near. Still, in hopes of 
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gaining some headway toward the dream of controlling destiny, the United States 
might (for instance) provide friendly foreigners with “arms or money or encour-
agement and training,” delivered through intermediaries—​or “cut-​outs” in spy 
talk.13 Former secretary of state and national security adviser Henry Kissinger 
of the Nixon and Ford administrations stated this case for the Third Option: “We 
need an intelligence community that, in certain complicated situations, can de-
fend the American national interest in the gray areas where military operations 
are not suitable and diplomacy cannot operate.”14 The fundamental purpose of 
covert action, then, as a DO officer has put it sparsely, is to “give history a push.”15

Constitutional Disputes over the Making of American 
Foreign Policy

Two broad perspectives on governing and foreign policy have evolved in the 
United States since the nation’s Founding Convention in Philadelphia in 1787. 
The first is a belief that both Congress and the president, working together, have 
important and interwoven roles to play in determining America’s relationship 
with the rest of the world. While the Constitution has some ambiguities, its key 
features are as clear as a blue summer sky. First, Congress has the right to declare 
war—​today, we would say “authorize war,” since formal declarations have fallen 
into disuse. This requires a majority vote in each chamber, the House and the 
Senate. In addition, lawmakers control the nation’s purse strings; have authority 
to maintain accountability over executive agencies; and, ultimately, can impeach 
and convict a sitting president. All of these rights are listed in Article I of the 
Constitution.

A second perspective points to Article II, which designates the president as 
the nation’s chief administrator and commander-​in-​chief; therefore, by impli-
cation, this office is basically in charge of foreign policy, whether one is talking 
about treaty-​making, war-​making, or the use of covert action. At least so runs 
the argument from Article II devotees.16 President Trump seemed intoxicated 
by this interpretation. “I have an Article II,” he told an audience in 2019, “where 
I have the right to do whatever I want as president.”17

This simplistic dichotomy between Article I and Article II advocates shunts 
aside the basic reality of the Constitution: government powers were meant to 
be shared between the two branches of government, Congress and the presi-
dency.18 Preventing the disintegration of democracy by an executive grown too 
strong was the core value that animated the nation’s founders, and their wisdom 
continues to reside at the center of America’s traditional values. “Checks-​and-​
balances” we call it in the civic books, a doctrine vital to restraining the misuse 
of governmental powers. The fatal flaw in the argument of those who champion 
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Article II is the absence of day-​to-​day accountability exercised over the execu-
tive branch by other elected representatives of the American people—​that is, by 
members of Congress.

As a Supreme Court justice has emphasized, the most important idea put 
forth by the nation’s founders was “not to promote efficiency but to preclude the 
exercise of arbitrary power. The purpose was, not to avoid friction, but by means 
of the inevitable friction incident to the distribution of governmental powers 
among three departments, to save the people from autocracy.”19 By involving 
other elected officials in the making of foreign and domestic policy, a president—​
one person—​could not dominate the nation, most importantly in the great 
decisions of war and peace. This is not an antiquated philosophy relevant only to 
the eighteenth century, but rather the most significant and enduring principle of 
governance undergirding the existence of the United States as a free and demo-
cratic nation over the past 234 years.

Because they regularly visit their constituencies, members of Congress are 
more exposed to the currents of public opinion from across the United States 
than are intelligence officers at the CIA or members of the National Security 
Council (NSC, a presidential forum for White House deliberation over key for-
eign policy issues). Moreover, lawmakers have considerable knowledge and ex-
perience with respect to the crafting of the nation’s international affairs, whether 
the approach involves overt or covert action. Some members of Congress have 
served for decades on committees that deal with foreign relations, intelligence, 
armed services, and appropriations. They offer a valuable corporate memory on 
how the United States has conducted itself on the world stage over the decades—​
on what has worked and what hasn’t.

Of course, the legislative branch can appear unwieldy at times in its debates 
and deliberations; it is, after all, a large committee of 535 individuals who rep-
resent places as different from one another as Vermont is to Arizona. Further, 
sometimes its leaders seem more dedicated to obstructionism—​ensuring that 
the government does little or nothing—​than they are to working across the aisle 
in search of solutions to the nation’s problems. When necessary, though, the 
more constructive members of Congress can bypass the obstructionists, moving 
forward with alacrity and a sense of national purpose. Neither branch is perfect; 
both comprise mortals. Presidents have erred (“To err is Truman,” was a favorite 
GOP saying during the Korean War); and lawmakers have made mistakes, too, 
as epitomized by the McCarthy era. Working together, though, they may have 
a better chance of doing the right thing, helping the American people while at 
the same time reducing the odds of power abuse. At least, that is the essence and 
hope of democracy, which continues to be (as Churchill observed) better than 
any other form of governance yet devised, however flawed.
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Diplomatic Disputes. In the diplomatic realm, controversy in Washington 
over power sharing always simmers—​and periodically boils over. Tired of being 
relegated to the sidelines by the executive branch during international negoti-
ations, Congress enacted the landmark Case-​Zablocki Act in 1972, which re-
quired the executive to report to lawmakers on all agreements consummated by 
the executive branch with other nations.20 Before this law, members of Congress 
often had no idea what foreign pacts the president and his aides had approved 
with heads of state overseas; with Case-​Zablocki, there would be a record of 
these negotiations. Lawmakers were, at last, in a position to evaluate whether 
America’s agreements were routine and appropriately relegated to executive 
action or should have been introduced first to the Senate as a solemn treaty 
proposal—​or acted on at least as a “statutory international agreement” requiring 
a majority vote of approval in both chambers.21

The Case-​Zablocki law was a meaningful step taken by the legislative branch 
toward the challenging task of restoring its authority over foreign policy 
decisions, which had severely eroded with the rise of the “imperial presidency” 
during the era of the Vietnam War. If Congress was expected to pay for a US com-
mitment made overseas, its members wanted to be part of the decision—​in on 
the takeoffs, not just for the crash landings, in a popular mantra on Capitol Hill.

War Disputes. Similarly, though with even more untoward effects, the White 
House displayed throughout the Cold War a proclivity to decide on its own when 
and where US military force would be used. In 1964, for example, President 
Lyndon B. Johnson misled lawmakers into believing that the North Vietnamese 
had fired torpedoes at US Navy vessels in the Gulf of Tonkin. The president then 
requested authority from Congress to build up additional forces in Vietnam to 
protect the limited American presence he and President John F. Kennedy had 
already sent there. Gullible at the time, lawmakers readily passed the broadly 
worded Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, without realizing that Johnson would use this 
short-​term authority to escalate the presence of US troops in South Vietnam and 
turn Indochina into a major war zone.22

Just as Congress decided it had had enough with executive branch dom-
inance over diplomacy, now—​just a year after Case-​Zablocki—​its dismay 
over unilateral, secretive war-​making by the White House reached a head and 
lawmakers enacted the War Powers Resolution (WPR). This law mandated re-
porting to Capitol Hill on the use of military force by the executive branch.23 
Moreover, Congress added the bold proviso that henceforth US troops would 
have to be withdrawn automatically from foreign conflicts within sixty days, un-
less lawmakers decided to keep them engaged in the fighting for a longer pe-
riod. In addition, the president would have to withdraw troops at any time before 
the sixty-​day period ended, if Congress so decreed by majority vote in both 
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chambers (a “legislative veto” provision struck down by the Supreme Court in 
1983 as unconstitutional).

Lawmakers cede their role as a check-​and-​balance from time to time, but at 
some point members of Congress remember the wisdom of the Constitution, 
rue their quiescence, and swing back the pendulum of power in Washington to-
ward a more constitutional executive-​legislative balance, as with Case-​Zablocki 
and the WPR.24 Reflecting with pride on the war powers initiative, a Senate ma-
jority leader reminded Americans: “If you’ve got children or grandchildren who 
might have to go to war, you’d feel much better with Congress being brought in, 
than leaving it to one man.”25 Logically, this principle—​a distrust of concentrated 
governmental powers, the greatest insight of the nation’s founders—​would apply 
as well to covert actions.

Third Option Disputes. Parallel to the quarrels in Washington that rocked the 
powers of diplomacy and war-​making in the mid-​1970s, institutional conflicts 
between Article I and Article II proponents also roiled the waters surrounding 
America’s use of the Spy Power. Lawmakers were a little slower in confronting 
institutional imbalances in this dark domain; however, soon after enactment of 
the WPR and in the wake of a domestic CIA spy scandal,26 Congress attempted 
in the years from 1974 to 1977 to tighten controls as well over America’s secret 
agencies, carrying its reassertion of constitutional authority over foreign policy 
even further into this highly secretive sphere of government than it had with 
matters of diplomacy and war-​making.

The central controversy over the Spy Power during this period of intelligence 
reform in the 1970s became initially riveted, as had been true for diplomacy and 
war-​making, on whether lawmakers should be privy to information about US 
foreign policy initiatives: in this case, the CIA’s use of clandestine operations 
abroad—​and especially, at that time, against the democratic government of 
Chile. The nature of the Spy Power as manifested in the Third Option, and efforts 
by lawmakers to control its use, is explored in the chapters that follow, beginning 
with a look at the different forms that covert action can assume. First, though, 
this Introduction briefly reconstructs the kind of world the United States faced in 
1947 when it established the CIA and a covert action capability.

The Emergence of a Chilling Global Rival

The end of the Second World War brought the joy of victory to the United States. 
At last the troops were coming home and Americans could return to a normal 
life. Yet the war had brought great loss to the nation and had left the world in a 
state of exhaustion and disarray. Europe and much of Asia lay prostrate, wrecked 
by the carnage of modern warfare. Nations and families were torn asunder; 
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refugees uprooted and crowded into makeshift camps; hunger and unemploy-
ment, rampant; Dresden and other European cities, burned-​out skeletons; 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, moonscapes covered in a blanket of nuclear radiation.

After the war, the Truman administration rapidly demobilized US troops 
and concentrated on the challenge of helping veterans begin new lives in ci-
vilian society. The Soviet Union, though, had a rather different approach to the 
new peace. America’s erstwhile ally had lost a staggering 27 million troops and 
civilians while fighting the Nazis, more than a tenth of its population and ninety 
times the number of Americans who perished in the war.27 Russia had been pop-
ular among Americans, who appreciated the sacrifices its people had endured 
during the war once the Kremlin awoke to the fact that the Third Reich had be-
come an enemy. In 1945, though, the world seemed to change overnight as the 
Soviets immediately displayed aggressive intentions toward the West. “Within 
six months after war’s end all pretense at friendship was being dropped,” writes 
political scientist David S. McLellan. “Henceforth each side would interpret all 
moves as basically hostile and therefore would act accordingly. The Cold War 
had begun.”28

Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, a crafty and ruthless autocrat, had ordered the 
murder of millions of Russians during his rule (1923–​1953), including not only 
personal rivals but an entire class of citizens—​some 1 million people—​known as 
kulaks, the backbone of the entrepreneurial class of small landholders in Russia 
who resisted his plans for forced agricultural collectivization. Stalin kept his 
armies in uniform and, augmented by guerilla cadres, used these soldiers at the 
end of the war to rob banks in Germany and elsewhere in Europe, accumulating 
an illicit treasure chest to fund the development of communist parties in every 
nation on the European Continent, in Asia, and most everywhere else he could.

Stalin also directed his standing army to subjugate and exploit smaller nations 
on Russia’s borders. Overnight, the Red Army crushed the budding tendrils of 
freedom in Eastern Europe, from Estonia to Yugoslavia. Taking up covert ac-
tion with a vengeance (“active measures” in Soviet terminology, or what some 
Russian intelligence officers refer to as “wrecking”), the Stalin regime and its key 
foreign intelligence apparatus, the KGB, set out to influence elections in France 
and Italy in 1946 (just as another Russian leader, Vladimir V. Putin, would do 
with his troll farms against the United States in 2016 and 2020, and on matters 
other than elections as well).29 British historian Christopher Andrew writes that 
throughout the Cold War, the KGB would use covert action “on a larger scale 
than the CIA.”30

America now faced an unexpected and muscular nemesis, one hell-​bent—​as 
Stalin’s truculent speeches made abundantly clear—​on spreading communism 
around the globe at the expense of Western democratic alliances and the freedom 
of neutral regimes in Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Any appraisal of the Third 
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Option during this time and throughout the Cold War must take into account 
the tenor of these times and the understandable fear that Stalin induced in the 
West, further inflamed inside the United States during the 1950s by Senator Joe 
McCarthy (R, Wisconsin) and others who profited politically from an epidemic 
of anti-​communist fearmongering.31

Hitler had intended to rule the Third Reich from Nürnberg, a city in Bavaria 
known for its beautiful parks, lakes, and spacious athletic fields; for Stalin, 
Moscow would be the center of the universe, with the capitalist nations sub-
servient to the will of the Soviet Communist Party and its expanding military 
arm. From Stalin’s point of view, the Second World War had demonstrated how 
“the development of world capitalism proceeds . . . through crises and military 
conflicts.”32 According to his worldview, capitalism was an evil force that had to 
be vanquished and replaced with a superior form of society: the Soviet brand of 
communism.

Stalin was used to having his way, but President Truman and his secretary of 
state Dean Acheson were not in the habit of being pushed around. The presi-
dent was known for his feisty personality, honed as a combat leader in the trench 
warfare of the First World War. “I do not think we should play compromise any 
longer,” he told Acheson. “I’m tired of babying the Soviets.”33 The crude thump 
of reality in the form of the rising Red Army and a global web of intelligence 
agents run by the KGB (the Soviet equivalent of the CIA during the Cold War), 
along with the realization that the Russians were developing their own nu-
clear weapons—​with much of the necessary technology stolen from America’s 
Manhattan Project by the Kremlin’s “atomic spies” during the waning months 
of the Second World War—​forced the United States to abandon its tradition of 
isolationism and assume the stance of a world leader, one that began to see world 
events largely through an anti-​communism prism.

In light of this unsettling new threat, one of President Truman’s first moves 
after the war ended was to improve America’s intelligence capabilities. The po-
tential use of covert action was far from his mind, but better intelligence col-
lection and analysis became a White House priority: making sense of world 
developments, guarding against another Pearl Harbor surprise from the Soviets 
or anyone else, and—​above all—​tracking what Stalin, the Red Army, and the 
KGB were plotting across the latitudes and longitudes. Truman had been dis-
mayed by the disorganized nature of America’s intelligence efforts during the 
war. Afterward, he grew increasingly weary of the multiple stacks of intelligence 
reporting that arrived each day on his desk in the Oval Office (the “Oval”). In 
frustration, Truman told his top aides that he didn’t have time to wade through 
“a bunch of papers two feet high.” Intelligence had to be “centralized,” with a di-
rector “coordinating all intelligence activities.”34 Even more worrisome than this 
intelligence fragmentation and inefficiency was the memory of the Japanese 
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surprise attack, and—​above all else—​the mushrooming military might of the 
Soviet Union. The United States had to know what weaponry, troop battalions, 
and naval capabilities the Soviets had, where they were located, and how they 
might be deployed; and that information needed to be communicated succinctly 
and accurately to the White House.

The Truman administration recommended to Congress the establishment of a 
Central Intelligence Agency to establish improved interagency integration of in-
telligence activities. The goal would be, in spy vernacular, “all-​source fusion”—​a 
more manageable collation of the intelligence gathered from around the world 
by America’s espionage services. In 1947, the CIA became the first foreign in-
telligence organization in any major nation set up as a result of a law passed by 
the legislative branch of government.35 America’s new Intelligence Community 
or IC, under the leadership of a director of Central Intelligence based at the 
CIA, ended up being far less centralized, though, than Truman had originally 
envisioned. The Pentagon balked at giving too much power to the new spy 
agency, particularly over intelligence related to military matters (as most intel-
ligence is). Thus, America’s first spymaster, the DCI, remained something of a 
figurehead. The director had control over the CIA but was granted only limited 
authority to coordinate intelligence organizations throughout the government. 
This weakness, with individual intelligence agencies operating within their own 
separate “silos” or “stovepipes,” would consistently plague the government in the 
years to come.

The law that created the CIA, entitled the National Security Act of 1947, was 
devoted primarily to the creation of a modern Department of Defense that 
would replace the old Departments of Navy and War. At its core, this meant 
strengthening cooperation (“jointness”) among the US armed services, which 
had often failed to dovetail their activities effectively during the war. Only six 
paragraphs of the lengthy document dealt with intelligence; they addressed the 
DCI’s powers, limited as they were, and emphasized that the CIA would be essen-
tially a collection-​and-​analysis organization. The words “covert action” or “coun-
terintelligence” never appeared in the statute, although both of these missions 
would soon become important as America’s intelligence officers focused on what 
was rapidly becoming their most important responsibility: checking the global 
appetite of the Soviet Union.

An oblique nod in the direction of the Third Option could be imagined, 
though, in language embedded at the very end of the intelligence portion of the 
1947 law. White House counsel Clark Clifford, the main drafter of the National 
Security Act, capped off the section on intelligence with a boilerplate phrase 
designed to cover unforeseen secret directions the government might need to 
take in pursuit of its foreign policy objectives. This last-​minute language noted 
that the government—​the CIA—​might have to engage in “such other functions 
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and duties related to intelligence affecting the national security as the National 
Security Council may from time to time direct.”

After leaving office, Truman expressed concern about this vague invitation to a 
more aggressive use of America’s premier spy agency, as opposed to its collection-​
and-​analysis mission. “For some time I have been disturbed by the way CIA has 
been diverted from its original assignment,” he recalled in retirement. “It has 
become an operational and at times a policy-​making arm of the government.” 
The former president worried that the Agency was now “so removed from its 
intended role that it is being interpreted as a symbol of sinister and mysterious 
foreign intrigue—​and a subject for Cold War enemy propaganda.”36

In 1947, however, Truman’s aides enthusiastically embraced the spongy “other 
functions and duties” phrase of the Security Act to justify the rapid establish-
ment of a Third Option capability within the Agency. Here was a secretive for-
eign policy tool that could be used in such a manner as to avoid more open and 
risky military confrontations with the Soviet empire; and it would be far less 
costly to carry out than overt warfare, with its great disruptions, loss of lives, and 
expensive weaponry. Legally scholars Reisman and Baker have underscored this 
attractive attribute of covert action: “The costs, in terms of lives, materiel and so-
cial and economic disruption, to the United States, to particular target states and 
to non-​targeted third states might be substantially less if the modality of imple-
mentation selected were in whole or in part covert.”37

Within days of the law’s enactment, planners at the CIA were busy devising 
propaganda themes the Agency could use secretly in foreign countries to counter 
the negative information onslaught that the Soviet Union had already unleashed 
against the United States around the globe. The climate of the times—​the dis-
quieting emergence of a Cold War between the two superpowers (the Soviets 
had “the Bomb” by 1949, much to the surprise of the CIA)—​demanded no less 
than an energetic response by all of America’s national security agencies, from 
the Pentagon to the various espionage organizations.

At any rate, this was the thinking at the time. A presidential commission 
would state the case in stark terms during the early years of the Eisenhower 
administration:

It is clear that we are facing an implacable enemy whose avowed objective is 
world domination by whatever means at whatever cost. There are no rules in 
such a game. Hitherto acceptable norms of human conduct do not apply. If 
the U.S. is to survive . . . we must learn to subvert, sabotage and destroy our 
enemies by more clever, more sophisticated and more effective methods than 
those used against us. It may become necessary that the American people will 
be made acquainted with, understand and support this fundamentally repug-
nant philosophy.38
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This climate of fear, stirred by the prospects of communist global expansion, 
had become palpable across the American landscape by the 1950s.39 As early as 
1946, the Soviets had gobbled up the Iranian province of Azerbaijan; and, that 
same year, Soviet-​sponsored communist rebels initiated a civil war in Greece. 
Germany stood divided between East and West; the Baltic nations had fallen into 
the Kremlin’s grasping hands as early as 1944; and, by 1947 when the CIA was 
created, communists had taken over as well as in Poland, Hungary, and Romania. 
Further, Moscow was secretly sponsoring communist-​led insurrections in the 
Philippines. The next year, Czechoslovakia succumbed to communist guerrillas 
funded by the KGB, as the Kremlin tightened its grip over Eastern Europe. 
As these events were under way, France and Italy suffered from debilitating 
communist-​instigated labor strikes.

Moscow seemed to be pulling the strings on a massive global movement 
that aspired to universal Soviet control. All the while, Stalin was spouting vit-
riolic anti-​Western rhetoric. Little wonder a sense of “war scare” possessed 
Washington officials, a nervousness that would only be intensified by further 
communist successes in mainland China and during the Korean War—​not to 
mention the sense of panic stirred within the United States by Senator McCarthy. 
Little wonder that Dwight D. Eisenhower rode to an easy victory on a strident 
anti-​communist platform during the 1952 presidential election, blaming the 
Truman administration for (among other things) “losing China.” And that a 
stealthy, and increasingly aggressive, CIA held appeal as a means for coping with 
this rising Red Menace.

The United States could ill afford to stumble in the struggle to win the hearts 
and minds of people around the world (in a popular trope of the times). Would 
the planet be painted in crimson hues by a Soviet brush or would the democra-
cies and capitalism prevail? Much hung in the balance. According to a chief of 
covert action at the CIA in these early years, the foremost duty of his unit was 
to take on “the global challenge of communism . . . to be confronted whenever 
and wherever it seemed to threaten our interests.”40 A chairman of the Armed 
Services Committee in the House of Representatives graphically described the 
road ahead as “a fight between Jesus Christ and the Hammer-​and-​Sickle.”41 
Readers of Jack London’s still popular novel, The Call of the Wild, published 
in 1903, could recognize in this overheated rhetoric the code of club and fang, 
where “kill or be killed, eat or be eaten was the law.”42 Not only for huskies in the 
Yukon but for Americans in a dangerous world, only the strong would prevail. 
The United States found itself in a world of battle and blood: Americanism versus 
communism.

“The Soviets would try to achieve their purposes by the penetration and sub-
version of governments all over the world,” writes historian Anne Karalekas. 
“The accepted role of the United States was to prevent that expansion.”43 This 
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state of affairs gave birth to the containment doctrine, and provided the CIA with 
its marching orders. Even decades later in the 1970s, President Gerald R. Ford 
would declare that the primary objective of covert action was to buttress the 
world’s democracies against communist influence.44

The Treaty Power, the Spy Power, and—​if necessary—​maybe even the War 
Power would have to be adroitly administered if, at the end of the day, the 
American way of life would continue to exist. At the CIA, intelligence officials 
took up the tasks of improving collection and analysis; crafted methods of coun-
terintelligence to block Soviet espionage and active measures against the United 
States; and, last but not least, developed an array of Third Option techniques 
designed to stymie Soviet global adventurism.

More specifically, covert actions would help to seek victory for the United 
States in the incipient Cold War by such measures as these:

	 •	 fostering democratic solutions to dauntingly complex challenges facing 
countries in the developing world, most notably hunger and poverty;

	 •	 resisting communist subversion;
	 •	 assisting, behind the scenes, governments favorably disposed toward the 

United States and democracy;
	 •	 encouraging developing nations to join pro-​Western regional pacts, such 

as the Alliance for Progress, created by the Kennedy administration to im-
prove US economic cooperation with Latin America and, thereby, curb the 
appeal of communism;

	 •	 helping trade unions, student groups, and other organizations around the 
world in the fight against communist takeovers; and,

	 •	 driving communists and their bedfellows from public office on every 
continent.

Both the Truman and Eisenhower administrations decided it would be useful to 
have a handy covert instrument available for foreign intervention in the absence 
of a national consensus for the overt use of military force against a threatening 
nation or faction.45 So on the covert action front there was much work to be done 
by the fledgling CIA, even if its main job was supposedly the collection and inter-
pretation of information from all points of the compass. As Chapter 1 relates, the 
Agency set out to develop a lively packet of tricks to advance this added mission 
of clandestine interventions abroad.



PART I

TRADECRAFT

 





1
The Forms of Covert Action

From Propaganda to Paramilitary Operations

Since 1947, the scope of US covert actions carried out by the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) has been wide.1 Usually these operations were driven by an anti-​
communist blueprint, directed against nations that had been drawn into an orbit 
around the Soviet Union and Mainland China, or against neutral countries that 
had leaned toward Moscow or Beijing more than Washington officials found 
tolerable—​an emerging ABC foreign policy (“Anybody But Communists”). 
Toward this end, the Agency targeted the Third Option not only against the 
governments and leaders of foreign nations but at their citizens as well: polit-
ical parties, labor unions, student and faculty groups, women’s clubs, civic asso-
ciations, religious organizations, newspapers and journals, publishing houses. 
Targeted, too, especially in more recent years, have been hostile non-​state or-
ganizations. Highest on this list: terrorist factions, narcotics cartels, illicit arms 
dealers, and human traffickers. Moreover, threatening individuals—​hostile 
leaders, terrorists—​have been in the Agency’s crosshairs from time to time, 
sometimes literally.

The covert actions directed against these nations, groups, and individuals 
may be divided into four general categories or forms: propaganda, political, ec-
onomic, and paramilitary operations. As a former CIA officer has written, these 
approaches “cover a broad front” that includes “dropping arms and money to 
guerrilla groups, supplying funds to a political party or leader, subsidizing a labor 
union, funding an editor or giving him an outline for an editorial, supporting an 
ostensibly private radio or magazine, supplying an airline ticket, taking a man to 
dinner.”2

Far and away the most extensively pursued method has been the use of prop-
aganda, in part because it is the easiest to pull off. In an earlier era, this response 
to world events was known in US military circles as psychological warfare, psy-
chological operations, politico-​psychological operations, or just plain “psy ops.” 
Today it is often referred to as “information operations” (“info ops”) or, in a no-
tably creative Agency euphemism, “perception enhancement.”
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Covert Action as Propaganda

Since 1947, in a worldwide anti-​communist ideological campaign, the CIA has 
disseminated (through an undercover network that reaches to far-​flung areas of 
the earth’s surface) thousands of themes on international affairs (“perspectives,” 
in Agency terminology). This approach, studded with many possibilities 
for extolling the virtues of the United States and denigrating its adversaries, 
has portrayed this country in a uniformly favorable light and international 
opponents—​mainly the USSR and, today, Russia—​as villainous.

Hoping to dominate the global information space with anti-​communist and 
pro-​democracy stories, the Agency inserted its messages into foreign media 
channels wherever possible across the globe: newspapers, magazines, televi-
sion, and, more recently, social media. This outpouring, a veritable floodtide of 
attempted influence-​peddling operations—​critics might say “brainwashing”—​is 
dispersed by way of local journalists hired by the CIA and known as “media as-
sets,” in the parlance of the Directorate of Operations or DO, the Agency’s nerve 
center for covert action starting in 1973 (and known earlier as the Directorate 
of Plans or DP). For a blueprint of how the CIA is organized into “directorates,” 
which a former DCI has described as “separate baronies rather than a strategic 
planning system,” see Figure 1.1. These directorates have changed little over the 
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years, although now include a Directorate for Digital Innovation and, within the 
DO, a Special Activities Center.3

Assets, or “agents” as they are portrayed in the media and Hollywood movies, 
are locals in foreign countries who are secretly recruited by DO “case officers” 
(“human operations officers,” or simply “operations officers” in more recent 
CIA diction). The job description for an asset: influence the media—​or possibly 
pursue more nefarious roles, such as paramilitary activities if the asset has the 
requisite talents and access to targets. The Agency’s worldwide network of media 
assets is known in the DO as the “infrastructure” or, in more colloquial terms, 
the “plumbing,” which the Agency relies on overseas for both intelligence col-
lection and carrying out the Third Option. The top Agency official in the field 
within each country where the organization has a presence is the chief of station 
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or COS. A wiring diagram of the DO during the post-​1972 Cold War, which is 
roughly the same setup as throughout the CIA’s history, is presented in Figure 1.2.

No nation today, or in history, has established such a complex and expensive 
spy apparatus as currently enjoyed by the United States, with its eighteen-​entity 
Intelligence Community (IC), the latest component being the Space Force orga-
nization, announced in the waning days of the Trump administration in January 
of 2021. According to the director of National Intelligence (DNI, whose office is 
one of the IC agencies) at the time, its mandate was to “secure outer space as a 
safe and free domain for America’s interests.”
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This array of cloistered organizations (see Figure 1.3) costs some $80 billion 
per annum and stretches from espionage assets in the world’s back alleys—​a 
CIA specialty—​to elaborate space-​based surveillance satellites carrying every 
possible bell and whistle for peering down at Planet Earth. The satellite side 
of US intelligence is the preserve of other giant, three-​letter agencies in the 
Community: the National Security Agency (NSA), the National Geospatial-​
Intelligence Agency (NGA), and the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO). 
Among the full cluster of entities in the IC, five have principally an intelligence 
mission: CIA, NSA, NGA, NRO, and Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA)—​these 
last four all within the framework of the Defense Department, with the CIA the 
only organization outside of a cabinet department. Some IC leaders think of 
these five organizations as the true intelligence “agencies,” with the remaining 
thirteen as IC “components” that support a larger policy department in a range 
of assignments. In another variation, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) is 
sometimes viewed as the sixth agency, since intelligence (along with law enforce-
ment) is such a prominent responsibility at “the Bureau” (see Figure 1.3).

The CIA has relied on a broad portfolio of other methods to undermine for-
eign leaders and regimes opposed by the United States, including the use of 
counterfeit documents, the testimony of fake experts, the spreading of rumors, 
and letter-​writing campaigns. An example of a letter-​writing campaign: in an ef-
fort to shift the Italian electorate away from the Communist Party and toward the 
pro-​Western Christian Democratic Party in Italy during the early decades of the 
Cold War, the Agency stimulated a large-​scale mailing blizzard. At the request 
of the CIA, Italian-​Americans in the United States sent some 10,000 messages to 
relatives back home in Italy, urging an anti-​communist vote.4 As well, the Agency 
regularly leaks favorable news stories to the foreign media about the United 
States (true or exaggerated), as well as negative stories (often true) and—​though 
rarely—​fabricated documents about the governments in communist countries.

The theory behind covert propaganda is uncomplicated. To use a hypothetical 
illustration from Germany, a reader in Munich is likely to put more stock in an 
op-​ed written in a local newspaper by, let us say, the journalist Hans Bauermann 
(a made-​up name) than in an official White House or US embassy press release. 
Unbeknownst to his readers, Herr Bauermann is the recipient of a monthly sti-
pend from the CIA. In return for the non-​taxed Euros and the vacation they will 
purchase on a Greek isle, he adopts the American point-​of-​view in his columns. 
If Herr Bauermann is energetic, he may pen the pieces himself based on a few 
CIA guidelines; or, depending on how lazy (or malleable) he is, the DO will write 
the copy for him, in perfect German and ready for print.

Covert propaganda can take three general forms. One is “white,” in which 
the message is truthful: telling it like it is, for which the British Broadcasting 
Company (BBC, founded in 1926) had an enviable reputation during the Cold 
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War, and still does. Credibility is the hallmark of this approach. Propaganda 
can also be “black,” that is, consisting of attempts to assault the ears of listeners 
and the eyes of readers with counterfeit truth, whether outright falsehoods or 
exaggerations; in a word, disinformation, often designed to make it appear as 
though it emanated from Moscow or some other adversarial source. This par-
ticularly controversial form of propaganda amounted to only about 2 percent of 
the total CIA dissemination during the Cold War. Propaganda may be gray, as 
well: an alloy of white and black—​clandestine spin-​doctoring, with a premium 
on making the United States look good.

Examples of the Agency’s use of propaganda during the Cold War might in-
clude commentaries about the human tragedies caused by East Germany’s erec-
tion of the Berlin Wall; op-​eds to drum up support for America’s involvement 
in the Vietnam War (a sore point among many Europeans in the 1960s who 
otherwise liked the United States); or an excoriation of the Soviet invasion into 
Czechoslovakia in 1968. Today, perhaps an article might claim that Russia has 
been arming certain terrorist groups; inveigh against the Russian development 
of destabilizing “supersonic” missiles; or accuse the Chinese of causing a world-
wide pandemic with the COVID-​19 virus. Of course, similar kinds of invective 
are routinely spread by Russian, Chinese, Iranian, North Korean, and other for-
eign intelligence services against the United States and its allies—​an ongoing war 
of words that adds daily to the pollution of the world’s air waves.

A further illustration is America’s advocacy in the 1980s of a US intermediate-​
range nuclear force (INF), a category of nuclear-​tipped missiles placed on 
West German soil to serve as an added deterrent against the Soviet Union. The 
Kremlin precipitated this new Cold War arms race when it installed a compa-
rable category of weaponry in East Europe, along the West German border. The 
Green Party and others on the left in West German politics strenuously opposed 
the INF counterresponse by the United States, despite the initial provocative 
move by Moscow. Many West Germans feared that the US missiles (Pershing IIs) 
would attract immediate retaliation by the Kremlin, should a Third World War 
break out between the superpowers. They balked at the possibility of turning 
Deutschland into a smoldering radioactive heap. The US government sought to 
neutralize this opposition to the INF through a hidden media campaign, fash-
ioned by the DO and crafted to reinforce the official government position in 
Washington that the American missiles were a positive, vital part of the West’s 
defensive shield against potential Soviet aggression.

The argument secretly disseminated by the CIA was essentially truthful, but 
the Agency had sidestepped the question of whether these missile placements 
would, in fact, make West Germany a more likely prime target for a preemp-
tive military strike by the Soviet Union in wartime. The “perception enhance-
ment” in this example was mostly white, but with some significant omissions 
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regarding the implications of the INF weapon sites. German public opinion 
moved toward accepting the INF initiative, although it is impossible to 
measure the effects (if any) of the Agency’s covert propaganda program in nur-
turing this support. The view at the CIA was that it didn’t hurt and maybe it 
helped. This rationale is comparable to what intelligence scholar Rory Cormac 
refers to as the British intelligence point-​of-​view on its global propaganda ac-
tivities during the 1960s. The policy was one of “hoping for the best and seeing 
what happened.”5

Measuring the effects of media in any capacity is notoriously difficult, but 
proponents of the Agency’s covert propaganda cite interviews with Soviet 
dissidents to make their case. These émigrés periodically fled the Soviet Bloc 
during the Cold War and, once settled in the West, testified to US intelligence 
debriefers that the copies of Time, Newsweek, and other magazines smuggled into 
the USSR by Agency assets, along with anti-​Soviet audiotapes, recordings, and 
books, gave them hope and courage to continue their resistance. The Agency’s 
“book program,” started in 1956, was particularly popular among dissidents. 
A miniaturized edition of the Gulag Archipelago was a hot underground item, for 
instance, infiltrated into Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union by CIA assets. The 
book, banned throughout the Soviet empire, was a searing account of Russia’s 
political prisons, published in 1973 by the exiled Russian winner of the Nobel 
Prize for Literature (awarded in 1970), Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn. Much sought 
after, too, in Poland, was a book on the Soviet massacre of some 22,000 Polish 
military officers and intelligentsia in the spring of 1940.

The CIA did its best to flood Soviet and Red Chinese territories with pro-​
West, anti-​communist literature through a range of secret routes (“ratlines”) 
into Eastern Europe and other nations bordering the communist superpowers. 
This infiltration relied on a variety of ingenious techniques that would have 
impressed the Capos of an experienced drug cartel, including the hiding of con-
traband literature in costume wardrobes worn by visiting ballet troupes from be-
hind the Iron Curtain, as well as within the athletic gear of touring athletes and 
the Lederhosen of backpackers. Handy hiding places also included the confines 
of thick conference papers lugged by academics to international conferences, 
and the suitcases of individuals wearing the clerical collar. Other places included 
concealment inside exported goods, from automobiles to fire extinguishers; 
trucks, boats, tour buses, small boats traveling at midnight along the coastline; 
even homing pigeons and helium-​filled balloons dependent on favorable wind 
currents—​whatever might work became a method for permeating suppressed 
nations with propaganda.

Through hundreds of media channels around the world, the CIA pumped 
roughly seventy to eighty insertions per day during the Cold War from 1947 to 
1974, according to Church Committee investigators—​a substantial outpouring 
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of propaganda known proudly at the Agency in these years as a “Mighty 
Wurlitzer.”6 These Third Option methods assisted in the ousting of an Iranian 
leader in 1953 and played an important role in another coup in Guatemala the 
following year (both examined in Chapter 3). According to CIA officials, prop-
aganda programs significantly helped as well to shield fledgling democracies 
against lies about the United States and the supposed bankruptcy of the demo-
cratic model of governance, all concocted and propagated by the KGB (the Soviet 
foreign intelligence service).

In its efforts first to defeat, and then—​when he was elected anyway, in a free 
and open balloting in 1970—​to topple the president of Chile, Salvador Allende, 
the CIA spent millions of dollars on propaganda operations designed to crater 
his fledgling regime. Allende had had the nerve to invite Fidel Castro for a visit 
to Chile for a month, putting an exclamation mark behind the belief of the Nixon 
administration that the Chilean leader was a serious threat to stability in the 
Western Hemisphere. The Agency’s propaganda operations in this case relied 
heavily on newspaper articles, including one-​a-​day in the top Santiago paper, 
El Mercurio, during the 1970 presidential election. The CIA would soon se-
cretly fund this entire newspaper, going beyond its norm of recruiting only in-
dividual reporters employed by a foreign paper, magazine, or broadcast station. 
According to the Church Committee, other propaganda venues against Allende 
included radio transmissions; cartoons; films; pamphlets, posters, and banners; 
paper streamers; leaflets and direct mailings; wall paintings; and, drawing the 
Catholic Church into the fray, copies of an anti-​communist pastoral letter 
written by Pope Pius XI. Winning regardless, Allende remained in power until 
1973, when he was overthrown by a military coup supported by the CIA (exam-
ined later in this book).

Further, the Agency ran its own radio stations in different parts of the world, 
such as Radio Free Europe (RFE, set up in 1950 to beam into Poland and else-
where in Eastern Europe) and Radio Liberty (RL, established the next year as a 
complement to RFE). Both stations delivered anti-​communist messages around 
the world, with a special focus on whatever audiences might be listening behind 
the Soviet Iron Curtain. The goal was to inspire hope among dissidents as well as 
to encourage their resistance to communism—​maybe even inspiring a few high-​
level government officials and societal notables to defect to the Western camp. 
To assist in its propaganda transmissions, the Agency has periodically distrib-
uted transistor radios—​tunable only to the CIA’s stations—​lofted by balloons 
into the arms of villagers located in remote parts of the world, if the prevailing 
winds cooperated. Example targets were communist-​held regions of Laos during 
the 1960s, and Polish townships in the 1980s.7 In 1972, RFE and RL stations 
were outed as CIA tools of propaganda, but they soon began to serve the same 
purposes as overt arms of the State Department. Today, a considerable portion 
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of additional radio propaganda for foreign audiences is openly funded by the 
United States, as with Radio Sawa and its companion station Al Hurra TV, both 
becoming operational in 2002 and dedicated to enhancing America’s image 
among Arabs in the Middle East.

During the Cold War, the CIA sowed comparable anti-​communist materials, 
including again Time and Newsweek magazines, into China and other com-
munist countries. The Agency also expanded its secret sponsorship of influ-
ential newspapers and journals abroad, such as Der Monat in West Germany. 
Moreover, it recruited Eastern European dissidents and expatriates who, given 
the right financial encouragement, would establish magazines and newspapers 
critical of communism. An example during the 1980s was the publication 
Kultura, based in Paris, run by expats, and aimed at their Polish homeland; and 
Tygodnik Mazowsze, a weekly newspaper inside Poland, operated by members 
of the Solidarity trade union movement. As well, the Agency financed (with “re-
search funding”) anti-​communist tracts written by Western authors, including 
American university professors—​some knowledgeable and others not about the 
true source of their “government” awards.

One former CIA officer has concluded that the Agency’s propaganda 
programs delivered “dubious benefits.”8 The DCI in the Carter administration, 
Admiral Stansfield Turner, also had little use—​at first—​for the notion of secretly 
distributing books and periodicals as instruments of propaganda. The admiral 
considered it a waste of time and money. The program eventually grew on him, 
though. “Certainly one thinks that the book program, the broadcast programs 
(most notably, Radio Free Europe), the information programs do good,” Turner 
recalled to an interviewer after his retirement as CIA chief. “When you get facts 
into a country where the truth is not a common commodity, you’re doing some 
good.”9

Today the available social media “advertising channels” for possible use by the 
Agency, and every other spy service in the world, have proliferated like spring 
poppyseeds: Facebook, Google, Twitter, YouTube, and the rest. Nevertheless, 
some of the old tried-​and-​true methods have continued to play a role, as 
when “night letters” were used in covert actions against the Taliban regime in 
Afghanistan after the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks on the United States. 
As former DO officer Robert L. Grenier remembers, these letters were “prop-
aganda sheets slid under doors or tossed over compound walls in the dark of 
night—​in and around Kandahar, decrying bin Laden and the pernicious pres-
ence of Arab foreigners.”10

While usually in the form of a tame distribution of truthful information in sup-
port of US foreign policy objectives, sometimes the CIA’s propaganda activities 
have slipped into an irresponsible encouragement of local rebellions despite the 
exceedingly poor odds of success—​an unethical approach to anti-​communism 
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or any other adversarial ideology. A classic illustration is Hungary in 1956, when 
Agency propaganda—​most notably, RFE—​may have encouraged young people 
in Budapest to rise up against communist rule, with the hinted inducement that 
the United States would have their back once the rebellion began. The inspira-
tional message: students, heroically, could roll back the Iron Curtain and the 
United States would help. If this Agency incitement actually occurred (reports 
differ), the promises were a tragic lie, indeed an invitation to mass suicide. In re-
sponse to the rebellion, the Soviet Army engaged in wholesale slaughter against 
mainly young Hungarian idealists—​with many thousands of deaths in Budapest 
and across that nation’s bloodied landscape.11

Similarly, in 1991 during the First Persian Gulf War, the Agency encouraged 
Kurds and Shiites in Iraq to rebel against Saddam Hussein and his Sunni re-
gime, by broadcasting through a CIA clandestine radio station (“Voice of Free 
Iraq”) that the dictator was on the verge of fleeing the country and the moment 
was propitious for insurrection. The rebellion never materialized; fear among 
Iraqi citizens over the viciousness of Saddam’s internal security forces was too 
strong, and rightly so. By 1995, however, the Agency’s cumulative propaganda 
promises had their desired effect and some Iraqis—​mostly the hapless Kurds 
in the north of Iraq, held together by cobwebs of hope—​did rebel, in a dreamy 
belief that the US military would return immediately to Iraq and take up their 
cause. Yet another misperception, another Third Option come unstuck, a swirl 
of shattered hopes, more massacres: this time in the streets of cities and villages 
across northern Iraq. The failure of these operations left a bad taste in President 
Clinton’s mouth regarding the value of covert action and raised doubts in his ad-
ministration about the leadership acumen of the DCI at the time, John Deutch 
(discussed further in Chapter 5).

One of the CIA’s most spectacular propaganda operations involved circu-
lating, throughout Eastern Europe and beyond, copies of Soviet President Nikita 
Khrushchev’s notorious “secret speech” to the 20th Communist Party Congress 
in 1956. This document was strongly critical of the Stalin years. (The Soviet dic-
tator died in March 1953.) Israeli intelligence had obtained a copy and passed it 
along to James J. Angleton, their favorite contact inside the Directorate of Plans 
(DP, the precursor to the DO). Astonishingly, in the speech Khrushchev re-
vealed to his comrades a blood-​curdling glimpse into the purgatory of the Stalin 
regime—​great material for the CIA’s psy-​war specialists. Some say the speech 
was doctored by the DP before its circulation into Eastern Europe by its local 
agents provocateurs. The idea was to portray Stalin as even more of a monster 
than he was, a twist of the screw that may have been an Angleton brainstorm.12

Over the years, the Agency has gone so far as to encourage its copious 
media contacts inside the United States to write negative reviews and com-
mentary about books critical of the CIA, or thumbs-​up evaluations of volumes 
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that portray the Agency in a more positive light. The reward to compliant 
writers: newsworthy leaks, maybe even Pulitzer prize–​winning scoops. Through 
at-​home media channels, the Agency has also attacked investigating congres-
sional committees.13 These are disturbing illustrations of how the CIA’s psy-​ops 
machine has been directed against an American audience in an effort to margin-
alize the organization’s critics.14

Recently, the CIA promulgated a steady, positive drumbeat of media coverage 
inside the United States on the subject of its torture practices against suspected 
terrorists in the aftermath of the 9/​11 terrorist strikes, a counterattack aimed at 
a report from the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence that had been crit-
ical of these harsh methods of counterterrorism. Current and former intelli-
gence officers regularly appeared on television and radio talk shows and sent out 
emails and tweets, each similarly worded, to defend the Agency’s “enhanced in-
terrogation” methods (in another of Langley’s gentle-​sounding euphemisms).15 
Defaming foreign leaders disliked by Washington administrations is a finely 
honed CIA specialty: deepfakes; pornographic movies starring fake stand-​ins 
resembling foreign leaders; poison-​pen and fabricated letters; entirely forged or 
altered documents—​all number among its methods of discrediting communists 
and other foreign adversaries.16 Turning these skills against critics inside the 
United States, or against America’s ambassadors overseas who may be giving the 
Agency trouble in the field, is an easy transition.17

Another controversial aspect of CIA propaganda has been the problem of 
“blowback” or “replay,” whereby the Agency’s attempts at foreign influence have 
wafted back to the United States on the airwaves of a media-​compressed globe, 
thereby manipulating America’s citizens rather than just foreign adversaries. The 
irony is obvious: in its designs to fool US foes abroad, the CIA ends up inad-
vertently fooling Americans at home. Former DCI William Colby maintained 
that blowback occurs “very rarely”; but, in one of several examples, the Church 
Committee came across a DP memo that boasted how “a replay of Chile theme 
materials” (part of the Agency’s effort to depose Allende) had surfaced in the 
New York Times and the Washington Post. Further, a high-​level analyst at the CIA, 
Ray S. Cline, recalled how it worried him “a lot that false CIA propaganda about 
mainland China might fool China experts in the Department of State, skewing 
their analysis.”18

Blowback remains a dilemma for the Agency. One remedy, exercised in an 
uneven manner, is for DCIs (and now directors of Central Intelligence or D/​
CIAs, an office that replaced the DCI position in 2004) to contact prominent 
media managers at leading American newspapers to warn them in advance—​
under strict rules of confidentiality—​about selected propaganda stories the CIA 
had planted abroad or was about to plant. Another Agency approach to blow-
back was use of this device intentionally to generate support from US citizens 
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for covert actions in one part of the world or another, with the source of this ad-
vocacy unknown to them. To illustrate, propaganda plants during the Agency’s 
early efforts in Indochina to discredit and thwart the rise of Ho Chi Minh, the 
communist leader of North Vietnam, reportedly floated back to influence an 
American audience.19 The celebrated New York Times journalist James Reston 
reported, too, that now and then the CIA “had tried to pass on to our reporters 
false information.”20

Political Covert Action

Covert action is usually most successful when all four of its components function 
together in a synergistic manner, using every stitch of canvas—​or at least some 
combination. The snake oil of propaganda combined with the allure of green-
back dollars is a common duo. For instance, the CIA’s early efforts to thwart com-
munist takeovers in countries around the world included not only propaganda 
materials but also financial support to political groups, democratic trade unions, 
and individuals likely to be friendly toward the United States in the future. Most 
covert actions follow a sequence: they start off with propaganda, often by setting 
up a radio station and a newspaper at first; they move next to political activities; 
and then, if necessary, they stir into the pot more severe economic and even par-
amilitary (PM) operations. As this sequence progresses, the effort can expand 
dramatically as all forms of the Third Option flow together into a deluge of secret 
pro-​American operations that sweep across the seas and continents.

On some occasions, the CIA’s enthusiasm for taking on global communism 
in every possible way has led to a violation of its 1947 mandate on limiting its 
activities strictly to foreign targets. For example, the DP infiltrated and funded 
the US National Student Association, relying on this “NSA” (not to be confused 
with the spy agency with that same acronym) to spread pro-​American propa-
ganda abroad, as well as to organize support for the United States during the 
group’s participation at international youth convocations. Former DP operative 
Rositzke recalls that, in this manner, “the earliest links with dissident groups in 
Moscow were forged at the Moscow Youth Festival in 1957.”21 A decade later, 
the left-​leaning magazine Ramparts revealed these questionable Agency ties to 
American youth groups, leading to an executive order from the Johnson admin-
istration that reinforced the already existing prohibition against CIA involve-
ment with organizations inside the United States.

Another illustration of the Agency’s financial support to friendly groups, this 
time abroad, was its connection to anti-​communist trade unions (often run by 
Mafia and Corsican gangsters) in the Mediterranean ports of Marseilles and 
Naples after the Second World War. These longshoremen assisted US efforts to 
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unload military weapons and ammunition for later distribution to anti-​Soviet 
resistance factions in Eastern Europe, notably inside Ukraine and Poland. 
They also protected, sometimes with brass knuckles or bare fists, US aid being 
brought to Europe under the auspices of the Marshall Plan. These ties to the 
mob in Europe foreshadowed the Agency’s ongoing contacts with Mafia fig-
ures in Chicago, New York, and Miami, which the DP would turn to during the 
Kennedy administration for aid in carrying out a series of assassination attempts 
in Havana against Cuban leader Fidel Castro.

The British foreign intelligence service, MI6, has a saying (though its origins 
remain obscure) that captures the attempt of spy agencies to influence political 
events abroad through the judicious dispersal of money to friendly personalities 
and political parties. The expression is “King George’s cavalry,” which translates 
into “cold cash to the rescue”—​a sure-​fire motivational magic to influence some 
individuals and organizations in foreign lands.22 The CIA ladled out secret 
funding to promote the 1953 and 1954 coups in Iran and Guatemala, in two well-​
known examples.

In addition, from practically the first day it went into business, the Agency fi-
nancially supported anti-​communist intelligence services, parties, and interest 
groups in France and West Germany. These operations ran parallel to the CIA’s 
funding for the Christian Democratic Party in Italy from 1947 to 1967, and later 
during the Ford administration in the 1970s.23 Throughout the Cold War, the 
Agency frequently engaged in hidden efforts to bend foreign electoral outcomes 
in a manner that favored America’s favorite candidate: in Chile, El Salvador, 
Guyana, and Japan, just to scratch the surface of places where the CIA and 
the KGB squared off behind the scenes in their attempts to manipulate public 
opinion and voting behavior.24

Italy in particular was an electoral battleground where the Agency made its 
bones in developing the art of clandestine political intervention, augmented by 
propaganda operations. The Italian Communist Party was bolstered just as vig-
orously by covert financing from the KGB. Neither superpower thought it wise to 
make these cash gifts a matter of public record, out of concern that Italian voters 
might recoil at the notion of casting a ballot for a candidate who seemed to be 
dancing on the strings of an outside superpower. As underscored by John Bross, 
a CIA division chief for Central and Eastern Europe, “Identification with foreign 
support turns what looks like patriotic opposition into what looks like treason.”25

To put a harsh light on this methodology, political covert action can be 
interpreted as bribery: we will secretly help you win an election but, once in of-
fice, we expect you to follow the US lead in international affairs. A kinder in-
terpretation would be the argument that secret funding is merely a benign 
way of assisting fellow democratic parties and candidates overseas, or anyone 
else who embraces democracy and opposes America’s foes—​or at least opposes 
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communism. An illustration of a CIA funding initiative: the Northern Alliance, 
a coalition of anti-Taliban warlords in Afghanistan, after the US invasion of 
that nation in 2001. “I acknowledge receipt of USD 1,000,000.00 from the CIA 
for passage to Foxtrot Team” read an Agency document, signed by a Northern 
Alliance team leader after a paramilitary operative handed him a leather satchel 
bulging with US currency on December 15, 2001.26

“When threats arise to America’s interests in the world,” argued Colby in 1978, 
“it is better that we have the ability to help people in those countries where that 
will happen, quietly and secretly, and not wait until we are faced with a mili-
tary threat that has to be met by armed force.”27 Earlier, while serving as DCI, 
he observed in the midst of the Church Committee investigation into covert ac-
tion that “if the United States is unable to assist its friends, this is a sorry state.”28 
According to another DCI, R. James Woolsey of the Clinton administration 
(1993–​95), the whole purpose behind the use of the Third Option was “to avoid 
communists taking over.”29 Worth emphasizing is the cost-​effective dimension 
of this method, too, especially when it comes to paramilitary activities. As stated 
by a former CIA inspector general, the United States “could use the Marines and 
5,000 guns or we [the Agency] use six agents and $50,000.”30

For many elections around the world, the CIA’s assets have been on the scene 
armed with attaché cases brimming with local currency to purchase media 
time for local pro-​Western politicians, as well as to provide electioneering par-
aphernalia designed to enhance their chances for victory (in those nations with 
democratic balloting). These materials have included a plethora of the usual 
campaign materials: leaflets; banners; stickers; placards; handbills; photos; 
motion pictures; videos; TV ads; bumper stickers, even in countries with few 
automobiles; thousands of lapel pins or buttons (including 50,000 that said “I 
am a member of the FNLA Party, in an example from Angola promoting the 
National Front for the Liberation of Angola, designed for attachment to the 
fatigues of soldiers in a jungle setting with few voters around to ponder the party 
acronym); and yard signs, sometimes for distribution in countries with few sub-
urban lawns. Practically everything necessary for advertising, short of sandwich 
boards. For non-​democratic regimes, the goal would be to fund groups and indi-
viduals toiling, usually underground, to bring about the establishment of a more 
open, pro-​US society, or one that was neutral at any rate.

Although at times these methods were a reach (as with lapel buttons in jungle 
settings), overall the Agency proved quite effective in the use of secret propa-
ganda and funding for favored groups and individuals overseas. It benefited from 
its relatively small size (in its early days, at least), which allowed for a certain 
agility far beyond what the hulking Pentagon could even imagine. Covert actions 
are meant to be small and quiet; the US military, prior to the development of 
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its furtive Special Forces, was large and noisy—​and still is when it mobilizes for 
open warfare.

Economic Covert Action

In the realm of economic activities, the Third Option presents a much nastier 
portrait of America’s secret foreign policy. Examples include proposals to incite 
labor strikes; the mining of harbors to discourage shipping with US adversaries 
(a radical assault on international laws that protect sea trade among nations); 
instigating power blackouts; turning oil refineries into smoke; severing tele-
phone lines; bombing or twisting rail lines to halt train shipments (what General 
William Tecumseh Sherman called “unbuilding railroads” as he marched across 
Georgia during the American Civil War); blowing up electrical power lines, 
power plants, bus depots, and bridges; disabling ships in foreign ports through 
the use of Underwater Demolition Teams (UDTs); contaminating lubricants, in 
an effort to bring about a breakdown of machinery in adversarial nations; and 
engaging in high-​tech computer hacking. An NSC memo from the Johnson ad-
ministration comments on two uses of the Third Option against the Castro re-
gime designed to harm the Cuban economy: a commando sabotage operation 
against a warehouse and pier, and against a moored fuel barge; and a sabotage 
operation against a fuel barge proceeding in coastal waters.31

These are classic sabotage operations. In addition, according to the public re-
cord (chiefly declassified NSC documents), the CIA has counterfeited foreign 
currency to trigger inflationary pressures in target countries; forged food stamps 
and bank drafts; and depressed the world price of agricultural products vital to 
the economies of adversaries, an approach that can be especially devastating in 
small, one-​crop countries.32 No doubt Russian intelligence agencies—​the KGB 
during the Cold War and its modern replacements today—​have been involved in 
such activities, as well, and likely worse.33

One can also imagine, hypothetically, a nation using covert interventions to 
taint foreign agricultural products; disrupt food-​supply chains; and destroy live-
stock. While proposals for food and livestock meddling have been consistently 
rejected at high government levels in the United States (with a shocking exception 
discussed further in Chapter 9), the other sabotage activities listed here have gone 
forward from time to time in far-​flung places, usually in the broader context of 
CIA paramilitary operations. Another hypothetical case to illustrate the possibil-
ities would be the sudden and mysterious disappearance of money that President 
Putin has stashed away in international banks, as payback for Russian tampering 
with US elections and computer hacking against US security agencies.34
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Paramilitary Operations

With paramilitary operations (PM ops, sometimes referred to in CIA documents 
as “preventive direct action” or, in the wry patois of British intelligence, “ungen-
tlemanly warfare”), one enters an even more extreme, expensive, and treach-
erous domain of covert action. This category includes everything from from 
“extraordinary rendition” (the abduction) of suspected terrorists by CIA “snatch 
teams,” to the killing of foreign public officials deemed unfriendly toward the 
United States.

The Agency’s “snatch” operations are not a main focus in this book, but it is 
worth noting that almost always such activities are beneath the dignity of the 
United States. The exception are those rare cases when outstanding foreign ar-
rest warrants are being lawfully pursued by the FBI, say, related to international 
banking fraud. During the second Bush administration, the CIA had “Special 
Removal Units” that grabbed terrorist suspects off the streets in foreign na-
tions (Stockholm, for example) and flew them to “black sites” abroad where tor-
ture is a common practice. Egypt was a favorite destination, but Afghanistan, 
Jordan, Morocco, Syria, Thailand, Qatar, and Uzebkistan were in the mix as well. 
As Vice President Dick Cheney put it on “Meet the Press” a few days after the 
9/​11 attacks, “So it’s going to be vital for us to use any means at our disposal, 
basically, to achieve our objective.” In 2005, a CIA lawyer, John Radsan, would   
tell journalist Jane Mayer of the New Yorker that, when it came to dealing with 
global terrorism, “It’s the law of the jungle.”

A CIA internal budget document, dated December 15, 1963, noted some 
forms of PM activity directed against the Castro regime in Cuba, among them 
“maritime operations, air operations, training, military hardware and the for-
mation, development, and dispatch of groups in paramilitary operations.”35 
Stephen Kinzer has pointed to another off-​the-​charts form of PM activity: mind-​
control, which he considers “the ultimate covert action weapon.” Although the 
Agency has spent much time and money attempting to develop a capacity for 
brainwashing or “psycho-​war,” based on mind-​control drugs and other means 
for incapacitating adversaries overseas, the results have never panned out—​
fortunately for the honor and reputation of the United States.36

An HPSCI chairman has underscored the controversial nature of PM activi-
ties. “During my six years on the Intelligence Committee, over 90 percent of the 
covert actions that were recommended to us by the president were supported 
and approved,” remembers Representative Lee H. Hamilton (D, Indiana). “And 
only the large-​scale paramilitary operations, which really could not be kept 
secret, were challenged.”37 Often working hand in glove with the Pentagon’s 
Special Forces, these activities are carried out by the Special Operations Group 
(SOG), located along with the Covert Action Staff (CAS) in the Agency’s Special 
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Activities (SA) Division—​all units that are part of the DP and (later) the DO, in 
the dizzying “alphabet soup” common to Washington’s jargon-​addled national 
security bureaucracies. The officers in SOG, the toughest of whom seem half 
horse and half alligator, are often recruited from the US military for short-​term 
assignments (“sheep-​dipped,” in a peculiar phrase).

The CIA’s initial engagement in these warlike operations occurred soon after 
it came into being. In those days, the Agency’s paramilitary operatives (“snake-​
eaters” in DP jargon, or what Orwell would have referred to as “rough men”) 
fought directly against their Soviet counterparts on occasion, as when in sup-
port of Ukrainian partisans—​a rare and perilous Cold War face-​to-​face match-​
up of CIA and KGB secret warriors.38 The Agency and its Soviet counterpart 
soon backed away from such direct confrontations with one another, their 
governments wary of how this close-​quarter combat between the superpowers 
might escalate out of control. Beyond periodic involvement in nitty-​gritty bat-
tlefield activities in Third World nations, SOG officers are in the business as well 
of supplying weapons to US friends overseas, such as security forces in pro-​
Western developing countries. A controversial aspect of this program has been 
the Agency’s assistance to these governments in dealing with—​some would say 
“repressing”—​home-​grown dissidents. Among the most popular items of CIA 
support of this kind have been secure communications equipment, billy clubs, 
tear-​gas grenades, and gas masks.

Training, supplying equipment for war-​fighting and internal security, and 
even occasionally forming a foxhole partnership against a common adver-
sary: this is the secret catnip the CIA can offer foreign military and intelligence 
officers allied with the United States. At a building in a remote Agency base in-
side the United States, an impressive collection of foreign arms is stockpiled, 
from pistols and grenades to high-​caliber automatic rifles, available for issuing 
to surrogate paramilitary armies fighting on behalf of the United States in their 
own countries. These weapons are “sterilized” to prevent them from being traced 
back to their origin. Among the items from this armory favored by America’s 
friends in the developing world during the Cold War were .38-​caliber pistols, 
submachine guns, and grease guns, along with crates packed full of ammunition. 
During the early decades of the superpower struggle, the Agency’s “stay-​behind” 
guerrilla forces in Eastern Europe and elsewhere required armaments as well for 
the purpose of carrying out sabotage operations against the Soviet Army in case 
a Third World War erupted.

An illustration of a proud SOG operation involved Stinger missiles, with their 
lethal five-​mile firing radius, which the Agency requisitioned to the mujahideen 
in their struggle against a Soviet army occupying their country, Afghanistan, 
during the 1980s (Chapter 5). A director of National Intelligence (DNI, a position 
created in 2004 to provide overall supervision for the Intelligence Community) 
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has called this intervention “the most successful covert action in history.”39 In 
another example, Stingers were provided to a pro-​American faction in Chad 
during this same time frame.

During the Cold War, Agency guns and grenades were passed along to var-
ious coup-​schemers, as in Chile and Afghanistan, or used for planting “evi-
dence” in some nation as a way of incriminating and embarrassing the Soviets 
or other foes. This approach might be adopted, as well, to sell a covert action 
proposal to congressional overseers during the Cold War. As an illustration 
of the latter, consider, say, the possibility of planting Russian Kalashnikov as-
sault rifles in Country X to make it appear as though Moscow had provided 
the armaments; through this legerdemain, lawmakers might be spooked into 
funding the Agency to combat this new “danger.” Such “revelations” regarding 
KGB adventurism would be leaked by the CIA to the media, providing a pretext 
for covert intervention. As an actual example, in 1954 the DP sneaked Soviet 
weaponry into Nicaragua, allowing the Agency to claim that the Russians were 
secretly establishing a beachhead near the very borders of the United States to aid 
Guatemalans in their resistance to a US-​sponsored coup.40

Of course, periodically the Soviets did in fact sell or give weaponry to one 
neutral country or another in hopes of gaining additional adherents in its ide-
ological struggle with the United States. This is a lucrative game engaged in by 
US, Russian, and Chinese arms merchants as well, in another hidden economic 
dimension of the superpower rivalry. The Agency’s storehouse of weapons has 
been deployed, further, for its own “covert” wars, as in Laos during the 1960s—​as 
if anything so large in scale could remain covert for long. (With tongue in cheek, 
journalists have labeled this phenomenon an “overt-​covert action.”) Moreover, 
SOG has supported US troops fighting in major, open combat, as in Korea, 
Vietnam, Iraq, and Afghanistan. This is the deadliest form of PM intervention 
for Agency officers, in which several have been killed or badly wounded.

A new wrinkle in PM operations is its privatization: the hiring of outside 
contractors to carry out potentially dicey activities. Most of these hires have been 
valuable, especially as security personnel to help protect US embassies in per-
ilous locations. Government “outsiders” can cause problems, however, since now 
and then a few can be as unprincipled as they are energetic. They may know little 
to nothing about such niceties as the legal restrictions laid out in various intelli-
gence oversight statutes, or even the existence of the congressional Intelligence 
Committees.

A group based in North Carolina known as Blackwater, with the subsequent 
names of Xe Services, then Academi, provides an illustration. The CIA in-
cluded Blackwater in its planning to kill terrorist leaders in the Middle East and 
Southwest Asia. The DO fired the group, though, when it developed a “cowboy” 
reputation for overzealous behavior. In one instance from 2007, four Blackwater 
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personnel (which included former CIA, NSA, and FBI officers) turned their ma-
chine guns and grenade launchers against seventeen Iraqi civilians, including 
children, at Nisour Square in Baghdad. According to the FBI case agent who led 
the inquiry into this mass killing of civilians, it was a “massacre along the lines 
of My Lai in Vietnam.”41 Those among the Blackwater team involved in these 
murders were tried in a US court of law, found guilty, and sentenced to prison. 
As he was about to leave office, President Trump issued each of the Nisour killers 
a pardon. Erik Prince, the brother of Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos in the 
Trump administration, led the Academi consulting group. He remained influen-
tial despite the Nisour scandal and, in 2015, had one of his men selected as staff 
director for HPSCI, under the chairmanship of Devin Nunes (R, California), 
who was awarded the Medal of Freedom by President Trump. Reportedly, Prince 
also offered his clandestine skills to the Trump administration for use against 
Democrats in the 2020 elections.42

Monitoring CIA covert action is challenging enough, let alone adding into 
the mix outside organizations only loosely aware of America’s intelligence 
laws, executive orders, and traditions—​and operating outside the government’s 
normal chain-​of-​command. One contractor prepared an inappropriate CIA 
Assassination Manual for use in Nicaragua during the Reagan years, despite 
the existence of an executive order against assassinations signed by President 
Ford in 1975 and endorsed by subsequent presidents. An HPSCI report sharply 
lambasted this operation, seeing it as yet another sign that “the CIA did not have 
adequate command and control of the entire Nicaraguan covert action.”43 Coll 
notes, in addition, that “about 85 percent of the C.I.A. personnel who conducted 
interrogations [of suspected terrorists] after 2001 were contractors.”44 Torture 
has never been a subject on the curriculum at “the Farm” (or “Camp Swampy”), 
a bucolic facility in rural Virginia where career CIA officers receive their initial 
training. One of the most bizarre examples of the outsourcing problem was re-
ported by legendary CIA operative Ted Shackley. He recalled how a young group 
of anti-​Castro activists in Miami whom he had hired suddenly decided, on their 
own volition, to take a boat to the Havana harbor and spray its waterfront boul-
evard with machine-​gun fire.45 Shackley quickly separated himself from this 
rogue element.

Cuban exiles, another group of contractors involved in the Bay of Pigs covert 
action in 1961 against their former homeland, presented a special challenge for 
the CIA, which is sometimes referred to as the “disposal problem.” Approaching 
D-​day for the paramilitary invasion of Cuba, Agency planners were reluctant 
to shut down the operation despite their growing misgivings based on a whole 
suite of reasons—​foremost among them, considerable uncertainty about the 
strength and determination of Castro’s military. The more the planners weighed 
the chances, the more their concern rose. Yet a cancellation, they worried, would 
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have led to angry public criticism by the exiles and made President Kennedy ap-
pear weak on communism. The planners pushed aside disturbing facts about the 
likelihood of failure (examined in Chapter 4) that, in retrospect, they wish had 
been taken more seriously before the operation split apart at the seams on the 
Cuban beaches. The exiles continued on as a problem for the CIA. In May of 
1964, for instance, NSC aides noted that “exile raids [into Cuba] were becoming 
completely beyond U.S. control despite CIA financial support to the groups.”46

Beyond the serious challenge of controlling contractors is the added inside 
difficulty of managing the Agency’s own paramilitary officers. As a deputy di-
rector for Operations (DDO), the head of covert actions at Langley, once 
fretted out loud: “What do you do with the fire horses when there’s no fire?”47 
Tough, combat-​ready intelligence officers are good to have around in times of 
emergency; however, they are often restless, happy only when they are para-
chuting out of aircraft, scaling enemy walls, crawling through jungles on their 
bellies, and shooting long guns at commies or terrorists. What does one do 
with these warriors during normal times? “Lock them in a box,” a CIA man-
ager has suggested in exasperation.48 These PM officers can make important 
contributions to America’s safety and foreign policy objectives; consider their 
intrepid performance in spearheading the invasion into Afghanistan, as they 
hunted down Qaeda members and their Taliban hosts after the 9/​11 attacks. Like 
firefighters in local communities, they are crucial at key moments of disaster; 
however, as with firefighters, they also must be carefully selected and trained to 
extinguish fires while being good citizens in between alarms. Most observers 
would agree with the judgment reached long ago by the top intelligence staff aide 
on the National Security Council during the Johnson years. A paramilitary force 
“is a good capability to keep on hand if we possibly can,” Gordon Chase argued 
in 1965. “I would agree to an abandonment of this capability only if it were dem-
onstrated that we could crank it up again in a very short space of time.”49 This 
kind of “cranking up” is unrealistic, any more than one could crank up an effec-
tive local fire department. One must have seasoned, well-​prepared professionals 
in place.

At still lower ranks where one is dealing directly with the Agency’s foreign 
assets, the train can really come off the tracks. A senior operations officer has 
said that these recruits can be “goof balls—​unreliable and uncontrollable.”50 
As a DDO emphasized in testimony before the Aspin-​Brown Commission, 
“We deal with thugs, not church elders.”51 In 1975, the Church Committee 
came across an unsettling paramilitary asset involved in the Agency’s plotting 
against the life of President Patrice Lumumba in the Congo. The asset’s code-
name was, appropriately enough, WI/​ROGUE. A former Africa Division officer 
at Langley recalls that this man was an “essentially stateless” soldier of fortune, 
with a past history of forgery and bank robbing. After giving WI/​ROGUE 
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plastic surgery and a toupee, the DO sent him to the CIA’s station in the Congo, 
where—​acting without higher authority—​he attempted to recruit another indi-
vidual to join him as an “execution squad.” The frantic Chief of Station cabled 
back to Langley Headquarters: “WI/​ROGUE FREE WHEELING AND LACK 
OF SECURITY . . . NOT WILLING TO FOLLOW INSTRUCTIONS.”52 The DP 
leadership fired the soldier-​of-​fortune.53

˜˜˜
Here, then, are the primary forms assumed by the Third Option over the 
years since 1947. Against what nations and factions have these methods been 
directed since the end of the Second World War, and for what purposes? 
Chapters 3 through 6 explore the practice of CIA covert actions around the 
world. Beforehand, though, this book presents an additional perspective on the 
forms of covert action. The Ladder of Clandestine Escalation in Chapter 2 evokes 
a sense of their degree of severity, risk, and probity as one travels upward on the 
rungs from relatively benign uses to activities that can spill blood and stun the 
conscience.



2
A Ladder of Clandestine Escalation

The Rising Risks of Covert Action

In the 1960s, strategist Herman Kahn of the Hudson Institute in New York 
devised an “escalation-​ladder metaphor” in which he listed an array of overt 
options available to US government officials in dealing with the Soviet Union, 
all the way from modest diplomatic gestures to full-​scale nuclear war.1 His met-
aphor is suggestive, too, for envisioning a range of clandestine interventions, as 
the United States ponders the need to intrude overseas secretly when warranted. 
Kings and queens, prime ministers and presidents, czars and shahs, emirs, 
pashas, sultans, drug thugs, human traffickers, illicit arms dealers, jihadists 
around the globe—​the CIA has tried to assess their degree of enmity toward the 
United States and defend against dangers they might pose.

As presented in Figure 2.1, the “Ladder of Clandestine Escalation” is a refine-
ment of earlier attempts to display Third Option methods along a continuum, 
rising from relatively benign activities to those only a nation devoid of a moral 
compass would adopt.2 The ladder provides a framework for understanding a 
series of practical and moral considerations presented to the United States as its 
leaders move from low-​level operations (say, Herr Bauermann’s CIA-​sponsored 
propaganda op-​eds in Munich) to the highest rung on the ladder where—​
fortunately, only in theory so far—​nuclear, biological, and chemical (NBC) 
weapons of mass destruction are covertly used against a foe. The upward move-
ment ascends from modest attempts at media manipulations at the bottom of the 
ladder to the widespread killing of civilians at the top.

“At the CIA you get into moral ambiguities more than you do in other 
agencies,” observes long-​time senior Agency officer, Charlie Allen. “Hard 
decisions are made. And there are high-​risk stakes, particularly as you move into 
covert action.”3 As one rises toward the top rungs—​the risker segment of the 
ladder depicted in Figure 2.1—​the weight of ethics becomes especially pressing. 
For purposes of highlighting this risk gradation, the steps on the ladder are di-
vided into four “thresholds,” each indicating a cluster of covert actions that have 
a similar moral coloration, whether light (relatively benign) at the bottom of the 
ladder or dark (with horrific implications) at the top, along with a variety of hues 
in between.
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In climbing the ladder, a nation opts for increasingly serious intrusions 
into the sovereignty of other nations accompanied by breaches of interna-
tional law and other widely recognized moral “bright lines.” In the 1960s, a 
team of New York Times journalists stated the central question embedded in 
this idea of a Third Option ladder (although without using this metaphor). 
“How far should the political leaders of the United States go in approving 
the clandestine violation of treaties and borders, financing of coups, influ-
encing of parties and governments,” they asked, “without tarnishing and 
retarding these ideas of freedom and self-​government they proclaim to the 
world?”4

Figure 2.1  Ladder of Clandestine Escalation*
* � Revised from Loch K. Johnson, US Intelligence in a Hostile World: Secret Agencies (New Haven, 

CT: Yale University Press, 1996: 62–63), which was based on an earlier iteration in Loch K. 
Johnson, “On Drawing a Bright Line for Covert Operations,” American Journal of International 
Law 86 (April 1992): 284–309. The rungs are meant to be heuristic rather than definitive, since 
there are many more covert-action scenarios than those represented in the steps shown here.  The 
purpose of the ladder is to suggest a range of possibilities.

     P = covert propaganda		  E = covert economic activities
     POL = covert political activities		 PM = covert paramilitary (warlike) activities
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Threshold One: Routine Covert Actions

Lower-​Level Propaganda

If covert intervention can ever be thought of as routine—​and, in the modern 
era, such has become the case for a host of countries—​some operations are rela-
tively harmless and may be placed on the lowest rungs of the clandestine escala-
tion ladder. Using the CIA as a conduit for secret, entirely truthful propaganda 
directed toward people living under the heavy-​handed rule of autocratic adver-
saries of the United States—​that is, the use of propaganda to extol freedom, 
democracy, and related values associated with open societies—​can well be con-
sidered a benign activity. The purpose is to open the windows of consciousness 
to a world that is shut off by the oppressive, high barriers erected by totalitarian 
and authoritarian regimes (Rung 1). The leaders of a targeted nation, though—​
say, North Korea—​would obviously not see this type of intervention as benign. 
Nonetheless, viewed through the prism of democratic values, providing accurate 
depictions of the real world would be a gift to these sequestered people, giving 
them at least a glimpse of contemporary global realities, along with perhaps a 
sense of purpose and a spark of hope that one day they might be able to breathe 
in the air of freedom, uncontaminated by state lies.

As former DCI Robert M. Gates has written, CIA propaganda programs 
aimed at the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe during both the Ford and Carter 
presidencies “gave new heart, resolve, and courage” to those trapped inside their 
totalitarian cages, especially nascent human rights groups. The adoption of these 
programs during the Carter years, pushed strongly by National Security Adviser 
and Polish émigré Zbigniew Brzezinski, produced in Gates’s view “tiny fissures 
in the Soviet structure that ultimately helped bring about its collapse.”5 Yes, 
Agency propaganda would represent an intrusion into a foreign regime; but if 
the regime’s government is morally bankrupt to begin with, based on Kafkaesque 
layers of repression, efforts to engage its population with communications about 
accurate news and some encouragement for the future may be considered a 
modestly valuable contribution to the goal of expanding freedom and the dem-
ocratic way of life around the globe (even if the precise effects of the propaganda 
will remain difficult to measure).

The use of propaganda operations becomes immediately more tangled even 
just one step upward, on Rung 2, when they take on a combative tone, raising 
contentious issues that could rile a population into adopting some form of ac-
tion against its oppressive leaders—​say, CIA clandestine radio themes trans-
mitted into a closed society that focus on the lack of adequate food for its people. 
Then, rising a further step, on Rung 3 the propaganda shades into “black” (false 
propaganda of one degree or another—​attempts to shape the disinformation 
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landscape), perhaps claiming in exaggeration that the nation’s leadership enjoys 
swollen bank accounts in London and yachts in Monaco while most of the 
nation’s citizens must tighten their belts each day.

The ladder starts off with propaganda operations because information flows 
are generally less provocative than on-​the-​ground political maneuvering, ec-
onomic disruption, or—​truly raising the stakes—​paramilitary actions under-
taken in-​country against a foreign government. This is not to say, though, that 
propaganda operations are merely a faint echo from CIA headquarters of well-​
known American government themes; taken at full tide, they can incite rebel-
lion, as was possibly the case with Agency perspectives directed by Radio Free 
Europe toward the anti-​communist youth of Hungary in 1956. At its extreme, 
covert propaganda can trigger a cascading chain of events, stirring populations 
into violent responses against a regime (a leap upward on the ladder to Rung 
35). Still, when compared to political, economic, and paramilitary activities, 
propaganda normally stands at the lower levels of provocation found within 
Threshold One.

Russian efforts to influence the American presidential elections in 2016 
and 2020 through propaganda methods—​as well as, even more provocatively, 
through attempted cyber-​manipulation of ballot boxes and other interventions 
into election processes at the local level, not to mention efforts to place malware 
on US national security computers (2020)—​ignited a strong sense of resent-
ment in the United States. The allegations led to a major investigation in 2019, 
chaired by Special Prosecutor Robert S. Mueller III, which confirmed the validity 
of reported Russian influence operations that were undertaken during the elec-
tion; and to the launching of further US inquiries in 2021 into massive Russian 
cyberattacks against America’s security agencies in 2020.

Imagine, further, a scenario in which the Kremlin had dispatched its operatives 
in 2016 and 2020 to participate undercover in the Iowa, New Hampshire, South 
Carolina, and the Super Tuesday primaries, spreading money around secretly 
(through cut-​outs) to Donald J. Trump and other candidates favored in the 
Kremlin. Or ratcheting things up even more, what if the Russian government—​
in further attempts to shape electoral outcomes—​resorted to economic intrigues 
inside the United States (inciting anti-​police unrest, for example) and even par-
amilitary activities (maybe sidelining a candidate by infecting her or him with 
the COVID-​19 virus). Such highly aggressive “active measures” by the Russians 
would have brought the American people and their leaders to a boiling point, 
with potentially far-​reaching retaliatory consequences. Edging in this direction, 
Russian cyber-​terrorists reportedly attacked US hospital computers in 2020, 
hoping to induce further chaos during the COVID crisis.6

During the Cold War, the KGB frequently spread vitriolic secret propaganda 
(agitprop) against the United States. In 1968, for instance, Soviet disinformation 
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(dezinformatsia) claimed that US forces in Vietnam had resorted to the use of 
bacteriological weapons against the North Vietnamese, a story published in the 
Bombay Free Press Journal and picked up by the New York Times and other media 
around the world, despite the pungent odor of mendacity that surrounded the 
allegation. In the 1980s, a favorite theme concocted by the KGB (working in 
tandem with the East German intelligence service, Stasi) claimed that the United 
States started the AIDS epidemic in Africa. As ludicrous as that story was, many 
gullible people around the world believed it. Former DCI Robert M. Gates recalls 
additional Soviet black propaganda intended to discredit the United States on 
the world stage. “In South Asia, the KGB spent much time and money trying to 
blame the United States for the assassination of Prime Minister Indira Gandhi,” 
he writes. “Throughout the Third World, they spread the story that the United 
States was kidnapping babies there to use their body parts in transplant opera-
tions.” Gates adds: “Some of these tales would take on a life of their own and con-
tinue long after the Soviet Union had collapsed.”7

In 2020, both Russia and China spread alarm and political unrest in Europe 
by disseminating conspiracy stories claiming the United States was responsible 
for the coronavirus pandemic.8 Russia propagated the theme that American 
scientists invented COVID-​19 as a germ bioweapon designed to destroy its for-
eign enemies. One variation charged that the US Army was responsible for the 
germ as a way of harming the reputation of China—​never mind that the virus 
clearly emanated from China and led to the deaths of multiple thousands of cit-
izens in both the democracies and the communist nations. Well over 1 million 
people worldwide had succumbed to the disease as 2020 came to a close, and the 
numbers were continuing to climb.

The New York Times concluded that “Mr. Putin [Vladimir Putin, the Russian 
president, a former KGB officer] has spread misinformation on issues of per-
sonal health for more than a decade.” This propaganda list included allegations 
related to flu outbreaks, Ebola, and the coronavirus—​which were all sown by 
American scientists, according to wordsmiths inside the Russian intelligence 
services who managed to infect every social media account they could find in 
the United States and the other democracies with this form of blather.9 Among 
other favorite Russian themes: the US manipulates the world’s radio waves, and 
it bioengineers genes and hazardous industrial chemicals. Not to be outdone, 
Beijing—​whose “wet markets” have been notorious wellsprings of zoonotic 
pandemics over the years—​attempted, farcically, to blame the COVID-​19 virus 
outbreak on visits by American soldiers to the Chinese city of Wuhan, the recog-
nized global epicenter of the disease.

Continuing on with the CIA’s clandestine propaganda operations, Rungs 
4 and 5 rest on the notion that truthful themes are less intrusive than conten-
tious ones—​particularly false themes. Further, these rungs underscore that 
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the nature of the target nation is important to consider, with autocracies fair 
game; but Third Option operations aimed at “neutral” regimes, which are nei-
ther autocratic adversaries of the United States nor pro-​Western democracies, 
increase the chances of moral hazard. These neutral countries may not oppose 
the Western democracies but rather just choose to be politically independent, as 
with India and other non-​aligned nations during the Cold War—​playing both 
sides for their own benefit, by the lights of a more cynical interpretation of this 
neutral posture.

Covert Security Consultations

In addition to the limited propaganda measures depicted at Threshold One, 
this lower set of rungs also includes private CIA consultations with pro-​
Western democracies on intelligence and national security matters of common 
interest, such as counterintelligence and counterterrorism at Rung 6; or similar 
guidance to neutral nations at Rung 7. At its highest step (Rung 8), Threshold 
One envisions stepped up, on-​the-​ground covert political and economic ad-
visement by CIA officers to security officials in pro-​Western democracies, in a 
mutual effort to thwart encroachments by the world’s totalitarian and author-
itarian nations, as well as terrorist cells. This step indicates a shift from hidden 
information flows (propaganda) to on-​the-​ground, hands-​on, in-​country 
advice regarding best practices in the uses of political and economic resist-
ance against the predatory practices engaged in by the Kremlin and other anti-​
democratic governments.

Threshold Two: Modest Intrusions

Black Propaganda

The “Modest Intrusion” segment of the ladder returns to the use of untruthful 
propaganda directed against non-​democratic regimes (Rung 3), but this time 
the dissemination is wider and more intensive (Rung 9), or directed against 
neutral regimes (Rung 10). These programs up the propaganda ante. Going 
further, any propaganda operations aimed at a fellow democratic nation 
enters into a notably questionable moral realm, even when the information 
communicated is factual (Rung 11), let alone contentious (Rung 13, examined 
below) or outright false (a leap upward in propaganda activities all the way to a 
Threshold Three level at Rung 29).
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Political Manipulation

This Second Threshold introduces, as well, an opening charge of “King 
George’s cavalry”: the use of covert funding for worthy democratic causes 
when, for whatever reason, the party or political leaders in the targeted nation 
determine that open financial support from the United States would produce 
a negative reaction among their citizenry. In a CIA expression, it is necessary 
from time to time to apply some “financial lubrication” (Rung 12) to frictional 
circumstances abroad.

Threshold Three: High-​Risk Operations

Ascending to Threshold Three, covert action arrives at a high-​risk segment of the 
ladder, where each envisioned operation poses (or should pose) serious ethical 
qualms about the wisdom of proceeding farther upward.

Aiming at Democracies on the Target Range

As mentioned above, at Rung 13 the United States would prod fellow democ-
racies into a preferred direction through the use of controversial propaganda 
themes, set loose in a society that cherishes a free press. If the intervention 
were made public, the local citizens would surely recoil in anger and disgust 
toward the United States, just as the reverse would be true if Americans were so 
targeted by an allied nation. The initial rung at this level poses the fundamental 
question of whether the CIA should have any media assets at all operating in-
side fellow democratic societies, even of the Rung 11 truthful variety. Clearly, 
Americans would not be amused to learn (in a hypothetical illustration) that 
the German intelligence service, the Bundesnachrichtendienst or BND, was 
recruiting and manipulating reporters on the payroll of the New York Times, 
the Washington Post, or any other US publication. Understandably the citizens 
of Germany are, in turn, unlikely to appreciate attempts by the CIA to suborn 
their free press.

That is why this approach to propaganda dissemination is listed within the 
ladder heading of “High-​Risk”: it escalates this use of covert action by manipu-
lating information flows in companion open societies—​a large step to take, even 
if still only on the initial rung of Threshold Three. At this level, comity within 
the Western alliance faces a degree of jeopardy stemming from freedom-​of-​the-​
press violations by the United States. Whether carried out through the venues of 
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traditional or new media (Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, Telegram, and others), 
these clandestine activities are directed against fellow members in the pre-
cious and fragile global association of democratic societies. Former CIA officer 
Michael A. Turner has commented on the drawback of this approach: “Secret 
propaganda undermines the free press, in that journalists in free countries 
should not be bought and their media compromised for questionable gains by 
the US government.”10

Secret Political Funding and Military Consultations

With the next three ladder increments (Rungs 14, 15, and 16), America’s covert 
actions open the funding spigots more freely for foreign political operations, 
moving from a trickle at Rung 14 to a stream of cash pouring into the hidden 
coffers of favored parties and politicians at Rung 16. Returning to the King 
George’s calvary metaphor, one moves from a canter to a gallop. Then, at Rungs 
17 and 18, covert action takes a still more aggressive turn, undergoing a notable 
expansion by virtue of the Agency’s focus on military matters—​always a poten-
tially dangerous realm. At these rungs, though, the covert interventions remain 
at the talking level of offering guidance and training with respect to the uses of 
armed force, as opposed to an actual dissemination of weaponry (a possibility 
reserved for higher rungs).

The next several steps point to various idiosyncratic features of Third Option 
activities that thicken the chances of moral hazard, as well as complicate the 
opportunities for success. For example, Rung 19 underscores the importance 
of high spending levels as a benchmark for stimulating concern among CIA 
planners and overseers about how far a specific covert action might unspool be-
yond their original intentions. A $5 million figure is suggested here as a cau-
tionary yellow light that signals overly ambitious aspirations for what is supposed 
to be a limited, clandestine venture. Large and expensive Third Options run 
counter to the basic instinct and hopes that rest behind secret interventions: the 
desire for non-​attribution, accompanied by a quiet, relatively unobtrusive reso-
lution to a foreign policy problem.

Covert Action as a Delicate Tango

Joint covert actions (Rung 20)—​say, with CIA and MI6, CIA and Mossad, or CIA 
and the BND—​raise significant potential problems of operational security. As 
intelligence scholars Gill and Phythian point out, “The more complex the oper-
ation or the greater the number of people involved, then the harder it becomes 
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to maintain secrecy.”11 Especially, one might add, when the intelligence officers 
involved are from different countries, with divergent languages, cultures, and 
traditions. These activities can work, but they must be handled with extra at-
tention to detail. An illustration of a joint operation that met its goal is when the 
CIA in 2008 provided a specially crafted bomb to Mossad, which then used the 
explosive to kill a Hezbollah leader in Lebanon by the name of Imad Mughniyah 
(nicknamed “Maurice” by Agency officers). He was a notorious terrorist and 
munitions expert with the blood of hundreds of US Marines, CIA personnel, and 
foreign service officers on his hands from an explosion at the American Embassy 
in Beirut in 1983 as well as many other attacks against American and Israeli facil-
ities and personnel.12

Further, the CIA and Israeli intelligence have combined forces in cyberwar 
efforts aimed at crippling Iran’s nuclear-​weapons program. They have success-
fully caused a series of breakdowns in that nation’s nuclear facilities, including 
the malfunctioning of computers, centrifuges, and transformers. In one opera-
tion, carried out from 2005 to 2010 and labeled “Olympic Games,” the National 
Security Agency (NSA) and Israel’s Unit 8200 intelligence agencies injected com-
puter viruses—​the most notorious known as “Stuxnet”—​into Iranian computers 
located in Natanz. The covert action severely damaged Iran’s uranium enrich-
ment facilities, including the destruction of about 1,000 centrifuges. In this 
instance, the NSA entered into the covert action field because of its technical 
acumen. Its authority to engage in the operation stemmed, though, from an ini-
tial CIA request for permission to mobilize the Third Option against the Iranian 
nuclear program. Journalist David E. Sanger, who helped break the Stuxnet story, 
wondered if “Olympic Games was a sign of where American covert action was 
headed” and whether we were “ready as a nation to open this Pandora’s box”—​
which, once opened, might be impossible to close.13

The CIA-​Mossad alliance had joined forces for an earlier anti-​Iranian scheme 
designed, as well, to cripple the Iranian nuclear program. This operation was 
known as “Merlin,” conceived during the Clinton administration and carried out 
in the next administration led by George W. Bush. The plan was to prepare bogus 
technical blueprints for building a nuclear bomb. These misleading instructions 
were meant to reach the hands of Tehran’s scientists via an unwitting Russian 
intermediary, thereby sending the Iranians on a wild goose chase. The flaws in 
the blueprints were so obviously contrived, though, that the Iranian experts 
never fell for the trick.14 In another illustration of a joint covert action (CA), the 
Agency banded with the Government Communications Headquarters in the 
United Kingdom (GCHQ, the British signals intelligence agency) to contaminate 
Iraqi computer hardware in 1991.15

The Third Option requires competent tradecraft, which is made doubly hard 
when two (or more) nations must coordinate their activities while retaining the 
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requisite invisibility. Sometimes, moreover, one of the nations involved may go 
too far, legally or morally. Against Iran’s nuclear weapons program, for instance, 
Mossad began a program of slaying nuclear scientists in Tehran and at various 
scientific labs around that nation—​a step covert action planners in Washington 
were unwilling to take.16 In addition, when engaged in joint operations, the CIA 
must always be concerned that its partner may have been penetrated by a mole 
recruited by the Russian, Chinese, Iranian, or some other nation’s foreign intel-
ligence service.

The Third Option as a Form of Gambling

Sometimes CAs against a target repeatedly fail, such as the Agency’s multiple 
attempts against the life of the Cuban president, Fidel Castro, during the early 
1960s. A history of failure should instill a sense of humbleness and skepti-
cism among CIA planners, causing them to ponder the questionable chances 
of success in yet another attempt (a Rung 21 consideration). For example, de-
spite limited success in the past, the CIA proposed an anti-​Cuban maritime 
PM venture to the Johnson administration in January of 1965. The opera-
tion would

use the underwater demolition team to sink Cuban navy patrol vessels or other 
Cuban targets of opportunity . . . in the Port of La Isabela. . . . The team would 
approach the harbor during darkness in a 50-​foot Swift or similar vessel until it 
reaches a point three miles north of La Isabel. At this point it would embark on 
a smaller boat in which it will slowly proceed to Caye Arbolite, a small island 
near the mouth of the harbor. The boat and crew would remain hidden on the 
island; after a brief reconnaissance and final briefing by the leader, the team it-
self would swim into the harbor. It would then split into three sub-​teams and 
attach charges to hulls of Cuban vessels lying at anchor. Pre-​set timing devices 
would explore the charges five hours after placement.17

Engaging in Third Option activities that have a high likelihood of ending badly is 
a form of immorality, since DO officers and their foreign assets are placed at risk 
even though their leaders know that the odds of a favorable outcome are slim. 
Into this cluster of rungs fall, too, operations that seek to target a particularly 
dangerous adversary—​one with a known record of capable counterintelligence 
defenses, along with both a capacity and an ideological inclination to strike back 
at the CIA and the United States in a disproportionate and perhaps lethal manner 
(Rung 22).
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Cannibals and Other Hazards

At Rung 23, America’s past experience with the Third Option has taught US na-
tional security officials that favorable outcomes are a long shot unless the Agency 
has a reliable and effective local partner inside the targeted country, as was the 
case in 2001–​2 with the Northern Alliance in Afghanistan following the 9/​11 
attacks. Who the local ally is matters, from both a practical and an ethical point 
of view. Is the ally strong enough to truly help; and would the American people 
be comfortable with the company their nation has chosen to keep (“birds of a 
feather”)? When it has engaged in covert actions in partnership with mobsters 
and hitmen, the CIA has shredded any adherence to traditional American values 
and indelibly stained its own reputation and that of the United States.

A prominent former Agency official quotes a colleague as believing “the CIA 
would associate itself with cannibals if it were to find itself in a country where 
cannibalism was a way of life, and if it were in the interests of the American 
people to associate itself with the government or with one or another of the local 
political groups.”18 On the contrary, the interests of the United States lie not in 
partnerships with cannibals, or any other deviant or criminal group. Former 
Director of the CIA (D/​CIA) John O. Brennan pointed to a fundamental chal-
lenge in any national security organization. He told an interviewer that the 
Agency’s Operations Directorate is comprised of “some of the country’s greatest 
heroes . . . but there were also people who thought the end justifies the mean.”19

The writings of Machiavelli are useful to remind us of the rough-​and-​tumble 
world we live in, but his ruthless recommendations on political and policy tactics 
in the Middle Ages are a poor guide to honorable behavior and a strengthening 
of America’s worldwide reputation for decency today. Yes, keep a big stick in 
reserve, as Teddy Roosevelt properly advocated, in case an Adolf Hitler comes 
along; but behave on the world stage—​speak softly, as Roosevelt added—​as if 
one were a civilized human being. The world needs fewer Florentine Renaissance 
princes with their treachery and ruinous disorders and more democratic nations 
with a sensitivity to the Golden Rule.

Non-​Violent Economic Sabotage

The Chile case in the early 1970s provides a memorable example of a Rung 24 op-
eration: economic disruption without loss of life. The CIA-​supported a truckers 
strike during the Allende years that ground Chile’s economy to a halt. No one 
perished as a result of the labor unrest, but the strike had a profound effect on 
bread-​and-​butter issues in Chile and a rise in poverty levels. The outcome was, 
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as the Agency intended, a sharp decline in the popularity of the Allende govern-
ment (Chapter 3). Similarly, an adversary’s harbors may be mined, as in Vietnam 
during the 1960s and Nicaragua during the 1980s, perhaps again without the 
loss of life—​although, in fact, locals were killed in both of these well-​known 
instances—​but in a callous disregard for Law of the Seas considerations related 
to vital networks of international trade.

Weaponry

The next four rungs deal with modest increments of weaponry supplied by the 
CIA to either allied democracies or neutral regimes, with the latter posing greater 
moral and practical risks than the former, because fellow democracies are more 
apt to honor any restrictions that might be placed on the use of the weapons by 
the United States. At Rung 25, arms are supplied to pro-​Western democracies 
so they might adequately defend themselves against predatory autocrats—​a re-
gional security “balancing” objective. This clandestine activity is risky only in the 
sense that spreading weaponry around the planet can be an intrinsically perilous 
policy, if only because it may lead to a local arms race or possibly even increase 
the likelihood that war might break out in a region.

At Rung 26, weapons flow to neutrals, also for defensive balancing but with 
less predictable outcomes, since the country in question is not a tried-​and-​true 
democratic partner. Or at this step the weapons may be used in a deal struck 
to assist a US foreign policy objective, such as providing missiles to Iran in ex-
change for its help (which proved feckless) in freeing the Agency’s Chief of 
Station in Lebanon, William Buckley, from the grip of terrorists during the Iran-​
contra affair of the 1980s. In another example, the decision by the Reagan admin-
istration against providing weapons to the anti-​communist Solidarity movement 
in Poland was based on a concern that supplying guns to an Eastern European 
nation might cross a bright line that could prove intolerable to the Kremlin. As 
National Security Adviser Admiral John M. Poindexter recollects: “We tempered 
what we would do for Solidarity by not doing those things that would provide the 
trigger that would provoke the Soviets into military intervention.”20

Weaponry is involved at Rung 27, too, but this time the emphasis is on an ex-
pectation that the recipient will use the arms in an offensive manner against an 
autocratic predator, if necessary. This arrangement holds the potential to incite 
a war, should the balancing fail. At least, though (as opposed to the next rung), 
the weapons are in the hands of a vulnerable, but venerable, ally of democratic 
persuasion. With Rung 28, the weapons are provided to neutrals, with the under-
standing again that they could be used for offensive purposes, but this time with 
fewer controls exercised by the United States over the arms.
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More Provocative Propaganda, Politics, and Weaponry

The ladder returns again to propaganda, as well as political covert actions, on 
the next few rungs, but at this stage in an increasingly aggressive manner. At 
Rung 29, the CIA directs the dissemination of false information against a genuine 
democracy—​an action that, if aimed at Americans by an ally, could well result 
in a rupture of bilateral relations. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger takes this 
prohibition against CIA disinformation even further, saying: “I don’t believe that 
putting misleading information out as news is ever justifiable.” He continued: “I 
would think that any information that is placed through any American govern-
mental organization should be such that it could be published here without mis-
leading the American people.”21

Kissinger’s stance (at least in this public record) would evidently apply to 
whatever type of regime is being targeted: no more disinformation from the 
CIA, period. Such a position would help greatly to diffuse the problem of blow-
back, although not entirely eliminate it; the widespread dissemination of truthful 
propaganda can also distort reality in the direction of an unwarranted belief that 
a certain point of view is widely held and overwhelmingly correct.

Rung 30, which is focused on neutrals, is infused with the possibility of loss or 
injury. At this level on the ladder, “massive” secret political spending takes place 
in hopes of shaping events on the ground toward a pro-​US outcome—​far more 
than the earlier tipping point of $5 million spent against the targeted nation. 
The expenditure of enormous sums of money is always an important flashing 
dashboard light in covert action calculations. More provocative still is the sim-
ilar targeting of a group or faction within an adversarial autocracy (Rung 31), 
since such an endeavor would likely stimulate a tit-​for-​tat retaliation against the 
United States by a determined and well-​funded foe who is unrestricted by moral 
constraints. Most controversial of all among this trio of “high-​risk” funding 
rungs is the attempted manipulation of politics—​siding with one party over 
another—​within a fellow democracy (Rung 32). Covert attacks within open soci-
eties are discouraged from top to bottom on the escalation ladder; and they be-
come all the more objectionable when sizable sums of cash are involved in hopes 
of influencing political outcomes.

When one is dealing with the covert transfer of large caches of weaponry to an-
other country (Rungs 33 and 34), the ladder’s risk index climbs sharply upward—​
even when the recipients are democratic regimes. By engaging in these practices, 
the United States sets itself up as a legitimate target for the threatened third party, 
as when Germany began attacking American ships because they were secretly 
carrying weapons to the United Kingdom during the early stages of the Second 
World War. Moreover, it is worth remembering that international relations 
over the years has taught that today’s ally can become tomorrow’s adversary. 
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A substantial transfer of weaponry is inherently provocative at any level on the 
Third Option ladder, but especially problematic when the recipient is a neutral 
nation. What assurances does the CIA have that these armaments will be used in 
the manner initially agreed upon; or where the guns, bullets, tanks, and missiles 
will eventually end up, as when some Stinger missiles were never returned to the 
Agency by the mujahideen after the covert war in Afghanistan during the 1980s?

On Rung 35, propaganda appears in its most sobering form: the encourage-
ment of violent rebellion in another country. Here deaths are practically guar-
anteed. Rung 36 presents another significant step, with the insertion of a small 
contingent of CIA officers directly into a paramilitary operation within a neu-
tral country. The assignment of Agency PM personnel as “advisers” in Vietnam 
during the 1950s and early 1960s reminds us of where such activities can lead.

Threshold Four: Extreme Operations

When arriving at this uppermost threshold on the escalation ladder, one enters a 
potential purgatory where grievous harm can be inflicted.

Hostage Situations

Rungs 37 and 38 are related to hostage situations, which—​whether trying to 
rescue hostages or snatching them for bargaining purposes (or for obtaining 
intelligence)—​can be laden with risk and moral opprobrium. With respect to 
hostage rescue attempts, an illustration of the danger is the multiple snafus that 
occurred when the United States tried to rescue US embassy captives in Iran 
during the Carter years (examined in Chapter 4). Former Secretary of State Dean 
Rusk offered wise words about the reaction of the US government to the Iranian 
standoff. The Carter administration chose not to retaliate by seizing Iranian 
diplomats in Washington, and Rusk applauded the decision. “We are not that 
kind of country,” he said, underlining the fact that America can take the high 
ground in foreign affairs and is widely respected for doing so.22 Given America’s 
experience with selecting and propping up the unpopular Shah of Iran in 1953, 
one could have some empathy for the view of people in Tehran at the time. Who 
knows how Americans might have reacted had the tables been reversed? As a 
colleague has pointed out, “Iran did not use a covert operation to remove a US 
president and replace him with someone loyal to Iran.”23

As for snatch operations, in the post-​9/​11 years the CIA has sometimes 
grabbed the wrong person off the streets overseas as a suspected terrorist wanted 
for intelligence gathering purposes—​tragic cases of mistaken identity. Moreover, 
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as mentioned in the previous chapter, highly questionable has been the Agency’s 
practice of “extraordinary rendition” (a fancier word for snatching) of suspected 
terrorists from the streets in Stockholm, Berlin, or other locations, then 
transporting them to “third countries” for the harshest modes of questioning—​
“interrogation in depth” or torture—​by less law-​abiding intelligence services. 
Cairo has been a top-​tier destination for these purposes.

At the CIA, this program is known as “rendition, detention, and interrogation” 
or RDI. The practice made the United States just as complicitous as if DO officers 
had carried out the torture techniques themselves. Again, from a Machiavellian 
point-​of-​view, covert action—​with its attractive feature of plausible denial—​can 
come in handy, allowing the White House to hide its involvement in a contro-
versial secret operation that comes to light. The leaders of Egypt and Thailand, 
as well as other countries that have secretly assisted the United States and the 
CIA by providing “black sites” for RDI purposes, may have been far less willing 
to help if they had thought these activities would become a matter of public re-
cord, thereby making them vulnerable to citizen opprobrium within in their own 
countries.

Beyond the question of torture lies the matter of incarcerating suspected ene-
mies of the United States in American prisons, as has been the case since the 
capture and internment of alleged terrorists at US brigs in Guantánamo (some 
of whom are no doubt guilty, while others may be innocent). In reference to an 
earlier counterintelligence episode involving the Soviet defector Yuriy Nosenko, 
who was held at a CIA facility for over three years without the benefit of counsel 
or a chance to prove his bone fides in a court of law, former DCI William Colby 
has offered this judgment: “The assassination of a foreign leader may be dumb; 
but to take someone and put him in jail in the United States—​what the hell 
happened to habeas corpus? This is pretty fundamental. For an intelligence 
agency to do that in this country—​Jesus!”24

Stepped-​Up Arms Supplies and the Thwarting 
of Cyber Assaults

The next step (Rung 39) marks a return to the supply of arms abroad, this time 
involving the bold move of providing weapons to factions operating within the 
borders of a major adversary—​poking an enemy, who is often well armed, directly 
in the eye. In another step upward, Rung 40 represents one of the most unset-
tling developments in the contemporary world: dealing with cyberattackers, 
whether misguided teens or—​the infinitely larger problem—​officers in foreign 
intelligence and military services. By responding at this level, the United States 
goes beyond a defensive counterintelligence shield; now this nation takes to the 
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offense with the targeting of electronic disruptions of its own making, although 
still within a narrow focus at this rung rather than attempts to wreck the full 
Web-​based capacities of a foreign adversary.

Attacking Mother Nature

The Third Option can be directed against the environment, also, as if that green 
domain were insufficiently punished already by the fossil-​fuel industry and 
global-​warming deniers. At a preliminary level of environmental intervention 
(Rung 41), cloud-​seeding was tried during the Vietnam War, for instance, in an 
attempt to complicate North Vietnamese troop movements southward along 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail (although these attempts met with only limited success). 
More damaging environmental tampering is attempted at Rung 42. This step 
undertakes major dislocations caused by, say, sabotaging dams to create flooding, 
or by the secret dissemination of harsh chemicals, such as Agent Orange during 
the Vietnam War, to defoliate tree cover used by the enemy and thereby make 
them more visible for a kill.

In the process, the chemicals themselves end up killing or horribly injuring 
enemies as well as innocent civilians: producing malformed limbs; babies and 
fetuses born with severe birth defects, including club feet, cleft palates, and 
missing eyes; farm animals with extra limbs—​the cruel side effects of spreading 
carcinogenic herbicides against an adversary. As the United States discovered the 
hard way in Indochina, these kinds of operations may coincidentally send one’s 
own personnel to an early grave or a life of disability, as the poisons washed back 
against American soldiers. While Agent Orange was an overt Pentagon opera-
tion during the war in Vietnam, it is presented in the context of this clandestine 
escalation ladder because such substances could just as easily have been spread 
by Agency operatives—​and reportedly were dropped by CIA C-​123 aircraft onto 
Laos during the 1960s.25

Targeting Crops and Livestock

Disquieting, too, and leading to even more widespread suffering, is the possible 
use of the Third Option to destroy agricultural fields and even livestock, with the 
intent of bringing a nation to its knees by collapsing its food-​chain (Rung 43). 
One such proposed operation that arose during the Kennedy years—​among the 
most bone-​chilling proposals in the annals of US covert actions—​bore the code-
name Operation “Square Dance.” This recommendation came from the over-
heated mind of a Pentagon strategist, as he attempted in the early 1960s to edge 
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the military into the business of clandestine interventions. Stunningly, the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff then recommended the operation to Secretary of Defense Robert 
S. McNamara. Square Dance envisioned nothing less than the destruction of the 
Cuban economy and Castro’s resulting demise by dropping from aircraft onto 
the island late at night batches of a parasite known as Bunga. This pest has a 
craving for sugar cane and would presumably destroy Cuba’s main export crop.26

The proposal was reminiscent more of what the KGB might come up with 
than the Defense Department of the United States. An exasperated National 
Security Adviser, McGeorge Bundy, caught wind of the proposal through DC’s 
national security grapevine and in private conversations with McNamara put a 
quash to this madness (a view shared by the Secretary of Defense) before Bunga 
had a chance to dine al fresco in Cuba.27 Related proposals, though, involving 
the dilution of Cuban pesticides as well as the poisoning of rice paddies in South 
Vietnam (a scheme that did move forward) are further examined in Chapter 9 in 
the context of an ethical examination of extreme uses of the Third Option.

Limited Coup Attempts

At Rung 44, the Third Option resorts initially to a modest package of propaganda, 
political, and economic activities meant to topple a government in a small-​ to 
medium-​sized nation; and then, at Rung 45, this strategy is augmented by po-
tentially lethal PM activities (though still at a limited level). Here is the CIA in its 
most stereotypical portrayal: the standard operating procedure (SOP) of busily 
overthrowing regimes around the world. Its involvement in coups d’état in every 
corner of the globe has been vastly exaggerated, with the DO often considered 
the culprit behind practically every untoward event that occurs in the world, as 
depicted in a New Yorker drawing from the 1960s (Figure 2.2). Hyperbole not-
withstanding, attempted and sometimes successful CIA-​sponsored coups have in 
fact occurred periodically around the globe—​usually against small, defenseless 
nations with populations of color (a target selection discussed in Chapter 10).28

The Assassination Rungs

The most deadly contemporary instrument of paramilitary activity—​the missile-​
laden drone, deployed by both the CIA and the Pentagon—​debuts at Rung 46. 
Used for specific, premeditated purpose of hunting down and incinerating 
suspected terrorists worldwide, both inside and outside the scope of acknowl-
edged US battlefields like Afghanistan from 2001 to 2021, these quietly flying 
aerial robots have “disappeared” many members of Al Qaeda, ISIS, and other 
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Figure 2.2  “The C.I.A. Did It.” New Yorker, cartoon
Source:  Alan Dunn, The New Yorker (1965).

dangerous terrorist factions. Targeted, too, have been some US citizens overseas 
considered terrorists, Anwar al-​Awlaki (living in Yemen at the time) the most 
prominent among them.29 Here the clandestine escalation ladder arrives at the 
direct, immediate death of individuals as a result of a covert action, in contrast 
to human beings maybe or maybe not dying by exposure to defoliate sprays, 
induced flooding, agricultural contamination (all operations listed at slightly 
lower tiers), or limited coup attempts. This question of clandestine assassinations 
warrants closer inspection, beginning with a look at counterterrorist operations, 
then turning to the hot-​button topic of killing foreign public figures.

Counterterrorism, ALEC Station, and Osama Bin Laden. Basic questions of 
morality always hover over Third Option initiatives, and especially so when loss 
of life is involved in a “civilian” setting. The hunt for Osama bin Laden (OBL), the 
Al Qaeda leader and a Rung 46 target, illustrates some of the dilemmas. Al Qaeda 
had become a terrorist organization of special interest to the CIA after the DO 
suspected the presence of the cell’s hidden hand behind US embassy bombings 
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in Africa in 1998, and against the USS Cole naval ship in waters off Yemen in 
2000. Several sightings of bin Laden during the Clinton years might have led 
to his capture or death long before Al Qaeda struck directly against the United 
States on 9/​11. In most instances, though, ethical reservations arose among some 
of the administration’s senior officials who were concerned about the possible 
inadvertent killing of nearby women and children. Or, on some occasions, a cal-
culation was made that the chances of hitting Bin Laden seemed too low to war-
rant the launching of Cruise missiles against him from US ships in the Arabian 
Sea.30 In one instance, the Intelligence Community had located the Qaeda leader 
at Tarnak Farms in an isolated desert region near Kandahar in Afghanistan. The 
National Security Council never met to approve the attack, though, because 
its staff working group on this subject found the plan inappropriate; the many 
civilians living at the Farms, including several of Bin Laden’s wives and children, 
risked the likely deaths of innocent bystanders.

The inhouse CIA group responsible for locating and capturing, or at least 
disrupting bin Laden and Al Qaeda, known as ALEC Station at the CIA (part 
of the Counterterrorism Center within the DO at Agency Headquarters), was 
furious at this lost opportunity.31 In contrast, those who place a value on ethics 
above a more narrow definition of success (in this case, OBL’s removal) will give 
the Clinton team high marks for its judgment in rejecting a PM operation that 
would have snuffed out the lives of innocent women and children. Beyond the in-
trinsic importance of their lives, the wanton killing also would have had sharply 
negative repercussions among Muslim communities around the world—​the very 
people the United States hoped to win over. Whether a sense of ethics drove the 
Clinton White House decisions to back away from some bin Laden assassination 
attempts, or the decision was simply a determination by its top officials that the 
chances for success were too low, remains a matter of dispute among those who 
have studied these plots. Coll writes: “Neither they [the Clinton national security 
team] nor the president ever hesitated to shoot only because of the fear of inno-
cent deaths. The real problem, they said was the ‘40 percent chance,’ as Clinton 
put it, of actually killing bin Laden.” Yet, as Coll also reports, the president clearly 
fretted as well over the possible deaths of innocents during a US raid.32

On another occasion, less a gnawing sense of morality in the White House than 
bin Laden’s own good luck saved him. Missiles fired under President Clinton’s 
orders destroyed his camp at Khost, Afghanistan, but he had already departed. In 
a further example, the Qaeda leader was bird hunting in the desert with bigwigs 
from the United Arab Emirates. Clinton decided it would be unwise to send 
missiles against the target when, accidentally, the UAE officials—​supposedly 
allies of the United States (though, really? hunting with OBL?)—​might be caught 
in the firestorm. The hit was also opposed by DCI George Tenet. A couple of 
other times President Clinton’s vacillation on the ethics of assassination saved 
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the terrorist chief. These moments of indecision left Agency officials unsure 
about the wishes of the White House, and so they called down further attempts 
to eliminate Bin Laden—​an ambiguity about clear presidential authority that 
never seemed to bother DCI Helms during assassination plotting against Fidel 
Castro thirty years earlier (see Chapter 4).

The ALEC Station staff was miffed with these moments of indecision in the 
Clinton White House, to put it mildly, and its chief finally resigned in a huff. In 
the COS’s view, his team had worked hard to find OBL, no easy task, only to lose 
golden opportunities to bring the terrorist’s deadly scheming to an end—​and all 
because of Bill Clinton’s indecision and moral qualms.33 They had every right to 
be unhappy with the president’s periodic vacillations; but, in several of the attack 
scenarios, Clinton and his national security aides displayed commendable moral 
instincts against the murder of non-​combatants. Another feature of these attacks 
is worthy of note: they were hugely expensive—​always a consideration as one 
climbs up the ladder. In one of the attempts to eliminate bin Laden, the Clinton 
White House ordered the firing of seventy-​five Tomahawk cruise missiles into 
the Zahar Kili encampment in Afghanistan, where the terrorist leader was 
thought to be holding a secret meeting. While OBL had departed several hours 
before the strike, others gather for the powwow were obliterated. The cost to the 
American taxpayer: $750,000 per cruise missile.

The Targeting of Foreign Public Officials. Assassination plots against for-
eign heads of state and other leading government officials enter the picture at 
Rung 47, in an especially controversial step up the ladder. At this rung lies the 
potential disaster of a Wild West free-​for-​all, with shootouts around the globe at 
the highest levels of government, a dystopian affliction that plagued fin de siècle 
European capitals. American political officials would find themselves in the 
crosshairs just as readily as their foreign counterparts; indeed, given the open-
ness of US society, they would be far more vulnerable targets.

This was the great danger, and a legitimate cause for public controversy, 
surrounding the order from President Trump to assassinate by drone a high-​
ranking Iranian public official—​Major General Qasem Soleimani—​during his 
visit to Baghdad in 2020.34 A military Reaper drone carried out the attack, al-
though it could just as well have been a CIA aircraft. Whichever agency called 
on (the differences between DoD and CIA drone attacks are explored further in 
Chapters 6 and 7), the result was the same: an invitation to retaliate against US 
officials by Tehran’s secret agents. Soon after this attack against Soleimani, Iran 
struck back at US troops at an Iraqi-​based compound with ground combat weap-
onry, causing severe brain damage among several victims. Experts predicted 
that further revenge will come from Tehran sometime in the future against an 
American officeholder. Trump had sown the wind; the whirlwind would await 
harvesting by later officials.
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Former DCI Stansfield Turner has commented on assassinations, distin-
guishing between a battlefield and a political setting:

[Assassination] is tempting to me only in wartime. I would have approved 
assassinating Saddam Hussein after the 16th of January [1991, the date when 
Congress gave its authority to use military force against Iraq in the First Persian 
Gulf War]. And that’s exactly the reason: there’s a big difference between a 
President—​and, heaven help us, somebody below him—​taking on him-​ or her-
self to say, “Noriega [the leader of Panama] ought to die,” and the Congress of 
the United States and the public of the United States saying, “We’re going to war 
with Panama, and Noriega is just as much a target as Joe Jones, Private First-​
Class.” And if you happen to target Noriega specifically—​and surely we targeted 
Saddam Hussein (it didn’t work)—​I think that is all right.35

Reisman and Baker have written more broadly that “assassination should be 
viewed as an unlawful covert action and should not be given any color of law.”36 
Among many others, they are joined by W. Hays Parks, chief of the Army’s 
International Law Branch. “Assassination is unlawful killing,” he concludes, “and 
would be prohibited by international law even if there were no executive order 
proscribing it.”37

Another DCI, William Colby, has commented on the use of assassination as 
a Third Option. Looking back on the debates within the Bush I administration 
over whether the leader of Panama, Manuel Noriega, should be assassinated, or 
whether if he died collaterally during a coup against his regime his demise would 
amount to an assassination of a foreign leader, the administration decided not to 
make a coup attempt against the regime. This decision was reached in part over 
concern with the ethical implications if Noriega died. Instead, on December 20, 
1989, President Bush sent 24,000 US troops into Panama, in an overt invasion 
that killed several hundred Panamanians. Noriega survived the invasion and 
was arrested as a prisoner of war. “I suspect that was the right decision,” Colby 
concluded, “because you’d still be hearing about the assassination of Noriega for 
the next hundred years, but you will not be hearing about the attack on Panama 
for the next hundred years, as with many previous examples in Latin America.” 
The former CIA viewed this decision as “a tough moral issue. A very close call. 
But I think from this country’s point-​of-​view, it’s better to have a flat prohibition 
against the killing of a foreign leader.” The exception to this rule, Colby added, 
was when America was at war. “Then,” he said, “you can go after the top man.”38

One thing is certain: the use of assassination as a political tool takes the world 
onto an off-​ramp that departs from civilized society and heads toward interna-
tional anarchy. The late 1800s witnessed a period of rampant assassinations, with 
almost every European head of state the target of a murder plot, including Tsars 
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Alexander II, Alexander III, and Nicholas II of Russia; Emperor Franz Joseph 
of Austria; Kaisers Wilhelm I, Friedrich III, and Wilhelm II of Germany; Kings 
Victor Emmanuel II, Umberto I and Victor Emmanuel III of Italy; several French 
presidents; and many prominent politicians.39 This is not the kind of chaotic 
world culture one would like to see again.

Major Clandestine Warfare

The next three rungs envision major secret combat led by the CIA’s paramilitary 
officers, with multiple casualties on the ground a high likelihood. They repre-
sent full-​scale coups—​that is, using all the P, POL, E, and PM forms of the Third 
Option—​against major neutral nations (Rung 48); major autocratic regimes 
(Rung 49), and democracies (Rung 50). These coup targets, though dramati-
cally different in regime type, would include paramilitary activity bound to pro-
duce a significant retaliation against the United States by nations well equipped 
to respond in kind—​perhaps moving rapidly to an overt warfare or a terrorist 
response. Taking on a major autocratic regime is particularly risky, because it 
could likely trigger a significant overt military retaliation; and the launching of 
a coup against a fellow democracy is unacceptable on its face, given the suppo-
sition that democracies should eschew use of covert action against one another 
altogether—​and especially when a PM component is involved.

At Rung 51, cyberattacks are aimed at everything from an adversary’s 
command-​and-​control facilities and nuclear reactors to energy grids and airport 
terminals—​an all-​encompassing cyberwar. The end result: a potential nation-
wide electronic collapse in the targeted regime, accompanied by the high proba-
bility of retaliation in kind that such action would invite.

Destruction of the Rule of Law: Climbing the Rungs 
of Democratic Catastrophe

Finally, near the top perch on the ladder are two uses of covert action that are ut-
terly dismaying in their recklessness and potentially far-​reaching consequences 
for the future of democratic rule in the United States, whose fragility was demon-
strated for all to see in the appalling attack against the US Capitol that occurred 
on January 6, 2021. At Rung 52 stands a willingness by the CIA, and presumably 
its White House handlers, to violate the laws of the land in the conduct of a co-
vert action; and Rung 53 goes even a step farther into darkness with an assault on 
America’s Constitution, as occurred during the Iran-​contra affair of the 1980s. 
These transgressions, which receive further attention in subsequent chapters, 
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present profound ethical concerns regarding the possibility of a renegade CIA 
(or other US intelligence agency) unmoored from the law and the Constitution, 
and operating inside the United States. Here is the scenario of the CIA, or some 
off-​the-​grid auxiliary entity created by the government for purposes of super-​
secrecy, with well-​practiced propaganda, political, economic, and paramilitary 
skills, turned against the citizens of the United States.

Crossing the River Styx

Positioned higher still on the ladder, because a large number of lives could be 
immediately at stake, Rung 54 suggests the possibility of an intelligence “My 
Lai”: the monstrous killing of innocent civilians en masse through clandestine 
means. Such actions have never been taken by a US intelligence agency, but his-
tory records wanton cruelty by some foreign spy services. Examples include 
Hitler’s Gestapo and Stalin’s secret police, the NKVD. The treacherous deeds of 
the former are well known, the latter less so—​even though the NKVD murdered 
15,000 Polish prisoners during the Second World War in what is known as the 
Katyn Massacre (after the forest in Russia where the bodies were found). This 
rung on the ladder includes, as well, the use of torture against anyone, or aiding 
and abetting this practice through rendition—​both activities falling beyond the 
pale of America’s traditions and values. Further, this rung encompasses all other 
gross violations of human rights.

Finally, Rung 55 at the very top of the ladder holds the horrifying potential of a 
clandestine NBC operation, or one using radiological weapons, against a target. 
A cataclysmic event of this kind would likely lead to the bleakest of international 
repercussions, quite possibly an overt NBC response that could result in the mu-
tual annihilation of whole societies—​even the planet itself.

~~~
Above all, the Ladder of Clandestine Escalation for the Third Option is a re-
minder that, on moral grounds alone (setting aside, for the moment, prac-
tical consequences), the United States should reject the use of high-​risk covert 
interventions that have a strong chance of leading down a pathway toward vi-
olent outcomes that involve the death of innocents. An operation carried 
out in 1983 by French foreign intelligence service (Direction Générale de la 
Sécurité Extérieure, DGSE) against the Rainbow Warrior, a ship operated by the 
Greenpeace environmental organization that led protests against France’s nu-
clear tests in the South Pacific, provides an illustration of how important hon-
oring non-​violence principles can be in the world of covert action, even at a level 
of clandestine intervention that doesn’t target large numbers of people.

 



64  The Third Option

The Greenpeace demonstrators sailed their rickety old vessel into the ocean 
test site, 780 miles southeast of Tahiti, hoping to prevent nuclear weapons 
from being detonated and poisoning the earth’s atmosphere with the release 
of radioactive particles into the air. In response, Paris dispatched intelligence 
commandos to end the protest. In the darkness of night, a French paramilitary 
team placed a bomb on the Rainbow’s hull as it moored in Auckland harbor, 
New Zealand, before sailing into the test zone. The French team swam away 
from the ship, then detonated the weapon, sending this international avatar 
of peace to a watery grave and killing a photographer asleep on board. If the 
French felt compelled to use covert action against this non-​violent protest 
group, its operatives could have at least limited the intervention to a disabling 
of the ship’s propeller shaft or rudder. Instead, the DGSE had no reservations 
about moving directly to a violent solution, starting off at Rung 36 on the esca-
lation ladder (or Rung 46, if the French were aware that a person was on board 
the ship that night whom they might have labeled a “terrorist” trying to disrupt 
French national security activities). In the process, these French intelligence 
officers sullied their nation’s reputation for fair play and and left New Zealand’s 
sovereignty in tatters.40 The French government, though, proved unaffected by 
the immorality of its activities and, on their return to Paris, the commandos 
were decorated for this brazen action.

There may be a situation in the future in which the United States might be 
compelled to ignore Third Option laws and ethics altogether, engaging in an 
unrestrained approach to foreign affairs that relies on every available overt and 
covert policy instrument. This book places the Constitution and American law 
in a prominent position when it comes to a moral evaluation of covert actions. 
Without proper process, without debate, without White House and congres-
sional review, the Third Option lacks legitimacy (the focus of Chapter 9). Yet 
President Abraham Lincoln, America’s greatest chief executive, pushed aside 
key provisions of the Constitution for a time, and quite properly so as he 
gathered the presidential powers necessary to preserve the Union from disinte-
gration while Congress was out of session. He explained his actions clearly and 
publicly at the time and vowed to return the government to normalcy as soon 
as possible—​or suffer impeachment from office and eternal ignominy. When 
lawmakers returned to Washington, they reviewed and approved his emer-
gency initiatives.

A time may come—​one hopes not, of course—​when, similarly, the ladder of 
escalation may be rendered moot and an American president will have to use 
whatever rungs might be necessary to thwart the destruction of the United 
States or some other major calamity. Imagine that Hitler’s extermination of Jews 
during the Third Reich could have been prevented by radical use of America’s 
clandestine capabilities. If so, such operations should have been adopted. Or, 
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in Copeland’s good example, imagine “a new Hitler intent upon using atomic 
warfare.”41 More generally, what if covert intervention today could help rescue a 
population from enslavement, brutality, or genocide? Surely, in such scenarios, a 
harsh hidden hand would have to be taken seriously as a temporarily acceptable 
foreign policy option. Most likely, though, such levels of barbarity within a for-
eign regime would require not so much covert action as a full-​scale overt inter-
vention, just as major warfare proved a necessity against Hitler.

Ideally, these extreme secret interventions would include prior closed-​session 
reviews by the congressional intelligence committees as well, not just the White 
House and the CIA. Moreover, subsequent actions would entail collective action 
by a coalition of nations rather than the solitary American use of overt or covert 
force. Barring ultra-​extreme situations, however, ethical restraints on the con-
duct of the Third Option will remain fitting and possible for a democratic society, 
a subject returned to in Chapter 9 on the ethics of secret interventions.

Which of the rungs on the ladder has the CIA grasped over the years? That 
question is addressed in the following four historically oriented chapters, which 
look at America’s most significant uses of the Third Option since 1947. As social 
critic Louis Menard has put it, “The palette of covert activities was broad.”42





PART II

PRACTICE,  1947–​1975

 





3
A Shadowy Foreign Policy, 1947–​1960

The Third Option Evolves

The list is extensive, in even an incomplete accounting, of publicly disclosed 
locations where the United States has labored secretly to advance its interests 
in the world through covert action.1 This chapter examines some of the more 
prominent examples from 1947 to 1960, followed by a review of the years be-
tween 1960 and 1975 in Chapter 4. (See the timeline in Figure 3.1.)

Early Covert Action Targets

Neither President Harry S. Truman nor his mysterious new spy organization, the 
Central Intelligence Agency, were enthusiastic about the Third Option at first. 
The president was skeptical that clandestine interventions abroad would have 
any appreciable effect. So were the Agency’s leaders for that matter. In the CIA’s 
early days, intelligence officers would have preferred to concentrate on what the 
National Security Act of 1947 spelled out as their expected duty: the collection 
and assessment of information from around the world. Moreover, the president 
was concerned about the ethical aspects of the United States engaging in “dirty 
tricks” overseas.2

Nevertheless, during these opening years of the Cold War, the CIA experi-
enced some success in countering KGB influence in such nations as Greece 
and Turkey through a range of covert actions.3 Even critics of the Third Option 
understood this approach was preferable to military interventions against the 
Soviets, which might have triggered yet another major war. Funding was a factor 
as well. Former director of Central Intelligence (DCI), Robert M. Gates, writes 
that, as the size of the US military budget was sharply reduced after the Second 
World War, “. . . Truman turned to nonmilitary forms of power to thwart further 
communist expansionism,” with the Third Option high on the list.4

The Truman Doctrine of March 1947 and the Marshall Plan a year later pro-
vided overt financial and military aid to nations being subjected to the Soviet 
Union’s covert actions, its “active measures.” America’s widely publicized and 
well-​funded overt foreign policy programs were the most influential means to 
help keep the countries being targeted by the Soviets safely within the Western 
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Figure 3.1  Key Targeting in the Evolution of Covert Action, 1947–​1975*

camp of democratic societies.5 The secret interventions of the United States, 
though, also served a role as part of the Western bulwark against Soviet expan-
sion. Western Europe was the initial critical battleground for the Third Option 
because it was the region of the world most energetically encroached upon by 
the Soviets. Moreover, the imperious General Douglas MacArthur, who con-
trolled US foreign policy activities in the Far East, made it clear that he wanted 
nothing to do with the CIA interfering in “his” part of the world, just as he had 
successfully reined in Office of Strategic Services (OSS) espionage activities in 
Asia during the war. Not until April of 1949 did MacArthur begrudgingly allow 
Agency operations in that part of the world. The United States had good reason 
to be concerned, above all, about Chinese activities throughout Asia during the 
1950s. The revolutionary leader of China, Mao Zedong, even viewed nuclear war 
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against the democratic “imperialists” as a plausible route to a communist global 
victory over capitalism, as then the West would be destroyed “and the whole 
world could become socialist.”6 He secretly financed a wide range of operations 
against the democracies around the world, including those in Latin America.

The CIA’s first covert action of major scope in these early years took place not 
against China, though, but in Italy. The Agency’s behind-​the-​scenes involvement 
in Italian politics began in 1948 and continued for twenty years (then periodi-
cally thereafter), as the United States sought to shore up that nation’s Christian 
Democratic Party as a counter to the Italian Communist Party.7 Protecting Italian 
democracy was not the only motivation. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) was established in 1949, and keeping Italy free of communist control 
was important to ensure that classified documents related to NATO’s activities 
were kept out of the hands of a communist government in Rome. The Italian 
communists would have instantly shared the security organization’s secrets with 
the Kremlin.

Moreover, as intelligence historian Jeffreys-​Jones notes, Italy was strategically 
located, both militarily if war broke out with the USSR and commercially as a 
transit point for Middle East oil.8 Soviet covert activities in France, Germany, 
and other nations in Western Europe were of concern, too. Indeed, Germany was 
considered by some operatives as “the cradle of the intelligence struggle of the 
Cold War.”9 The fear was that Moscow was using concealed financial resources to 
gain control over Western democratic institutions: publishing houses, the media, 
labor unions, and civic organizations of all stripes—​the “key elements of life,” as 
US diplomat George F. Kennan recalled.10

Other Third Option targets of the United States included countries in Africa, 
Latin America, Asia, and the Middle East—​practically everywhere over sea and 
land where Moscow was trying to exercise its influence. One early instance was 
a successful CIA effort to aid a coup in Syria in 1949. This operation was among 
the Agency’s “first out-​and-​out clandestine operation,” recalls a participant who 
was one of a handful of young Ivy League officers enthralled by the chance to 
serve as the tip of the spear in America’s global anti-​communist crusade.11 The 
Agency also reached its hidden hand into every country it could within the 
Soviet Empire, with a special focus on Poland and Ukraine (the latter being the 
site of the CIA’s most lucratively funded field operation in these early days). By 
the 1950s, forty or so covert actions were under way in “one central European 
country alone.”12

The fledgling Agency’s intentions to establish guerrilla movements in Eastern 
Europe made up of émigrés failed, however, running into a formidable coun-
terintelligence shield forged by the Soviet foreign intelligence service, the KGB, 
and its companion military spy agency, the GRU. Time and again, the CIA’s infil-
trating assets thought they were being greeted by allied underground resistance 
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fighters only to find that these welcoming parties were “catchment basins” for the 
KGB.13 These courageous operatives were imprisoned, tortured, or killed, with 
many suffering the entirety of this gruesome Soviet triad of counterintelligence 
methods, one following the other. The most challenging target for the CIA was 
Russia itself, the object of extensive propaganda and sabotage activities. These 
operations had little appreciable effect on the communist behemoth. Against 
China, the CIA was engaged in similar efforts from 1949 to 1954—​a so-​called 
Third Force resistance, ready to support any anti-​communists it could locate on 
the mainland to carry out guerrilla PMs against Mao Zedong and his forces.14 
A recent review of these activities concludes: “The Third Force enterprise, as a 
paramilitary or political project, was a grand failure.”15

In 1950, in the Far East, Lieutenant Colonel Edward G. Lansdale, on loan 
to the Agency from the US Air Force, led a CIA operation to help subdue 
communist-​supported Hukbalahap (“Huk”) guerrillas in the Philippine jungles. 
He managed to steer a local politician by the name of Ramon Magsaysay into 
that nation’s presidency. Lansdale became something of an overnight celebrity 
within Washington’s national security apparatus for his successful covert actions, 
although he would meet his demise a decade later with Operation “Mongoose,” 
the failed attempts to oust Castro from the Cuban presidency (Chapter 4). In 
between these bookmarks, he had some remarkable—​and clever—​victories. For 
example, Lansdale aided the effort to engineer Ngo Dinh Diem into power in 
South Vietnam in 1955, by influencing the design of the ballot for presidential 
elections in that nation. According to one account, “He used red, the Asian good 
luck color, for Diem and green—​signifying a cuckold—​for Diem’s opponent.”16

Further, in 1950, the Agency attempted a coup against the pro-​Moscow gov-
ernment in Albania, in a paramilitary plot codenamed Operation “Valuable” 
during the Truman administration and then Operation “BG/​FIEND” when it 
was inherited from the United Kingdom (UK) by the Eisenhower administration 
in 1953. Initially, this venture was carried out in tandem with MI6, the British 
foreign intelligence service that is also known as the Secret Intelligence Service 
or SIS. The plan called for the United States to provide secret funding to MI6, 
which over the years had accrued much greater experience in that part of the 
world than had the CIA. The Americans and the British would infiltrate exiled 
guerrilla commando teams into Albania—​ten times the number of fighters that 
the CIA would send into battle at the Bay of Pigs in Cuba a little over a decade 
later. The most common means of positioning these teams was by airdrop onto 
remote runways northwest of Athens, Greece, with the Agency using unmarked 
Douglas C047 aircraft on loan from the US Air Force.

It became clear, however, after much loss of life, that these fearless commandos 
had little chance of success. Soon after they arrived, most of the squads were 
wrapped up by Soviet-​trained local security forces. The subsequent Eisenhower 
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administration eventually backed out of the paramiitary side of the BG/​FIEND 
operation, focusing instead on a more limited program of anti-​Soviet propa-
ganda aimed at Albania. The British went ahead on their own. Still more failure 
came—​quickly and tragically—​for the individuals who had volunteered for the 
UK operation, only to fall into the ready jaws of the communist counterintelli-
gence services that operated throughout the Soviet satellite nations.

The infiltration teams run by MI6 kept drawing deuces, with bad luck that had 
nothing to do with their bravery or brio of the team members. Rather, the deck 
was stacked against them from the beginning. The KGB enjoyed a well-​placed 
mole inside Her Majesty’s Secret Service: a debonair counterintelligence officer 
by the name of Kim Philby. As a result, the Soviets knew every detail of these op-
erations long before the guerrilla forces landed on Albanian soil, just as Moscow 
had been alerted by Philby (it was later discovered) to many of the earlier Eastern 
European infiltration attempts.

Vast sums of money were spent and, during these ill-​fated attempts to estab-
lish resistance movements throughout Eastern Europe, many an Agency asset 
vanished into the awaiting belly of the communists—​“hundreds,” in one author-
itative estimate.17 The groups of infiltrators were determined anti-​communist 
émigrés recruited from, and trained in, refugee camps across Germany and Italy. 
They longed to drive the Red Army from their homelands. The notion that they 
could serve as an invisible internal resistance against Russia if another war broke 
out, or that they could take part with CIA paramilitary officers in a “roll-​back” of 
the Iron Curtain during the 1950s, was, however, a fatal delusion for them and 
their Agency handlers, as well as a costly and poor investment for the United 
States. As an Agency inhouse historian has written, most of these covert actions 
during the first years of the Cold War “met with failure.”18 The “roll-​back” slogan 
did win votes for the Eisenhower presidential campaigns in 1952 and 1956, 
however, along with a long-​term political commitment to the GOP in southern 
California and other enclaves in the United States where Estonian and fellow 
Eastern Europe émigrés had fled after the war. A key plank in the GOP platform 
at the 1952 presidential nominating convention called for the “liberation” of 
Eastern European nations.

In 1952, the same group of Agency officers behind the earlier Syrian coup 
turned their attention to Egypt and supported a putsch against King Farouk, a 
grossly obese and corrupt monarch. Out of this coup emerged a young colonel 
by the name of Gamal Abdel Nasser. He would soon butt heads with the United 
States as he became leader of the non-​aligned nations during the Cold War. The 
spirited, if small-​scale, clandestine interventions like the one against King Farouk 
were early trials in Washington’s efforts, via the CIA, to rebuff KGB and GRU 
activities aimed at herding foreign countries into Moscow’s corral. The Agency 
was trying out its covert action skills around the world and they worked in 
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some instances, at least in providing some hidden assistance to indigenous anti-​
communist organizations besieged by Soviet counterintelligence operations.

The Agency also played a major role in the creation of a West German 
foreign intelligence agency with a typically German jaw-​breaking name, 
Bundesnachtrichtendienst, mercifully known as the BND for short. It was 
housed in dilapidated, yellow paint-​peeling, formerly Nazi intelligence buildings 
in Pullach, a suburb of Munich. The BND soon joined forces with the CIA in 
tandem anti-​Soviet activities throughout Eastern Europe. The German intelli-
gence service included several former Nazi officials recently engaged in fighting 
against Russians on Germany’s Eastern Front during the Second World War and, 
as a result, they knew the Soviet enemy well. Too well, in some cases; several of 
these former Nazi officers had already been secretly recruited by the KGB during 
the days of the Third Reich and, as a consequence, the BND was riddled with 
Moscow moles from the beginning of the Cold War.

An Agency focus during this period consisted of guerrilla raids directed 
against the giant communist powers, Russia and Red China. In the grand scheme 
of things, though, raids into such vast territories were akin to poking a fist into 
an elephant-​sized pillow—​just as had been true with the CIA’s secret forays into 
Eastern Europe. In Western Europe, the chances of success were better and the 
Agency experimented in the use of the Third Option within fellow democra-
cies, including bribes to selected Western European politicians as an encour-
agement for them to take pro-​American stances on the world stage. The idea 
of derailing the creation of a European Defense Community was another early 
example of a failed covert action, as the EDC moved forward despite the CIA’s 
best efforts to fan the flames of opposition on grounds that this organization 
might make Western Europe too independent from the United States. Although 
such setbacks occurred from time to time, the Agency’s covert action programs 
blossomed as the Cold War began to warm up. By 1951, the budget for the Third 
Option had increased dramatically over 1948 levels of spending, in a sum that 
raced past funding for the CIA’s collection-​and-​analysis Directorate by a ratio of 
three to one. As an experienced former Agency officer has observed, collection 
and analysis may have been formally the Agency’s premier mission, but “what 
rings the cash registers is . . . . covert action.”19

Korea

The Agency’s operations in Korea were another important challenge for the fledg-
ling organization. As would be the case whenever the United States was involved 
in an overt war, the CIA was expected to do its share of the heavy lifting during 
the conflict by way of paramilitary (PM) operations and associated clandestine 

 



A Shadowy Foreign Policy  75

activities. It joined America’s troops battling arm in arm with South Koreans 
against North Korea communists and their Chinese ally during the overt war 
on the Korean Peninsula, which lasted from 1950 to 1953 and led to the deaths 
of 54,246 Americans. Here was a significant test by fire of the Agency’s start-​up 
PM capabilities, mobilized at the request of the State Department and the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff in the Defense Department.

With the outbreak of the Korean War in June of 1950, the superpowers esca-
lated the East-​West confrontation. Communist fighters from the North would 
not have been able to attack the government of South Korea without a green 
light from the Kremlin. This was out-​and-​out war between the communists 
and the democracies. The Third Option rose dramatically in importance for 
US government officials, becoming “the largest component in the agency” as its 
expenditures “skyrocketed” (according to the Church Committee). Funding for 
these secret activities rose from approximately $5 million in 1949 to $82 million 
in 1952 and was moving steadily upward by the time that conflict ended in a 
draw in 1953.20

Covert action would continue to attract the Agency’s largest portion of 
spending until the 1970s, as propaganda, political, and economic activities 
melded with paramilitary ventures into a full Black & Decker toolbox for secret 
interventions overseas.21 “Europe had put the CIA into the business of covert po-
litical action,” writes intelligence expert Gregory F. Treverton. “It was Asia, how-
ever, that got the Agency into secret paramilitary operations in the Korean War, a 
pattern repeated a decade later in another Asian war, Vietnam.”22

As a result of its failure to anticipate the outbreak of war on the Korean 
Peninsula, the reputation of the young CIA took a big hit in Washington on the 
analytic side during this stage of its infancy—​a disquieting stumble in its primary 
mission laid out by the National Security Act of 1947. No doubt the CIA’s perfor-
mance would have been better if at least someone among its 200 CIA officers 
assigned to the war effort had been able to speak the Korean language.23 As time 
passed, the Agency would become more proficient in foreign tongues (although 
it has never had as many fluent non-​English speakers among its officiers as it 
would like). Soon after the Korean War, its analysts would begin to draw praise 
for the impressive strides they had made in their understanding of other coun-
tries, as well as—​an especially difficult assignment for the human mind—​in their 
forecasting of world events.

President Truman had set up the CIA to help protect the United States and the 
Free World against communist aggression by providing accurate information 
about Russian and Chinese activities, especially anything of a military nature. 
While at first the president was a leading skeptic when it came to the value of the 
Agency’s operations side, the Korean War had demonstrated how the spy organi-
zation and its paramilitary capabilities could assist in major overt brawls against 
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communists, this time in Asia. The US military carried the heaviest burden of 
the war-​fighting, of course; but the CIA had helped by bringing all four forms 
of covert action into the effort against the North Koreas and their superpower 
sponsors in Moscow and Beijing. General Walter Bedell (“Beetle”) Smith, DCI 
at this time, understood that the Agency’s Directorate of Plans was still finding 
its legs. As he observed in the midst of the war, the CIA “would have to hold its 
activities to the limited number of operations that it could do well rather than to 
attempt to cover a broad field with poor performance.”24

In an appraisal offered by New York Times reporter Tim Weiner, the CIA 
“failed on all fronts in Korea”—​even within Smith’s limited parameters. Another 
journalist concurs, observing that “the CIA failed in Korea because it entered 
the game too late and had no reliable network of agents on the ground.”25 An as-
sassination plot to kill the president of North Korea, Kim Il Sung, is said to have 
collapsed; PM teams of guerrilla forces trained by the Agency parachuted into 
North Korea and were never heard from again—​“suicide missions,” in Weiner’s 
characterization. As in Eastern Europe, operation after operation resulted in dis-
aster. Even according to an internal Agency assessment, the PM ops during the 
Korean War were “not only ineffective but probably morally reprehensible in the 
number of lives lost.”26

Other observers, though, have been gentler in their judgments. An account 
written by a Church Committee historian simply noted that the war in Korea 
led to “an enormous impetus for growth,” with the CIA becoming “six times 
the size it had been at its birth.” Moreover, “by 1953, the Agency was an estab-
lished element of government. Its contributions in the areas of political action 
and paramilitary warfare were recognized and respected. It alone could perform 
many of the kinds of activities seemingly required to meet the Soviet threat.”27 
Critics to the contrary notwithstanding, given its burgeoning staff and budget, 
the Agency must have impressed the Eisenhower administration to some extent. 
No doubt during the war, the CIA’s propaganda activities fared better than its PM 
ventures, in part because the former had been practiced since 1947 and, as well, 
they were less daunting to carry out. Another history, written by a CIA officer for 
the Aspin-​Brown Commission, observed of this period only that the Agency’s 
“analytical efforts during the Korean War established the Agency as a key player 
in the defense and foreign policy areas.”28

Iran I

At first President Dwight D. (“Ike”) Eisenhower shared Truman’s uneasiness 
with the wide range of clandestine operations that were being crafted and set 
in motion by the CIA. Ike seemed more interested in focusing on King George’s 
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cavalry—​financial support—​to win over friends abroad than in attempts to en-
gage in coups to overthrow unreliable foreign governments.29 Yet, thanks to 
the persuasive abilities of DCI Allen Dulles and his brother, Secretary of State 
John Foster Dulles, the president was about to change his mind. A pamphlet at 
the newly created Eisenhower Memorial in Washington, DC, which opened in 
September of 2020, notes simply that the president had embraced “aggressive 
covert action.”

The Agency’s most famous early success with the Third Option came not in 
Europe (East or West) or during the Korean War, places where the CIA played 
a backup role but was still finding its way. Rather, the breakthrough came in the 
Middle East, just as the war in Korea was winding down. This intervention in 
an Islamic part of the world gave the still young Agency a substantially elevated 
status in Washington’s community of rival bureaucracies. Seldom again would 
the CIA’s deployment of the Third Option fall so happily into place, one segment 
after the other. In this instance, the target nation was Iran, in the first of several 
covert actions aimed at this nation during the coming years (therefore, labeled 
“Iran I” in this chapter).

Mohammed Mossadegh had been elected prime minister of Iran in 1951 
and began to behave far too independently for the tastes of Washington offi-
cialdom, not to mention British and American oil executives. The discovery of 
oil in Iran in 1908 was proving to be both a blessing and a curse for the nation. 
The aging Iranian leader (Mossadegh was seventy) viscerally despised the British 
“colonists” in his country, and he nationalized the Anglo-​Iranian Oil Company 
soon after his rise to power—​a step unanimously endorsed by the Iranian 
Parliament. British petroleum executives and their US counterparts reasonably 
wondered if the access their companies had enjoyed to Iran’s “black gold” would 
be cut off, or at least dramatically reduced—​accompanied, no doubt, by painful 
price increases. An added concern in London was the fact that Iran straddled the 
UK’s trading routes to India. In hopes of winning Washington’s support in taming 
Mossadegh, the British played on the anxieties of the American oil industry, 
which in turn pressured the Eisenhower administration to oppose Mossadegh’s 
nationalist stance. As well, behind the scenes, the British pushed the theme on 
Washington officials of possible Soviet expansion into the Middle East—​indeed, 
perhaps even an imminent Red Army invasion of Iran. Downing Street and 
Whitehall, with Prime Minister Winston Churchill leading the way, hoped this 
tactic would bring the Eisenhower White House rushing to join London’s anti-​
Mossadegh plotting. It was not a hard sell, especially given Churchill’s close ties 
with Ike during the years of warfare against the Nazis. It was, nonetheless, an odd 
coalition since for decades the UK had done its best to keep the United States 
away from Iranian oil, which government officials in London preferred to mo-
nopolize for the United Kingdom.
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The Truman administration’s State Department had already expressed con-
cern during meetings of the National Security Council (NSC) about Iran’s “ab-
sorption immediately or eventually into the Soviet bloc.”30 Few in America’s 
national security establishment at the time would have denied that a wave of 
communism washing over Iran would be an unfortunate development for 
US interests throughout the Middle East. From its first days in office in 1951, 
the Eisenhower administration had begun to worry as well that Mossadegh 
might extend a hand of friendship to Russia, which shares a lengthy border 
with Iran—​rarely a happy circumstance for the less powerful country. The 
Iranian prime minister did have known ties with the Tudeh, the Soviet-​backed 
Iranian Communist Party, but so did he with every other significant group in 
Tehran. Mossadegh never joined the popular front sponsored by Tudeh. The 
prime minister was once widely popular in Iran; but, as with most every leader, 
he had begun to sense that his public backing had eroded. For one thing, 
Mosaddeq remained a secular liberal democrat while at the same time refusing 
to abolish the monarchy in favor of a republic.31 Government decisions can 
never make everyone happy; there are winners and losers. So he needed to 
shore up his political standing and could ill-​afford to alienate factions, even 
the local communists. Another mark against Mossadegh in London and 
Washington was his negotiations with Moscow over oil sales. What country, 
though, would fail to hawk this valuable commodity—​if lucky enough to have 
it—​to another country, especially a well-​armed neighbor who might otherwise 
step in and take over the production fields by force if denied petroleum at a 
reasonable price?

In a move that accelerated the growing Western resentment toward him, 
Mossadegh warned officials in Washington and London that they might be 
forcing him to reach out to Russia in the marketing of his nation’s natural re-
sources, especially since British commercial sanctions and oil boycotts were 
wreaking havoc on the Iranian economy. A Royal Navy cruiser, anchored om-
inously in the Gulf of Abadan, had already succeeded in frightening away many 
foreign tankers making port calls in Iran. The British were tightening the screws.

Mossadegh was a wealthy man and hardly a poster boy for Marxism. Time 
magazine selected him as its “Man of the Year” in 1952; moreover, he was clearly 
on record as anti-​communist. Nevertheless, among the panjandrums in the 
White House, the State Department, and the CIA, national security meetings 
began to focus on fearful images of Iranian oil being diverted from the West to 
the USSR—​a key Middle East domino falling under Moscow’s influence and 
the rest of the region likely to topple next, in the famous “domino theory” of 
that era. Mossadegh had to go, doubly so since earlier he had already stymied a 
major business proposal advanced to Iran by the law firm Sullivan & Cromwell 
in New York City, for whom in the past Allen and Foster Dulles had been legal 
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consultants and investors. It was time for payback, never mind that many experts 
on Iran—​including the CIA’s own chief of station in Tehran—​viewed Mossadegh 
as, yes, deeply anti-​British, but essentially a nationalist who sought to protect his 
country’s oil wealth from Western exploitation; plus, he was a man who wanted 
nothing to do with the heavy hand of Joseph Stalin.32 Nonetheless, in dealing 
with Iran, anti-​communist instincts became Washington’s primary impetus for 
action, coupled with lobbying pressure from US business interests (as would be 
the case periodically in the future).

The person who had been President Truman’s ambassador to Tehran, George 
McGhee, described Mossadegh at the time as a “patriotic Iranian nation-
alist.”33 In contrast, Eisenhower’s ambassador, Loy Henderson (hand-​picked by 
Foster Dulles), was on board with the growing sentiment in Washington that 
Mossadegh was “a madman who would ally himself with the Russians.”34 As 
McCarthyism swept the nation’s capital, the Eisenhower administration also 
felt a need to demonstrate that it could vigorously stamp out all international 
Bolshevist threats, whether genuine or manufactured by Western politicians 
knowing a good campaign slogan when they saw one—​in this instance, both. 
The GOP had already claimed, in staggering oversimplification, that the Truman 
administration had allowed China to fall into the communist camp. Eisenhower 
and Foster Dulles had felt the heat from some Republican Party flack for ending 
the war in Korea instead of seeking an all-​out victory. The administration was 
not going to be blamed for “losing” Iran and endure the deep bruises of political 
attacks like the ones that had battered Truman and Acheson over communist 
advances on the Korean Peninsula and in China .

Historian Richard H. Immerman concludes that “Moscow’s involvement in 
Iran was negligible, but [Secretary of State] Dulles could not distinguish between 
indigenous nationalism and imported communism.”35 Or perhaps the secre-
tary could but preferred not to, since anti-​communism (the Red Menace) had 
become his favored political banner to uncoil—​his bugbear and foreign policy 
raison d’état. Even though the anti-​religiosity of communism was anathema to 
the Islamic faith and yet another force inside Iran likely to keep the Soviets at 
bay, this factor, too, was also largely discounted by the brothers Dulles.36 Despite 
the existence of strong counterarguments, the Dulles brothers began to speak 
persistently at NSC meetings about a likely Soviet takeover in Tehran—​a classic 
illustration from these times of paranoia and politics in high government circles 
bending officials toward the acceptance of interventions abroad and the adop-
tion of a tough-​guy approach to foreign policy. As historian Fredrik Logevall 
writes, “Opposing the Soviet Union overseas and leftists at home became a way 
of corralling votes and building electoral strength, or of avoiding being labeled 
a Red sympathizer.”37 Alan Ladd of Shane to the rescue for Western democracy 
against the rising peril of global communism, while accruing lucrative corporate 
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advantages overseas (cheap oil in the case of Iran, managed starting in October 
of 1954 mainly by a consortium of US companies) and winning political points 
at home for foreign policy toughness.

In another joint U.K.-​US intelligence endeavor (Operation “TPAjax”), the 
CIA and MI6 toppled Prime Minister Mossadegh and elevated a more com-
pliant shah (king) of Iran, Mohammed Reza Pahlevi, into the top leadership 
post. The shah, the Shahanshah or King of Kings, had served as Iran’s ruler before 
Mossadegh undercut the authority of the monarchy. At the time, the shah had 
been compelled to name him prime minister as he rode to prominence on the 
wave of a nationalist movement. The United States hoped now that a reestab-
lishment of the monarchy by a coup would give Washington and London more 
leverage over Iran than the unpredictable electoral politics that had brought 
Mossadegh to power. Never mind that monarchy was hardly in the American 
tradition, and that Mossadegh had come to high office through Iran’s legitimate 
system of voting.

Some have viewed the coup as the CIA’s single greatest achievement, at least 
to that date, and the beginning of a Golden Age of covert action. The Agency 
had demonstrated a useful new approach to international affairs: overthrowing 
governments that dared to resist American (and, in this instance, British) leader-
ship and commercial dominance. The outcome seemed miraculous at the time. 
The West had managed to establish a reliable Middle East ally—​a trusted friend 
in the shah—​without firing a shot, no easy feat as underscored by America’s 
experiences in that part of the world since the end of the Cold War in 1991. 
Further, from the vantage point of Western business and consumer interests, 
American and British oil companies continued to profit from Iran’s extensive 
fossil-​fuel deposits; and automobile owners in both nations enjoyed a quarter-​
century of reasonably priced gasoline, complements of the shah’s appreciation 
for their backing .

In the future the Agency’s skills in covert action would be called on to assist 
other US corporations, not just those owned by Texas oil titans, in their exploita-
tion of natural resources overseas. International affairs are complex, though. At 
the time of the coup in 1953, oil and anti-​communism were not the only sources 
of concern in Washington about the situation in Tehran. Of importance, too, was 
that Iran presented an excellent platform for spying on the Soviet Union, espe-
cially by way of America’s latest electronic-​eavesdropping antennae positioned 
along the Russian-​Iranian border and aimed at nearby Soviet missile-​testing 
sites near the Black Sea. National security officials in the United States were loath 
to lose this valuable listening post.

So the outcome seemed a happy one—​until fundamentalist theocrats 
(“mullahs”) in Iran toppled the shah in 1979 and replaced him with a Muslim 
republic led by Ayatollah Khomeini, a man with medieval visions for his people 
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and harsh anti-​American sentiments. In Iran, nationalism and Islam had become 
united into an amalgam of powerful historical forces—​a confluence largely mis-
understood by CIA analysts and other Middle East experts in the United States at 
the time. The ayatollah had been in exile in Paris for the previous fifteen years and 
returned to Tehran triumphantly to initiate an Islamic revolution backed by reli-
gious militants opposed to the modern reforms instituted in Iran by the US-​backed 
shah, who had become an increasingly unpopular figure in his own country. With 
ever darkening consequences that continue to unfold, the anti-​American (and 
anti-​communist) Muslim rebels were lifted into power by the shah’s missteps. 
Among other outcomes, the United States immediately lost its signals intelligence 
sites so conveniently located on the rim of the USSR since the CIA first established 
a listening post there to monitor Soviet missile-​testing in 1957.38

The animosity of Iranians toward the shah stemmed from his remote and 
dictatorial approach to leadership, his failure to include an array of local polit-
ical groups in the governing process, and a perception that he was essentially 
a Washington marionette. Resented, as well, was the lavish lifestyle enjoyed by 
the king and his family, along with the extensive corruption in his regime fed 
by a deluge of US weapons sales to Iran over the years. There was another, more 
positive side of the ledger, however: the shah had helped to bring Iran into the 
twentieth century with progressive land and educational policies; the construc-
tion of hospitals and schools, along with modern power grids and highways; 
the establishment of voting rights for women, a rarity in that part of the world; 
and the blossoming of an educated middle class. Iranians, though, had a strong 
conservative element; devout Muslims felt the shah was attempting to turn 
their nation—​an old and distinguished, strongly religious civilization—​into a 
Western, consumer-​oriented, secular society. Unrest began to spread. The pear 
was ripe. As a long-​time CIA watcher has concluded, “We picked the wrong guy 
in Iran—​the greatest intelligence failure of the twentieth century.”39

The long-​term repercussions of America’s efforts to prop up the shah were, 
in a word, catastrophic. One of the best of the Agency’s senior officers, Deputy 
Director for Operations John McMahon, has said: “In covert action, you always 
have to think of the endgame before you start it. And we don’t always do that.”40 
One reason is quite obvious: a disastrous outcome in 1979 is difficult to predict 
decades earlier in 1953. History follows a zig-​zag path, not a straight line. Still, 
one can try harder to ponder the long-​range possibilities (“downstream,” in CIA 
parlance) before a covert action is undertaken, drawing more widely on outside 
academic and think-​tank experts to supplement the thinking of inhouse Agency 
analysts. Little of this forecasting and outreach was included in the Iranian coup 
planning of 1953.

Perhaps the most impressive feature of the sudden alteration of Iranian history 
that year, led by Kermit “Kim” Roosevelt (the top CIA operative in the Middle 
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East, and a distant cousin of Franklin Delano Roosevelt), was how smoothly it 
all proceeded—​at least after an initial attempt sputtered and died. The second 
try, weeks later, proved a charm, leading to success within a fortnight—​too easy 
in fact, giving officials inside the Agency and the White House a false sense that 
here was an excellent way to conduct US foreign policy.

Colluding with MI6, the thirty-​seven-​year-​old Roosevelt and four Agency 
colleagues accomplished the coup objectives in Tehran (while the unnerved shah 
was hiding out in Rome, just in case things failed to go well) simply by way of 
some judiciously placed covert propaganda, accompanied by a few hastily pre-
pared political and minor PM activities. On the more aggressive non-​propaganda 
side, the coup architecture consisted mainly of aggressive demonstrations in 
Tehran’s city squares as well as some fisticuffs in the streets against supporters 
of the Iranian government. Enter King George’s cavalry to pay for the “volun-
teer protestors,” who were chiefly MI6 assets and thugs from local sports clubs—​
some of whom were dispatched to intimidate parliamentarians (not unlike the 
reliance by President Trump on January 6, 2021, on a mob of ruffians to block the 
congressional confirmation of his Electoral College defeat in the 2020 presiden-
tial election). In addition, some funds went toward supporting dissident elem-
ents in the Iranian military, including guidance on how they should take over the 
key radio station in Tehran.

The important imponderable in these calculations, and so vital to the out-
come in 1953, was exactly how the Iranian Army would react. No one could tell 
for sure how many pro-​Mossadegh supporters there would be in the streets, or 
what the “tipping point” was for army loyalty to the prime minister. Anywhere 
from 100 to 300 people died in the street clashes (reports vary) and another 300 
were wounded, though no Agency personnel were among the injured or killed. 
Into the fray, too, Roosevelt launched an inventive CIA/​MI6 rumor campaign—​
another common ingredient of covert propaganda—​that falsely portrayed 
Mossadegh as nothing but a Soviet puppet. Moreover, luck played a significant 
role in this rush of events (as usual in human “planning”), when dissidents at-
tached to neither the CIA nor MI6 chose to take advantage of the opportunity 
presented by the chaos in Tehran by turning against Mossadegh for their own 
personal reasons.41

The Agency had managed to be at the right place at the right time, pushing on 
an open door to aid indigenous opponents of the Mossadegh government. At 
the climax of the street demonstrations, the army—​at first assuming a posture of 
neutrality—​stuck a finger in the air to check which way the winds were blowing 
and decided to abandon Mossadegh as a losing proposition. (Similar calcu-
lating by the army would occur again in 1979 when its officers abandoned the 
shah.) The prime minister was arrested and imprisoned for three years in solitary 
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confinement, followed by placement under house arrest at his Ahmadabad home 
until his death in 1967.

As would be the case in subsequent CIA involvement in coups, the main 
reasons for action in 1953 were predominantly twofold and mixed together in 
complicated ways, each viewed as important at the time: anti-​communism along 
with the protection of American business interests. The outcome in Iran, though, 
proved a lost opportunity for the United States to advance a more benign and 
well-​meaning helping hand in the Middle East. David Wise and Thomas Ross 
maintain that the coup “bought time” in Iran, as the CIA established what 
appeared to be an oasis of stability in a rough precinct. They concluded, though, 
that Washington officials “seemed unable to follow this up with badly needed so-
cial and economic reforms.”42

Further, the shah may well have moved too quickly with his modernization 
reforms and was too closely affiliated with officials in Washington and London. 
Nor did his US patrons insist that a portion of Iran’s oil revenues be channeled 
toward alleviating the extensive poverty that plagued the nation. As well, the 
shah was desperately ill with cancer by the time his government fell in 1979 and 
was unable to muster the leadership energy he once had. Perhaps most telling, 
though, the shah had gained a reputation at home for rule by “violence, fear and 
repression.”43 His terrifying state police—​SAVAK, created, named, and trained 
by the CIA in 1956—​ seized regime critics off the streets in Tehran and dealt with 
them in unspeakable ways, eventually sealing the shah’s fate.

Guatemala

The next year, 1954, witnessed another success for the Third Option, this one 
closer to home in Guatemala, a country ruled by another democratically elected 
government. It would be a further illustration of the CIA standing up against 
communism while at the same time coming to the aid of an American busi-
ness interest—​in this instance the United Fruit Company. The UFC, known 
as La Frutera in Central America, was a banana enterprise with the largest 
landholdings in Guatemala and deep fingers as well into the nation’s railway, 
communications, and shipping industries. La Frutera’s profit margin came 
from keeping this desperately poor republic under its thumb. The US ambas-
sador cabled the State Department, which passed along the message to President 
Eisenhower, that “large American interests will be forced out completely” un-
less the current Guatemalan leader was ousted.44 The cable noted, too, that al-
though the leader, Jacobo Árbenz Guzmán, was “not a Communist, he will 
do until one comes along.” President Eisenhower was happy to help UFC pro-
tect its investments in Guatemala, but his administration had a more urgent 
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goal: reducing—​and eventually, eliminating altogether—​communist influence 
in the Western Hemisphere.

Here was Iran déjà vu, although this time the targeted leader, Árbenz—​who in 
1951 had been elected president by two-​thirds of the popular vote and brought 
his nation a decade of democratic government for the first time in its history—​
was indeed a leftist and viewed himself, during his later years in office, as some-
thing of a communist. The clincher in the eyes of many Washington officials was 
his acceptance in early 1954 of military weapons from Czechoslovakia (a Soviet 
pawn at the time), smuggled in on the Swedish freighter Alfhem and discovered 
by Agency assets assigned as port watchers. Here was the final straw, and a per-
fect excuse to depose the Central American president in a coup scheme that was 
already in advanced stages of planning. From Árbenz’s vantage point, he knew 
he was under siege from the United States, along with some other unfriendly 
neighbors in the region, so he had sought out weapons—​from anywhere he 
could get them—​that might help defend his regime.

While Árbenz was far removed from taking orders from the Kremlin, he was a 
fervent believer in land reform. For some critics, that sentiment may have given 
him the aura of being a Bolshevik; but, seen within the context of widespread 
Guatemalan poverty, it was a policy designed to give the peasant class a chance 
in life. This posture created an immediate problem for the Eisenhower admin-
istration, as land reform would come in part at the expense of La Frutera’s vast 
and largely untilled acreage in the nation. Árbenz confiscated two-​thirds of this 
property, with—​at least in UFC’s opinion—​meager compensation. The country 
was broke and unable to pay the huge sums the corporation demanded in return 
for its land. On the political side of things in Guatemala, only four of the nation’s 
fifty-​six members of Parliament were communists; and Árbenz never invited 
a single communist to join his cabinet, unlike a future CIA target (two years 
hence): President Sukarno of Indonesia. The Communist Party in Guatemala 
was, at best, a minor partner in the Árbenz government.

Nonetheless, Time magazine and other peddlers of overheated Cold War 
rhetoric echoed talking points from the Dulles brothers and chastised the 
Guatemalan president for his “pro-​communist declarations” whenever he 
complained about the UFC’s monopolistic activities in Guatemala. The Agency’s 
own chief of station in Guatemala City rejected the argument forwarded to 
him from CIA headquarters that Árbenz’s land reform amounted to commu-
nism. Lickety-​split, the Agency replaced him with a more malleable individual. 
Even the administration’s assistant secretary of state of inter-​American affairs, 
John Moors Cabot, said at the time that Árbenz’s was “a leftist, yes, but not 
Communist.”45 He, too, was dismissed by the administration.

As the CIA’s confidence grew in its ability to change world history after the 
outcome in Iran, the years 1953–​54 were turning out to be a heyday for covert 
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action. The Iranian coup had suggested a panacea for foreign policy headaches, a 
remedy as simple as a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat: just call in the CIA’s 
Covert Action Staff and Special Operations Group. Guatemala would be the next 
test of that proposition.

Both Foster and Allen Dulles had performed legal work for UFC at Sullivan & 
Cromwell before entering the government, and both continued to have signifi-
cant investments in the company’s stock. In law practice before they joined the 
Eisenhower administration, the Dulles brothers had been aggressive promoters 
of American commercial interests abroad. It was a convenient relationship that 
UFC enjoyed with the brothers Dulles—​indeed, the envy of any American busi-
ness in search of insider help from Washington to avoid a diminution of foreign 
investments, or perhaps even corporate banishment from a country.46 Lobbied 
vigorously by the UFC, and already concerned about the possibility of strength-
ened Árbenz ties with the USSR in the future, President Eisenhower approved—​
with the encouraging Iranian outcome fresh in mind—​the plan for a change of 
regime in Guatemala. The administration wanted someone in power who would 
be friendlier toward the United States and, not coincidentally, toward the United 
Fruit Company.

Ramping up the full panoply of propaganda, political, economic, and para-
military activities, the CIA—​this time operating in its own backyard and driven 
by an élan that followed the pleasant Iranian results—​moved swiftly toward a 
coup with its Operation “PB/​Success.” Frank Wisner, a well-​regarded deputy di-
rector for plans (DDP), was at the controls of the operation as he deployed the 
Covert Action Staff (CAS) and the Special Operations Group (SOG) to work 
their clandestine mau-​mau. By this stage in its evolution, the Agency’s paramil-
itary wing—​now seven years old—​had its own small air force and navy. A few 
vintage P-​47 Thunderbolt bombers dropped their ordnance onto Guatemala 
City, hoping these attacks would cause Árbenz to flee. The bombing did spook 
some of the population, but the president fought back and his military managed 
to disable some of the CIA aircraft with return ground fire.

Allen Dulles estimated at the time that the chance for success in Guatemala 
was about 20 percent; nevertheless, he recommended to the White House that 
the operation move forward.47 To improve the odds, the DCI informed the pres-
ident and Secretary Foster Dulles that the Agency desperately needed additional 
aircraft. He was singing to the choir, with the Eisenhower administration de-
lighted to adopt a tough stance in Central America as part of its global anti-​Red 
strategy. “Already one-​third of the world is dominated by an imperialist brand 
of communism,” Foster Dulles had warned publicly from his high perch in the 
Department of State; “already the free world has been so shrunk that no further 
substantial parts of it can be lost without anger to the whole that remains.”48 The 
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administration provided the Agency with three additional B-​26 bombers for the 
cause, requisitioned from US Air Force inventory.

The aircraft were sent first to Nicaragua, then on to the rebels in Guatemala. 
The costs for the bombers was absorbed, at least in part—​and outside the normal 
appropriations process—​by businessman William Pawley, a donor to President 
Eisenhower’s presidential campaign war chest. This secret private funding was 
entirely inappropriate and foreshadowed an approach adopted again during the 
Iran-​contra scandal of the 1980s. The Eisenhower administration also augmented 
the Agency’s propaganda and political funding to support an expanding cadre 
of anti-​Árbenz rebels on the ground in Guatemala, known as the Guatemalan 
Army of Liberation and led by a pliable, pro-​US army officer by the name of 
Colonel Carlos Castillo-​Armas. For its part, the United Fruit Company helped 
smuggle weapons to the ragtag rebels.

The paramilitary element in the Guatemalan coup was much greater than it 
had been in Iran; indeed, it was the Agency’s first significant PM venture, beyond 
its nascent and largely lackluster field activities during the Korean War. The most 
vital feature in this covert action, though, was—​as is often the case—​the exten-
sive use of propaganda. Agency advisers and the local Army of Liberation set 
up a makeshift radio station to saturate the airwaves of this small feudal nation 
with misleading propaganda. The United Fruit Company, at the same time, spent 
large sums of money to market the intervention to Americans at home. The main 
theme of the broadcasts and the marketing in Central America, both vastly exag-
gerated, was that the Guatemalan people were, at that very moment, rising up 
against Árbenz. His days—​indeed, his hours—​were numbered.

In perhaps the most important development on the propaganda front, the 
CIA managed to convince Francis Cardinal Spellman of New York to arrange 
a meeting between an Agency operative and Archbishop Mariano Rossell 
y Arellano in Guatemala. The purpose was to lean on the local church leader 
to have an anti-​communist, anti-​Árbenz pastoral letter read in all Catholic 
gatherings in Guatemala, tantamount to practically every church in the country. 
Warning parishioners of the thorns and dangers posed by their left-​leaning pres-
ident, the letter claimed that communism was stalking the countryside, “mas-
querading as a movement of social reform for the needy classes.”49

The CIA’s established assets and other local recruits, including some 300 well-​
armed fighters, filled the streets in Guatemala City, while the Agency’s radio 
broadcasts (from La Voz de la Liberación, the Voice of Liberation) and other 
sources of propaganda announced the president’s demise. Simultaneously, 
resupplied CIA bombers strafed the capital. Árbenz’s courage began to waver 
as he sank deeper into this stream of the Agency’s activities. The propaganda 
campaign was especially effective in eroding the president’s self-​confidence; 
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moreover, the aerial bombardment was beginning to cause dissension among 
his military leaders. Few people actually died in the skirmishing, but Árbenz 
began to believe that the noose was fatally tightening around his presiden-
tial palace. He resigned on June 25, 1954, and fled to asylum in the Mexican 
embassy.

First Mossadegh and now Árbenz, yet another of the Kremlin’s alleged 
puppets, had been removed from office. In both cases, whereas nationalism was 
the true dominant force inside the targeted country, the United States insisted 
that it was really communism at work. The United Fruit Company, Guatemala, 
the Panama Canal, Central America, the Western Hemisphere, perhaps a world 
of collapsing dominoes—​all had been breathlessly saved from the Red Peril by 
a timely CIA intervention. Or so was the view promoted by the Eisenhower 
administration and the Agency’s Directorate of Plans. In both the Iranian and 
Guatemalan cases, the Agency should have extended a warm hand of apprecia-
tion to Kismet, for both Mossadegh and Árbenz had teetering regimes to begin 
with, and both suffered from unpopularity at home.

The gift of the United States and Guatemala’s new leader, Armas, to the people 
of Guatemala? According to the reflections of two former CIA officers, the end 
result was a right-​wing military dictatorship engaged in “corruption throughout 
his government and kowtowing to the United Fruit Company more than his own 
people,” as well as killing “hundreds of thousands of its own citizens.”50 The judg-
ment of the New York Times journalist Anthony Lewis was equally severe. In his 
view, the Agency’s intervention had pushed Guatemala into “a long national de-
scent into savagery,” a decline that would last for over three decades.51 An un-
fortunate consequence of paramilitary coups can be the creation of a leadership 
vacuum in a nation, one that can be filled quickly—​as in this case—​by a venal 
autocracy whose citizens must suffer the whip of the calamity. Further, as his-
torian Jeffreys-​Jones observes, the covert actions in Iran and Guatemala “would 
weigh down the reputation of the United States and undermine its authority in 
the United Nations, ultimately contributing to the decline of the CIA’s standing 
domestically.”52

However much of a role the element of luck may have played in the outcomes 
in Iran and Guatemala, and however ill-​advised these interventions may have 
been ultimately, the results yielded a heady sense of euphoria at the CIA, the 
White House, and the Department of State at the time. Perhaps there really was 
something to this notion of having the Agency in charge of shaping world affairs. 
“It was great adventure—​and killed less than war,” recalls a CIA veteran.53 The 
United Fruit Company was pleased to have its land and privileged position back; 
the Eisenhower administration was happy to assist its business friends and po-
litical campaign contributors, while at the same time ridding Central America 
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of an allegedly pro-​communist regime and signaling to the GOP its toughness 
on world communism; and managers inside the Agency’s Directorate of Plans 
were grinning from ear to ear, as if posing for a toothpaste commercial on TV. In 
the meanwhile, the image of the United States as a dangerous imperial and anti-​
democracy power spread like a pampas grass fire throughout South America.

Inside the CIA, power and prestige were shifting dramatically from the 
analysts in the Directorate of Intelligence to the “knuckle-​draggers” in the DP, 
never mind that collection and analysis had been the only intelligence activity 
mentioned in the Agency’s founding charter. The DP’s operations officers were 
on velvet with this acceleration of the “cowboys” past the DI’s “librarians.” When 
it came to collection and analysis, the Central Intelligence Agency may not have 
been all that “central” anyway, since several of America’s espionage services were 
engaged in that side of the intelligence business. The CIA was clearly central, 
though, when it came to the Third Option. In this exclusive domain, it had be-
come “hyperactive.”54 As for the citizens of Guatemala, like those of Iran they 
continued to suffer extreme poverty—​this time under the thumb of a dictator 
chosen by gringos in Washington, DC .

Egypt

In the mid-​1950s the Agency also did its best, in Operation “Omega,” to depose 
the president of Egypt, Gamal Abdel Nasser. He had gotten himself crosswise 
with the United States by inviting the Soviet Union to build a major dam on the 
Nile and, generally, for being too cozy with the Kremlin—​although Nasser’s 
turn eastward came only after the United States had rejected an opportunity 
to help him with the dam and with his desire for modern weaponry. Pretty 
soon, went the logic among CIA leaders and the Eisenhower administration’s 
senior cadre of national security officials, the Soviets would dominate all of 
the Middle East. It was the same fear that had played an important role in the 
Agency’s interventions in Iran and Guatemala: yet another domino would 
fall, then another and another. Eventually only the United States—​the last 
domino—​would be left standing.

To prevent this disastrous chain of events, money was pumped into the 
Agency’s station in Cairo to sow anti-​Nasser propaganda and support opposi-
tion politicians. Tentative steps were taken to recruit a mercenary army to attack 
a pro-​Nasser government in Syria. The plan was soon scuttled, however, when 
the recruits displayed a stronger allegiance to their Muslim brother in Egypt than 
to their ever-​hopeful CIA advisers. Further efforts were abandoned, and Nasser 
continued on as one of the most prominent Arab leaders in the modern era—​and 
no patsy for the Russians.
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Indonesia

Among the more bizarre, and one of the largest, Agency covert actions during 
the Eisenhower era took place in Indonesia beginning in 1957. Fittingly for this 
nation of multiple islands, the CA bore the codename Operation “Archipelago.” 
It was another example of a Third Option that has occurred from time to time in 
which the State Department was carrying out one approach toward the targeted 
nation while the CIA was engaged in just the opposite—​a situation akin to 
driving a car with the brakes on.

As was so often the case throughout these early Cold War years, the Agency 
saw in Indonesia’s president, Sukarno, a leader who had become too flirtatious 
with the USSR. He had even been foolish enough to appoint a few communists 
to his cabinet. Again, Sukarno was in fact less a devotee of communism, let alone 
a Kremlin puppet, than he was a nationalist who was content to receive foreign 
aid from Moscow and Washington—​what appeared on the surface to be a dual 
allegiance that was unlikely to endear him to the Dulles brothers. On the check-
list against him, too, in the reckoning of Eisenhower administration security 
officials, was Sukarno’s hosting of an international conference of non-​aligned na-
tions. Hadn’t the Indonesia president gotten the White House memo? You were 
either with the United States or against it.

As usual, the Agency began its clandestine operations in Indonesia with a 
propaganda campaign, although one with a carnal twist: the production of 
a pornographic movie with a Sukarno look-​alike in the lead role. Rather than 
glorify his sexual prowess, which might have been admired in Indonesia’s male-​
dominated society, the film instead made him look as though he were a weak 
man beholden to the wiles of a woman, a stance held in far less esteem by the 
male species in an Islamic nation. When this risible approach had little effect on 
deposing Sukarno, the Agency escalated the Third Option into a paramilitary at-
tack against his regime.

First, a plan for “executive action” (an Agency euphemism for assassination) 
was seriously considered to remove Sukarno from power. That approach was 
eventually set aside in favor of a full-​fledged coup. The COS and his associates 
in Jakarta recruited, and supplied with weaponry, a gaggle of dissident army 
colonels and half-​hearted rebels rounded up in Sumatra, using durable old King 
George’s cavalry as an inducement. In early 1958, while Sukarno was away on a 
trip to Japan, the delusional military officers declared themselves the new gov-
ernment of Indonesia. When Sukarno returned and set loose his security forces 
against the upstarts, the rebellion quickly fizzled.

At that point, and accompanied by a widespread dissemination of anti-​
Sukarno leaflets and other propaganda materials, the Agency turned to its lim-
ited but lethal air force—​once more featuring B-​26 bombers, as in Guatemala. 
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The CIA bombardiers dropped their payload on government trucks and planes 
at a military base—​along with, by mistake, a church with its full congregation 
deep in prayer (a prefiguring of tragic drone errors to come, some forty years 
later, in Afghanistan and Pakistan). Indonesian anti-​aircraft artillery shot down 
one of the Agency’s pilots, Alexander Lawrence Pope, a former Korean War ace. 
He somehow managed to survive the crash, but was captured, imprisoned for 
four years, and condemned to death by Indonesian courts. He was released in 
1960 as a result of back-​channel diplomatic negotiations between Jakarta and 
Washington.

The Agency soon withdrew from the coup attempt, its hands bruised by defeat 
as the whole scheme fell apart in the Agency’s first truly calamitous—​indeed, 
extravagant—​Third Option failure. Sukarno proved to have the patience of Job 
and the tolerance of Paul. He forgave the United States for what he knew was 
the CIA’s “invisible” hand in these events. Better America as a friend than as an 
enemy, he apparently calculated. Perhaps he remembered, as well, his warming 
chat with Marilyn Monroe on a visit to the United States arranged by the State 
Department in earlier years. Maybe neither marching rebel armies nor ma-
rauding CIA aircraft could achieve as much success abroad as public diplomacy 
involving America’s most glamorous movie star. Sukarno put his friendships 
with the Soviet Union and China on a backburner—​relationships that were 
never more than on low heat from the beginning.

Hungary

During this time of high confidence in the value of the Third Option as a solution 
to America’s foreign policy woes (remembering Iran and Guatemala, with the 
Egyptian failure and the Indonesian farce conveniently set aside), the Eisenhower 
administration entered into additional clandestine experimentations, including 
election manipulations in Lebanon in 1957 and a failed paramilitary attempt in 
1959 at sponsoring a quixotic Tibetan revolt against Chinese rule. The president 
had shied away, though, from continued support to anti-​communist rebels in 
Moscow-​dominated Hungary when they boldly, recklessly, rose up against the 
mighty Red Army that rapidly marched into Budapest and mowed them down 
in 1956. Further, the CIA’s most ambitious targeting of the Third Option during 
the Cold War—​fomenting and supporting revolutions against the Soviets in 
Eastern Europe—​continued to go nowhere. The White House was unwilling to 
risk World War III by confronting the Russians in Hungary, or anywhere else 
in Eastern Europe, with overt military force in support of local uprisings—​
presidential campaign rhetoric by President Eisenhower and Vice President 
Richard M. Nixon in 1952 and 1956 notwithstanding.
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Promises are said to have been made by some in the Directorate of Plans to 
the pro-​democracy dissidents in Hungary, to the effect that the United States 
would come to their rescue if they took up arms against the communist regime—​
America’s real cavalry, not just the King George variant. These assurances were 
reinforced by offers from Radio Free Europe to provide tactical guidance during 
the crisis.55 Among others at the CIA, former DCI William E. Colby subsequently 
rejected the notion that the Agency had stimulated the revolt. In apparent con-
tradiction he does acknowledge, however, that top officials in the DP “were fully 
prepared with arms, communications stocks and air resupply, to come to the aid 
of the freedom fighters” once the uprising was under way.56

Although views on the exact degree of CIA involvement in the uprising di-
verge, one fact seems clear enough: thanks largely to John Foster Dulles, the 
Eisenhower administration had made promises to rid communism from 
Hungary and the rest of Eastern Europe. According to a thorough analysis of 
the secretary’s foreign policy views, he saw a “world dominated by bold strokes 
of black and white,” a zero-​sum perspective that pitted communism against 
Christianity, atheism against spiritualism, Marxist economic doctrine against 
the free enterprise system.57 For years Dulles had publicly preached a gospel of 
“liberation theology” and “rollback” for Eastern Europe, leaving the insurgents 
in Budapest with a sense that the United States would in fact have their back. 
The CIA didn’t need to communicate any messages of encouragement; the White 
House, the State Department, and the Republican National Committee (RNC) 
were already doing that on a regular basis. Under assault from a massive Soviet 
army that came across the border into Hungary, the trampled rebels would have 
stared toward the skies in vain for the sight of US bombers delivering salvation.

As the feckless revolution unfolded, Budapest filled with burning struggle. 
Whatever false hopes may have been raised were soon dashed in a hail of bullets 
from Soviet machine guns, artillery, and powerful T-​54 tank attacks that slashed 
through the streets of Budapest, leaving over 2,500 mainly young idealists lying 
in pools of blood with fatal wounds, in city plazas where the bullet holes in 
pockmarked storefronts can still be seen today.58 Throughout the countryside 
Soviet troops slew thousands of other insurgents, leaving them to rot where they 
fell, as if carrion for the birds.

Journalist and novelist Burton Hersh notes that the liberation of Eastern 
Europe may have been the primary mission of the early covert action 
practitioners at the CIA, but this failure to assist the besieged rebels in Hungary 
proved that “rollback was a bust.”59 According to one of Frank Wisner’s sons, the 
DDP took his own life in 1965 in large part because of “his disappointment—​and 
some would say betrayal—​over Hungary. I think he felt betrayed.”60 As one of 
the most prominent early leaders of covert action in the CIA, Wisner could not 
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come to terms with the fact that the United States had failed to shield the people 
of Hungary against the Soviet scourge during their quest for democracy .

Twelve years later, in 1968, students in Eastern Europe again rose up against 
the Soviets, this time in Prague. The life-​and-​death drama proceeded more 
slowly than it had in Hungary, stretching over an eight-​month period. During 
this time, some 650,000 Warsaw Pact troops (mainly from the Soviet Union) 
occupied Czechoslovak and subdued the insurrection, killing an estimated 108 
rebels, with thousands more wounded. The CIA used its propaganda channels in 
limited support of the attempted revolution; but, in this instance, the DP toned 
down the rhetoric to avoid renewed blame (after Hungary) that it was unrealis-
tically stirring up violence in Eastern Europe, which was tantamount to encour-
aging the rebels into suicide-​by-​Soviet-​tank.

As the end of the Eisenhower administration approached, the CIA’s clandes-
tine arts would take on an even darker hue, as the Directorate of Plans began to 
focus more on directly snuffing out the lives of foreign leaders who dared to op-
pose the United States, starting in the heart of Africa.



4
Murder Most Foul, 1960–​1975

A Hot Cold War

As the 1950s continued on, the Eisenhower administration authorized the 
Agency’s engagement in several Asian election manipulations, as in Laos during 
1960 to ensure the success of local strongman General Phoumi Nosavan, who 
had been chosen to lead that nation personally by Secretary of State Dulles.1 
Then, upping the ante, the administration acted in utmost secrecy as it skittered 
up the Ladder of Clandestine Escalation toward the extreme end, namely, a be-
spoke PM operation against a foreign head of state. In the final months of the 
Eisenhower presidency, the White House approved—​in opaque, circumlocu-
tional language equivalent to a wink and a nod—​the use of a CIA assassination 
plot against a charismatic African leader.

This decision was a drastic step that crossed the long-​held, sacrosanct line that 
violence against foreign sovereign states would be confined to battlefields, not 
directed against civilian public officials. A murder attempt against a foreign pres-
ident or prime minister could have the effect of prodding a hornet’s nest, out of 
which might fly a retaliation against America’s own chief executive. It was a dis-
turbing turn of events and an unexpected decision from an American president 
with Eisenhower’s renowned sensibilities. A close observer of US intelligence 
practices, journalist James Risen looks back on the Agency’s murder plots as 
“among the worst things the CIA ever did,” illustrating how “covert action plans 
are roadmaps to perdition. They inevitably lead to terrible actions.”2

Democratic Republic of the Congo

The assassination target was President Patrice Lumumba, the freely elected 
leader of the Democratic Republic of the Congo (“Congo,” for short), in cen-
tral Africa. He had displayed the same fatal inclination that placed Mossadegh, 
Árbenz, Nasser, and Sukarno on America’s top-​secret list for coups d’état: a 
friendship with Moscow—​however limited and driven by national self-​interest 
the tie may have been viewed by the junior partner. In Lumumba’s case, an ear-
lier rejection from the United States had led him (as with Nasser and others) to 
seek economic and military assistance from Moscow as an alternative. This is a 
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game that some nations continue to play today, as when the leader of a supposed 
US ally, Mohammed bin Zayed al-​Nahyan of the United Arab Emirates (UAE), 
made it clear in the early 1990s that he would be entirely happy to shop elsewhere 
if the United States turned down his request for military hardware.3

At one point, Lumumba had invited ten small Soviet aircraft to land in his 
country. Although he was essentially an independent nationalist skillfully 
playing off the Kremlin against Washington for Congo’s betterment and his own 
advancement, that indiscreet hosting of the Soviet Air Force placed him high 
on the CIA’s roster of enemies. In 1961, DCI Dulles himself sent this cable to the 
Agency’s chief of station in the Congo, all in capital letters:

IN HIGH QUARTERS HERE IT IS THE CLEAR-​CUT CONCLUSION THAT 
IF [LUMUMBA] CONTINUES TO HOLD HIGH OFFICE, THE INEVITABLE 
RESULT WILL AT BEST BE CHAOS AND AT WORST PAVE THE WAY 
TO COMMUNIST TAKEOVER OF THE CONGO WITH DISASTROUS 
CONSEQUENCES FOR THE PRESTIGE OF THE UN AND FOR THE 
INTERESTS OF THE FREE WORLD GENERALLY. CONSEQUENTLY 
WE CONCLUDE THAT HIS REMOVAL MUST BE AN URGENT AND 
PRIME OBJECTIVE AND THAT UNDER EXISTING CONDITIONS THIS 
SHOULD BE A HIGH PRIORITY OF OUR COVERT ACTION.4

The plan was to send from the CIA’s labs in the Directorate of Science & 
Technology (DS&T) to the Agency’s COS in Léopoldville (renamed Kinshasa in 
1966) an especially toxic poison for use in removing Lumumba from the scene. 
The slow-​acting potion would make it appear as though the Congolese leader 
had succumbed to a local disease. The accompanying instructions advised the 
station chief that the material should be injected into food, toothpaste, or what-
ever else might reach Lumumba’s mouth. At the last minute the Agency decided 
to have its top CIA scientist who had prepared the potion, Dr. Sidney Gottlieb, 
personally carry the poison to Léopoldville in a locked satchel, handing it off 
directly to the station chief and double-​checking that the plot was developing 
properly. Accompanying the lethal biological material in the satchel were rubber 
gloves, a mask, and a syringe. As Kinzer notes, Gottlieb “became the only CIA 
officer known to have carried poison to a foreign country in order to kill that 
country’s leader.”5

It proved impossible, however, for the Agency’s assassination assets to gain 
direct access to the well-​guarded presidential palace. So the mission was never 
consummated, at least directly by the CIA. The Agency continued to pour money 
into the Congo, however, lining the pockets of politicians friendly toward the 
United States. The favorite was Joseph Mobutu, who agreed to stage a coup 
against Lumumba.
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The promised overthrow succeeded and the United States immediately rec-
ognized the Mobutu regime. The new government apprehended Lumumba and 
placed him under house arrest, which at least brought the coup victim one ad-
vantage: it helped avoid another CIA poisoning attempt, since the UN provided 
Lumumba with layers of security while he was being held captive. Lumumba 
managed to escape his confinement; but he was soon recaptured, placed in a mil-
itary prison, and beaten regularly and viciously by Mobutu henchmen. With his 
own assassination plot going nowhere, the Agency’s COS in Léopoldville proved 
more skillful in working with Sûreté de l’État, the Belgian spy service, which also 
wanted Lumumba out of the picture.

In tandem and with the help of local assets, the two intelligence services man-
aged to maneuver Lumumba into a countryside meeting with another Congolese 
faction that also disliked him. The pretext was to seek a negotiated settlement of 
their disputes. In a succession of deteriorating circumstances, as anticipated by 
the Agency and its Belgian cohorts as well as by the Mobutu gang, this rival fac-
tion apprehend the former president, beat him nearly to death, then placed him 
and three of his allies before a firing squad in a remote savanna on the outskirts 
of Elisabethville. The CIA had succeeded in eliminating Lumumba, however in-
directly and thanks largely to the Belgian intelligence service. Was his death truly 
necessary for the security of the United States? The incoming Kennedy admin-
istration didn’t think so; and, in retrospect, even Allen Dulles viewed the covert 
action in Congo as superfluous and the danger posed by Lumumba “overrated.”6

Cuba

In 1961, John F. Kennedy replaced Eisenhower as president and the aura of suc-
cessful covert actions from the 1950s, especially in Iran and Guatemala, warmly 
lapped over into his administration. The Third Option had become a go-​to in-
strument of America’s foreign policy. This was the time of the “hot Cold War,” 
recalls an early 1960s CIA recruit from Yale who would eventually serve as DCI.7 
Near the end of the Eisenhower administration, which in the euphoria of co-
vert victories in Iran and Guatemala was possessed by vaulting ambitions, the 
number one target for the Third Option had become Fidel Castro, suspected of 
dangerous communist leanings. The Cuban leader appeared increasingly reliant 
on Nikita Khrushchev, the replacement for Stalin as head of the Soviet Union. 
Despite the pleasant nimbus of memory they imparted, the CIA’s archive of expe-
rience in Iran and Guatemala would prove a misleading guide for its next major 
intervention, in the Caribbean.

With the help of Che Guevara and other dedicated revolutionaries, Castro 
had managed to overthrow a vile dictator in Cuba, Fulgencio Batista y Zaldivar. 
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Whether or not the new regime could have enjoyed a cordial relationship with 
the United States, rather than with the USSR, is a matter of ongoing debate. 
Castro was clearly a fan of US-​style baseball and basketball, and he had traveled 
to this country many times in the past (as did untold numbers of his fellow coun-
trymen over the years). Soon after his victorious revolution in 1959, President 
Castro visited Washington, DC, but was rebuffed by the Eisenhower administra-
tion; the president refused to meet with him, shunting him off to Vice President 
Richard M. Nixon (whom Castro found repulsive). The new Cuban leader then 
traveled to Canada, where he was more graciously welcomed by government 
officials in Ottawa.

Perhaps the United States missed an opportunity to assist Castro with what he 
most wanted: extraction of his country from crippling poverty. Yet his expropria-
tion of US businesses in Cuba was a bitter pill for the Eisenhower administration 
and its Wall Street allies to swallow. The Kennedy administration had to con-
sider, as well, the growing political strength of exiled pro-​Batista Cubans, a group 
that included wealthy owners of sugar plantations, an industry controlled by US 
business interests. They had escaped to Florida, a key Electoral College state. On 
the one hand, Batista was indisputably a corrupt leader with Mafia connections 
in the United States as well as a ruthless dictator; yet on the other hand, Castro 
was no angel either. He had installed his own form of autocratic rule with the req-
uisite secret police, imprisonments, and firing squads. These negatives, coupled 
with mounting political pressure in Washington from American corporations 
and Cuban exiles with their endless recriminations that Washington had not 
done enough to save Batista, meant that the hand of friendship was never ex-
tended to the new Cuba by the Eisenhower or the Kennedy administrations. This 
breach would lead to dire consequences in the immediate future.

At the direction of the Eisenhower White House (urged on, as always, by the 
Dulles brothers), the CIA had begun to train a Cuban exile invasion team, based 
in Guatemala. On the eve of Kennedy’s inauguration, Ike told the incoming pres-
ident that it was his responsibility “[to do] whatever is necessary”—​whatever it 
would take—​to rid the world of President Castro.8 Kennedy promised to carry 
on the anti-​Castro expedition, not least because the GOP would have excoriated 
him as “soft on Communism” had he opted otherwise—​even though Castro was 
not a member of the PSP, the Cuban Communist Party. He belonged instead to 
the reformist Ortodoxo Party. Besides, both the Eisenhower and the Kennedy 
administrations reasoned, if the CIA could so easily topple suspect regimes in 
Iran and Guatemala, why not nearby Cuba? Hubris became the father of de-
lusion, never mind that in 1957 the Agency’s involvement in efforts to change 
regimes in Syria, Egypt, and Indonesia had fallen flat on their faces—​what 
should have been amber-​lit warnings that history is not so easily manipulated 
by mere mortals.9
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Though far less ruthless in his domestic reprisals against adversaries than 
Stalin had been, Khrushchev, too, had big ideas (despite his 5'3'' stature) when 
it came to world politics. Like his predecessor, he was determined to lead 
a communist victory over the corrupt capitalist states. “We will bury you,” he 
declared before an audience of Western ambassadors in 1958.10 An island na-
tion located just ninety miles from America’s Eastern Seaboard, Cuba’s ties with 
the USSR—​a source of mounting criticism by Republicans against the Kennedy 
administration for tolerating this development—​caused more distress for the 
handsome new president from Boston than any other foreign policy issue. From 
Khrushchev’s perspective, however, Cuba had become a showcase for how the 
Soviet Union could assist a Marxist-​oriented Third World nation, even one 6,000 
miles away from Moscow and in the backyard of the United States.

Diplomacy between the United States and Cuba—​the First Option—​had fal-
tered, in large part because Castro’s reforms (like those of Árbenz before him) 
envisioned a diminution of the US business presence in the Cuban economy, in-
cluding utilities, banking, transportation, mining, ranching and, most visible of 
all, the sugar industry. None of this sat well, of course, with big business in the 
United States, with its well-​lubricated lobbying machines in the nation’s capital. 
The Eisenhower administration had been prepared to overthrow the Árbenz 
government for fewer infringements on US commercial interests than those 
perpetrated by Castro. “The irony,” notes Professor Louis A. Perez, director of 
the Institute for the Study of the Americas at the University of North Carolina, 
“is that the [Castro-​led] reforms of 1959 were all directed by liberal—​in other 
words, not radical or communist—​economists, many of them trained in the 
United States.” He adds: “Radicalization did not begin until late 1959, as a tit-​for-​
tat response to US pressure.”11

As for the Second Option, obviously a full-​scale US military invasion of Cuba 
could have ended the Castro regime within days; but the fighting would have 
been fierce, and Soviet troops stationed on the island (including a few Red Army 
generals) would have been killed. Might this have led to a Soviet retaliation 
against the United States, perhaps in Berlin or—​in the worst-​case scenario—​
directly against the American homeland? By 1961, the Soviets had interconti-
nental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) with nuclear-​tipped warheads. The thinking in 
the White House was that it would be more prudent to rely on the Third Option. 
President Kennedy, champion of idealism in international affairs with his Peace 
Corps and liberal trade policies, turned to the dark side of America’s government 
to remove the Castro irritant.

So was born the second most notorious covert action in the Agency’s his-
tory: Operation “Zapata,” the Bay of Pigs disaster of April 1961. (First place is 
reserved, in this book at least, for the Iran-​contra debacle of the Reagan admin-
istration, examined in Chapter 5.) Richard Bissell, who had entered the Agency 
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during the 1950s, leaving behind a promising academic career as a Yale econo-
mist, was deputy director for plans (DDP)—​the CIA’s top covert action boss—​at 
the time of the Bay of Pigs misadventure. He was widely acclaimed as a brilliant 
organizer and, in addition, a Georgetown socialite with close ties to President 
Kennedy. Given this status, Allen Dulles allowed him free rein in the planning of 
the ill-​fated operation. As Bissell’s son recalls, his father “was very concerned for 
his country and very anti-​communist and believed that communism had to be 
stopped at any cost.”12

The Kennedy and Johnson administrations spent over $1 million on clan-
destine operations aimed at Cuba from FY1960 to 1964.13 About half of that 
amount was for paramilitary activities. These ops included the invasion of Cuba 
at the Bay of Pigs by a CIA-​trained force of some 1,400 Cuban exiles, meant to 
stimulate an uprising across the island against the Castro government. Instead, 
the attack immediately collapsed in a fast-​moving zigzag of events. Ineffectual 
planning and an unexpectedly strong resistance from Castro’s supporters at 
the beach landing site spelled doom for the Agency’s small but eager invasion 
force, Brigade 2506.14 The Directorate of Intelligence (DI), home of the Agency’s 
analysts, had warned of this likely outcome, but neither the Directorate of Plans 
nor the Agency’s leaders were listening. The DP had convinced itself, in a se-
vere bout of wishful thinking, that the people of Cuba did not like Castro any 
more than they had Batista. The DI knew better, however, realizing from close 
study and recent intelligence reports from assets on the island that Castro was 
an immensely popular figure at home. Unfortunately, a cultural chasm existed 
within the CIA that hindered communications and cooperation between the DI’s 
“thinkers” and the DO’s “doers.”15

Moreover, at a key moment during the coup attempt, the Kennedy adminis-
tration proved unwilling to provide overt bombing support when the invasion 
began to falter. That action would have entailed, so Secretary of State Dean Rusk 
argued to the president in opposition at a critical moment in the invasion, an 
admission to the world that the White House was complicit in a PM operation 
prohibited by international law.16 One of the Agency’s veterans who fought with 
the Agency’s Brigade 2506 in this battle on the Cuban beaches argues that “the 
invasion failed precisely because of President Kennedy’s order not to provide air 
support and to destroy the Cuban Air Force.”17 When the smoke cleared at the 
Bahía de Cochinos after less than two days of fighting, a swirl of darkened hopes 
had left 114 of the Agency’s PM assets lying dead on the sands, with another 
1,189 taken prisoner. Among the many operational errors, the invaders had no 
escape route: just the ocean behind them and swamps in front. The operation 
had become a woeful hash—​in CIA lingo, a “goat fuck.”

President Kennedy was furious over the debacle. Privately, in its aftermath, 
he threatened to “splinter the CIA into a thousand pieces and throw it to the 
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winds.”18 The Agency had reached a low point in relations with the White House, 
which would remain unsurpassed until the days of President Trump and his 
constant bickering with the Intelligence Community. The bad publicity over the 
failure also gave the CIA a new and unwanted public profile. Prior to the Bay 
of Pigs (President Kennedy’s first major use of covert action), most members of 
Congress and the American people were largely unaware of its earlier clandes-
tine interventions in Europe, the Middle East, Asia, Africa, and Latin America. 
Now they realized, in a sobering moment, that the Central Intelligence Agency 
did more than gather and analyze information from abroad; it possessed a risky 
war-​fighting capability as well.

As with all large-​scale covert actions, this one had short-​ and long-​term 
consequences—​the latter in particular often leading toward the unintended. 
Short term, the Bay of Pigs was an unmitigated fiasco; long term, it almost led 
to a nuclear war between the United States and the Soviet Union. As strate-
gist and Nobel Laureate in Economics Thomas Schelling observed, the fore-
most reason that Nikita Khrushchev placed nuclear missiles in Cuba a year 
after the clandestine invasion was “as a means to protect Cuba against a repeat 
of the kind of attack that the United States had mounted at the Bay of Pigs.”19 
Although the relationship is certainly not a straight line—​the United States 
and Cuba had many grievances against one another, and Castro began to rely 
on Imperial Uncle Sam as a rhetorical whipping boy to help him keep Cubans 
united behind him as their leader—​the close approach of the United States and 
the Soviet Union to Armageddon in 1962 during the Cuban missile crisis may 
have had its origins in the CIA’s Bay of Pigs covert action in 1961. One con-
clusion drawn from the Bay of Pigs experience was more certain: the Third 
Option could no longer be viewed as an assured panacea for America’s foreign 
policy woes.

John Kennedy soon cooled down after this setback and he again called upon 
the Agency to try another engineering of regime change in Cuba. A newly cre-
ated CIA/​NSC panel, known awkwardly as the “Special Group (Augmented)” 
and chaired by the president’s brother, Attorney General Robert F. “Bobby” 
Kennedy, would steer the efforts. Relations with Cuba had now become, in the 
view of an influential Agency operative, a matter of “personal vendetta” between 
the Kennedy clan and the Cuban leader.20 In quick order, the Directorate of Plans 
cooked up Operation “Mongoose,” whose ingredients included the projected 
use of every possible Third Option against the Castro regime, short of another 
paramilitary invasion. The schemes included sabotage; funding to anti-​Castro 
exiles in the United States and elsewhere; and the establishment of a special radio 
station (Radio Martí) to broadcast anti-​Castro propaganda from Florida toward 
the island. According to DCI Helms, the sabotage never amounted to anything 
more than “pinpricks.” He concluded, as well, that the notion popular within the 
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Directorate of Plans regarding how the people of Cuba would eventually rise up 
against Castro proved to be nothing more than a “romantic myth.”21

Outside the Mongoose framework, during the Kennedy administration 
the CIA crafted an additional scheme to end the Castro regime, an approach 
that mirrored the modus operandi of the KGB: yet another assassination 
plot, coming on the heels of the failed stand-​alone attempt against Lumumba. 
Some claim that as many as thirty-​two schemes against Castro’s life emerged 
from the CIA; others say that figure is exaggerated and the accurate number is 
somewhere between five and eight.22 Whatever the correct number, all of the 
plots failed, whether the weapon had been an exploding cigar; a walking cane 
designed to inject a poisonous gas into Castro’s leg; Mafia hitmen; a poison 
dart-​gun (in DS&T parlance, an electric “noise-​free disseminator” armed 
with a “nondiscernible microbioinoculator”); fountain pens equipped with 
saxitoxin-​laced needles, for quick jabbing or squirting; curare-​coated swizzle 
sticks; or any of the other ingenious but ineffective devices dreamed up by 
scientists in the DS&T.

In addition, the CIA’s scientists had in their labs multiple vials of potassium 
cyanide, along with cannisters of deadly powders, as well as Blackleaf 40, strych-
nine, fungi toxins, potassium cyanide, cobra venom, curare, and—​the favorite 
because of its quick action, bringing death to the victim in seconds—​botulinum, 
an especially lethal form of saxitoxin extracted from diseased shellfish. 
These activities, all Mongoose derivatives, were known in the Agency and the 
White House as Operation “ZR/​RIFLE,” later referred to by President Lyndon 
B. Johnson in disparagement as “Murder, Inc.” Johnson continued some of the 
more benign aspects of Mongoose, most notably anti-​Castro propaganda opera-
tions, but brought the assassination attempts to a stop.23

These multiple plots to eliminate the Cuban leader raise the troubling question 
of whether Castro might have decided to retaliate against America’s president on 
November 22, 1963, the day John Kennedy was shot dead in Dallas, Texas. Did 
Cuban intelligence recruit the killer, Lee Harvey Oswald (an admirer of Castro), 
as a means for settling the score with Kennedy? Some members of the Warren 
Commission, which investigated Kennedy’s death, privately believed so, based 
on evidence that Oswald had ties to Cuban intelligence. The commissioners 
reached this conclusion, even without key information kept from them about the 
US plots against Castro. Though retired DCI Dulles served on the Commission, 
astonishingly he never informed his fellow commissioners about Mongoose or, 
even more importantly, ZR/​RIFLE.

Whether or not President Kennedy knew about the CIA’s plans to dispatch 
Castro remains a matter of dispute. His top NSC aides and cabinet members—​
including Secretary of State Dean Rusk, a man known for his integrity and hon-
esty (even if widely reviled by liberals for advocating war in Vietnam during 
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the Johnson administration)—​have denied that President Kennedy, or any 
of his cabinet secretaries or White House aides, authorized the plots.24 Many 
journalists and others, though, discount that testimony as self-​serving and have 
accepted the CIA line that the Directorate for Plans would never have adopted 
murder as an appropriate covert action without an official blessing, indeed insist-
ence, from the White House.

Richard Helms, DDP at the time of the scheming against Castro, conceded to 
Church Committee investigators that White House approval came more as an 
implied nod in the Oval Office than as a clearly expressed order; nevertheless, 
Helms testified that he understood what President Kennedy wanted, without 
having to denigrate the nation’s highest office by engaging in a conversation 
about a killing. As he recalled: “No member of the Kennedy Administration . . . . 
ever told me that [assassination] was proscribed, [or] even referred to it in that 
fashion.”25 Journalist Tim Weiner asked Helms in an interview about the decision 
to end Castro’s life. “There is nothing on paper, of course,” he replied. “But there is 
certainly no question in my mind that he [Kennedy] did [want the Cuban leader 
removed].” The problem with Helms’s philosophy of assassination as a form of 
covert action is that it obliterates all possibilities for accountability. He admitted 
to another danger this approach presents in world affairs: “If you kill someone 
else’s leaders, why shouldn’t they kill yours?”26 At the time of the attempts against 
Fidel Castro, however, this reasoning did not stand in Helms’s way.

During the Church Committee inquiry in 1975, panel member Senator 
Charles McC. Mathias Jr. (R, Maryland) engaged in a colloquy with Helms about 
the plots against Castro:

Senator Mathias. Let me draw an example from history. When Thomas Beckett 
was proving to be an annoyance, as Castro, the King [Henry II] said, “Who will 
rid me of this man?” He didn’t say, go out and murder him. He said: “Who will 
rid me of this man,” and let it go at that.
Mr. Helms. That is a warming reference to the problem.
Senator Mathias. You feel that spans the generations and the centuries?
Mr. Helms. I think it does, sir.
Senator Mathias. And that is typical of the kind of thing which might be said, 
which might be taken by the Director or by anybody else as presidential author-
ization to go forward?
Mr. Helms. That is right. But in answer to that, I realize that one sort of grows up 
in the tradition of the time and I think that any of us would have found it very dif-
ficult to discuss assassinations with a president of the U.S. I just think we all had 
the feeling that we’re hired out to keep those things out of the Oval Office.
Senator Mathias. Yet at the same time you felt that some spark had been trans-
mitted, that that was within the permissible limits.
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Mr. Helms. Yes, and if he had disappeared from the scene, they would not have 
been unhappy. . . . Nobody ever said that [assassination] was ruled out.27

Furthermore, in response to a Church Committee query, John McCone, another 
former DCI (1961–​65), pointed out how the “conditions of the time” lent them-
selves to a belief that Castro had to be dealt with. In McCone’s words:

Here was a man who for a couple of years would seize every opportunity be-
fore a microphone or television to berate and criticize the United States in the 
most violent and unfair and incredible terms. Here was a man that was doing 
his utmost to use every channel of communication of every Latin American 
country to win them away from any of the principles that we stood for and drive 
them toward Communism. Here was a man that turned over the sacred soil 
of Cuba in 1962 to the Soviets to plant nuclear warhead shortrange missiles, 
which could destroy every city east of the Mississippi. This was the climate in 
which people had to think what to do.28

Yet was this form of decision-​making process appropriate in a democracy, with 
its vague language, circumlocutions, winks and nods? Similar to the knights 
who served Henry II, so, too, did Napoleon’s chief of police, René Savary, seem 
to think he was doing what Napoleon wanted in executing a rival, Prince Louis 
Antoine duc d’ Enghien, in Paris. Napoleon, however, appeared taken aback by 
this outcome when told about it after the fact.29 The method by which the CIA 
arrived at the murder plots against Castro (and others) held significant moral 
hazard for the proper use of the Third Option in a democratic society, a form 
of government that depends upon clarity, honesty, frankness, and specificity if 
public officials are to be held accountable, as they must be for liberty to endure

The findings of the Church Committee on the possible earlier involvement of 
President Eisenhower in the assassination plots against Lumumba further illus-
trate the dilemma. “The chain of events revealed by the documents and testimony 
is strong enough to permit a reasonable inference that the plot to assassinate 
Lumumba was authorized by President Eisenhower,” reported the Church panel, 
but its report added: “Nevertheless, there is enough countervailing testimony by 
Eisenhower Administration officials and enough ambiguity and lack of clarity in 
the records of high-​level policy meetings to preclude the Committee from making 
a finding that the President intended an assassination effort against Lumumba.”30

The Church Committee investigators were unable to know for sure exactly 
what had happened in the Castro and Lumumba cases. It decided, to the snarky 
mockery of some journalists who were following its proceedings, that it would be 
irresponsible to tag Presidents Eisenhower and Kennedy with charges of homi-
cide without hard evidence to that effect. Obviously, though, the covert actions 
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in both administrations were sadly lacking in appropriate procedures, so nec-
essary for national security decisions in a democratic society. A statute known 
as the Hughes-​Ryan Amendment would attempt to redress these shortcomings 
from 1975 onward (Chapter 5).

Although drawing a line against further assassination plots against Castro, 
the Johnson administration continued to explore (as expressed in an NSC doc-
ument dated soon after the death of President Kennedy) “every avenue in order 
to make life as difficult as possible for Castro and as expensive and unpleasant 
for the USSR as possible.”31 As National Security Adviser McGeorge (“Mac”) 
Bundy would urge President Johnson, the administration should seek “to take 
every available means to stop and turn back the spread of Communism in this 
hemisphere.”32 Among the initiatives undertaken by the Johnson administra-
tion against Cuba in late 1963 were several sabotage raids, including destruction 
of storage tanks at Casilda; mortar attacks against a sulfuric acid plant at Santa 
Lucia; destruction of a lumbermill at Bahia de Maravi; the sinking of a dredge 
moored at the La Isabela harbor; and an attack against a Cuban P-​6 patrol boat at 
the Isle of Pines naval base, which resulted in the death of three Cuban naval per-
sonnel and the injury of eighteen others in the explosion. In early 1964, the ad-
ministration conceded that it was unsure about whether or not the Third Option 
had achieved any basic changes at all in Cuba during the Castro years, but at least 
the CIA operations had forced the Cuban president “to divert valuable resources 
for defense against covert activities.”33

Despite the lack of genuine change in Cuba, the administration persevered with 
covert actions in 1965, with an emphasis on PM sabotage operations. These in-
cluded ongoing maritime raids against coastal targets, as well as Cuban merchant 
vessels in Cuban territorial waters and ships in Cuban ports; and the air bombing 
of selected targets inside Cuba—​all accompanied by a steady propaganda barrage 
of deception operations meant to give the impression of an imminent invasion of 
the island by the United States military. Doubts about the usefulness of these ac-
tivities was beginning to grow, however. As Bundy put it in a memo to President 
Johnson: “The trouble most of us see in such operations is that their international 
noise level outweighs their anti-​Castro value.” He continued: “Most of us do not 
recommend visible violent actions against Cuba. I believe this is also the opinion 
of [Secretary of State] Dean Rusk and [Secretary of Defense] Bob McNamara.”34

Indochina

Another major covert action challenge for the Agency was, as in the Korean War, 
providing support for US military efforts in Indochina, a region comprised of 
Burma (now known as Myanmar), Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam. 
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Those efforts began as a trickle in 1953 and became a torrent from 1965 to 
1973. Throughout, the primary objective was to drive communists out of South 
Vietnam and, ideally, to turn Indochina into a pro-​Western—​or at least anti-​
communist—​region of the world.

Vietnam. The Agency attempted in 1953 to ruin the aspirations of the North 
Vietnamese leader, Ho Chi Minh, to unite all of Vietnam under a red banner—​
although a regime that would simultaneously pursue national independence and 
even friendship with the United States. Ho had traveled to the United States and 
was known to be an admirer of the American Revolution.35

The stance taken by Ho in the 1950s was common among poor countries, 
especially those unlucky enough to share a border with one of the communist 
giants; but this concept of self-​interested nationalism in the developing world 
was lost on the Dulles duo, with their Manichean worldview of communism 
versus capitalism. And, again, commercial considerations entered the picture. 
President Eisenhower described the importance of Indochina to the United 
States in these economic terms: “First of all, you have the specific value of a lo-
cality in its production of materials that the world needs.” More specifically, the 
president highlighted “tin and tungsten,” as well as “the rubber plantations.”36

Most important to the Eisenhower administration, though, remained the 
threat of global communism. Allen and Foster Dulles chose to approach inter-
national affairs free of nuances: a nation was either Christian, oriented toward 
a free-​enterprise economy, democratic, and anti-​communist, or it was just the 
opposite. What was important in American foreign policy was the global dy-
namics of the good guys against the bad guys. None of this “neutralism” or 
non-​alignment nonsense; nationalism and independence among the poor na-
tions was considered a delusional myth. A nation had to decide: the USA or the 
USSR, God or godlessness. Ho, as with Mossadegh, Árbenz, Nasser, Sukarno, 
and Castro (among others), failed to choose clearly enough and, therefore, both 
Eisenhower’s DCI and his secretary of state concluded that the popular North 
Vietnam leader could not be trusted.

The first step was to give South Vietnam an inspiring champion who could 
outdo Ho Chi Minh. As a former Agency operations officer has written, the 
CIA became the “midwife” in the rebirth of South Vietnam.37 As the US pres-
ence in South Vietnam further gelled in the 1960s and early 1970s, the number 
of Agency personnel in Indochina expanded dramatically, accompanied by an-
other rise in funding for the Third Option. Soon after the Bay of Pigs episode, the 
Directorate of Plans had moved with the rest of the CIA to a new Headquarters 
Building in Northern Virginia, in a bucolic region known locally as Langley, near 
the township of McLean. Pushing the Cuban embarrassment aside and taking on 
its newest challenge in Indochina, the DP was once again in high clover.

The man selected by the Agency—​that is to say, by DCI Allen Dulles—​to 
lead the people of South Vietnam, who were Buddhist, poor, and fed up with 
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corruption, was Ngo Dinh Diem, who was Catholic, wealthy, and corrupt. It was 
not a great match. All the psy warfare, bribing, and bombing the CIA could bring 
to bear were of no avail in achieving success for Diem and avoiding what be-
came in 1964 an overt US war in Vietnam against Ho and his regime. The North 
Vietnamese leader and his determined, experienced jungle fighters had already 
defeated a well-​armed and well-​funded French army of occupation in 1954, at 
the famous battle of Dien Bien Phu in the far northwest corner of North Vietnam.

Within a few years of Diem’s rule, a cadre of local generals in Saigon—​coup 
plotters—​assassinated him and his brother on November 2, 1963, just twenty 
days before President Kennedy was struck down in Dallas. The National Security 
Archive, an independent research group in Washington, DC, has posted 
documents (notably a White House tape and transcripts) that indicate Kennedy 
“was more disposed to support the removal of [Diem] than previously appeared 
to be the case.”38 At any rate, the administration and the CIA did nothing to stop 
the coup, perhaps hoping against hope that removal of Diem, and a new start that 
would allow, might improve the prospects for American success in Indochina. It 
did not.

Aiding the Department of Defense in the hunt for an elusive military victory 
in Vietnam, the CIA deployed all of its covert action arts, including a controver-
sial program known as Operation “Phoenix” that ran from 1967 to 1971. The ob-
jective of Phoenix was to help destroy the pro-​Ho presence in South Vietnam by 
gathering intelligence about likely North Vietnam sympathizers, whether organ-
izations or individuals, then “neutralizing” them—​yet another Agency euphe-
mism meaning to kill the suspected communists. During the stew and ferment 
of civil war in Vietnam, the Phoenix program did away with 20,587 individuals 
thought to be North Vietnamese agents operating under the command of the 
Viet Cong (VC), the North’s communist ally in the South. The killings usually 
occurred—​about 85 percent of the time, according to CIA estimates—​in para-
military operations on battlefields throughout South Vietnam. Moreover, those 
who died were suspected enemies within the setting of an overt war against 
North Vietnam and its VC partners. Another 12 percent were executed by South 
Vietnamese security forces. William E. Colby, who directed the operation be-
fore becoming DCI, concedes, though, that some of the assassinations were in-
appropriate, carried out by overzealous South Vietnamese or occasionally even 
US personnel.39

Laos. An important part of the war efforts in Indochina was the CIA’s program 
to subdue communist guerillas in Laos from 1962 to 1968. This was a country 
through which the North Vietnamese military moved supplies, along the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail, to its army fighting the United States in South Vietnam. The paramil-
itary undertaking in Laos, known by the CIA as Operation “Momentum,” was the 
first major, long-​lasting war run by the Agency on its own. As former DCI Helms 
has written, the mission had two purposes: first, to sustain the independence of 
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the Royal Lao Government from communist domination; and second, to support 
the American war effort in neighboring South Vietnam. Because of the Agency’s 
involvement in Laos, North Vietnam (NVN) was forced to allocate three combat 
divisions there. “Every NVN soldier in Laos,” recalled Helms, “was one less enemy 
in South Vietnam.”40 No covert action would cost more CIA lives than this one, or 
save more lives of American soldiers across the Laotian border in Vietnam.

In the Korean War, the CIA had been assigned a limited support role for the 
US military; and the Cuban invasion in 1961, too, was a modest foray com-
pared to this massive venture in Laos. The PM section of the Directorate of Plans 
now came into its own and, henceforth, violent forms of covert action would be 
viewed at Langley as a central part of its clandestine mission. Killing and war-​
fighting were replacing analysis as the Agency’s raison d’état.41 The advent of the 
CIA’s use of drone warfare against terrorists after the 9/​11 attacks would reinforce 
this trend, in spades.

In one of the proudest periods for SOG paramilitary personnel and other DP 
officers, the Agency and its local guerrilla army, the Hmong (pronounced “mung,” 
and also known as the Meo), were able in Laos—​through courageous and tena-
cious fighting by CIA paramilitary officers and these local allies—​to keep that 
nation’s communist regulars, the Pathet Lao in North Laos, puppets of the North 
Vietnamese, away from the South Vietnam battlefields and the slaying of US troops.

The war in Korea had not been the first time the Agency performed the im-
portant task of diverting enemy soldiers away from shooting at US troops and 
their allies. In 1950, for instance, the Chinese Nationalist Army, defeated in the 
Second World War by the Communist Chinese, was still in the jungles of north-
west Burma. The Directorate of Plans helped the Nationalists in raids against 
the communists within the southwest region of China. From the Agency’s per-
spective, these harassing activities had kept part of the Chinese Army pinned 
down and away from US warfighters engaged in battle on the Korean Peninsula. 
Critics have been less generous, with the New York Times referring to the covert 
action in Burma as “a troublesome and costly burden,” resulting in (among other 
outcomes) the alienation of modern-​day Myanmar toward the United States.42

Fifteen years later, in 1965, American troops had their hands full in the form 
of North Vietnam regulars and the Viet Cong in South Vietnam. Tangled human 
causes had brought the Hmung and the DP together, now both bound by the 
terrible rope of circumstance; both united in warfare against a common enemy, 
the Pathet Lao. The US Air Force backed up the Agency’s efforts on the ground in 
Laos, making an astonishing 580,000 bombing runs against the country during 
the six-​year period from 1962 to 1968—​more than in Vietnam at the time.43 
According to Helms in his 2003 memoir, the paramilitary operations in Laos 
were the war the CIA “had won.”44 As he similarly recalled in an earlier interview, 
“We really won that war in Laos, you know. We kept viable an anti-​communist 
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government in that nation. In other words, we did what the President [Lyndon 
B. Johnson] asked us to do, and we achieved the objective that he asked us to 
achieve. I don’t know what more you can do.”45 The Agency had left the Bay of 
Pigs behind and was now demonstrating its mettle in faraway Asia.

Yet ultimately the cards would fall badly for the Agency’s battleground 
surrogates in Laos, the Hmong. This intervention proved to be a short-​term suc-
cess (as in Iran in 1953) but again proved deeply flawed over the longer run—​
in this instance by the CIA’s abandonment of its local allies in 1968, so much 
spindrift left behind in a storm. Only a fortunate few from the tribe’s top leader-
ship echelons were whisked out of the country and resettled in the United States 
(chiefly in Minnesota). The long-​suffering Hmung, once inextricably braided 
with officers of the Directorate of Plans, had drawn in the end a busted flush.

The communist Pathet Lao regrouped and, following the American departure 
from Laos, the CIA’s “undoubted moral obligation” (in the elegiac remembrance 
of an Agency officer involved in Operation “Momentum”) to protect its surro-
gate warriors crumbled. For the courageous Hmong, the candle began to burn 
low. The communists marched through the jungles of Laos, insidiously, by de-
gree, and overwhelmed the vulnerable Hmung who had been left behind. Their 
clandestine sheet anchor, the CIA, was no longer at their side and American 
bombers were no longer in the skies, just as decades later during the Clinton and 
the Trump administrations the candle would burn low for the Agency’s Kurdish 
allies in Iraq and Syria, respectively, who had supported its operations in the 
Middle East only to be abandoned.46

Author Joshua Kurlantzick quotes a US Air Force General, Heinie Aderholt, 
who aided the Agency in this secret war, to the effect that the Hmung did suffer 
greatly, but that the PM op probably saved the lives of some 10,000 American 
warfighters across the border in Vietnam. “It’s easier to lose your Hmong people 
than to lose Americans,” the general concluded matter-​of-​factly. “It doesn’t 
make as bad publicity at home.”47 In some parts of the military and the CIA, 
there appears to be a disquieting indifference to the use of indigenous people 
overseas as instruments of US foreign policy, at whatever cost these erstwhile 
partners may incur. And on Capitol Hill, blindness was the prevailing affliction; 
throughout these events in Laos, members of Congress knew few details about 
this major operation.

Chile

Without a clear victory emerging in Vietnam, the overt war became unpopular 
in the United States during the late 1960s and, in the early 1970s, the Nixon ad-
ministration wound it down (all too slowly), along with its CIA paramilitary 
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component. Richard M. Nixon was no fan of the Central Intelligence Agency, 
which he viewed as a bastion of liberalism (somewhat true then, less so today). 
The president turned away from most other covert action proposals as well, es-
pecially in Asia, as he became ensnared in Watergate. Before this scandal became 
his obsession, though, Nixon did approve—​with unalloyed enthusiasm—​the ex-
tensive use of the Third Option against Chile, continuing a progression of clan-
destine activities against that country that had been initiated by John Kennedy 
and passed along to his successor, Lyndon Johnson. Both failed to halt the edging 
of Chile toward socialism and the expropriation of US businesses in that country, 
even though beginning in 1962 these Democratic administrations had secretly 
funneled thousands of dollars into Chile in hopes of strengthening the pro-​
American Christian Democratic Party (PDC).48

Following the established pattern of American foreign policy, the fear of 
communist influence in a developing country became the preoccupation of the 
Nixon National Security Council, as well, with respect to Chile. When the plans 
to depose that nation’s president, Salvador Allende, were in their early stages, 
the US ambassador objected to a coup, to which the Agency’s COS in Santiago 
replied rhetorically: Do you want to be responsible for seeing a communist 
come to power in Chile?49 The ambassador was won over. Further, as in Iran, 
Guatemala, and Cuba, US commercial interests became part of the calculus. The 
theme of global anti-​communism and the fate of US business prosperity were 
once again on the same string.50

The telecommunications giant International Telephone and Telegraph (ITT) 
quietly went to the White House to seek presidential assistance in preventing 
Allende, who was not shy about admitting his Marxist leanings, from being 
elected president in Chile; and, if he were elected anyway despite the CIA’s earlier 
and unsuccessful clandestine efforts to block his victory, to destroy his govern-
ment through a stepped-​up use of the Third Option. Executives at ITT feared, 
with good reason, that Allende would nationalize its 60 percent interest in the 
Chilean telephone company, costing the corporation millions of dollars in rev-
enue. Another US company, Anaconda, which ran a huge copper industry in 
Chile, also expressed an interest in secretly funding the CIA’s efforts to prevent 
Allende’s rise to the presidency and, if that failed, to undermine the continuation 
of his regime. Both corporations were joined by Pepsi-​Cola executives, who also 
expressed their concern to the Nixon White House.

These companies were right to be worried. Presidential candidate Allende had 
often threatened to confiscate US property in Chile and nationalize industries 
owned by American entrepreneurs. Frank Church (D, Idaho), a senator who had 
spent years investigating U.S. involvement in Chilean affairs, concluded that the 
CIA’s intervention in that country had more to do with guarding “American busi-
ness investments” than with confronting a foreign threat to the United States.51 
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A well-​regarded senior officer with the Directorate of Operations (DO) agrees. 
“There was really no heavy US interest except business interest,” notes Burton 
Gerber. “That’s what was driving us.”52

The ITT executives, who had hired the door-​opening skills of lobbyist and 
former DCI John McCone (1961–​65), a successful businessman himself, went 
so far as to bring with them to the White House a suitcase filled with a mil-
lion dollars in cash, as means of facilitating the CIA’s hidden activities in Chile. 
Nixon turned down the money but promised to do something about Allende. 
He kept this vow with a vengeance, becoming more involved in a covert action 
than has been the case with any other president, until George W. Bush and 
Barack Obama during the Age of Terrorism that followed the 9/​11 attacks on 
the United States (Chapter 6). When DCI Helms dragged his feet on the plan to 
topple Allende, President Nixon said in an emotional outburst: “The CIA isn’t 
worth a damn.”53

Concerned more with the Cold War contest against the Soviet communists 
than with US business machinations, Secretary of State Henry Kissinger—​
America’s premier Grand Strategist—​urged Nixon not only to assist ITT 
and other US businesses but also to obliterate Allende and his socialist party. 
Reflecting back on this episode in 2001, Kissinger stressed that the United States 
had been in a “life and death struggle with the Soviet Union.”54 In this frame of 
mind, Kissinger told top-​level officials at a White House meeting held on June 
27, 1970, “I don’t see why we need to stand by and watch a country go communist 
because of the irresponsibility of its own people.”55 This remark soon made the 
rounds in Washington. On the Hill, it was sometimes simplified as in the kid’s 
game of “telephone,” wherein one child whispers a message that is passed along 
in a chain of friends with the final version often altered from the original. One 
variation in the mid-​1970s was: “According to Kissinger, the people of Chile are 
too stupid to pick their own leader; we must do it for them.”56

In public, when word seeped out about his fear of events in distant Patagonia, 
Kissinger quipped in a rare moment of self-​deprecating humor: “Chile is 
like a dagger . . . pointing to the heart of Antarctica.” Yet, inside top-​secret 
NSC meetings, he insisted that an Allende government posed an unaccept-
able danger to democracy in the Western Hemisphere—​a dagger actually 
pointed, in his view, directly at the heart of the United States. This bleak out-
look reminded some in Washington of the searing remark made by George 
F. Kennan in 1966 about LBJ’s response to North Vietnam. The Johnson ad-
ministration had acted, concluded the renowned diplomat, like “an elephant 
frightened by a mouse.”57

Nevertheless, the Kissinger School of realpolitik was persistent and influ-
ential in the nation’s Capital. The secretary of state had nothing but disdain for 
the likes of Frank Church and other internationalists on the Senate Foreign 
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Relations Committee, and his views were parroted by conservative journalists. 
Washington columnist James Kilpatrick, for instance, declared that Church and 
his allies on Capitol Hill were intent on having the United States “go abroad in a 
dangerous world, accoutered like Little Lord Fauntleroy, to play pattycake with 
gangs who fight with switchblade knives.”58

Who could say, reasoned Kissinger and his acolytes, including President 
Nixon: perhaps Allende would be another Fidel Castro, cozying up to the 
Kremlin and possibly even inviting a military presence into his country, just 
as Castro had allowed nuclear missiles into Cuba. Widespread skepticism was 
evident at the time throughout the Intelligence Community that Allende truly 
presented a national security risk to the United States. An interagency intelli-
gence report at the time concluded that the United States had no vital interests 
in Chile.59 Nonetheless, Kissinger’s arguments were taken seriously in GOP and 
conservative Democratic circles. Never mind that the Soviet Union had already 
burned itself twice in the Western Hemisphere: initially with the Cuban mis-
sile crisis in 1962, and then with its failed efforts to establish a submarine base 
on that island in 1970. If anything, the Kremlin was recoiling from any major 
commitments in the Western Hemisphere.

Despite this history, the Kissinger School insisted that the United States had 
to demonstrate resolve against socialist and communist influence—​the two were 
usually conflated—​wherever they arose and however minimal their manifesta-
tion. Cuba, Guatemala, and Chile may not have been of enormous strategic value 
to the United States in themselves, but Japan, Germany, and others were watching 
to see whether these “dominoes” would fall. If America failed to stand tall even in 
its own neighborhood, why would these other countries believe that Washington 
would come to their aid if they found themselves jeopardized by an aggressive 
Soviet Union or China? This perverted reasoning had raised its ugly head before 
during the Johnson and early Nixon administrations: America’s friends would 
supposedly lose confidence in the Western coalition unless Washington sent 
troops to Vietnam, never mind that the other top members of NATO—​America’s 
close allies—​opposed the war.

So went the Cold War argument pushed to an extreme by Kissinger and the rest 
of the Nixon administration’s national security apparatus. As Thomas Meaney 
has observed, it was a perspective on global affairs that “made every pawn appear 
to be a threatened queen.”60 In one form or another, this dire Weltanschauung led 
the United States to launch a seemingly endless number of covert actions—​large 
and small—​in most every part of the world. Chile is a thin reed of a country, 
as long vertically as the United States is wide and averaging only a couple of 
hundred miles in width—​not exactly a fearful presence. Plus, it lies thousands 
of miles away from the United States. Yet the Nixon administration saw fit to 
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unleash against the people of Chile one of the largest and most ambitious covert 
actions to that date.

The CIA began, as usual, by reviving up its Mighty Wurlitzer to blast away at 
Allende through multiple media outlets, secretly opposing his election in 1970. 
When he won the presidency anyway, the Nixon administration set out to un-
dermine his rule. The overall propaganda message: Allende would bring down 
the curtain on democracy, religion, and the family throughout Chile. Further, 
the CIA resorted to powerful economic weapons of clandestine intervention, in-
cluding what Langley and the White House considered the gem of this hidden 
campaign: indirect assistance to anti-​Allende groups in Chile who were planning 
a major truckers strike.61 The objective was to paralyze commerce throughout 
the nation, bringing about a financial crisis and convincing citizens that 
President Allende was too incompetent to govern, at which point the Chilean 
military would have to intervene against his socialist government. The evidence 
concerning the Agency’s involvement in these paralyzing strikes remains spotty, 
but intelligence scholar Gregory F. Treverton concludes that “the truckers got 
money from somewhere. Their strikes were actively supported by several of the 
private-​sector groups that did receive CIA money, and some CIA money surely 
found its way through them to the strikers.”62

The notes of DCI Helms, taken during an NSC meeting in the White House, 
captured the administration’s fervor for the use of economic covert action in 
Chile. “Make the economy scream,” he jotted down into a notepad.63 By now, 
the American ambassador in Chile was fully onboard. He pleaded with his boss, 
Secretary Kissinger, who didn’t require much convincing, to help ensure that 
“not a nut or bolt will be allowed to reach Chile under Allende.” For his part, the 
ambassador abandoned all viestiges of a moral foreign policy and vowed:: “We 
shall do all within our power to condemn Chile and the Chileans to utmost dep-
rivation and poverty.”64 He later changed his mind about the likelihood of a coup 
succeeding, but it was too late to shut down the “drastic action” that Kissinger 
said was necessary.

President Allende managed to survive these early efforts to destroy his repu-
tation and his administration. Eventually, though, the economic, political, and 
propaganda pressures proved too great and his government fell. He took his 
own life with a machine gun, as the Chilean military—​cheered on (and funded) 
behind the scenes by the CIA and the Nixon administration—​surrounded the 
presidential palace, La Moneda.65 During these events, in a Mafia-​like hit, an 
anti-​Allende faction murdered the government’s military commander General 
René Schneider, surrounding his car, knocking out the rear window with a 
sledgehammer, and gunning him down. The Agency claimed to the Church 
Committee that it had not intended the general’s death, and it was true that 
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the killers were only indirectly affiliated with the CIA’s plot against the Allende 
government; nonetheless, the faction had received arms from the Agency, and 
Langley officials were fully aware of the group’s plan to kidnap Schneider—​a 
risky operation that clearly might have resulted in the general’s death. Moreover, 
the National Security Archive discovered that “in the aftermath of the assassina-
tion the CIA went to great lengths to cover up all evidence of its involvement.” 
The Archive’s researchers cited a HPSCI finding that the Agency had paid “hush 
money to representatives of the assassination team.”66 Langley, therefore, cannot 
evade complicity in the general’s murder—​another assassination in which it had 
a hand, however light the grip may have been in this instance.

Anti-​communist crusaders, Business America, the Nixon administra-
tion, and the CIA had won, ensuring that an unscrupulous autocrat, General 
Augusto Pinochet, came to power in Chile. For the first time in its history, this 
proud, highly cultured nation became a dictatorship; and, again (as in Iran and 
Guatemala) the Agency had helped to overthrow a democratically elected gov-
ernment. A reign of terror began in Chile that would last seventeen years and 
cost the lives of untold numbers of individuals who sought to restore freedom to 
their nation, but instead “disappeared” from the face of the earth at Pinochet’s or-
ders. Torture and killing became a commonplace tactic against his critics during 
this reign of terror. How necessary was the CIA intervention in the first place? 
An objective, authoritative study by Treverton published in 2007 concluded that 
without all of this subterfuge and sorrow, “Allende’s experiment in Chile would 
have failed on its own terms.”67

~~~
In 1975, on the heels of this dismal episode in Chile, the Senate and the House 
investigated the CIA and its companion intelligence services, spearheaded by 
the Church and the Pike Committees, with Senator Church and Representative 
Otis Pike (D, New York) at the helms. These inquiries led to widespread public 
criticism of covert action. The DCI at the time when the Committees reported 
their findings was George H. W. Bush, who had replaced William E. Colby in 
that position and would go on to serve as president later in his career (America’s 
only chief executive to have been a CIA director). Reacting to the general lack of 
enthusiasm for covert action in the wake of the Nixon and Ford administrations 
(although the latter had backed a lively pursuit of this approach in Angola, 
discussed in Chapter 5), plus—​above all—​reeling from the Church Committee’s 
exposure of covert actions in Chile, DCI Bush spent little time pushing the 
Agency into clandestine operations around the world.

As one senior Agency official recalls, covert action came “to a screeching halt” 
in 1975–​76, while a colleague of his predicted bleakly that it would be “nearly im-
possible to conduct future CA operations.”68 The Third Option had plummeted 
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to its Cold War nadir, as Langley officials and the White House focused on 
dealing with the congressional intelligence inquiries and regrouped to concen-
trate mainly—​at least for the time being—​on the CIA’s original mission: the as-
sessment of information gathered from the four corners of the planet.69 This lull 
in aggressive covert actions would not last long, though, regardless of predictions 
that suggested otherwise.
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5
A New Approach to Covert Action, 

1975–​2000

Democracy Comes to the Third Option

With the enactment of the Hughes-​Ryan Act on December 30, 1974, whose pas-
sage was directly stimulated by revelations in the New York Times about CIA op-
erations to overthrow Allende in Chile, the Third Option moved into a much 
more complicated world at home. Stringent new rules would henceforth govern 
the approval, conduct, and accountability of covert actions. Formal presidential 
authority and reporting to Congress would be required for any adoption of this 
approach to foreign policy—​a pathbreaking legal dimension of America’s secret 
power (examined with more detail in Part IV of this book). This chapter and 
Chapter 6 explore some of the more prominent examples of covert action under 
this new legal regime, beginning with a short-​lived covert action in Angola 
during 1975 (see Figure 5.1).

Angola

In 1975, the CIA conducted its first covert action under the new Hughes-​Ryan 
regime of tighter accountability. The objective of the clandestine intervention 
was to prevent the MPLA (Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola), a 
faction supported by the USSR and Cuba, from seizing power in Angola, located 
in southwest Africa. Secretary of State Henry Kissinger argued at the time that 
the Soviet presence there represented the most significant attempt at Russian 
military influence anywhere outside the Middle East since 1960. During the 
Church Committee hearings on covert action, Senator Walter F. “Fritz” Mondale 
(D, Minnesota), the second-​ranking Democrat on the panel, asked Kissinger: “Is 
it the spectical of the Russians coming in and dictating the course of the gov-
ernment through force that worries?” The Secretary’s response: “That is it.” He 
expressed his fear that subsequently other Africa states would feel pressure to 
tilt toward Moscow in the Cold War superpower competition. Neither Mondale 
nor Church bought into this argument. As we walked through the corridors of 
the Senate Russell Building a few days prior to Kissinger’s appearance before 
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the Committee, Church said to the author in disgust: “When will this country 
stop being so uptight about the world? The foundations of the Republic will 
not crumble away if someone we don’t like takes over in Chad.” Yet Kissinger 
remained convinced that a call to covert arms was necessary to reestablish the 
balance of internal forces in Angola and globally. That task, he maintained, had 

ANGOLA, Portugal

Figure 5.1  Key Targeting in the Evolution of Covert Action, 1975–​2020
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passed beyond the capacity of diplomacy to resolve, ever since the introduction 
of sophisticated Soviet arms on the MPLA side. In response to this Russian in-
tervention, the United States came to the aid of two pro-​Western groups: UNITA 
and FNLA in the local acronyms for, respectively, the National Union for the 
Total Independence of Angola and the National Front for the Liberation of 
Angola.

The Soviets and the Cubans, who sent troops from Havana to fight alongside 
the MPLA, placed far more resources into this struggle than the United States 
was willing to invest. The CIA-​backed groups began to falter, even though the 
Agency had gone so far as to provide UNITA with sophisticated weaponry, 
including high-​powered Stinger missiles: a shoulder-​held weapon capable 
of bringing down enemy bomber aircraft from five miles away. With these re-
sources in hand, CIA/​SOG “advisers” and their African partners had fought with 
determination and, in the process, had substantially raised the costs of winning 
for the communist forces. The goal of statis became the tactical fallback position 
of the Ford administration when outright victory over the communists proved 
unlikely in Angola. The administration adopted the same strategy of settling for 
an equilibrium of communist and Western forces in a number of other clandes-
tine battleground states in Africa, including Rhodesia, South West Africa, and 
Mozambique.

Paramilitary challenges in Africa aside, President Ford had an even greater 
covert action problem at home: recalcitrant lawmakers who didn’t like what they 
had read in the Times about Allende’s demise. In the heat generated by news 
reports on the CIA’s overzealous operations in Chile, members of Congress were 
up in arms against the Third Option across the board and, in the form of the 
Tunney-​Clark Amendment, they voted against further funding for CIA opera-
tions in Angola.1 It was the first time Congress had shut off the money spigots for 
a covert action already under way. In response to these predicaments at home and 
abroad, the Ford administration simply declared victory in Angola—​however 
hollow the claim—​and ordered the Agency home from that contested nation.

The first DCI who had to deal with the Church Committee inquiry in 1975 was 
William E. Colby, a well-​known enthusiast for the Third Option, inspired by his 
OSS days when he was an able and daring saboteur against the Nazis in Norway 
and France. The Directorate of Plans had been renamed the Directorate of 
Operations (DO) in 1973 and Colby became the deputy director for Operations 
(DDO). He soon won promotion to the top CIA slot, the DCI, yet he was im-
mediately caught in the rapidly spinning downward spiral of America’s disen-
gagement from the Third Option as a foreign policy tool, as exemplified by the 
political ruckus on Capitol Hill over the Agency’s presence in Angola. Just a few 
years earlier, Richard Helms had moved from DDP to the DCI position, pre-
ceding Colby. Ironically, Helms had been wary of clandestine operations and yet 
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found himself “up to his scuppers” (as he might put it in a favorite expression of 
his) in the full range of the Third Option being carried out in Indochina. Colby, 
the covert action advocate, had arrived on Langley’s Seventh Floor a little late for 
an enthusiastic pursuit of his favorite intelligence activity and had to preside over 
its decline.

A further irony pertaining to covert action had cropped up in Angola. The 
Ford administration, with Kissinger continuing on as secretary of state, was pre-
dictably driven by the anti-​communist outlook on world affairs that still held 
Washington in its grips. This time, though, America’s business interests favored 
the communist MPLA faction! The US petroleum industry opposed the CIA’s 
anti-​MPLA activities for a simple reason: corporate profit. The Marxist party in 
Angola controlled that nation’s oil fields and Texas oil tycoons did not want to 
lose access to this wellspring of African riches. The outcome was a situation of 
strange bedfellows, with US oil execs and Marxist revolutionaries lined up on the 
same side.2

Iran II

Jimmy Carter of Georgia ran successfully for the White House against President 
Ford in 1976 on a campaign platform that strongly opposed US involvement in 
covert actions—​a subject unprecedented for a candidate to feature in a bid for 
national office. Carter had been influenced by the Church Committee hearings 
of the previous year, which uncovered the Third Option excesses employed by 
the Nixon administration in its efforts to bring down the Allende regime. Two 
of the five people Carter considered as possible vice-​presidential running mates 
had served on the Church Committee: its chair, Frank Church, and the person 
Carter finally chose, Senator Mondale (D, Minnesota), the second-​ranking 
Democrat on the panel.

With the CIA domestic spy scandal of 1974 fresh in the public mind, as well 
as the disclosures from the Church Committee the next year about the Agency’s 
assassination plots and its attacks against Chile, Carter and Mondale spoke in 
public often during the election about how intelligence reform was needed at 
Langley and elsewhere in the Intelligence Community. They emphasized the ne-
cessity of lowering the temperature in the Agency’s Operations Directorate. It 
appeared at the time that America’s clandestine involvement in the Angolan civil 
war during the Ford years might be a last hurrah for the Third Option, at least 
during the duration of the Carter presidency.

Once in office, though, President Carter discovered that the Third Option 
could be useful, and, rare for a president, he even crafted a proposal him-
self aimed at improving human rights in a small country. Another illustration 
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of President Carter’s engagement in this hidden domain of foreign affairs was 
his administration’s secret funding to a group of Afghan moderates, an early, 
still modest beginning to a much larger paramilitary commitment the Reagan 
presidency would pursue in that troubled part of Southwest Asia.3 Things can 
look one way on the campaign trail and quite another in the Oval Office. By the 
end of his single term, Carter had chalked up almost as many covert actions as 
Presidents Nixon and Ford combined. Nixon had been distracted by Watergate, 
though, and Ford by the Church panel inquiry. Moreover, the Nixon involve-
ment in Chile had far surpassed any Carter covert action, in cost, scale, and 
moral turpitude.

Despite turning to the Third Option more than one might have guessed based 
on their presidential campaign rhetoric, Carter and Mondale (the most active 
vice president to that date on national security issues) kept America’s secret 
interventions overseas at a relatively low level of frequency and scope, certainly 
when compared to the next administration led by Ronald Reagan. President 
Carter, a devoutly religious man, set a high moral tone that pervaded his ad-
ministration and kept national security officials at arms-​length from most co-
vert “dirty tricks.” By 1980, the number of “special activities” had risen somewhat 
from their low point in 1975–​76 during the Church Committee inquiry, but they 
still accounted for less than 5 percent of Langley’s total spending.

The exception to this coolness toward the Third Option among key officials 
in the Carter administration came from the office of its national security ad-
viser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, a fervent anti-​Russian and a devotee to whatever 
instruments of foreign policy might set back the USSR. “Zbig” waged many a 
battle within the NSC over the value of covert action against the more skeptical 
DCI Admiral Stansfield Turner.4 The national security adviser did his best to 
push the envelope as far as President Carter would allow in the realm of covert 
action, which was not far—​although Zbig was able to draw the president into 
limited covert support for the pro-​democracy movement in Poland, led by the 
labor group Solidarity. This hidden East European battlefield in the Cold War 
became one of Brzezinski’s top priorities, as a way of tweaking his nemesis, the 
Kremlin, and weakening its bear-​like grip on Poland. He even managed to con-
vince Pope John Paul II, who was born in Wadowice, Poland, to assist in these 
behind-​the-​scenes, anti-​Soviet intrigues.5 Soon the Reagan administration 
would nurture these, and many other, covert operations into full flower.

As mentioned in Chapter 2, the top form of covert action adopted by DCI 
Turner was, as its value slowly grew on him, the infiltration of anti-​communist 
books and magazines into the USSR, including Bibles and Korans, as well as 
desktop publishing capabilities so that the pro-​Western underground in the 
Soviet empire could write and disseminate its criticism (samizdat, in Russian) of 
communist society.6 Plus, as one would expect for the Carter administration in 
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light of the president’s well-​known devotion to human rights, the condemnation 
of those nations guilty of violating these basic liberties became a central theme in 
the DO’s propaganda activities.

The Carter administration’s most dramatic use of the Third Option came, 
though, as part of an attempt to rescue fifty-​two US diplomatic personnel taken 
hostage in Iran on November 4, 1979, by fervent disciples of the Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeni, the Iranian leader. An intricate plan, Operation “Eagle 
Claw,” relied on close coordination between the Pentagon and the CIA, with 
the Agency playing a support role with respect to rescuing hostages in the US 
Embassy, as well as assuming responsibility for guiding some other Americans 
in Iran to a successful escape with the help of the Canadian Embassy in Tehran.

The initial objective was to aid the evacuation of a small group of Americans 
in Tehran located outside the US Embassy. Through use of covert action, and 
thanks to extraordinary and risky cooperation from Canadian diplomats in 
Tehran, the CIA managed in January of 1980 to sneak out of Iran (“exfiltrate,” in 
Agency lingo) these US citizens who had been visiting at the Canadian Embassy 
at the time of the American Embassy hostage-​taking across town. The DO 
quickly prepared counterfeit Canadian passports for these few lucky individ-
uals, then smuggled the documents to the Canadian Ambassador in Tehran. The 
Canadians hustled the Americans to the airport in the capital city, and they were 
homeward bound before the local authorities grew suspicious.

The effort to rescue the remaining Americans held in the US Embassy was 
a much greater challenge. In frustration over the unwillingness of the Islamic 
Republic to return the US Embassy hostages, President Carter turned up the 
heat in his administration’s earlier covert action attempts to oust the mullahs and 
their fourteenth-​century theocracy in Tehran. In December of 1979, he signed 
another, stepped-​up presidential order (a “finding”) that authorized the CIA to 
“conduct propaganda and political and economic action operations to encourage 
the establishment of a responsible and democratic regime in Iran; [and] make 
contacts with Iranian opposition leaders and interested governments in order to 
encourage interactions that could lead to a broad, pro-​Western front capable of 
forming an alternative government.”7

These attempts also went nowhere and, in April of 1980, the frustrated 
American president dispatched a covert military rescue team to an isolated loca-
tion in the desert not far from Tehran. Beforehand, the CIA had tested the den-
sity of the sand in the proposed landing area to ensure it was firm enough to 
support US aircraft—​a dangerous preliminary intelligence-​collection operation 
vital to the planning of the mission. The Agency also installed navigation systems 
in the rescue aircraft, and infiltrated a DO asset into Tehran to assist in the exfil-
tration mission.
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The idea was to fly combat helicopters from the desert landing zone to a soccer 
field near the American Embassy in Tehran. Special Forces would storm the com-
pound, throwing concussion grenades inside the embassy to stun the Iranian 
guards. They would then scoop up the captive embassy personnel and make a 
fast getaway back to the choppers. Unfortunately, though, a series of communi-
cations snafus, equipment breakdowns, and a trick played by Nature—​a sand-
storm at the desert landing zone—​foiled the rescue attempt on April 24 before 
the aircraft could even lift off from the hideaway site and head for Tehran. In the 
poor visibility, one helicopter crashed into another, killing eight of the Special 
Forces personnel and forcing commanders to abort the mission, in a cruel re-
minder of history’s packet of tricks. 

On the day of President Ronald Reagan’s inauguration, the government in 
Tehran finally returned the beleaguered Embassy hostages to US custody after 
their 444 days in captivity. It was a final poke in the eye by the mullahs to the de-
feated Carter administration.

Iran III and Nicaragua: The Iran-​Contra Affair

When President Reagan arrived at the White House in 1981, the contrast be-
tween him and Carter was stark, including an infinitely greater attraction to 
the Third Option among members of the incoming administration. Many DO 
officers at Langley had been resentful toward the Carter national security team 
for its criticism of Agency activities in the past (especially the domestic spying, 
the assassination plots, and the coup in Chile). Nor did they appreciate Carter’s 
campaign rhetoric specifically critical of covert action; his overly cautious ap-
proach to international affairs; or how he had stuck the Agency with an “out-
sider” as DCI, Stansfield Turner—​an aloof admiral (in the Langley perspective) 
who would soon dismiss a large number of veteran DO operatives on grounds of 
trimming down the Agency and making it more agile.

In contrast, DO officers displayed an enthusiastic, almost Pavlovian reaction 
to the arrival of William J. Casey, a prosperous investor and corporate law pro-
fessor, on their doorstep as the new DCI. He seemed ready to emancipate the 
Agency so it could continue its hallowed tradition of fighting commies around 
the world. President Reagan’s rhetoric during the presidential campaign of 1980 
about “peoples enslaved by the Soviet colonies in the satellite nations”—​a viru-
lent anti-​Russian philosophy that he would continue to promote against the “Evil 
Empire” (as the president described the USSR in 1983)—​hit a sweet spot within 
the Operations Directorate at Langley.8 “Abroad the Soviet Union was engaged 
in a brutal war in Afghanistan,” candidate Reagan had warned on the campaign 

 



124  The Third Option

trail, “and Communism was extending its tentacles deep into Central America 
and Africa.”9

William Casey was known at Langley as someone who endorsed a no-​holds-​
barred approach to American foreign policy. According to Robert M. Gates, a 
former DCI and Agency analyst far less impressed by covert action, for Casey it 
was a matter of “life and death. . . . We will do whatever it takes to win.” Another 
senior Agency officer recalls that in this envisioned clandestine war against the 
KGB and the GRU, Casey “was a little short on morals.”10 Casey had been in-
volved in covert actions during his youthful days in the OSS; as he would later 
write, that organization and its British paramilitary counterpart, the Special 
Operations Executive (SOE), had significantly aided the war against Hitler by 
way of “deception, clandestine intelligence and covert action.”11

Planners in the DO must have visualized impending covert actions sprouting 
like vast fields of Shasta daisies across the globe. They were right, as new monies 
poured into the Directorate’s coffers and the DDO set about hiring over 2,000 
new officers. In addition to a zeal for mixing it up with the Soviets—​the “Sovs”—​
on the global chessboard, Casey held out strong promise for what the CIA values 
above all else: easy access to the Oval Office. As Reagan’s former national cam-
paign manager, the new DCI had a lock on this important advantage, perhaps 
more so than any other Agency director had ever enjoyed.

The exuberance of the pro-​Casey faction at Langley, especially inside the 
DO, was well placed. Some may view the 1950s as the prime years for covert ac-
tion during the Cold War, but those who have studied the record closely would 
reserve that approbation for the Reagan presidency during the 1980s. No ad-
ministration to date had been as devoted to a large-​scale, worldwide use of the 
Third Option as the Reagan White House: back into Angola, as well as fresh se-
cret forays into Chad, Ethiopia, Lebanon, Poland, and beyond. The planets were 
well aligned for a revival of the superpower rivalry—​Cold War II—​with two 
arch anti-​communists, Reagan and Casey, teamed up and with no instrument 
of foreign policy more attractive to them than “special activities.” These two men 
shared a deep belief that clandestine ploys carried out against America’s adver-
saries could turn the tide in the direction of a US victory in the international con-
test between communism and capitalism.

It was the best of times for special activities, with remarkable successes in 
Poland and Afghanistan. Here were the makings of a Second Golden Age of 
Covert Action (the first coming with Iran and Guatemala during the Eisenhower 
administration)—​at least over the short term. Yet it was also the worst of times, 
soon blotted by the stain of the Iran-​contra scandal. This affair began when Casey 
went to the White House in 1984 with an emotionally charged intelligence re-
port for the president. The Agency’s chief of station in Lebanon, Bill Buckley, had 
been taken hostage by pro-​Iranian terrorists and was being slowly tortured to 
death in an unknown location somewhere in Beirut.
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Casey knew Buckley personally and was understandably shaken by his 
friend’s plight. Immediately and with heartfelt concern, the president approved 
the DCI’s request that the United States offer to sell missiles to Iran at a reduced 
price in exchange for its help in gaining Buckley’s release. Israel, which enjoyed 
good contacts in Tehran at the time despite the public animosity between the 
two nations, would serve as an interlocutor for the deal. A further enticement for 
Iran: its Shiite government was at war with the Sunni government in Iraq, with 
whom it shared a long border, and Tehran had an appetite for missiles and other 
arms to fight this war.

It may have been a worthy plan, except for a couple of highly significant flaws. 
First, since passage of the Hughes-​Ryan Act, the law required that Congress be 
informed of covert actions, which would include the secret sale of weaponry 
abroad in exchange for influence. The staff on the NSC chose to ignore this re-
quirement, however. It went ahead with the operation in 1985, and only the next 
year requesting formal approval from President Reagan. Even then, the belated 
formal White House authorization was never reported to Congress—​another vi-
olation of Hughes-​Ryan.

Second, the Arms Export Control Act of 1976 banned the sale of US weapons 
to nations, such as revolutionary Iran, which had been deemed guilty by the 
Department of State of sponsoring terrorist organizations. Moreover, the arms 
sale exceeded the law’s requirement that any shipment of weapons to another 
nation valued at $14 million or more had to be reported to Congress—​another 
provision ignored. The law was brushed off by NSC staff. In response to the 
administration’s secret offer, officials in Tehran happily purchased the missiles, 
but did little to help free Buckley. The talented COS died in 1985 of torture inju-
ries inflicted by his terrorist captors.

Then DCI Casey, in cahoots with the senior staff of the NSC, came up with yet 
another illicit Third Option proposal, this one also kept from Congress at Casey’s 
urging.12 The plan: money gained from the missile sales in Iran would be shifted 
over to the administration’s budding paramilitary operations in Nicaragua. 
These envisioned clandestine activities were crafted to dislodge Daniel Ortega, 
the leader of the Sandinista Party, from the presidency of that country because 
of his alleged Marxist leanings. The Carter administration had rejected the no-
tion that Ortega was a dangerous ideologue who presented a grave threat to the 
United States, and the Department of State fully recognized the Ortega govern-
ment. President Reagan’s view, though, was quite different. As he put it, Soviet 
proxies—​the Sandinistas—​were “just two days driving time from Harlingen, 
Texas. . . . [I]‌f we don’t want to see the map of Central America covered in a 
sea of red, eventually lapping at our own borders, we must act now.”13 The ad-
ministration respectively labeled these schemes aimed at Iran and Nicaragua as 
Operations “Staunch” and “Toys.”



126  The Third Option

The same problem existed for the administration with respect to these co-
vert action plans in Nicaragua as occurred with the Buckley-​driven operations 
in Iran: the secret intervention aimed at Ortega had to be reported to Congress, 
by law, yet it never was. Further, the renegade nature of this clandestine activity 
stood in direct violation of a series of specific laws related to Nicaragua: the 
Boland Amendments, seven statutes passed from 1982 to 1984, each signed 
by President Reagan, that increasingly restricted funding for coup attempts 
against the Sandinista regime.14 Representative Edward P. “Eddie” Boland (D, 
Massachusetts), the first chairman of the House Permanent Select Committee on 
Intelligence (HPSCI), sponsored the laws and a Democratic majority in Congress 
passed each measure by veto-​proof margins (and, therefore, were reluctantly 
signed by President Reagan). That, according to the Constitution, should have 
shut down covert actions in Nicaragua. Or so lawmakers thought.

Again, though, the Reagan administration simply disregarded legal barriers 
that it found inconvenient and wrong-​minded. The Hughes-​Ryan Act? Formal 
presidential approval of covert actions and reports to Congress? Ridiculous! The 
attitude on the NSC staff was that the Third Option was the president’s preroga-
tive under Article II of the Constitution. The Council’s staff attorney prepared an 
internal legal opinion that reached an exotic conclusion: despite their language 
to the contrary, the intelligence laws—​including the Boland Amendments—​may 
have applied to the Intelligence Community, but not to NSC staff. The weak-
ness of this argument is dissected in Chapter 7. Nevertheless, DCI William 
Webster has suggested that “the Congress deserves some blame. The Boland 
Amendments were ambiguous; lawmakers needed to come up with clearer 
guidelines.”15 Yet the language in the law explicitly banned US support “for the 
purpose of overthrowing the Government of Nicaragua”—​not exactly an ambig-
uous prohibition.

To manage these renegade operations, the Reagan administration created a 
special rogue organization known as “The Enterprise.” William Casey knew that 
several of his top-​level colleagues at Langley viewed his Iran-​contra activities 
with suspicion and concern that he was dragging the Agency into perilous legal 
waters, but none of them wanted to take on the irascible CIA chief. So they kept a 
low profile; and Casey, realizing this lack of support among several Agency elites, 
found more attractive the options of using the NSC staff and The Enterprise for 
his objectives, with only a few key people at Langley—​including the sympathetic 
DDO—​brought into the controversial plan to bypass the Congress.16

At the time, Lieutenant Colonel Oliver L. North, a Naval Academy graduate 
and first-​rate military officer during the Vietnam War, was the deputy national 
security adviser and one of the Iran-​contra conspirators. He described The 
Enterprise as “an off-​the-​shelf, stand-​alone, self-​sustaining secret entity.”17 It 
was one of the most chilling chapters in the annals of America’s democracy. The 
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Congress and its constitutionally based appropriations process be damned; the 
administration would make an end run around the law and the Constitution, by 
creating an invisible clandestine organization of its own that would raise money 
for covert actions from private sources. To hell with the Hughes-​Ryan Act, the 
Intelligence Oversight Act of 1980 (which required prior notice to Congress on 
covert actions, examined in Chapter 7), the Arms Export Control Act, and the 
Boland Amendments. To hell with the Constitution.

The donors who supported The Enterprise included foreign potentates, such 
as the royal family of Saudi Arabia (which put up $32 million) and the Sultan of 
Brunei (good for another $7 million), along with wealthy Americans who had 
helped finance the Reagan campaign for president. Joseph Coors, the Colorado 
beer magnate, for one. Creation of The Enterprise was the most shocking feature 
of the scandal, but it had several close competitors. Working hand in glove with 
The Enterprise, the CIA contributed in several ways to the illegal covert actions 
in Nicaragua, such as preparing an operational field manual for the contras 
(“counter-​revolutionaries,” the anti-​Ortega, anti-​Sandinista faction backed by 
The Enterprise and the Agency). Entitled Psychological Operations in Guerrilla 
Warfare, the manual advocated the selective assassination of leaders associated 
with the Sandinistas, even though just a few years earlier (1976) the Ford ad-
ministration had banned assassinations by way of an executive order—​an E.O. 
(No. 11905) endorsed by subsequent presidents, until Trump. When the media 
exposed the manual, DCI Casey apologized publicly and slapped on the wrist 
five low-​level officers involved in authorship and distribution.

Harvard University professor of constitutional law Laurence H. Tribe 
reached an apt conclusion about the methods of governance chosen by the 
Iran-​contra conspirators. “Congress’s control over the purse [Article I, Section 
9 of the Constitution] would be rendered a nullity,” he wrote, “if the President’s 
pocket could conceal a slush fund dedicated to purposes and projects prohib-
ited by the laws of the United States.”18 For social commentator Bill Moyers, The 
Enterprise was an organization dreamed of by zealots: “no watchman to check 
the door, no accountant to check the books, no judge to check the law . . . no 
Constitution . . . permanent and wholly unaccountable.”19 In sharp contrast to 
the Carter presidency, the Reagan administration had adopted an anything-​goes 
attitude. As recollected by a seasoned Washington staffer on Capitol Hill known 
for his bipartisanship, several of President Reagan’s top national security aides 
were “people who were always trying to get around the roadblocks of institu-
tional and statutory limitations, who were looking for a way to get it done.”20

In 1987, the sordid affair leaked out in a Beirut newspaper, Al Shiraa, and the 
bombshell exposé quickly made its way back to the United States. For the Iran-​
contra conspirators, the knell had knolled. Congress was not pleased and held 
extensive investigative hearings that brought to light the twin illegal operations 
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in Iran and Nicaragua. Lawmakers on the investigative panel asked National 
Security Adviser Admiral John M. Poindexter, who had graduated first in his 
class at Annapolis and was now in his middle years, why he had failed to inform 
HPSCI and the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence (SSCI) about the covert 
actions, as required by law. His response: “I simply did not want any outside in-
terference.”21 In other words, Congress was a non-​entity and the law could be 
ignored.

Fawn Hall, secretary to Lieutenant Colonel North, explained in her testimony 
before the committee that “sometimes you have to go above the written law.”22 
What law stood above the Boland Amendments and the intelligence oversight 
acts? For North, honoring the requirement to keep Congress informed of covert 
actions failed to come even come close to what he saw as a higher duty: to serve the 
commander in chief, the president.23 For some others among the conspirators, 
including Ms. Hall, the law of God also far surpassed the law of the land when it 
came to dealing with America’s archenemy: the godless communists in Moscow 
and Managua.

On the Hill, a majority of Republicans and Democrats alike rejected this aston-
ishing resurrection from the Nixon years of unfettered executive power, what his-
torian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. had famously labeled the “Imperial Presidency.” 
A respected GOP senator from New Hampshire, Warren B. Rudman, a tough-​
minded Korean War veteran, concluded that the Iran-​contra conspirators had 
“wrapped themselves in the flag and go around spitting on the Constitution.”24 
Those involved in the scandal would likely have gone to prison as a result of their 
blatant disregard for the law, except for a lucky break: by 1989, George H. W. 
Bush, the former DCI and Reagan administration vice president, had become 
president and, in 1992, he granted a pardon to the participants in the Iran-​contra 
affair. Critics saw it as a cynical move by President Bush to prevent disclosures 
that might have emerged in further court trials, implicating him in the affair. 
(Vice President Bush’s national security aide during the Iran-​contra operations 
was Donald Gregg, a former CIA operative and as closely tied into Agency activ-
ities as anyone could be.) “Where was Bush?” became a popular lapel button in 
Washington at the time, at least among Democrats.

As for the incumbent president, Ronald Reagan denied knowledge of the 
whole affair. In the spirit of plausible deniability (a doctrine of keeping the US 
president above covert action scandals), Poindexter backed him up—​at first. 
After the congressional inquiry was over, though, the admiral recanted as he 
began to resent his role as scapegoat, and the unwillingness of the president to 
share blame for the illegal operations. The initial shield provided by Poindexter—​
along with Reagan’s own public denial in his popular, avuncular manner—​saved 
the president from House impeachment proceedings and a Senate trial, both be-
fore large Democratic majorities. Nonetheless, Reagan’s once robust standing in 
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the public-​opinion polls plummeted by twenty-​one points during the congres-
sional inquiry into the affair. His presidency had survived, however, and indeed 
President Reagan began to flourish again as he turned—​cheerfully and unex-
pectedly, urged on by his wife, Nancy Reagan—​toward the more constructive 
goal of arms control negotiations and the reduction of global tensions between 
the United States and the Soviet Union. Diplomacy now seemed a safer foreign 
policy route than covert action.

No wonder Reagan was known as the “Teflon President”. Like the kitchen 
dishpans coated with the Teflon chemical, everything untoward just seemed to 
slide off him. Whatever the president’s true awareness of the Iran-​contra affair, 
his chief of staff, James A. Baker (later an exceptionally able secretary of state in 
the first Bush administration) had understood the gravity of raising private funds 
from foreign countries to skirt the Boland Amendments. Early in the planning, 
he warned the NSC staff that such action would be an “impeachable offense.”25

Long before the scandal broke into the public domain, HPSCI and SSCI had 
been concerned about rumors floating around Washington suggesting the ad-
ministration was neck-​deep in unlawful activities in Nicaragua. The HPSCI 
chairman, Lee H. Hamilton (D, Indiana), directed staff inquiries into the alle-
gation; and he solicited, as well, a formal reply from then-​national security ad-
viser, Robert C. “Bud” McFarlane, who preceded Admiral Poindexter in that 
position—​both men with shared seating in the lee scuppers during the scandal.

McFarlane was an experienced national security official, a troubled man 
known for agonizing over decisions that skated along ethical boundaries. Yet, 
in 1985, two years before the affair came to light, he had replied to Hamilton in a 
letter with a bald-​faced lie. “I can state with deep personal conviction,” he wrote, 
“that at no time did I or any other member of the National Security Council staff 
violate the letter or spirit of Congressional restrictions on aid to the Contras.”26 
A core McFarlane strategy was to deceive overseers on Capitol Hill, including as 
part of the effort the placement of a CIA propaganda specialist on the NSC staff 
to advance the administration’s goals in Nicaragua.27

McFarlane sent five additional letters like this one to inquiring lawmakers, 
each drafted by Lieutenant Colonel North for his signature—​that is, when North 
wasn’t busy shredding documents that might incriminate him if these activities 
became public. North, who had returned from a tour in Vietnam with an exem-
plary record of bravery and effectiveness, was now in a different milieu where 
the law, accountability, and the Constitution were far more important than they 
had been to him in the war-​torn jungles of Vietnam. In the White House, he 
was out of his element. He had never taken a class on constitutional law or even 
American government while a cadet at the US Naval Academy, which might 
have provided him with some orientation to the basics of America’s legal system 
and form of government. (After the Iran-​contra affair, the Academy made a basic 
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course in American government mandatory for all cadets, as it has long been at 
many public universities around the country.)

At least, though, North must have been heartened during the subsequent 
formal inquiry into the scandal to have several members on the congressional 
investigative panel cheering him on, namely, some among the committee’s GOP 
minority and—​above all—​the ranking Republican on the panel, Representative 
(and later vice president for George W. Bush) Dick Cheney of Wyoming. North’s 
record of military service and his Marine Corps bearing made him an attractive 
witness for many viewers during the televised hearings—​unless one was attentive 
to the details of the colonel’s testimony and understood his casual acquaintance 
with, or respect for, the law. After this moment of publicity, North was inspired to 
run for the US Senate from Virginia but he lost the election.

Meanwhile, an additional Reagan administration schemer against the Boland 
Amendments, Elliott Abrams, testified before Congress with yet another blatant 
falsehood. He said: “While I have been Assistant Secretary [for Inter-​American 
Affairs in the State Department], which is about fifteen months, we have not re-
ceived a dime from a foreign government, not a dime, from any foreign govern-
ment.”28 With the exception, he failed to note, of the money he had personally 
asked a Brunei official to contribute to The Enterprise’s secret cause in Nicaragua. 
Abrams subsequently claimed that he had been technically truthful, because the 
funds had not yet arrived in his hands. As two prominent members of the investi-
gative panel, Senator William S. Cohen (R, Maine) and Senator George J. Mitchell 
(D, Maine) concluded in reaction to this and additional examples: “Abrams used 
his verbal skills to obscure and deceive.”29 Why did Abrams lie? In a memoir, he 
recalled: “We were at war, we and the Democrats in Congress.”30

Falsehoods came from the very top of the CIA as well, with DCI Casey mis-
leading HPSCI members in 1985 by claiming (for example) that instead of 
Agency missiles going to Israel by airplane on their way to Iran, the cargo was 
merely oil-​drilling equipment.31 The president repeated these lies in a public 
press conference, although he genuinely may have thought them to be true, as 
lower policy officers had periodically kept him out of the decision loop in the 
spirit of plausible deniability (or simply wanting to have their way without hassle 
from the Oval Office). Casey passed away one day before the Congress began its 
hearings into the scandal (May 6, 1987); but justice caught up with the Agency’s 
DDO, Claire George, who in 1992 was found guilty of perjury before the con-
gressional investigative committee (and was later among those pardoned by 
President Bush).

Congressional investigators summed up the meaning of these improper covert 
actions. With respect to the arms-​for-​hostages scheme, “there was no improved 
relationship with Iran, no lessening of its commitment to terrorism, and no 
fewer American hostages.” More broadly, the committee’s report concluded that 
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the affair succeeded only in “leading certain NSC and CIA personnel to deceive 
representatives of their own government, undermining U.S. credibility in the 
eyes of the world, damaging relations between the Executive and the Congress, 
and engaging the President in one of the worst credibility crises of any adminis-
tration in U.S. history.”32

Former DCI Admiral Turner has reflected on the meaning of the Iran-​contra af-
fair. “What bothers me,” he told an interviewer, “is that the public and the Congress 
were not more enraged at the CIA’s role in Iran-​contra. The public and the Congress 
did not send the right message to the Agency after that.” He continued: “There is 
no question in my mind that the Agency broke the law; there is no question that 
a couple of people involved ought to have gone to trial; there’s no question they 
destroyed messages that they shouldn’t have; and so on. The fact that the scandal 
was pushed under the rug is a bad signal to the Agency, because legality is not 
something you tamper with.”33 The undertow of the Iran-​contra affair would be felt 
long after by those dedicated to the rule of law in the intelligence domain.

Afghanistan I

Running simultaneously with the Iran-​contra disgrace, a second major front 
for covert action opened during the Reagan years in Afghanistan, the notorious 
graveyard of empires. In this case, the results were dramatically different from 
the Iran-​contra affair; the administration obeyed the law and achieved signif-
icant accomplishments, in the most elaborate paramilitary undertaking since 
Laos. This operation reached its apex in the late 1980s, at which point it was con-
suming some 70 percent of the DO’s annual budget.34 With Iran-​contra and this 
intervention in Afghanistan, the Third Option had sputtered back to life in a big 
way, following its low points under DCIs George H. W. Bush during the Ford ad-
ministration and Admiral Stansfield Turner during the Carter years.

Even with its lack of zeal for the Third Option, the Carter national security 
team had been unwilling to sit by idly as the Soviet Army invaded Afghanistan 
in 1979, murdered its leader Hafizullah Amin, and took over Kabul, where it 
installed a puppet regime. President Carter took this personally, as a direct rebuff 
from Moscow just as he was trying to improve US-​Soviet relations. With DCI 
Turner at the helm, the Agency began to ease the United States into a relationship 
with the mujahideen, the local anti-​Soviet tribesmen and fiercely proud Afghan 
nationalists known today as the “Taliban.” With approval from the White House, 
the CIA began to slowly open the budget sluices for a flow of weaponry toward 
these mountain fighters—​chiefly batches of small arms, clothing, and, important 
for logistics, thousands of mules brought to Afghanistan by the CIA from around 
the world (mainly China).
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Subsequently the Reagan administration eventually went all-​out—​dragging 
its feet at first, though, with misgivings about committing itself to a major para-
military operation in Southwest Asia at the same time the Iran-​contra activities 
were demanding time and attention in Central America; and with a feeling of 
skepticism among some officials in the administration about the chances for the 
Third Option to bring about a defeat of the Red Army in its own backyard. To 
compress a long and complicated story, the administration was urged toward co-
vert action in Afghanistan more than ever before by a few members of Congress, 
most prominently an influential, hard-​drinking, womanizing, swashbuckling 
Democratic lawmaker from Texas, Representative Charlie Wilson, a senior 
member of both HPSCI and the Appropriations Subcommittee on Defense—​
two key posts on the Hill that provided him with rare leverage over Third Option 
funding.

Initially, officials in both the White House and even the DO expressed little 
faith that the muscular Soviet war machine could be ousted from Afghanistan 
by a modestly armed assortment of bickering tribesmen from that nation’s coun-
tryside, any more than a rhino would be much affected by a swarm of tsetse flies. 
Congressman Wilson, though, was possessed by a feverish belief in the idea of 
driving the Soviets out of Afghanistan. He pushed hard to win over converts 
within the DO and the NSC staff, as well as on Langley’s Seventh Floor where 
William Casey seemed a naturally ally. With Wilson earmarking secret funds 
in DoD appropriation bills for this proposed CIA intervention—​entirely legally 
from his perch on HPSCI and the Defense Subcommittee for Appropriations—​
the mujahideen were about to be showered with weaponry and logistical 
support.35

The main attraction for Representative Wilson, as well as (after a brief lag) 
for Casey and the White House, was that the Taliban were already engaged res-
olutely in a holy jihad against the Soviet military intruders, despised violators of 
their sovereign homeland. Killing commies—​that notion had a nice ring to it for 
Wilson, as it did for Agency veterans of the long struggle against the USSR, not 
to mention the scores of unreconstructed Cold Warriors in the Reagan adminis-
tration. Wilson convinced Casey, although the DCI was initially slow to believe 
in the possibility that the Third Option just might succeed in Southwest Asia. He 
finally issued an order to officers in the Operations Directorate: “I want you to 
get out there and win.”36

President Reagan officially authorized the Afghan intervention as soon as 
Casey sent over a formal request to the White House; and, unlike the Iran-​contra 
operations, the presidential approval was duly reported to Congress as well—​all 
in harmony with the Hughes-​Ryan stipulations. Members of SSCI and HPSCI 
reacted favorably to the proposal. Here was an opportunity to teach the Soviets 
a lesson about sovereignty and the importance of keeping the Red Army inside 
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its own borders. As a result of their strong commitment to the PM operation, 
the CIA kept lawmakers closely apprised of its activities in Afghanistan. This 
allowed SSCI and HPSCI members to conduct more serious oversight than with 
any other Third Option during the Reagan years—​with the exception of the Iran-​
contra scandal, but in that case their duties of policy scrutiny were belated thrust 
upon them by public reaction to the scandal after it leaked to the media.

The military supplies smuggled to the mujahideen by the Agency’s assets in 
Afghanistan quickly reversed the fortunes of the Soviet 40th Army. Possession of 
Stinger missiles, a state-​of-​the-​art weapon provided to them by the Agency, was 
a game-​changer for the mujahideen. Soviet MI-​24D attack helicopters, which 
had previously controlled the airspace over the battlefield, were now suddenly 
falling like helpless quail from the skies above Afghanistan, struck down by the 
Stingers. According to one authoritative report, 70 percent of the time the muja-
hideen fired a Stinger missile during this “covert” warfare (widely reported in the 
newspapers) a Soviet helicopter or airplane paid the price. The worm had turned 
and the Kremlin soon started to reconsider the rising costs of this Vietnam-​like 
venture of its own making. Eventually, 15,000 to 28,000 Soviets would perish in 
the conflict (estimates vary).37

Important to the success of the mujahideen as well were crates of additional 
Agency supplies. High on the list of this weaponry: anti-​armor, French-​made 
Milan missiles that stopped Soviet tanks dead in their tracks, as their sup-
port helicopters were crashing down around them, when stung by Stingers. 
Significant, too, were SPG-​9s 73 mm. recoilless rifles (a Soviet-​designed 
weapon); small arms manufactured in China and Egypt; thousands of Datsun 
pickup trucks; and an endless caravan of Chinese mules for hauling food and 
equipment over the Agency’s 300-​plus infiltration routes from Pakistan into 
Afghanistan.38 On average, the CIA and a few allied intelligence services gave 
some 60,000 tons of weapons and other supplies to the mujahideen each year of 
this covert action (1982–​88). Other nations secretly joining the Agency’s efforts 
included, for instance, Egypt, which provided tons of small arms (designed, iron-
ically, by the Soviets).39 Further, the Pakistani intelligence service, ISI, played a 
significant role in protecting the CIA’s supply routes, which wended their way 
northward from Pakistan toward mujahideen encampments.

In light of these developments and the upward spiral of Red Army casual-
ties, the Kremlin—​fiercely lobbied in Moscow by the mothers of young Soviet 
soldiers under fire—​decided to cut bait. Had the Pentagon attempted such ac-
tivities openly against the Soviet military, the Kremlin may well have felt com-
pelled to retaliate against the Agency’s presence inside Afghanistan and perhaps 
elsewhere against the United States, with the conflict possibly escalating to 
unpredictable but dangerous levels. Again, some degree of plausible denial—​
even though the CIA’s low-​profile presence in Afghanistan was well known by 
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Moscow (and most everyone else)—​dampened down the risks of a superpower 
confrontation.

To a large extent, the Hughes-​Ryan Act had erased the potentially mischievous 
doctrine of plausible denial when it came to decision pathways inside the United 
States for the Third Option; now, within the US government, presidential approval 
was explicitly required, recorded, and reported to Congress. Still, plausible denial 
had some life left; America’s clandestine interventions would allow the Soviets to 
assume the public posture that the military of the United States had not been at 
war with the Red Army. The remnants of the doctrine were useful in this situation, 
though appalling when adopted to violate US law during the Iran-​contra affair.

It was a stunning victory for the determined, if outnumbered and initially 
outgunned, mujahideen forces; and it was an extraordinary outcome for the 
Agency and its Near East Division in the Operations Directorate, too, against 
America’s primary Cold War foe. One study has referred to this covert action as 
“the biggest, meanest, and far and away most successful CIA campaign in his-
tory.”40 The costs were high, though, for the people of Afghanistan, with a million 
perishing as a result of the fighting. That number would have been high even 
without a CIA presence.

If victory could be fairly claimed by the Agency in the short term, the long-​term 
results were less clear-​cut. Like a stone thrown into a pond, the consequences 
of this secret intervention rippled outward. Several of the Stinger and Milan 
missiles were never returned to the CIA; some were sold on the open market 
and no doubt purchased by one terrorist faction or another. Moreover, civil war 
erupted in Afghanistan after the Soviet withdrawal, killing yet thousands more 
Afghans. The Taliban took over the country and, fatefully for the United States, 
welcomed Al Qaeda to settle within its territory. The terrorist group used this 
haven as a home base for global operations, including the 9/​11 attacks against 
New York City and Washington, DC. Once an ally of the Carter and Reagan 
administrations, in the shifting currents of world affairs the mujahideen had 
become—​along with Al Qaeda—​America’s Enemy No. One.

McGeorge Bundy, national security adviser in the Kennedy administration, 
once remarked: “You get all steamed up backing a rebel group for reasons that are 
yours and not theirs. Your reasons run out of steam and theirs do not.”41 At one 
time following parallel lines that had intersected for a moment in the anti-​Soviet 
operations, the United States and the Taliban by the early 1990s were on courses 
that were far apart. Former DCI Richard Helms observed that the initial US 
policy of opposing a communist government in Afghanistan had led, through 
the “law of unintended consequences,” to the even worse condition of a repres-
sive Taliban regime harboring international terrorists.42 In August of 2021, the 
Taliban would ride victoriously in Kabul, after quickly taking over Afghanistan 
in the wake of a US withdrawal from that nation after twenty years of trying to 
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build up an indigenous pro-​US military force that could stand up to the repres-
sive insurgents.

The lessons from the Reagan administration’s experiences with the Third 
Option in Afghanistan? First, US-​supported factions abroad will always have 
their own goals, which may or may not coincide with America’s best interests; 
and, second, the Third Option can have long-​term outcomes that can end up 
harming the United States. No one has a crystal ball, obviously, so a determi-
nation of a covert action’s long-​range implications will always remain to some 
degree an insoluble dilemma. Nevertheless, officials can engage in more imagi-
native consideration at the time of the original planning; and they can stay closely 
attuned to how the operation is developing as time moves forward, making mid-​
course corrections as indicated.

Just how wise was it to assist the mujahideen/​Taliban, with their seventh-​
century beliefs about the limited place of girls and women in society and other 
archaic ideas? The United States and the Taliban shared an interest in halting 
Soviet expansion in the Near East during the 1980s, but on little else. Was that 
enough for the Agency to provide them with Stinger missiles and other equip-
ment that could be used at a later date by—​who knows whom, where, when, or 
against whom? Aligning the United States with sects that fail to respect even the 
most basic democratic values can be a sure road to buyer’s remorse. The 1953 
Iranian intervention is another illustration: how well did the Agency—​and, more 
broadly, the US government—​track the shah’s performance inside his country 
over the ensuing years, helping as a friend to guide him toward more popular 
decisions and a less vicious style of governing? The sad answer: poorly.

Poland

In Washington, the Iran-​contra affair dealt a devastating blow to the legitimacy 
of the Third Option. Despite the impressive results in Afghanistan, this subter-
ranean side of American foreign policy went into a tailspin again in the after-
math of the scandal (as it had when the CIA was being investigated in 1975 by 
Congress and a presidential commission for domestic spying). Before the down-
slide in the use of covert action, though, the Reagan administration managed to 
chalk up another stunning clandestine victory abroad, this time in Poland from 
1983 and extending through the Bush I years in 1991. The operation was known 
as “QR/​HELPFUL”—​what James Scott and Jerel Rosati have referred to as “per-
haps the most successful political action program ever,” and Seth Jones as “one of 
the nation’s greatest covert action programs.”43

In Poland, the objectives of the Reagan administration were threefold: first, 
to discredit the pro-​Soviet military government that had taken over Warsaw in 
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1980, led by General Wojciech Jaruzelski, a dedicated Marxist; second, to sup-
port and boost the morale of the labor movement in Poland known as Solidarity, 
a pro-​democracy organization founded in 1980 and strongly opposed by the 
Kremlin and its handmaiden Jaruzelski; and, third, to discourage a Soviet inva-
sion of Poland that would shatter Solidarity and all possibilities for liberalizing 
trends in the country, comparable to when the Red Army rolled into Hungary in 
1956 and Czechoslovakia in 1968 to crush incipient anti-​communist revolutions. 
As in the Afghanistan example, this covert action was also accorded formal pres-
idential approval, signed by Reagan on April 11, 1982, with subsequent reporting 
to SSCI and HPSCI—​the system working as it should.

The White House directed the CIA to use non-​lethal operations—​the secret 
arts of propaganda, as well as political and economic interventions—​in pur-
suit of these objectives, with a special focus on help for Solidarity. Unlike the 
across-​the-​board clandestine assistance provided to the contras and to the muja-
hideen, under the president’s rules for QR/​HELPFUL, high-​rung PM operations 
or even economic CAs would be eschewed. Poland, after all, was located within 
the geographical space of Eastern Europe, a sphere of influence claimed by the 
USSR since the Yalta accords of 1944. Resorting to the Third Option behind the 
Iron Curtain even at the lower rungs of covert action was provocative enough, 
without kicking the Russia bear in the shins near its own border with more ex-
treme forms of covert action that might trigger a Soviet invasion into Poland.

On the one hand, the Agency would concentrate on its full panoply of prop-
aganda activities—​newspaper articles, TV, radio, banners, newsletters—​and, on 
the other hand, it would pursue a host of limited political and economic ploys, 
such as supporting Solidarity rallies and labor strikes. The mother’s milk of co-
vert action—​the secret distribution of funds to the anti-​communist under-
ground in Poland—​was considered vital to success. Still, whether any of this was 
going to work and lead to a free Poland was debatable, with both skeptics and 
true believers watching closely from Langley and the White House, as well as in-
side the confines of SSCI and HPSCI on Capitol Hill.

Solidarity was sufficiently well organized by 1981 to air its criticisms pub-
licly, using mass protests against the incompetence of the Jaruzelski admin-
istration. The general had proven unwilling to improve labor wages, as well as 
unable to keep down the cost of bread, butter, and other household staples. In 
1980, the price of meat climbed as much as 90 percent. The regime responded to 
the protests by imposing martial law, accompanied by the beating and jailing of 
Solidarity members. Foremost among the rebels was Lech Walésa, an electrician 
in the shipyards at Gdańsk on the Baltic Sea and a stirring public speaker at labor 
rallies. On occasion, the Polish security apparatus resorted to the murder of 
selected outspoken figures in the movement, including a popular priest, Father 
Jerzy Popieluszko. Walésa, though, was becoming too famous internationally for 
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the government to attack him physically without suffering a severe global back-
lash. (In 1983, Walésa would be awarded the Nobel Prize for Peace.)

In October of 1982, seven months after the birth of QR/​HELPFUL, Jaruzelski 
upped the ante by banning the very existence of Solidarity. During this struggle 
between workers and the Polish communist government, the Agency excelled 
in its clandestine media, political, and economic activities, maintaining a pro-
file low enough to avoid being caught red-​handed by the Polish government or 
Soviet counterintelligence while at the same time contributing to the ability of 
the labor movement to stay above water. Solidarity was in a revolution mode 
against the Polish regime, although its members wisely pursued a Gandhi-​like, 
non-​violent, largely behind-​the-​scenes approach meant to dissuade the Russian 
Army from rolling into Warsaw from the east.

Revolutions, even of the peaceful variety, require support, though: funding, 
a means of communication (printing capabilities were limited in Poland), and 
other organizational assistance—​all, by the 1980s, well-​practiced Agency skills. 
The DO’s clandestine cornucopia opened up for Solidarity and tumbling out 
came modern communications equipment; fax machines; photocopiers (Xerox 
equipment was in high demand); typewriters; reams of printing paper; ink by the 
barrel; thousands of postcards; silk-​screening frames; video devices (including 
a capability for hacking Polish government TV stations and inserting Solidarity 
themes); anti-​communist movies; computers; “Solidarity” buttons, stickers, 
tee-​shirts, and banners, as well as posters large and small; leaflets; and even old-​
fashioned duplicating machines. The CIA’s propaganda program in Poland had 
become Madison Avenue on steroids.

Since their exposure in 1972, Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty were no 
longer arms of the CIA, but they continued to play an open propaganda role 
in advancing the American viewpoint around the globe, including backup for 
the pro-​Solidarity covert actions through broadcasts that featured details of the 
Jaruzelski government’s brutal crackdown on labor protests and ensuing riots in 
Poland.44 Their companions included the Voice of America (also run by the State 
Department) and the BBC, which was especially popular around the world in 
part because it was widely viewed as more objective than the American stations. 
On the covert side of radio broadcasts, an Agency-​funded “Radio Solidarity” 
began transmitting programs in 1982 from shifting locations inside Poland.

Not only did the CIA help to sully the standing of the Jaruzelski regime and 
buttress the Solidarity movement, but behind the scenes, Langley and the White 
House worked toward deterring Moscow’s use of military force to stabilize the 
shaky communist satellite. The Reagan administration professed publicly that 
it would not tolerate Soviet intervention, which was a bluff, of course, but one 
that hit home as the Red Army was already beginning to reel from setbacks in 
Afghanistan. Further, the positive outcomes for the democracy movement in 
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Poland were stimulating other US-​sponsored secret interventions on a more 
modest scale in other East European countries that, when combined, may well 
have weakened the Kremlin’s hold over its satellite nations in that part of the 
world and contributed to the eventual erosion and collapse of the Soviet Empire.

By 1989, Solidarity had become a legal organization in Poland. Even more im-
portant, the nation held its first free elections that year. Solidarity overwhelm-
ingly won at the ballot box and, in 1991, General Jaruzelski resigned from office. 
In the subsequent presidential election, Walésa became president of Poland; and, 
in 1999, eight years after the end of the Cold War, Poland joined NATO. The CIA 
had aided the pro-​democracy movement, at least at the margins; and its activities 
underscored, as Jones writes, that “covert action remains critical in such areas as 
political action”—​not just with the use of PM operations.45

The most important reasons for Solidarity’s victory over the repressive 
Jaruzelski regime, though, were no doubt the charisma of Walésa and the great 
courage of Polish workers and their trade unions. Key, as well, were a number of 
other circumstances: the declining economy in Poland that undermined the com-
munist government; public words of encouragement for Solidarity delivered pub-
licly by Pope John Paul II; Jaruzelski’s vacillation, as he found himself torn between 
Solidarity, on the one hand, and his fearsome puppet-​masters in the Kremlin, on 
the other hand; and, finally—​of enormous significance—​the rise of a new Russian 
leader, President Mikhail Gorbachev, who had turned out to be something of a 
peacenik, willing to relax Moscow’s chokehold over its satellite nations.

When elected in 1988, President George H. W. Bush continued on with a few 
of the Reagan administration’s Third Option initiatives in Eastern Europe. More 
of an analysis-​oriented than an operations person, though, the former spymaster 
and Texas politician was inclined to ask the CIA for its latest intel report on, say, 
unrest on the Horn of Africa rather than to urge a major clandestine intervention 
in some corner of the globe. Besides, it was a time for winding down the Cold 
War (1989–​91), not for provoking the Russians and the Chinese. Perhaps, too, 
this president had seen enough of covert action for a while, having just tiptoed 
his way through the mine field of Iran-​contra. Under President Bush I, funding 
for the Third Option plunged dramatically to just below 1 percent of the US in-
telligence budget, close to the near-​dormancy levels recorded during the Church 
Committee days in the mid-​1970s.46 A prominent retired DO officer, Charles 
Cogan, wrung his hands at the end of the Bush administration; covert action 
would now be “largely a thing of the past,” he predicted.47

Looking back at this period, another senior DO officer also regretted 
Washington’s shift away from the Third Option:

I feel that a lot more could be done in the broad area of covert action in support 
of policy with the proper resources allocated to the mission. I am not thinking 
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in terms of going back to the days when CA was 60 percent of the CIA budget; 
but I do feel that less than 1 percent is below minimum. It is a mission that is 
legally and properly assigned to the Agency and, once we can get better under-
standing of it and clear up some of the controversies that surround it, I think it 
should have additional people if we are to carry out effectively what is the mis-
sion assigned to us by the President.48

The Third Option Rises Again

Little did DO officers or anyone else know that, as the Third Option hiatus under 
the first President Bush drifted along, the United States was about to commit 
more resources toward clandestine interventions abroad than ever before. 
Another global threat—​one that would prove even more immediately dangerous 
to Americans than Russia or China—​was stirring, though still on a distant ho-
rizon and poorly understood in the United States: global terrorism. Prior to the 
upsurge of counterterrorist covert actions, though, the United States found itself 
faced with a horrific outbreak of anti-​Muslim genocide in Serbia.

Serbia

The first president to serve in the White House for an extended period of time 
during the new post–​Cold War era, Bill Clinton (1993–​2001) devoted little atten-
tion to intelligence activities of any sort. Nevertheless, compared to the trough 
of the George H. W. Bush years, the Third Option made something of a modest 
comeback. Unlike Bush with his deep appreciation for intelligence, Clinton was 
never that interested in this subject, whether collection and analysis, counterin-
telligence, or covert action.49 Part of the reason was that he had failed to connect 
well on a personal level with his first choice as DCI: R. James Woolsey, a fellow 
Yale Law School and Rhodes Scholar alumnus.

Moreover, a mood of détente, however temporary, had settled over super-
power relations in the aftermath of the Cold War. The United States could now 
reduce its spending on intelligence and, especially, defense; the time for a post–​
Cold War budgetary “Peace Dividend” had arrived. Instead of covert opera-
tions, President Clinton’s mind was laser-​focused on the US economy, where he 
performed with high marks. America’s budget was balanced during his adminis-
tration for the first time since the Eisenhower years (and it hasn’t been balanced 
since Clinton’s tenure in the White House). Further, President Clinton put the 
final touches on the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), initiated 
by Bush; and he helped boost the nation’s tech industries to new heights.
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Even with this relative inattention to the CIA from the White House, as the 1990s 
progressed, the Directorate of Operations enjoyed ample funding. Former DCI 
Helms advised the Aspin-​Brown Commission on Intelligence in 1995 that the DO 
“could be easily cut by 25 percent.”50 Not money but rather the lingering bad taste 
that covert action had left in the mouths of government officials, as a result of the 
Iran-​contra scandal, was the real problem behind the temporary decline of the Third 
Option. While serving as President Clinton’s first DCI, R. James Woolsey (1993-​95) 
noted that “covert action is such a tiny share of the Intelligence Community these 
days.” When asked if he thought there should be a larger role for the Third Option, 
his view was that this approach to foreign policy was “kinda the last arrow in the 
quiver you reach for. There are some cases in which there is nothing else that can 
be done.” His examples: terrorists and WMD proliferators.51 President Clinton’s 
second DCI, John Deutch (1996–​97) further noted, “Since the public controversies 
of the eighties over Iran-​contra and activities in Central America, we have greatly 
reduced our capabilities to engage in covert action.”52 He vowed to “change the cul-
ture [of the DO] down to the bare bones,” yet he believed as well that the United 
States needed “to maintain, and perhaps even expand, covert action as a policy 
tool.”53 In other words, he was torn on the best way to handle the Third Option. 
Deutch eventually became thoroughly disliked in the Operations Directorate for 
what its officers perceived as his lack of interest and support for their activities.

Even though the president was relatively detached from the Intelligence 
Community  and its functions, the Clinton administration did provide authority 
for a few significant secret initiatives related to war fighting in the Balkans, a trou-
bled area in Southeast Europe comprising Bosnia, Croatia, Kosovo (a tiny corner 
of Serbia), Macedonia, the highly militant and aggressive Serbia-Montenegro, 
and Slovenia. The CIA deployed PM officers to train and arm Bosnians; and, on 
the collection side of the intelligence mission, a high priority was US intelligence 
surveillance support for NATO bombing missions, designed to dissuade Serbia 
from committing further atrocities against its neighbors, which had been going 
on since 1995.54 Cameras mounted on Agency drones (unmanned aerial vehicles 
or UAVs, a new initiative now in the hands of the DoD and the Agency) served 
several purposes, from monitoring battleground developments in Serbia to 
using aerial imagery as a means for accumulating irrefutable proof that the Serbs 
had committed genocidal assaults against Bosnian Muslims, Kosovars (a people 
chiefly of Albanian descent), and others who got in the way of their designs on 
regional expansion spearheaded by a vicious policy of “ethnic cleansing.”

The Serbian methods of paramilitary warfare included mass executions 
of men, women, and children by firing squads, as well as the additionally sub-
human war tactic of mass rape. Their leader, President Slobodan Milosevic, in-
formed US General Wesley Clark that Serbia didn’t need NATO involvement to 
bring peace to the Balkans. He knew the best way to deal with the Kosovars and 
other enemies in the region: “We kill them. We kill them all!”55
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By 1999, NATO had resigned itself to the reality that diplomacy was not 
going to resolve Serbian aggression. The extensive bombing of Serbia began, 
with standby plans for a ground invasion if necessary. As a complement to 
the bombing, Clark turned as well to international law as a tool and the UN’s 
International Criminal Tribunal on Yugoslavia indicted Milosevic in the midst 
of the bombing campaign, bringing the war to an uneasy end. Throughout this 
fighting, the Serbs had used propaganda broadcasts extensively. Clinton’s DCIs, 
Woolsey and Deutch, were both “techies,” fascinated by techint or technical intel-
ligence, what the Agency refers to in slang as “toys”—​such as fancy surveillance 
satellites with high-​resolution cameras. Of less interest to them was the DO’s spe-
cialty of “humint” or human intelligence, that is, the use of agents to gather in-
telligence as well as engage in covert actions. Nevertheless, during the Clinton 
years the CIA did pursue some forms of the Third Option in the Balkans, with an 
emphasis on propaganda and political operations in support of anti-​Serbian op-
position groups engaged in the struggle against Milosevic and his military thugs.

Iraq

As well, the Clinton administration tried its hand at eliminating Saddam 
Hussein. The Iraqi leader had sent an assassination team to Kuwait with orders 
to kill visiting former US president George H.W. Bush and his wife, Barbara, in 
April of 1993—​an act of retaliation for Bush I’s initiation of the First Persian Gulf 
War against Saddam in 1990–​91. The Iraqi leader was a target for another reason 
as well. He had ordered his anti-​aircraft sites to fire at American aircraft assigned 
in the aftermath of the First Gulf War to enforce a no-​fly zone over Iraq. Given 
the fact that the United States remained at military odds with Iraq during this pe-
riod, the executive order against assassinations was waived by the White House 
when it came to Saddam, and the operations were properly reported to SSCI and 
HPSCI. The paranoid and elusive leader managed to foil the coup schemes for 
the time being, however, and he avoided DO hit squads by constantly moving 
around the countryside in disguise.

~~~
While covert action remained in a relatively lethargic stage during the Clinton 
years, the United States was unknowingly approaching the rim of a vortex. The 
Age of Terrorism was at hand. The presence of this threat would exert a strong 
sense in Washington that a rapid and expansive revival of the Third Option was 
necessary as a shield and sword against this new threat. In the Clinton years, 
the Agency’s initial concerns about various terrorist organizations turned mainly 
toward Al Qaeda. Led by Saudi-​born Osama bin Laden, this jihadist faction 
was considered the likely culprit behind simultaneous bombings in 1998 of US 
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embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, and two years later against the US naval vessel 
USS Cole, a guided missile destroyer anchored off the port city of Aden in Yemen. 
Over 200 Africans and a dozen Americans perished in the embassy attacks, along 
with another seventeen American sailors on the Cole in the Gulf of Aden.

As events in Serbia and Iraq played out, with the United States and 
other members of NATO pounding the Milosevic regime with overt aerial 
bombardments and the hunt for Saddam ongoing, the terrorist organization 
Al Qaeda, now based in Afghanistan after a period of residence in Sudan, had 
clearly escalated its plans for attacks overseas against the United States. America 
was about to learn that its homeland was going to be a target as well, as terrorism 
began to spread like a deadly virus across the continents. In pace with this new 
challenge, the CIA was on the verge of a third Golden Age of covert action.
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Covert Action and Counterterrorism

The US posture of taking the foot off the covert action pedal, to a considerable 
extent, during the 1990s would change dramatically with the next administra-
tion, led by George W. Bush. The reason was a single tragic event: the 9/​11 strikes 
against the American homeland, one year after the Cole attack in Yemen had fur-
ther emboldened Al Qaeda.

Terrorism I: 9/​11

President Bush II initially placed an emphasis on use of the Third Option that 
was barely higher than that of the Clinton administration—​until September 11, 
2001. Prior to that fateful day, the second Bush administration was more likely 
in this post–​Cold War era to fund friendly groups overseas through the State 
Department by way of overt stipends, as with his public support to Iranian op-
position groups; or through the National Endowment for Democracy (NED), 
a bipartisan non-​governmental organization that openly supports democracy 
movements around the world (as it did in Egypt during the Arab Spring, for ex-
ample). These approaches were a dramatic departure from the Cold War days of 
secret operations carried out by the CIA around the world, in the manner of Iran, 
Guatemala, and Chile. After 9/​11, though, counterterrorism became the center-
piece of US foreign policy activities and, as a result, the primary mission of Third 
Option specialists at Langley as well. The marching orders from the White House 
and Capitol Hill were clear: no more 9/​11s—​or perhaps even worse forms of 
mayhem against the United States using weapons of mass destruction (WMD).

Presidents Bush II and Barack Obama relied on Langley for leadership against 
the likes of Al Qaeda and other jihadist organizations that had vowed to destroy 
Israel and its close ally, the United States. The Agency, along with the Intelligence 
Community as a whole, had failed in their lack of specific warning to Washington 
officials and US citizens about the impending 9/​11 attacks. Moreover, the few ge-
neral warnings that were provided, including a blinking red light from the CIA 
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in 1995 that “aerial terrorism seems likely at some point” and would be aimed at 
American skyscrapers, had yielded no serious responses by the Clinton or the 
Bush II administrations to strength the American counterterrorism shield, such 
as tightening airport security across the nation.1

Still, the Intelligence Community knew more about terrorism and counterter-
rorism than any other segment of the government and had even infiltrated a few 
assets into jihadist factions; so this Bush administration turned to the CIA and its 
companion agencies, if only by default. The exploration that follows of this latest 
phase in covert action is shorter than in earlier chapters, because so much of the 
Agency’s recent activities remains classified. Still, a fair amount can be found in 
the public record about America’s immediate Third Option responses to the 9/​
11 treachery.

Afghanistan II

The most important use of the Third Option by President Bush II was Operation 
“Enduring Freedom”: the immediate steps taken after 9/​11 to deploy the CIA’s 
paramilitary components and the Pentagon’s Special Forces, as well as US Air 
Force bombers, in a combined overt/​covert counterattack against Al Qaeda and 
its Taliban hosts in Afghanistan. George Tenet, the DCI at the time, refers to this 
covert action as “one of the great successes in Agency history.”2 He is not alone in 
that judgment.

A spearhead force of 110 paramilitary officers from the Operations Directorate 
were the first US armed contingent to enter Afghanistan after 9/​11, in search of 
bin Laden and other members of Al Qaeda. Wisely, their opening gambit was 
to recruit an important local ally: the Northern Alliance, a hardened tribe of 
warriors who opposed the Taliban’s draconian rule in their country. Organized 
into “Jawbreaker” teams, some Special Operations Group officers from the DO 
rode on horseback across the Afghan countryside with King George largess 
stuffed into their saddlebags—​some $10 million in cash—​for delivery to assets in 
the Northern Alliance, which had been led by a former mujahideen commander, 
the charismatic Ahmad Shah Masoud, until his murder by Taliban operatives 
a few days prior to the 9/​11 attacks against the United States. These Agency 
officers “handed out bundles [of money] like candy on Halloween,” reports Steve 
Coll.3 They also engaged in direct fighting, with one young PM officer—​Johnny 
Michael “Mike” Spann, from Alabama and a graduate of Auburn University—​
being the first US casualty in this vital but dangerous mission.4

The combined force of the SOG officers, plus 316 additional Pentagon Special 
Forces personnel, was never able to track down bin Laden; that gratifying day 
would have to wait a decade’s worth of further searching, as he shifted location 
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from a hideout in the mountains of Afghanistan to a concealed sanctuary in 
Pakistan. Moreover, the Bush White House ended this stellar paramilitary cam-
paign in Afghanistan prematurely, as the president and his aides diverted US re-
sources toward an ill-​timed and misguided invasion of Iraq in 2003—​a country 
that had played no role in the 9/​11 attacks and (although alleged by the Bush 
administration to the contrary) had no WMD ready for use against the United 
States. Nevertheless, the covert action in Afghanistan, along with some critical 
overt elements—​the Special Forces contingent and the B-​52 bombing—​quickly 
routed the Taliban regime. Operation “Enduring Freedom,” and its 2002 spinoff 
in eastern Afghanistan, Operation “Anaconda,” had earned a high place in any 
evaluation of America’s most successful covert actions.

After this exceptionally efficient overthrow of the Taliban regime—​an op-
eration which, according to one keen observer, “exceeded expectations” with 
victory secured within five weeks5—​the CIA turned to the Third Option over 
and over again in the struggle against global terrorists. Never before in the 
nation’s history had covert action been relied on so frequently. These clandestine 
interventions, driven by the fear of additional terrorist attacks against the United 
States or its armies in the field, coupled with America’s determination to avenge 
the death toll from 9/​11, had flowered into yet another Golden Age for the Third 
Option, surpassing the earlier peaks reached during the Eisenhower and Reagan 
administrations in the frequency of clandestine operations, as well as their mag-
nitude and deadliness.

As Treverton has observed, “Covert action has become, post-​9-​11, prima-
rily paramilitary, with the CIA operating either independently or, more often, 
with military operators.”6 The New York Times reported that, following the Bush 
II presidency, the Obama administration further revved up counterterrorism-​
oriented covert action (CT/​CA) operations early in the president’s tenure, with 
the result that the Agency “became a paramilitary organization as much as a 
spying agency.”7

From the vantage point of a seasoned CIA expert on clandestine operations, 
“Barack Obama was the Covert Action President”—​a conclusion that stemmed 
chiefly from the growing importance of CIA drone attacks during this president’s 
tenure. Having begun during the Bush II years, the robotic conduct of aerial co-
vert action increased tenfold under Obama. As well, the Obama administration 
vigorously pursued other, more traditional PM activities directed against ter-
rorist cells. The most persistent target was Afghanistan, in support of US combat 
troops stationed there, but also in Libya and several other locations around the 
world. Syria became a country of special interest, because of the harboring by 
its government of terrorists and its engagement in acts of barbarism against 
dissenters among its own citizens.8
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Syria

Despite America’s growing reliance on PM drone operations, which had be-
come the new bone and sinew of covert action, the DO’s older bags of tricks 
had not been forgotten in the wake of the 9/​11 tragedy. An example is President 
Obama’s resort to Operation “Timber Sycamore” during the ongoing civil war in 
Syria. A hybrid secret intervention with both CIA and Pentagon participation, 
Sycamore drew down the Agency’s operating budget by more than $1 billion, 
making it “one of the costliest covert action programs in the history of the CIA.”9 
The Obama national security team vowed to take a stand “secretly”—​although, 
in fact, this was another “overt-​covert action” as it turned out, widely reported 
on by the media—​against the Syrian government in the central and northern 
expanses of that Middle East nation.

A simultaneous target in Syria was a vicious terrorist organization with the 
name Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS, known as well as ISIL, the Islamic 
State of Iraq and the Levant, or simply the Islamic State, and, in Arabic, Dalat—​
“the State”). Members of ISIS relished burning its captured adversaries to death, 
filming the execution and distributing the images worldwide. In opposition to 
these Sunni extremists, as well as the Syrian government, the CIA recruited and 
trained local men—​chiefly indigenous rebels—​to form a paramilitary band of 
war-​fighters. The Agency trainees included members of the group Nusra Front, 
which was affiliated with Al Qaeda no less. Al-​Nusra was supposedly willing to 
fight alongside the United States to counter Syria’s authoritarian ruler, Bashar 
al-​Assad. The Nusra Front hoped to establish a new regime in Damascus under 
which it might survive and prosper.

It is said that politics makes for strange bedfellows; obviously the Third Option 
can, too. In this instance, the United States found itself in loose partnership with 
several groups and individuals who were often poorly aligned with the object-
ives of the Obama administration. The context of the Syrian covert action was 
the series of revolutions that began, in late 2010, in the Middle East and North 
Africa and is known as the “Arab Spring.” The fever of revolution spread to Syria 
and an indigenous faction of rebels rose up against that country’s dictator, Assad. 
The surrounding nations of Turkey, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, and Jordan jumped at 
the opportunity presented by unrest in Syria to advance their own grievances 
against the regime in Damascus. Also seeing an opportunity to rid the Middle 
East of Assad, a ruthless tyrant who had used nerve gas against the rebels (the 
Free Syrian Army or FSA), the Obama administration joined this diverse coa-
lition in 2012 and, the next year, launched a covert action designed to arm and 
train the Syrian insurrectionists.

Preparing these paramilitary troops for war fell mainly on the shoulders 
of the CIA in 2013, with much of the funding and arms for the rebels coming 
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from oil-​rich Saudi Arabia. Jordan and Turkey provided secret bases for these 
preparations and, when the training was completed, the Agency’s small army 
enjoyed some initial victories on the Syrian battlefield. Throughout these months, 
though, the coalition partners communicated with one another ineffectively and 
moved forward uneasily, with disparate—​often conflicting—​objectives. Further 
complicating matters was the fact that the anti-​Assad rebels were made up of 
some fifty different groups inside Syria, ranging from moderates who sought to 
bring democracy to Damascus to rabid jihadists (like al-​Nusra) who often sided 
with ISIS, one of the enemies—​along with Assad—​the Obama administration 
was trying to subdue. A study of this uprising reported that jihadists accounted 
for some 60 percent of the men recruited by the CIA.10 Efforts at coordination 
among these nations and factions began to fray apart like a rope under too great 
a strain.

As if that situation were insufficiently complex, the civil war offered an-
other, even more daunting, feature: an alliance between the Russian Federation 
and Iran with Assad. Russian bombers and jet aircraft soon pounded the CIA’s 
recruits on Syrian battlefields and the original Third Option cadre of some 5,000 
warriors shrank to just a handful of pro-​US paramilitary soldiers willing to con-
tinue the fight. According to some reports, the Agency’s “army” had dwindled to 
only four or five men!11 Moreover, the Nusra Front (today known as Hayat Tahrir 
al-​Sham, and still linked to Al Qaeda) absconded with some of the weaponry 
supplied by the Saudis and the CIA, including tank-​destroying missiles. Plus, 
America’s Saudi, Turkish, and Qatari “allies” backed ISIS from time to time as an-
other possible means of eliminating the Assad regime, even as the United States 
was attempting to destroy that terrorist organization.

An added layer of confusion stemmed from the high desertion rates among 
the anti-​Assad rebels, including many of the best warriors picked by the CIA who 
were now rejoining jihadist elements taking with them their Saudi-​CIA weap-
onry and equipment. Further, combat between and among the fifty factions 
proved commonplace—​these same men who were supposed to be devoting their 
energies, and all that Agency training, toward overthrowing the Assad regime. 
As political scientist Krishnan puts it, the various groups spent “almost as much 
effort fighting each other [as] fighting the Syrian Army.”12 By 2015, the United 
States resorted to another possibility: providing support to Kurdish fighters in 
Syria, who were also fighting Assad; but the Kurds were at war already with one 
of America’s covert action partners, Turkey, and further, they were in secret ca-
hoots with none other than the Russians as both engaged in ongoing warfare 
against the CIA-​trained rebels. If these shifting sands of alliance leave the reader’s 
head spinning, that is how national security officials in the Obama administra-
tion must have felt, too.
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The whole Timber Sycamore operation had to be scrapped after a four-​year 
effort of planning, training, and disjointed fighting, in what turned out to be a 
Bay of Pigs in slow motion. President Trump brought the covert action to an 
end in July of 2017. Adding insult to injury, corruption had tangled these events 
as well. Weapons provided by the CIA for dispersal to the rebels were stolen 
by members of the Jordanian intelligence service, the General Intelligence 
Directorate or GID (known also as the Mukhabarat), including thousands 
of Kalashnikov (AK-​47) assault rifles, mortars, rocket-​propelled grenades, 
and anti-​tank guided missiles. The Jordanian intelligence officers reportedly 
pawned these weapons and equipment on the black market and pocketed the 
profits for themselves.13 So much for “friendly intelligence liaison” (although 
Jordan had worked well with Agency officers in some previous, small-​scale 
counterterrorism activities).14

Before the United States stumbled into the Syria fiasco, the CIA should have 
learned a clear lesson from its experiences with paramilitary operations in 
other countries—​mainly, to succeed, the CIA needs to have at least one major 
trustworthy and dedicated ally on the ground in the targeted nation. This was 
not exactly the profile presented by the kaleidoscopic and dubious alliances 
in Syria during the Obama years. Nor did the Obama administration manage 
to secure a reliable local ally in 2011 when the CIA provided PM assistance to 
rebels in Libya who were attempting a coup against Muammar al-​Qaddafi. He 
was murdered in the chaos that descended on this oil-​rich, but star-​crossed, 
nation.15

In Laos from 1962 to 1968, the Hmong tribesmen had served in the role 
of battle-​ready soldiers loyal to their CIA advisers, allowing the Operations 
Directorate to mount a six-​year war against communists in that nation and 
thwarting their movement into Vietnam to fight against US troops. In another 
example, one of the reasons the PM action in Afghanistan succeeded so well 
immediately after the 9/​11 attacks was the presence of the Northern Alliance, 
a tortoise-​shell tough cadre of Afghan anti-​Taliban guerrillas wedded in a mar-
riage of convenience to the CIA, the US military, and King George’s cavalry. 
No such ingredient was at hand for the Syrian venture. Moreover, as Stephen 
Weissman notes: “There is no evidence that the intelligence committees [SSCI 
and HPSCI] ever used their powers to prevent, seriously modify, or terminate 
this fatally flawed operation.”16

Terrorism II

Inside the Special Activities Division that is housed within the DO at Agency 
Headquarters, one approach was racing to the top of the CIA’s most favorite 
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instruments of clandestine intervention: the use of drones to hunt down, spy 
on, and “neutralize” known and suspected terrorists, drawing on White House, 
Pentagon, and Agency target lists. The drone had become the King of Covert 
Action.

Assassination as a CIA practice had not been entirely dormant since the 
Kennedy years. For instance, the Clinton administration targeted anti-​Amerian 
warlords in Somalia, sometimes successfully, in another quasi-​battlefield waiver 
of the Ford Executive order against assassinations. These operations were in re-
sponse to assaults against US Special Forces on the Horn of Africa, memorably 
captured by the Black Hawk Down book and film.17 Further, recall how Saddam 
Hussein entered the CIA’s crosshairs during and after the First Persian Gulf War 
(1990–​91). The Iraq leader proved as elusive—​and as lucky—​as Fidel Castro, 
until finally captured by US troops in 2003 during the Second Persian Gulf War. 
He was tried in Iraq by a US military tribunal and hanged.

Now, though, this extreme form of covert action had been resuscitated to ad-
vance America’s US foreign policy agenda with a vengeance. Especially contro-
versial were “signature strikes” by drones, aimed at broad categories of suspected 
terrorists in the Middle East and elsewhere—​nameless individuals killed be-
cause they were in questionable locations or had the superficial markings of a 
terrorist, say, someone in or near a building thought to be a jihadist haven. In one 
instance, a man in Afghanistan was reportedly killed by a US drone because he 
was roughly 6'5''. Maybe it was bin Laden, who stood at that height. As it turned 
out, he was not.

Osama bin Ladin

On a graph, the incidents of drone attacks against suspected terrorists in the 
Middle East and Southwest Asia, along with northern and central Africa, 
would be represented by a line drawn steadily upward from the Bush II 
through the Obama and Trump presidencies. The killing of a high-​profile 
target provided President Obama with his administration’s most prized use 
of covert action. This operation involved a paramilitary hit in 2011 against 
Osama bin Laden (OBL, in spy shorthand). He had finally been tracked down, 
as a result of skillful intelligence work by the CIA and the NSA, at a compound 
near Pakistan’s “West Point” military academy in Abbottabad, a city north of 
Islamabad, the nation’s capital.

In an internal debate over whether to use a CIA or DoD drone to take out OBL 
or to send in military commandos, the latter won out on grounds that a small 
Special Forces team might be able to enter Pakistani airspace more effectively, 
then capture rather than kill the Qaeda leader—​even though the inclination 
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among leading DO operatives was to murder the arch-​terrorist. “I want his 
head shipped back in a box filled with dry ice,” declared Cofer Black, head of 
the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center, to fellow DO officers.18 Plus, US boots on 
the ground—​in contrast to a CIA drone strike—​might enable the commandos to 
sweep up a bonanza of important intelligence documents in OBL’s residence. The 
team could confirm, too, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that the target truly was 
the elusive mastermind behind the 9/​11 attacks.

The debate over whether Operation “Geronimo” (later renamed Operation 
“Neptune Spear,” when criticism arose after the event about adopting the name 
of a Native American hero for a secret government activity) should be carried 
out by the DoD or the CIA took decision-​makers into the arcane legal terrain of 
Title 10 versus Title 50 of the US Military Code. Title 10 covers DoD operations, 
which are meant to take place in battleground situations; Title 50 covers CIA 
paramilitary operations, which can extend outside formal battlefields and are 
designed to be deniable intelligence operations. Neptune Spear could have fallen 
under either title, since it was a hybrid intrusion relying on information acquired 
by the Intelligence Community, but with the possibility of turning in the direc-
tion of a guns-​on-​the-​ground foray by the military’s Joint Special Operations 
Command (JSOC). The administration chose Title 50 for the operation’s basic 
legal authority, in a nod to the CIA’s leadership role in planning the raid, along 
with the deniability advantage under this article that comes with intelligence 
activities. Nonetheless, JSOC would field the team actually going into Pakistan 
with responsibility for the capture-​or-​kill mission .

The Agency’s paramilitary contingent had been eager to show its stuff and was 
disappointed when the administration settled on the Pentagon for this impor-
tant boots-​on-​the-​ground assignment that SOG officers (most of whom had a 
DoD background) thought they could handle just as well. As Obama’s DCI Leon 
E. Panetta recounts, he considered a CIA-​led raid, but concluded that an opera-
tion of this kind would be better conducted by Defense Department’s special op-
erations forces. “The biggest problem was that it would be very difficult to deploy 
[CIA personnel] as a unit,” he has written. “Each of them would have to sneak 
into Pakistan under a different guise and somehow put the logistics together. It 
was asking too much.” Panetta further recalled the chief reason for a hybrid CIA/​
DoD combination: “The unique aspect of Title 50 operations—​covert action—​
is that you don’t acknowledge them.”19 The concepts of secrecy and deniability 
didn’t last long, though, with Operation “Neptune Spear” soon to become one 
of the most public and celebrated joint DoD/​CIA Third Options in American 
history. The result was neither caterpillar nor butterfly—​a complicated and lethal 
blend of JSOC military and Agency intelligence capabilities.

Since enactment of the Hughes-​Ryan Act in 1974, Title 50 operations re-
quire reporting to SSCI and HPSCI on Capitol Hill—​an added step that 
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concerned President Obama with respect to the high sensitivity of this plan. 
Panetta, a former member of Congress, thought it was not only in accord-
ance with the law (the Intelligence Oversight Act of 1980 required prior re-
porting on covert actions, that is, before their implementation), but politic 
as well to inform at least the top lawmakers on the Hill. And he did so; and 
they, of course, maintained the strict secrecy requirements necessary to pro-
tect the lives of the commandos. The president was upset by this outreach to 
Congress; but Panetta had made the right call—​legally, and in the spirit of the 
post–​Church Committee intelligence oversight expectations, not to mention 
the Constitution’s devotion to shared powers between the executive and the 
legislative branches of government.

The daring forty-​minute raid into Abbottabad was carried out by Navy 
SEALS who fast-​roped down from the Blackhawk helicopters into the 
suspected bin Laden compound. They were surrounded by darkness and, al-
most immediately, an exchange of gunfire erupted with OBL’s security guards. 
The scene was made all the more chaotic by the crash of one of the aircraft. In 
this dangerous and confusing setting, the capture of OBL alive proved unfea-
sible. Under fire as they entered bin Laden’s two-​story home and climbed the 
stairs to his study, the commandos shot him to death, along with one of his sons 
and some bodyguards. The raiding team fled the compound intact in a second 
rescue helicopter, taking with them bin Laden’s body and a rich lode of intel-
ligence documents. Out of respect for the Muslim faith, bin Laden’s remains 
were scrupulously honored with customary Islamic practices and buried at sea 
within twenty-​four hours.

In this joint military-​and-​intelligence mission, Special Forces had done the 
heavy lifting; nevertheless, the CIA and other US spy agencies had played an im-
portant part in the success of the operation, too, by providing intelligence about 
bin Laden’s whereabouts, along with recommendations on logistics that aided 
the attack and the useful cloak of deniability that accompanies Title 50. In retro-
spect, given the DoD helicopter crashes in both this case and during the Carter 
administration hostage rescue attempt, the Agency’s SOG officers might warrant 
a try next time.

Despite concern by the president and his aides that it would fail, Operation 
“Neptune Spear” was an almost flawless maneuver—​with some luck involved, 
when the dragon of Chance entered the picture and no one was injured in the 
helicopter crash. Although they have been few in number (and the hybrid rescue 
operation was a disaster during the Carter presidency), Neptune Spear dem-
onstrated that joint CIA/​Special Forces operations can lead to covert victories. 
Indeed, this one earned high marks in the modern history of covert actions (a 
ranking discussed further in Chapter 9).20
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Terrorism III

The most significant recent change in the conduct of covert actions, then, has 
been the adoption of CIA drone attacks against suspected terrorists, leading to 
the largest paramilitary program in the Agency’s history, mostly directed to-
ward Afghanistan and often concentrated for staging purposes in the North 
West Frontier region of Pakistan.21 These UAVs—​including the Predator and the 
Reaper, among a fleet of other quiet, low-​flying aircraft, large and small—​feature 
Hellfire missiles nestled beneath their fuselage that can release fiery thunderbolts 
of havoc on targets below, making this the Agency’s most deadly form of covert 
action ever.

The latest version of drone missilery—​the “Ninja” or R9X—​has been used 
near Idlib in northwest Syria against a Qaeda affiliate known as Hurras al-​Din, 
formerly the Nusra Front group armed by the CIA in its earlier Syrian covert ac-
tion.22 (Alliances can shift as quickly as sand dunes in the Middle and Near East.) 
In place of an explosive warhead, the R9X features six long blades that deploy a 
moment before slicing the targeted victim to death—​however gruesome, sup-
posedly a more surgical weapon that will reduce civilian casualties and property 
damage.

Following the introduction of US drone warfare by the second Bush ad-
ministration, President Obama stepped up the use of this approach and other 
forms of PM activity, not only on explicitly authorized battlefields in Iraq and 
Afghanistan but in Pakistan, Somalia, Yemen, Mali, and Syria as well. Indeed, 
more US drone strikes occurred in Pakistan alone during Obama’s first year in 
office than in the full eight years of the preceding Bush II administration. In 
Obama’s second term, the frequency of Agency drone attacks diminished as the 
president recoiled from the rising number of accidental civilian deaths overseas 
among the targeted victims. The Trump administration less vigorously moni-
tored the use of drones while simultaneously further reducing the number of 
strikes outside of war zones like Afghanistan and Syria. Despite this slight  
decline in drone attacks near the end of the Trump years, the number of CIA 
bases in the Sahara expanded to include the Sahel region of Niger and the nation 
of Chad. In the first year of the Biden administration, drone targeting outside of 
war zones continued to taper downward.23

In 2006, New York Times journalist James Risen warned of “the militarization 
of American intelligence.”24 Despite some falloff in the use of drone attacks in re-
cent years, this judgment appeared true, not only with respect to CIA drone war-
fare and other PM operations but in the intelligence-​collection domain as well—​a 
result of the Agency’s new capacities for rapidly downloading high-​resolution 
battlefield photography, which is an invaluable gift to field commanders on the 
eve or in the heat of battle.
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Some officers within the Operations Directorate applaud the development of 
drones as the most effective form of covert action yet devised, the key element in 
the Third Golden Age of Covert Action. A consideration in their praise, too, is 
the fact that this latest approach to the Third Option has breathed life back into 
the Agency at a time when it had stumbled badly and lost its luster in national 
security circles after the intelligence failures of 9/​11 and its erroneous prediction 
in 2002 that Iraq possessed WMDs. Others, though, including former senior 
Agency analyst and D/​CIA John O. Brennan (2013–​17), view Langley’s embrace 
of drone warfare as a disquieting diversion from the CIA’s basic mandate as an 
analytic organization, not a combat unit.25 In Brennan’s view, the Agency had 
been created to gather information from around the world and make sense of it 
for US leaders; it was not meant to serve as a worldwide killing machine for the 
United States.26

Some fifty years ago, DCI Helms worried about this trend toward militarizing 
the CIA, cautioning against “an ominous drift” of Langley toward becoming 
just an auxiliary unit of the Pentagon at the expense of its broader collection-​
and-​analysis responsibilities.27 Unsettling, too, have been the accidental deaths 
caused by Agency and Pentagon drones. A Times journalist tells of a drone strike 
in Pakistan that killed tribal elders who had convened merely to discuss a dispute 
over chromite mining.28 The Bureau of Investigative Journalism reported that, 
in 2008, one-​third of all Agency drone strikes killed at least one child.29 Another 
controversy revolves around whether suspected terrorists should be assassinated 
by drone missiles or only identified by the aircraft’s cameras for capture by US 
Special Forces or CIA/​SOG operatives, then brought to trial. One suspect suc-
cessfully targeted for death in 2011 was Anwar al-​Awlaki, an American citizen 
and Muslim cleric who fled this country for Yemen, where he became a popular 
internet personality spouting anti-​American rhetoric throughout the Middle 
East and Southwest Asia. He was perhaps driven away from his more benign 
stance of traditional preaching in Virginia to a posture of radicalism by ham-​
handed FBI surveillance methods used against him when he lived in the United 
States.30

Disputes have arisen as well over the procedures for establishing a drone 
target. In 2013, the Obama administration established rules for this important 
step, codified in a Presidential Policy Guidance or PPG. Potential targets are re-
portedly based on recommendations primarily from attorneys in the CIA and 
occasionally other agencies in the Intelligence Community, the Department 
of Defense, and the Department of Justice. A couple of additional lawyers on 
the NSC staff are assigned to check and collate the hit list. The NSC Deputies 
Committee, which consists of the second-​in-​command at the recommending 
departments, reviews the request before it travels along to the D/​CIA and the DNI 
for their final approval. The next step is a review by the SecDef and the SecState 
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on the NSC Principals Committee, which gives a thumbs-​up or thumbs-​down 
decision on a case-​by-​case basis for the targets “nominated” for this sardonically 
named “goodbye list,” who could then be “lawfully incinerated” (according to the 
language of the authorizing documents).

If the target selection is controversial—​say, an American citizen living 
abroad—​the president is brought into the decision loop and must approve the 
strike before it can be implemented. The congressional oversight committees, 
SSCI and HPSCI, are kept informed of the targeting decisions as well; but some-
times the rules of prior notice and an opportunity for lawmakers to weigh in have 
been given short shrift. In times of a fast-​moving emergency, the president alone 
has the authority to approve a hit, followed by reports to HPSCI and SCCI “in 
a timely manner.” Under the Biden presidency, the rules for CIA drone attacks 
have tightened—​especially with respect to assurances that women and children 
are nowhere near the strike zone.

Still, critics insist that the decision to kill someone overseas is too important 
for even the improved Biden administration’s internal reviews of targeting. As a 
supplement, they argue, the United States ought to have an assassination warrant 
process, as required for national-​security wiretaps by the Foreign Intelligence 
Surveillance Court (created in 1978 by the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act 
or FISA). It seems strangely incongruous to critics that a judicial warrant is re-
quired for a national security wiretap but not for a national security assassina-
tion. Moreover, critics add, this extreme form of the Third Option ought to be 
more formally reported to SSCI and HPSCI members in every instance before 
the drones take flight on their existential, remote-​controlled missions, allowing 
designated lawmakers a chance to offer their viewpoint on the targeting in ad-
vance of its implementation. Discord has surfaced, further, over the periodic 
lack of coordination between DoD and CIA drone attacks. Sometimes they are 
undertaken against the same, or nearby, targets without Pentagon or DO officers 
knowing about one another’s flight paths and precise targeting intentions.31

As with every other undertaking by the government (or any other large or-
ganization), management challenges and occasional snafus occur—​only in this 
instance with lives at stake. Disagreements abound, as well, over whether ac-
countability is maintained more effectively over DoD or CIA drone activity—​
back to the tensions between Title 10 and Title 50, respectively. Some say 
accountability is better with DoD, since it engages in overt warfare and this is 
just one of its weapons on the battlefield, whereas the CIA is all stealth and de-
ception around the world. Drone attacks carried out by the Agency, though, are 
subject to both White House approval and HPSCI/​SSCI review procedures. In 
contrast, military drone attacks—​however “overt” they may be compared to the 
Agency’s furtive profile—​are far less transparent to members of Congress and 
elide the important layer of accountability that SSCI and HPSCI can provide. 
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Thus, CIA drone operations seem to many observers more carefully examined by 
lawmakers on this legislative review panels, and in advance, than those launched 
by the Department of Defense.

Although these arguments remain tangled and often unclear, one thing is cer-
tain: the drone form of PM ops is rife with controversy. This manifestation of 
the Third Option is far distant from the Agency’s original analytic charge in the 
National Security Act of 1947, and policy in this domain continues to suffer from 
procedural and oversight inexactitudes—​chief among them, precise and fair 
steps for establishing the drone kill list. There are larger questions. Should the 
CIA even be engaged in drone assassinations—​“targeted killings” or “hits,” in the 
terms preferred by intelligence and military officers? Indeed, should the United 
States pursue any forms of assassination at all, except in the most dire emergen-
cies of self-​defense?

The founding National Security Act of 1947 never envisioned CIA officers 
engaged in the fiery killing of America’s adversaries with Hellfire missiles. The 
Agency’s job was primarily to inform—​educate—​Washington decision makers 
about the latest developments in world affairs. It would appear more logical to 
leave such “kinetic” activities as drone hunting to the military, although with 
dramatically improved accountability procedures that match the current ap-
proval and reporting process for the Third Option (examined in Chapters 7 
and 8)—​and only when used on authorized battlefields. The phrase “authorized 
battlefields” should mean actions taken only with the prior approval of both 
chambers of Congress and based on some reasonable degree of specificity—​as 
opposed to such broad and meaningless grants of authority from lawmakers as 
an order to “fight global terrorism.”

President Trump and the CIA

The funnel of covert action since 1947 reviewed in this book comes to an end 
with the Donald J. Trump administration. Although the Third Option report-
edly expanded in the frequency of its use during the Trump years (despite some-
what fewer drone attacks against suspected terrorists outside of authorized 
battlefields), the handling of the topic here is comparative thin because less is 
known about the activities of the CIA the closer one comes to the present. What 
has gone on recently remains largely classified. Some aspects of the relationship 
between the Trump presidency and the CIA have made their way into the public 
sphere, though, and are summarized here.

The four years from 2017 through 2020 make for a peculiar interlude in 
relationships between the White House and the CIA, in what journalist David 
Ignatius has referred to as the Trump administration’s “four-​year battle with the 
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intelligence community.”32 In the first place, Trump played fast and loose with 
all of the nation’s intelligence agencies to a degree that has exceeded the action of 
any other president. The first dubious move came during the presidential cam-
paign in 2016, when candidate Trump refused to accept the traditional daily 
briefings on world affairs that the Agency has traditionally provided to leading 
presidential contenders since the 1950s, as a way of preparing them with up-​to-​
date information on world affairs for immediately more effective leadership in 
the White House under a new president.33

Once in office, President Trump rejected receiving the most important US in-
telligence report: the President’s Daily Brief. He later changed his mind, but insisted 
on being given only an oral briefing on the document rather than having to wade 
through the written version. As a result, the president lost much of the detail and 
texture reported in its pages, which are not really a burden to read; indeed, the PDB 
is attractively presented (glossy and in four colors, in the manner of an expensive 
fashion magazine), lively to read, and certainly informative.34 The loss in ignoring 
its detailed contents? A more complex truth about world events and conditions is 
far more likely to emerge from a study of its pages than from just a selective oral 
briefing, although a prudent president will request both. Trump stated that when 
it came to international affairs, “my primary consultant is myself, and I have good 
instincts for this stuff.”35 It was an approach to leadership reminiscent of the an-
cient Roman emperors who read animal entrails to predict the future.

The president also said early in his single term that neither the chair of the 
Joint Chiefs of State (C/​JCS), the director of Central Intelligence (D/​CIA), or the 
director of National Intelligence (DNI) would be welcome at most of his NSC 
meetings, whereas their presence had been routinely expected and valued by pre-
vious administrations. He later changed his mind about this prohibition as well; 
however, he still paid only marginal attention to these officials, except for D/​CIA 
Mike Pompeo, a former member of Congress from Kansas who had become his 
Polonius. On the eve of his failed re-​election bid, Trump—​in a constantly huffy 
mood—​cancelled all meetings in the Oval Office with top CIA briefers, favoring 
instead a reliance on intelligence reporting from his political appointees, none of 
whom had any significant intelligence experience.

Moreover, the president bizarrely continued to insist that he had won the pres-
idential election even though all the facts indicated a resounding defeat for him 
in the popular and Electoral College balloting. In this state of denial—​a great 
danger to America’s democracy, which depends on a peaceful transition from 
one administration to another (a point of catastrophic failure for many nations 
in the past)—​the president blocked CIA intelligence briefings for his victorious 
opponent, former vice president Joe Biden of the Obama administration, even 
though these informational sessions have been the norm in past transitions.
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During the Chinese fire drill that intelligence had become, the president par-
doned his first National Security Adviser, General Michael Flynn, a former di-
rector of the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), who had been found guilty after 
only twenty-​four days in office of lying to FBI officers who were investigating 
his ties during the presidential campaign to Russian intelligence officers. Once 
pardoned by Trump and free from prison, Flynn (in a prelude to the January 6, 
2021 insurgency) “called for a military coup and the imposition of martial law to 
overturn the elections” that had been fairly won by Biden.36 It was as though the 
United States had turned back the clock to 1860 when pro-​Confederate would-​
be assassins vowed to prevent Abraham Lincoln’s inauguration, because the Rail 
Splitter had defeated their pro-​South, pro-​slavery candidate.

Early in his administration Trump had selected Pompeo to serve as D/​CIA 
even though (or perhaps because) the congressman had been a leader of the 
ideologically far-​right Tea Party faction in the House of Representatives. At the 
Agency, Pompeo often appeared to be more of a White House aide and policy-
maker than an unbiased intelligence chief. He even publicly called for regime 
change in North Korea. Soon the president would appoint him secretary of state, 
where his policy pronouncements were more suitable. Former DCI Richard 
Helms once advised that in high-​level meetings at the White House, what was 
needed was someone in the room “who was not trying to formulate a policy, 
carry a policy, or defend a policy; someone who could say: ‘Now listen, this isn’t 
my understanding of the facts.’ ”37 While serving as D/​CIA, Pompeo’s extreme 
political views—​coupled with his policy pronouncements—​disqualified him as 
the trustworthy fact-​provider in the room.

Soon after Trump settled into office, he often lashed out at the CIA and the 
FBI—​savagely so at times. Among his accusations:

	 •	 that President Obama and the FBI had carried out an illegal surveillance 
against him during the 2016 presidential campaign. The Department of 
Justice and the FBI, in fact, had initiated an inquiry to examine the validity 
and implications of widely reported ties between Trump’s senior election 
staff (including Flynn) and Russian intelligence officers. To have ignored 
these relationships would have been a gross negligence of the FBI’s counter-
intelligence responsibilities.

	 •	 President Trump was over the top as well in his scathing, ongoing denigra-
tion of the CIA. While visiting Langley Headquarters in 2017, he claimed 
that the Agency was involved in behind-​the-​scenes plotting against him that 
reminded the president of approaches used by Hitler to defame adversaries 
during the Third Reich. This comparison stunned and deeply demoralized 
CIA officers. They had been called nasty things before, but never Nazis.
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	 •	 President Trump also periodically expressed his belief that America’s spy 
agencies comprised a nefarious “deep state” opposed to his administra-
tion and committed to its own agenda. He publicly attacked former D/​
CIA John Brennan and DNI James R. Clapper, angry that they had ac-
knowledged in the media that Russia had placed its thumb on the pres-
idential election scale in 2016 in Trump’s favor. Despite the proof that 
Brennan and Clapper had at hand to support their statements, the pres-
ident denied Russian interference in the election, preferring to believe 
that he had won purely on his own merits. Trump also blasted the incum-
bent D/​CIA Gina Haspel, supposedly because she was insufficiently def-
erential to him, even though some Agency people complained that she 
had been just the opposite.

Further, Trump routinely expressed a cavalier attitude toward the usefulness of 
intelligence, preferring to rely on his own gut feelings. The end result: a presi-
dential waste of America’s $80 billion a year investment in intelligence activities, 
meant to provide the nation’s leaders with up-​to-​date, reliable information about 
world affairs.

Though not exactly an Agency fan, Trump’s use of drone warfare nonetheless 
turned out to be more frequent throughout his administration than had been 
the case even during the Obama years, although with a slight decline during 
Trump’s his waning weeks in office. According to one account, this White 
House change in direction represented “a last attempt by President Trump, 
who has long reviled the intelligence agencies over their assessment that Russia 
interfered to his 2016 presidential campaign, to diminish the C.I.A.”38 In light 
of this decision, as well as incoming President Biden’s adoption of at least a 
temporary decline in drone strikes, Figure 6.1 displays a gradual downturn in 
Third Option UAV attacks at the end of the Trump administration, and, there-
fore, in the frequency of covert actions.39

Despite this modest reversal in 2020, drone attacks were the key means for 
covert action from the second Bush administration forward, accounting for the 
widening role of the Third Option in recent decades (as depicted in Figure 6.1). 
Trump’s aggressive attitude toward a robust use of secret power was revealed in 
a comment he made during the 2016 election. While the CIA had sworn off wa-
terboarding against suspected terrorists after being sharply criticized for its use, 
President Trump sang the praises of this odious procedure. “I would bring back 
waterboarding, and I’d bring back a hell of a lot worse than waterboarding,” he 
declared.40
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Iran IV

While Trump’s cordial—​and odd—​ties with Russia’s Putin suggested that he 
would refrain from directing covert actions against Russia, the president other-
wise seemed to like the idea of unleashing tough clandestine operations. While 
he was routinely trashing the Intelligence Community, on the one hand, Trump’s 
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administration pursued aggressive CIA paramilitary operations abroad, on the 
other hand. On Trump’s watch a controversial operation occurred involving a 
drone attack conducted by the Pentagon in January of 2020 against an Iranian 
official visiting in Iraq. Given the non-​combatant status of the target, a CIA 
strike would have been the normal choice—​a covert action requiring a report 
to Congress. The proposal would have been highly contentious when reported 
to HPSCI and SSCI, however. Despite widespread reservations about America’s 
resort to assassinations against foreign officials over the years, President Trump 
had ordering the death of Major General Qasem Soleimani, a high-​ranking 
Iranian leader, while he was on a visit to Iraq. Both Presidents Bush II and Obama 
had considered and rejected this idea.

Under Trump, though, the Pentagon claimed that Soleimani was fair game 
for a “targeted hit” (as if this name change somehow makes the act more palat-
able than “assassination”), because of his leadership of the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps Quds Force implicated in the planning of attacks against US troops 
in Iraq. The evidence to back up the Trump administration’s claim that the drone 
target was in Iraq to plot further killings of Americans was never presented 
to the public—​and, indeed, it was privately denied by American intelligence 
officials.41 No doubt Soleimani was a bad actor, but was this the proper way to 
deal with him?

Critics viewed the assassination as an unfortunate use of a military MQ-​
9 Reaper drone under Title 10, which required no congressional review. They 
looked with alarm on the fact that the operation extended the UAV method of 
assassination to a foreign government official, inviting similar retaliations against 
US government personnel by Tehran’s secret agents—​or perhaps one day by in-
tercontinental drones. Yale University law professor W. Michael Reisman has 
commented on murder plots as a US foreign policy tactic. “Assassination in any 
form,” he argues, “presents a cascading threat to world order.”42 Professor Karen 
J. Greenberg of Fordham Law School called out the president for this “expan-
sion of executive authority without congressional approval.”43 Outside of official 
battlefields, killing is ipso facto immoral, with the exceptions of immediate self-​
defense or the careful targeting of terrorist groups proven to have murdered US 
citizens. As Adam Entous and Evan Osnos write: “Since the Hague Convention 
of 1907, killing a foreign government official outside wartime has generally been 
barred by the Law of Armed Conflict.”44

The United States was not at war with Iran when Soleimani met his death, 
along with his staff aides and Iraqi hosts—​the latter, American allies—​meeting 
him at the Baghdad airport. The Trump-​ordered strike invited an international 
donnybrook of state and non-​state assassins, whether at the controls of a drone, 
wielding a poison-​tipped umbrella, or detonating a suicide vest. The end result 
of such dynamics is international chaos, a crumbling world order that would 
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surely endanger America’s own leaders who live in an open society. A majority of 
Americans (52 percent) polled on this subject by USA Today/​Ipsos believed that 
the killing of Soleimani had made the United States less safe.45

What could have been done instead? Shaming is an important and underrated 
method in international affairs. If true, Soleimani’s unsavory support of Iranian 
covert actions against US troops in Iraq could have been thoroughly profiled 
and denounced in a host of US and allied news reports, both overt and covert. 
Electronic attacks against his banking assets, along with those of his travel hosts, 
could have been pursued, too—​ideally, with assistance from fellow democracies. 
Economic sanctions aimed directly at someone like Soleimani, not just against 
the government of Iran (which is about sanctioned-​out), can hurt individual bad 
actors. Above all, JSOC and SOG personnel could have raised the stakes overseas 
for the Islamic Revolutionary Guard. But the murder of a leading political figure 
from a sovereign nation not at war with the United States? In that direction lies 
global anarchy.

Cyberterrorism

Secret cyberwarfare and intelligence hacking have become, regrettably, a 
common practice among nations. This form of PM ops—​electronic covert 
action—​is in its nascent stages; but, as Russian attempts at the manipulation 
of US presidential elections remind us, its potential should be cause for alarm. 
Former DNI Clapper is convinced that Moscow’s intervention in the 2016 
election shifted victory toward Trump over his opponent, Democrat Hillary 
Clinton.46 A pattern of Russian cyberattacks against the Western nations is 
emerging. As the COVID-​ridden year of 2020 came to an end, US authorities 
discovered that Russian intelligence had mounted its most aggressive cyber-​
espionage hit against America’s government in over a decade—​a sophisticated 
hacking that would take much of 2021 to unravel and build defenses against. 
The objective of the Kremlin is clear: through the use of active measures, to 
foment widespread disbelief in the value and the future of democracy. And, 
on the espionage side, to steal as many industrial and defense secrets from the 
United States as possible.

Lurking in the near future is the threat of massive electronic assaults against 
the United States: perhaps even a surprise, Pearl Harbor-​like disintegration 
of energy grids, as well as the electronic infrastructure of the stock exchange, 
schools, hospitals, air-​traffic control, nuclear reactors, and scores of other targets. 
Suffice it to say that quite properly the government in Washington is ramping up 
America’s cyber-​defenses, as well as its ability to attack the electronic vulnerabil-
ities of other nations that continue to harass this nation’s open society.
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Gazing into the crystal ball as best one can, it is easy to see how this threat will 
be a top-​tier focus for future uses of the Third Option. General Clapper takes 
an aggressive stance on the pursuit of cyber covert actions, advocating a strong 
response to Russian electronic attacks and meddling against the United States. 
“You could do a lot of damage to the Russian economy if you essentially cut them 
off from the world financial system,” he has remarked.47 Further, Paul R. Kolbe, 
a career DO officer, suggests that in response to cyberattacks from Russia and 
elsewhere, the United States should “when needed, quietly bloody a few noses.”48 
The Intelligence Community already engages in its share of cyberattacks against 
Russia and other adversaries, but in a more discriminating manner by focusing 
on military and economic institutions, and certainly never hospitals—​which 
says something about the difference in values between the authoritarian and the 
democratic societies.

The United States and Russia decided long ago to embrace arms control 
accords before an arms race spent them dry—​or blew them to oblivion in a 
global nuclear witch fire. Similarly, all nations should now work collectively to-
ward bringing a stop to the cyber assaults that are currently so pervasive around 
the world. The United States can play the cyberattack game as well as any other 
nation, but it behooves no one to allow this trend to continue. Ultimately, it is 
a game without winners. Negotiations leading to an international cyber-​peace 
treaty are imperative, or else the major powers will be facing the near certainty 
one day of an electronic war that sweeps across the planet.

In 2015, the United States agreed with China to cease cyber-​based rob-
bery of intellectual property. The emphasis was on protecting the commercial 
interests of both nations. Regrettably, the pact remained mute on the question 
of purloined government data. Nations will have to move quickly to broaden the 
curbs on cyberattacks, based on President Reagan’s sound principle for inter-
national negotiations: trust but verify. While some scoff at the possibilities for 
cyber “arms control,” the proposition is worth seriously testing. Even Koble, 
who admits to skepticism that it would work, recommends that those nations 
involved in cyberattacks should take “small steps” toward building “some degree 
of cooperation and, in time, a foundation for eventually regulating norms and 
behavior.”49 The alternative is clear: we will all witness, firsthand, the disintegra-
tion of the civilized world.

~~~
The history of CIA covert actions reveals an on-​again, off-​again emphasis on 
this phantom approach to US foreign policy. Interviews with Agency insiders 
and their congressional overseers suggest that the Korean War was an early high 
point in America’s use of the Third Option, as the CIA attempted to earn its 
bones by way of aggressive PM activities in support of the US military in that war. 
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The Vietnam War era was another period when the Third Option experienced a 
burst of activity, in Laos and in South Vietnam. The next period of marked en-
thusiasm for covert action, even higher than for Korea or Vietnam, came during 
the 1980s, the Reagan years, and not in “hot” wars fought by the American mili-
tary but with secret paramilitary operations spearheaded by the CIA, especially 
in Afghanistan and Nicaragua (see Figure 6.1).

The Iran-​contra scandal discredited the Third Option as a tool of foreign 
policy until 9/​11 when America’s struggle against global terrorism signifi-
cantly expanded, and covert action again became an important instrument for 
protecting and advancing US global interests. The most recent Golden Age of 
Covert Action has proven to be the longest lasting in US history, the most ex-
pensive, and the most oriented toward paramilitary activities, led by Langley’s 
involvement in major drone strikes in the Middle East, the Near East, and North 
Africa (the main locations—​so far).

Wars have been the hallmark of the periods that exhibit Washington’s strongest 
devotion to covert action, whether these are conflicts engaged in openly by US 
forces with the CIA in support, as in Korea, Vietnam, Grenada (1983), Iraq, and 
Afghanistan, or Agency-​led paramilitary activities, as in Laos (though in sup-
port of the Vietnam War) and in Nicaragua. These open warfare and paramili-
tary operations have taken place mainly in developing nations around the world, 
which is true as well for the smaller, less expensive covert actions. As shown 
throughout this book, though, and with detailed data presented in Chapter 10, 
the more industrialized, developed world has sometimes been an arena for co-
vert operations as well, most notably with propaganda campaigns aimed at the 
Soviet Union and its East Europe satellites during the Cold War. In the case of 
America’s most powerful adversaries, Russia and China, the Third Option has 
failed to make made much of a dent directly against them because they are so 
large and well defended by experienced counterintelligence services.

The outcomes of the Agency’s clandestine interventions have been a mixture 
of success and failure—​legally, practically, and morally. The second part of this 
volume explores the legal aspects of covert action, as well as its decision pathway, 
degree of accountability, and ethical ramifications. The final two chapters offer 
an evaluation of America’s best and worst experiences with the Third Option 
since the creation of the CIA in 1947.
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7
Legal Foundations

The National Security Act of 1947

Not until 1947, with enactment of the National Security Act that created 
the CIA, did covert action enjoy a lawful underpinning. Legal analyst James 
E. Baker has referred to that statute, signed by President Truman on July 26, 
as “the bedrock of U.S. intelligence laws”—​despite its brief and vague language 
(see Chapter 1).1 The leader of the Intelligence Community created by this law, 
the DCI, would have little formal authority over America’s other secret services 
that lie beyond the CIA. In 1969, deputy DCI Admiral Rufus Taylor referred to 
these various spy agencies (they are illustrated in Figure 1.3) as little more than 
a “tribal federation,” with no meaningful leadership from a Central Intelligence 
Agency.2

Almost three decades later, HPSCI Chairman Lee H. Hamilton would 
describe the Office of the DCI in a similar fashion, highlighting the pau-
city of Community-​wide authority in the hands of the nation’s “spymaster.” 
“We don’t really have a Director of Central Intelligence,” he said. “There is 
no such thing.”3 In 2004, the government abandoned the DCI position in the 
wake of America’s worst intelligence failure, the surprise 9/​11 attacks. With 
enactment of the Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act of 2004 
(IRTPA), that office was replaced with what was supposed to be, at long last, a 
director of National Intelligence or DNI who could serve as a true leader for 
the espionage services, with budget and personnel authority over the entire 
Intelligence Community.

Again, though, as in 1947, the Pentagon managed to emasculate the concept 
of a genuine national intelligence leader for fear the Office of the DNI (ODNI) 
would have too much sway over military intelligence—​the military’s turf.4 
Former DCI Stansfield Turner has written that the United States had ended up 
with “the worst of all worlds, that is, a DNI without direct control of the CIA 
and not enough control of the Intelligence Community to compensate.”5 Yet 
throughout this history, the director of Central Intelligence was at least the 
boss at the CIA. So was the DCI successor office, the director of the Central 
Intelligence Agency or D/​CIA, also established in 2004 by the IRTPA legis-
lation. And within the Agency, the DCI, and then the D/​CIA steadfastly held 
control over the Third Option. Recall how the elastic language tacked onto the 
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intelligence section of the National Security Act provided the DCI and the CIA 
with authority over “such other functions and duties” as might be assigned by 
the White House. With these airy words from 1947, the CIA was suddenly in 
the covert action business. Here was the initial legal authority, such as it was, 
for the Third Option.

The Agency’s top attorney at the time, Lawrence R. Houston, expressed 
surprise that such ethereal language could become a basis for clandes-
tine interventions overseas. “All during this drafting of the act, all during 
the presentations to congressional committees and debates, and all during 
the consideration in Congress, there was no mention of covert action,” he 
recalled. In September 1947, Houston warned DCI and Rear Admiral Roscoe 
H. Hillenkoetter (1947–​50) that covert action “would be an unwarranted ex-
tension” of the CIA’s authority.6

The notion of a modern-​day Third Option capability had originated with 
senior officials in the Departments of State and Defense, not inside the CIA.7 As 
the Truman administration began to grapple with the global communist threat, 
the White House told Houston to prepare a legal document that would allow 
the CIA to engage in subversive activities against the Soviet Union. In response, 
Houston wrote an opinion that said the president could move forward with co-
vert action based on that misty clause in the 1947 act, as long as the White House 
backed it up with internal directives and Congress provided the funding. The 
Agency remained lukewarm, though, about this new, ill-​defined, and potentially 
high-​risk burden. As one of its top analysts has remembered, the Third Option 
“was not [a mission] sought by the agency. CIA entered into covert action op-
erations under pressure from leading U.S. officials of the day to support basic 
U.S. foreign policy.”8

An attractive feature for involving the CIA in clandestine ventures was its ac-
cess to unvouchered funds, a rare privilege associated with its sensitive work. 
This capacity to spend without the need for clear justifications to Congress 
permitted the CIA to pursue heavily veiled activities around the world, free 
of annoying questions from lawmakers.9 In a follow-​up to the initial National 
Security Act, the Central Intelligence Agency Act of 1949 made it clear that the 
DCI would only have to certify that the funds appropriated by Congress for 
the Agency were indeed spent, without accounting for details since that would 
require an inappropriate disclosure of specific, highly classified intelligence 
“sources and methods.”10 Furthermore, the CIA had already begun to spin out a 
worldwide web of officers who were busily gathering intelligence and recruiting 
foreigners as espionage assets—​a ready-​made network that could take on covert 
actions as well. “The fit between the CIA and covert operations was irresistible,” 
conclude two prominent intelligence scholars, Bruce D. Berkowistz and Allen 
E. Goodman.11
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Covert Action by Executive Order

A DCI from the 1970s would note that intelligence “ethics or propriety are things 
that are subjective; but unless you insist that a government organization adheres 
to the law, it’s pretty hard to set some ethical standards for it.”12 Yet in these start-​
up years, the CIA enjoyed broad discretionary authority to pursue the Third 
Option largely as it saw fit, a leeway enhanced by Stalin’s alarming rhetoric and 
global aggressiveness. The Church Committee described the Agency’s covert 
action mandate as “somewhat cloudy” and based largely on the opinions of the 
DCI.13 These opinions reflected the core objective of the United States, which 
was (according to Church Committee historian Anne Karalekas) to “frustrate 
Soviet ambitions without provoking open conflict.”14 As the Agency faced this 
daunting assignment, legal clarity was not always a sine qua non.

Rule by NSC Directives

In these circumstances of an embryonic Cold War, it is easy to see why the 
Truman administration wasted no time in developing America’s capabilities 
for a covert contest of wills with the communist world. What seemed to be an 
existential struggle was under way, fought primarily at a subterranean level by 
Soviet and US spies—​a means of avoiding outright overt military confrontations 
between the superpowers. For the next twenty-​seven years (until the end of 
1974), the CIA would pursue its clandestine interventions with no further stat-
utory guidance from Congress beyond the initial vague wording of the National 
Security Act. The Agency would rely on executive guidelines, usually loosely 
worded and lenient, from the president, the NSC (also established by the 1947 
Act), and, most commonly, the organization’s immediate boss, the DCI.15

During these early years, the Agency was housed in provisional and run-
down barracks, known as the E Street Complex in the Foggy Bottom district of 
Washington, with additional quarters on the Mall near the Lincoln Memorial 
and the Reflecting Pool. The E Street buildings, previously occupied by the 
OSS, lacked ideal security or even efficient air-​conditioning and blinds. Not for 
nothing was a building in the complex known as the Rat Palace. Officers in one 
facility could easily peer through their windows into adjacent offices. On one 
occasion, this led a CIA operative to observe a colleague removing the clothing 
of a charming secretary, with the intention “of committing a bit of unauthorized 
covert action.”16

These quarters were deemed far too crowded and insecure by the mid-​1950s; 
a new location had to be found. Allen Dulles, DCI at the time and known by 
Agency insiders as “the old master” because of his extensive intelligence 
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experience in the OSS, supervised the selection of a prime parcel of real estate 
for the CIA’s new quarters. The Headquarters Building would be located on a 
site known as Langley, near the township of McLean, seven miles northwest of 
the White House on the Virginia side of the Potomac River. The tract boasted a 
leafy, campus-​like setting of 219 acres, with deer prancing through willow oaks 
and magnolias, the Potomac River sunlit and sparkling nearby, and views of the 
Georgetown University steeple and the Washington Monument reaching into 
the sky above the District of Columbia.

As soon as construction was completed on the seven-​story modern structure 
(known by some wags as the “Allen Dulles Memorial Mausoleum”), barbed-​
wire barriers were erected around the property, guard houses staffed, and armed 
patrols assigned to protect “the campus” perimeter. The CIA opened its Langley 
doors to greet employees on September 20, 1961, just five months after the Bay of 
Pigs. Some of the Old Guard were less than impressed. “We ought to be lurking 
in scrabbly old hideouts, with the plaster peeling and stopped-​up toilets,” carped 
one. “There’s something about the atmosphere of this building that leads to too 
many memos, too many meetings, and not enough dirty work.”17 These Old Boys 
would have preferred to stay in DC, shoulder to shoulder with other government 
agencies with whom they needed to coordinate on a daily basis, not isolated way 
off in the Virginia countryside. In later years, though, the move would prove to 
have advantages, not least the fact that the Langley site had abundant parking 
space—​a nearly non-​existent luxury for most government office buildings 
“downtown.”

When the Agency was still located in the District, its clandestine side—​the 
Directorate of Plans—​was hard at work trying to construct an organizational in-
frastructure while at the same time jockeying for funds from the CIA’s leader-
ship cadre. There was much to do, with the Soviets probing Western weaknesses 
around the world. In December 1947, five months after the enactment of the 
National Security Act, the National Security Council issued NSC4/​A, a direc-
tive that gave the CIA responsibilities for psy ops (psychological operations). 
The Agency was a natural for this duty, since fully a third of its start-​up staff had 
served in the OSS, which had regularly carried out these kinds of propaganda ac-
tivities against the Nazis. Moreover, the unwillingness of State or Defense to risk 
their reputations by engaging in such sneaky and controversial practices pointed 
in the direction of reliance on the CIA—​the less visible side of government.

The Agency hired a number of bored, well-​educated New York City admen 
who found it more adventurous and noble to take on Joe Stalin than to spend 
their time conning US consumers. The entity within the CIA selected to guide 
this Madison Avenue approach to world affairs was the Special Procedures 
Group (SPG, sometimes referred to as the Special Projects Group). Its initial ap-
proach was to smuggle publications behind the Iron Curtain (a fleet of balloons 
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floating across Eastern Europe with anti-​communist leaflets was one method), as 
well as to beam pro-​West radio broadcasts into the Soviet empire.

The man who would become America’s most famous diplomat, George 
F. Kennan, was head of the Policy Planning Staff in the State Department at the 
time. Although most of his colleagues at State may have considered clandes-
tine activities uncouth and anathema to America’s motherhood-​and-​apple-​pie 
values, he proposed nonetheless that the government turn to political covert 
actions as a supplement to overt diplomatic practices—​including direct inter-
vention into the electoral processes of other nations when necessary, not just 
smuggling propaganda tracts behind the Iron Curtain. Kennan viewed his 
Department as the best place to administer this form of concealed intervention 
abroad, as a means for ensuring that the CIA’s propaganda themes and political 
activities were in harmony with the State Department’s policy objectives.18

Office of Policy Coordination

The NSC accepted Kennan’s proposal and in June 1948 it further expanded this 
initiative by way of Directive NSC 10/​2, so that henceforth America’s secret 
approach to foreign policy would include the full gambit of Third Option ac-
tivities. Who, though, would be in charge of this widened portfolio? The State 
Department and the Central Intelligence Agency were now pitted against each 
other in a bureaucratic wrestling match.

State had the edge. Like DoD, it had been a part of the government since 
1789—​not just for one year, the Agency’s record of longevity. Moreover, State 
enjoyed much stronger ties to key players throughout the government than 
did the newfangled CIA. Directive NSC 10/​2 changed the name of the SPG to 
the Office of Policy Coordination. The OPC would be in charge of the Agency’s 
growing covert action portfolio to counter global communism; however—​and 
oddly, to say the least—​its director would be designated by the secretary of 
state, and its tasks would be crafted and assigned by both the State and Defense 
Departments, bypassing the DCI altogether. The job of the CIA was simply to 
carry out assignments given to it by the Big Boys at State and Defense.

A further complication was the existence of the Agency’s Office of Special 
Operations (OSO), a classic espionage shop that now led the new CIA respon-
sibilities for recruiting intelligence-​gathering assets overseas (human intelli-
gence or “humint,” in Agency terminology). Former CIA Inspector General 
Fred Hitz writes that the OSO “was often stumbling over or wandering into 
operations conducted by the OPC, because the foreign actors who stole the 
secrets were often the same ones who could manage the propaganda or organize 
the political meetings for the OPC.”19 The OPC’s propaganda activities soon   
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mushroomed inside the Agency’s nascent covert action infrastructure, boosted 
by the war in Korea. Its staff grew from 302 people in 1949 to 5,954 by 1952, with 
roughly one half at the E Street Complex and the other half overseas.

Congress had nothing to do with these developments; lawmakers may as well 
have been bivouacked on the dark side of the moon. The Agency and its activities 
were being shaped by executive orders (E.O.s), drafted by NSC staff members 
on behalf of the president, the secretaries of State and Defense, and the DCI. 
These key documents are known variously as Presidential Decision Directives 
or PDDs (“peds”); National Security Council Intelligence Directives or NSCIDs 
(“n-​skids”); National Security Decision Memoranda or NSDMs (‘niz-​dems”); 
National Security Study Memoranda or NSSMs (niz-​sims”); National Security 
Action Memoranda or NSAMs (“niz-​ams”), and Intelligence Community 
Directives (ICDs), among a blizzard of other labels whose names change from 
time to time. An illustration: during the Reagan administration, National 
Security Decision Memorandum (NSDM)-​75 outlined a new foreign policy ini-
tiative that rejected the cautious notion of a superpower co-​existence, in favor of 
changing the entire Soviet system—​a bold form of “rollback” borrowed from the 
Eisenhower days that set the stage for significant covert actions in Poland and 
elsewhere in Eastern Europe in hopes of unraveling the Kremlin’s control over 
this vast expanse.

The purpose of the NSC documents was, according to the Church Committee, 
to bring about “an intensification of [Third Option] activities . . . without 
establishing firm guidelines for approval.”20 The directives were, and still are, 
periodically supplemented by attorney general guidelines (which, for example, 
were the source for the CIA’s involvement in torture after the 9/​11 attacks). 
Underscoring the importance of E.O.s, recall how the Ford administration estab-
lished through this method a ban against the assassination of foreign leaders.21 
Executive orders are legally binding, unless firmly objected to by Congress—​
assuming that lawmakers even know about them, which is sometimes a large 
assumption in an intelligence apparatus that is shrouded in darkness. Phillip 
J. Cooper notes that E.O.s “have occasionally tempted Presidents to abuse 
powers conferred by statute or to claim constitutional powers they do not rightly 
possess.”22 Moreover, they can be altered by secret codicil, without congressional 
awareness. For instance, using internal directives, both DCIs Stansfield Turner 
and John Deutch bypassed a congressional understanding with the Agency that 
its congressional liaison office would inform SSCI and HPSCI any time the CIA 
employed the services of an American journalist for an intelligence operation.23

The use of directives continued with NSC 68, issued in March 1950. This fa-
mous document, which outlined the containment doctrine, was a covert ac-
tion call to arms that significantly broadened the OPC’s mission. The Directive 
encouraged the CIA to instigate unrest and rebellion throughout Eastern Europe 
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(a foreshadowing of sideline cheering for the ill-​fated Hungarian rebels in 1956). 
The following year, in 1951, NSC 10/​5 replaced NSC 10/​2 as the government’s 
basis of authority for a rapidly expanding use of the Third Option across the 
world’s meridians. This document, though rather vague like its antecedents, 
placed an inflection point on the importance of establishing resistance groups 
inside the Soviet bloc.

The concept that the CIA should send émigré volunteers into Eastern Europe 
to establish a “stay-​behind” program began to grow legs. The goal was to have a 
network of anti-​communist guerrillas hide caches of weaponry in remote farm 
buildings, grain silos, and other locations, secretly readying themselves to rise up 
against the Soviets if war broke out between the superpowers. As a distant hope 
and an immediate morale booster, the rebels were encouraged to believe that be-
fore long the despised communist regimes would be overthrown and they could 
gain back their homeland—​an early version of the “rollback” doctrine. In light of 
ubiquitous internal security personnel behind the Iron Curtain, the likelihood 
that the stay-​behind plans would actually work—​let alone bring the “liberation 
theology” to reality—​was another matter, pushed aside for the moment in the en-
thusiasm to do something. A similar approach was launched against North Korea 
in early 1951, with hundreds of intrepid South Korean commandos slipping past 
the DMZ in hopes of stimulating insurrection. In both parts of the world, the 
failure rate was horrendous (Chapter 3). Almost all of the infiltrators were cap-
tured and executed in Eastern Europe and North Korea. Moreover, often their 
relatives were targeted for revenge. The Truman administration decided that 
these operations were basically suicide missions and halted them, but they would 
be revived with zeal when the Eisenhower team came to Washington—​until this 
administration, too, backed away after a sobering run of losses.

The OPC found itself pulled in opposing directions, like a mule between two 
haystacks. On one side, State demanded help with propaganda and political op-
erations; on the other side, Defense insisted on using the CIA for paramilitary 
purposes in support of its overt operations. As the Agency attempted to accom-
modate both external masters, its personnel roster for covert action expanded 
exponentially, as did the number of Agency stations abroad, both developments 
driven by the increasing dominance of the Third Option in the conduct of 
America’s foreign policy—​including in the Far East, where DoD’s Joint Chiefs 
of Staff had finally overruled General Douglas MacArthur’s prohibition against 
a CIA presence in that part of the world. In the early 1950s, the CIA’s stations 
began to take the lead in shaping the forms covert action would assume, as well 
as where and when this approach would be used. The Church Committee dis-
covered that although the Agency had been established for the purposes of the 
collection and analysis of intelligence, “within three years clandestine operations 
became and continued to be the Agency’s preeminent activity.”24
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With other and seemingly bigger fish to fry, the attention paid to OPC by 
Kennan and the State Department, as well as by the Defense Department, 
dwindled over the coming years, especially when CIA operations officer Frank 
G. “Wis” Wisner took over OPC’s reins. A dynamic attorney from a socially 
prominent Southern family, Wisner pulled command and control of the Third 
Option increasingly into the Agency’s exclusive orbit, with little supervision or 
guidance from either one of the government’s giant foreign affairs departments, 
State or Defense. In an internal research publication, the CIA’s Center for the 
Study of Intelligence concludes that during this period Agency officials “made 
the rules as they went along, and were much more inclined to ask forgiveness 
than permission.”25 Under Wisner, OPC had become the largest and most lav-
ishly funded branch of the CIA and, at last, clearly under the DCI’s command. 
“The Wis” was on a high cloud.

The incoming DCI in 1950 was the popular, decisive, hard-​working, and 
well-​connected, if gruff, General Walter Bedell Smith. “Beetle” (a childhood 
nickname) worried about the legal ambiguities surrounding the uses of covert 
action, particularly its cryptic approval procedures. He asked the NSC to provide 
more detailed guidance. The result was the Council’s adoption of a Psychological 
Strategy Board (PSB) to help DCI Smith administer the Third Option and, most 
of all, to provide more clear-​cut guidelines for the approval of the Agency’s clan-
destine activities. Any new rules, though, were to be drafted by way of additional 
NSC directives, not by statute. Whatever the Constitution may have had in mind 
as the proper form of government for the United States, from the Agency’s view-
point lawmakers could stay out of the intelligence business.

In 1951, an improved degree of management began to evolve for covert ac-
tion inside the CIA. Under Smith’s leadership, the two intelligence tasks of 
spying and covert action—​finding out about things and doing things, gathering 
and hunting—​would be housed in the same unit, the Directorate of Plans (DP). 
Tensions between these clandestine activities would continue to flare occasion-
ally, but the friction was less heated now that both answered to the same boss: a 
deputy director for Plans (DDP).

Directorate of Plans (DP)

One of General Smith’s more astute moves was the establishment of the DP, 
known by insiders at the time by a less euphemistic, non-​official name: the 
“Clandestine Service.” Its purpose was to manage covert actions across the board, 
including oversight for Wisner’s sometimes overheated operational aspirations. 
Allen Dulles, whom Smith had brought into the CIA from the New York law 
firm of Sullivan & Cromwell, would head the new Directorate. Smith gave him 
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the title of DDP, which disappointed Frank Wisner, who had hoped for the job. 
Dulles was an old friend of Wisner’s, however, and was obviously qualified for 
the spot, so Wis kept his hurt feelings to himself and bided his time.26 By autumn 
of 1952, OPC and OSO were integrated at last—​no dovecote by any means, but 
at least now woven more closely together within the DP’s organizational fabric, 
with about a third of the Directorate’s resources devoted to covert action and 
two-​thirds to espionage activities.

Dulles continued his rapid climb through the Agency’s ranks and, within 
three months, he had ascended to the position of deputy director for Central 
Intelligence or DDCI—​the number two slot in the organization. Wisner happily 
followed him into the DDP opening. In the next year, 1953, Smith retired and 
Dulles became DCI. It was an unmatched meteoric rise through the Agency’s top 
ranks, fueled by Dulles’s extensive OSS experience, his nonpareil Georgetown 
social contacts, Smith’s readiness for green pastures, and, not coincidentally, the 
influence of Allen Dulles’s older brother, John Foster Dulles, secretary of state in 
the Eisenhower administration.

Diving further into the Agency’s bewildering alphabet soup for a moment, 
the DP had become the largest of the Agency’s three Directorates at the time. 
The other two were the Directorate of Intelligence or DI (intelligence tech-
nical collection, plus analysis), and today known as the Directorate of Analysis 
or DA; and the Directorate of Administration or DA (the chief management 
unit), known today as the Directorate of Support or DS. Under the leadership of 
General Smith as DCI and Dulles as DDCI, the Directorate of Plans had man-
aged to corrall fully 74 percent of the CIA’s total annual budget.27

As DCI, Dulles inherited an organization that had grown six-​fold in size 
since its founding in 1947, primarily as a result of Smith’s wily and energetic in-
fluence in high government circles. Now with Dulles at the helm, the Agency 
would continue to swell and take on a shape that would last for the next twenty 
years. During the Dulles era (1953–​61), the “ops” officers were able to establish 
the Plans Directorate as the dominant force in the Agency, both at Headquarters 
and overseas. Tails at the DP were up and wagging. Several operational types 
would follow in Dulles’s footsteps into the office of the DCI. After him, they in-
cluded Richard Helms, William E. Colby, William J. Casey, and Porter J. Goss—​a 
total of five altogether (counting Dulles), compared to only one analyst, Robert 
M. Gates. The other individuals selected for this top position were mostly mil-
itary men—​“outsiders,” in the suspicious, turf-​conscious opinion of the intelli-
gence careerists at Langley.

Congress rarely weighed in on these institutional ebbs and flows. Lawmakers 
did help, though, to create in 1952 a Contingency Reserve Release Fund for co-
vert actions and other intelligence activities. The CRF (in its shortened acronym) 
was a pot of money separate from the usual CIA annual budget. These resources 
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were hidden inside Defense Department appropriations bills and could be 
tapped into quickly in times of emergency or for an unexpectedly large and fast-​
moving clandestine activity.

When Dulles was in charge of the CIA, the Directorate of Plans could not have 
had a better friend in high councils. He had been involved earlier in his career in 
the recruitment and handling of foreign espionage agents for both the OSS and 
the Directorate of Plans—​what had evolved into half of that Directorate’s respon-
sibility, the other half being covert action. Dulles was partial toward this “ground 
truth” side of the CIA, where information was gathered directly by Agency 
officers and their local assets in the Gasthauses of Berlin and the Naitokurabus of 
Tokyo, then acted on by the operatives.

Besides, the Third Option was something special. Around the Intelligence 
Community, one could find a surfeit of collectors and analysts. But only the DP 
had operatives; only the DP could secretly transform the world, whether by way 
of propaganda, assassinations, or something in between; only the DP had officers 
who stalked the midnight alleys of Cairo and Budapest with a .45 strapped to 
their ribcage (chiefly in the mythology, although sometimes in reality); only the 
DP had officers as comfortable at the bar of the Palace Hotel in Guatemala City as 
a local cop might be in a Milwaukee or Boston tavern. Personnel in the DP read 
Ian Fleming, one of Dulles’s favorite writers (and a former British intelligence 
officer), and admired his dashing James Bond protagonist. As former DDP and 
DCI Richard Helms recalls, Allen Dulles “believed covert action to be the prime 
function of the CIA.”28

Dulles did not ignore analysis and in fact recorded a high production level for 
National Intelligence Estimates (NIEs)—​the magnum opus in the world of US 
in-​depth intelligence reporting to Washington decision makers (as opposed to 
the President’s Daily Brief, a “current intelligence” product).29 Ops were his pas-
sion, however, and he spent most of his time chatting up DP officers, discussing 
with them everything from recruitment challenges to clandestine tradecraft. He 
would recommend covert actions and routinely visit the Directorate’s suite of 
offices at Langley. He also frequently traveled to Agency stations overseas, the 
largest of which was located in Frankfort, West Germany—​a country that, along 
with West Berlin, was as thick with international spies as the Okefenokee Swamp 
is with gators.

As the Agency’s collection-​and-​analysis duties expanded in pace with the 
widening role of the United States in world affairs, the DP budget nevertheless 
remained high under Dulles. It did not reach the summit of 74 percent of the 
total achieved during the heydays of Iran and Guatemala in the mid-​1950s; but 
this budget still accounted for a majority of the CIA’s spending from 1955 to 1961, 
in support of fifty or so significant clandestine operations within forty-​eight na-
tions.30 The DP was, and would remain, a “pocket of privilege.”31
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When he became DDP, Wisner pushed the advantage. The Agency’s 
Comptroller’s Office, responsible for reviewing the budgets of each Agency 
Directorate, found the Plans shop closed to its auditors, at Wisner’s insistence. 
This was private territory, he argued, with sources and methods far too sensi-
tive for normal procedures. Likewise, the Agency’s Inspector General was kept at 
arm’s length. “Accountability”—​even inside the CIA, let alone from the Congress 
or even the NSC—​may as well have been an ancient Greek word that no one in the 
Directorate wanted to look up in the Oxford English Dictionary. Secrecy, speed, 
flexibility: that was the ticket for the DP, according to Wis and his colleagues, 
not budget audits, drug tests, personnel reviews, and periodic inspections—​the 
norm in other parts of the government.

The reigning philosophy inside the Directorate of Plans was one of laissez-​faire. 
From 1947 to 1955, it had no formal procedures for the approval of covert ac-
tion, regardless of DCI Smith’s best efforts. Not laws but occasional NSC direc-
tive would prevail. Mostly, the DDP ran things in a loosey-​goosey style that had 
become the modus operandi for the Third Option. The men and women of the 
Directorate considered themselves “honorable,” as in fact almost all of them were; 
they were fighting communists and, in their view, they had to be trusted to get the 
job done—​not “micromanaged” by NSC staffers or, worse still, lawmakers and 
their aides.32 Yet this made for a DP dangerously isolated from the policymakers 
it was meant to serve, and even from their colleagues in the Directorate of 
Intelligence—​experts on the very countries DP officers were carrying out oper-
ations against. (Recall the virtually non-​existent relationship between the two 
Directorates during the Bay of Pigs episode, examined in Chapter 4.)

White House Review Panels for Covert Action

Hearing a grumbling through the government grapevine about the free-​
wheeling nature of DP operations, the NSC issued two fresh directives in 1955—​
NSC 5412/​1 and NSC 5412/​2—​meant to achieve better order. These documents 
set up the so-​called 5412 Committee, based on either the room number where 
the group met in the Old Executive Office Building (OEOB, next to the White 
House) or the number of the directive that created the panel—​accounts differ. 
Its membership consisted of aides to the government’s top four officials in the 
national security arena: the president, vice president, secdef, and secstate. The 
panel’s meetings were infrequent during its first three years, however, and its 
rules for approving covert actions entirely ad hoc. In 1959, the members of the 
5412 Committee began to convene weekly but soon decided that the DDP knew 
better than they did what Third Options might work. The air in Room 5412 grew 
thick with deference.
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The 5412 Committee took on the nondescript name of “Special Group” (SG) 
during the Kennedy years (1961–​63) and boosted its membership to include the 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the DCI, the deputy secstate, the deputy 
secdef, and the national security adviser. It had another name change to the 
303 Committee in 1964 (the O.E.O.B. room number). According to the Church 
Committee, between January of 1961 and autumn of 1962, the SG approved 550 
covert operations, mostly minor in scope.

At first, the meetings of the 5412 panel had been largely desultory, in the 
manner of its predecessors—​until the Bay of Pigs wakeup call in 1961. Then 
the ire of President Kennedy turned the Special Group into a more meaningful 
review and approval board for covert actions—​with, understandably, an es-
pecially sharp eye focused on any paramilitary proposals recommended by 
the Agency. The new 303 Committee adopted the use of subcommittees for a 
somewhat deeper examination of Third Option proposals: a Special Group on 
Counterinsurgency for PM operations, and a stygian council named the Special 
Group (Augmented) to supervise Operation “Mongoose” aimed at displacing 
the Castro regime in Cuba.

The Church Committee learned that only 14 percent of the covert actions 
from 1961 to 1975 were reviewed by the SG and the 303 Committees. The State 
Department claims that those activities that escaped review were merely “low-​
risk and low-​cost operations.” This is questionable, though, in light of the Church 
panel revelations about the many important intelligence activities never seen by 
the NSC staff or principals. The Department concedes that “not all major opera-
tions” were brought to President Nixon’s 40 Committee (the next iteration of the 
303 Committee), including the controversial covert attacks against Allende.33 
Research by John Prado and Arturo Jimenez-​Bacardi found that from 1972 to 
1974, the 40 Committee met no more than once each year. “The standard became 
project approval by telephone,” they report, “which made reviews pretty much 
impossible.”34

A Drift of Authority into the Field

After the Bay of Pigs debacle, the footlights would soon go out for Allen Dulles. 
After President Kennedy showed him the stage exit, the next two DCIs were 
outsiders: John A. McCone, a Republican from the business world, and Vice-​
Admiral William F. Raborn Jr. from Naval Operations. Then another DP leader 
took over as DCI in 1966, the suave Richard Helms, a twenty-​five-​year opera-
tions veteran. Under his tutelage, the Directorate returned to its preeminence 
within the Agency. The hallmark of Helms’s tenure turned out to be the domi-
nant role played by paramilitary operations, even though he was not personally 
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enthusiastic about any form of covert action—​let alone the most extreme.35 
President Johnson also displayed little ardor for this approach to foreign affairs, 
even the long-​standing secret funding of the Christian Democratic Party in Italy. 
Yet, PM ops would race forward during the 1960s nonetheless, thanks to stepped 
up CIA counterinsurgency activities around the world, most notably in Africa 
and Indochina.

Given Helms’s lack of zeal for the Third Option, much of the authority for 
specific operations devolved to lower managers in the DP and even station 
chiefs overseas, with a premium placed on self-​initiative and agility in the field—​
certainly not review and approvals from the Congress or, most of the time, even 
by the NSC. Legal constraints were, at best, a distant consideration, with no US 
statutory boundaries in play for covert actions. International law did speak to 
the question of secret interventions by one nation against another. Such activi-
ties were considered harmful to world peace. These non-​interventionist norms 
were, however, routinely ignored. The looseness in the chain of command in the 
United States throughout this evolution of the Third Option can be seen in the 
practice of plausible denial. Under this “doctrine,” which protected the White 
House from blame if a covert action ran awry by allowing the president to deny 
he had given authority for the operation, the pinning down of higher responsi-
bility for any particular covert action became a mug’s game.36

During these years, only the most costly interventions were considered 
worthy of a report in advance to the NSC panel that dealt with covert actions, 
whether the 5412, SG, 303, or 40 Committees—​the succession of panels that 
Prados and Jimenez-​Bacardi refer to as “the high command of the secret war.”37 
This left the overwhelming majority of clandestine interventions subject to no, 
or minimal, NSC review. Nor were the Agency’s chiefs of station consistent 
in their coordination with the US ambassador in their assigned country. 
Historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., a special assistant to President Kennedy, 
concluded that “CIA operations have not been held effectively subordinate to 
U.S. foreign policy.”38

Directorate of Operations (DO)

In 1973, with James R. Schlesinger as DCI, the DP underwent a name change to 
the Directorate of Operations or DO. In the mid-​1970s, use of the Third Option 
was winding down, a result of their uneven performance in Vietnam; the contro-
versy they had stirred with respect to New York Times reporting on CIA opera-
tions in Chile; the ethos in the Nixon administration that government budgets 
needed to be reduced; the absorption of President Nixon with the Watergate 
scandal; and, in 1975, the advent of the Church Committee investigation. 
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The Nixon national security team occasionally backed secret disbursements 
to friends abroad (such as to Jean-​Bedel Bokassa, dictator of the Central 
African Republic39) and, most importantly, backed the military coup in Chile. 
Nevertheless, the Third Option was headed toward its steepest decline, one that 
would reach rock bottom during the Ford administration, as a result of the CIA 
domestic spy scandal known as Operation “CHAOS” (disclosed by the Times in 
1974) and the Church Committee probe.

DCI James Schlesinger was only at Langley for six months before becoming 
secdef for President Nixon. His replacements were, first, William E. Colby 
(1973–​76) and then George H. W. Bush (1976–​77), both at the Agency’s 
helm consecutively during the firestorm of the Senate and House intelligence 
investigations. An operations veteran, Colby was only the second attorney to be-
come DCI (after Dulles) and he vowed to ensure that the initials CIA henceforth 
would stand for “Constitutional Intelligence in America.” (As an undergrad-
uate at Princeton, one of Colby’s professors had been the famed authority on the 
Constitution, Edward S. Corwin.) At the time of the intelligence investigations, 
historian Henry Steele Commager wrote that “perhaps the most threatening of 
all the evidence that [arose] from the findings of the Church Committee [was] 
the indifference of the intelligence agencies to constitutional restraint.”40 Colby 
and many of his Agency colleagues were embarrassed by some of the discov-
eries made during the Senate inquiry into unlawful Agency spying at home and 
morally questionable activities abroad; they, too, wanted an Agency that hon-
ored the rule of law and American values.

In this interval of acute controversy for the Agency (the “Intelligence Wars,” 
or the “time of troubles,” is how intelligence professionals remember the tur-
bulent year of 1975), Colby could see the writing on the wall and tried to 
prepare the CIA and the broader IC for a new set of intelligence regulations—​
perhaps even binding laws for the first time since the National Security Act 
of the Truman era. Colby’s philosophy: America’s spies had to cooperate with 
Congress and brace themselves for a new attitude in Washington toward the 
intelligence mission, which the Agency had itself to blame for involvement in 
CHAOS, the Allende intervention, and the murder plots against Castro and 
other foreign heads of state. Otherwise, if the Agency’s Seventh Floor failed to 
cooperate, lawmakers might just slam closed the doors at Langley and throw 
away the keys.

While the CIA’s very survival was not really at stake—​it had many well-​placed 
defenders in the White House, on the Hill, and elsewhere in Washington—​its 
leadership clearly was under heavy fire, and Langley could have taken some se-
rious budget hits. Probably about half of the Agency’s employees thought Colby 
had the right strategy; the other half believed, along with his predecessor Helms, 
that he had sold the CIA down the river.
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The Ford White House agreed with the sell-​out argument, finding Colby far 
too cooperative with the Church Committee. The president fired him and picked 
George H. W. Bush (America’s diplomatic envoy to China at the time) to nurture 
the Agency through the end game of the Church and Pike inquiries, which he did 
in an adroit balancing act among the views of Colby, Helms, Congress, and the 
White House. Bush’s status as a member of the congressional Old Boys club (as a 
former member of the House from Texas), along with the fact that his father had 
been a popular US senator from Connecticut, helped his cause considerably on 
the Hill. These efforts to step in and save the Agency from the wrath of Congress 
made Bush a hero at Langley; when he became president, the CIA would name 
its Headquarters Building after him.

The Ford administration and the CIA knew what was coming, though, de-
spite Bush’s skill in slow-​rolling congressional reform. There would be a new day 
of legal accountability throughout the Intelligence Community. From 1947 to 
1974, the CIA’s Clandestine Service in its various incarnations (SPG, OPC, OSO, 
PSB, DP, DO) had experienced a high level of autonomy. Formal laws were non-​
existent other than the amorphous founding language in 1947; NSC directives 
were vague; White House review was either cursory or, because of plausible de-
niability, non-​existent; congressional accountability was either casual or AWOL; 
constitutional and moral boundaries remained bleary. In a nutshell, CA opera-
tions were carried out absent rigorous internal review in the executive branch, 
while similarly the Congress indulged in “twenty-​nine years of acquiescence.”41 
Things were about to change.

The Hughes-​Ryan Watershed

The Hughes-​Ryan Act has been referred to in early chapters. Here is why this 
law is so important: in 1974, as the CIA was in the throes of controversy over 
domestic spying and the Agency’s secret manipulation of democratic elections 
in Chile, and with the backdrop of the Watergate scandal and the soured war in 
Vietnam, Congress finally addressed the subject of covert action specifically in 
a statute. Before this time, former DCI Colby has recollected, the Agency had 
based its paramilitary operations on three rationales:

	 •	 the Agency bent toward Article II of the Constitution, which names the 
president as commander in chief;

	 •	 members of Congress were (supposedly) kept informed of Third Option 
activities;

	 •	 the congressional Appropriations Committees paid the bills and, thereby, 
gave further legitimacy to these operations.42
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These arguments were not good enough, however, for post-​Watergate, reform-​
minded members of Congress, who were keenly aware of President Johnson’s 
excesses in Indochina and President Nixon’s Watergate cover-​up at home and 
legerdemain abroad. They understood the constitutional principle that the 
United States had to be a nation of laws, not men (as John Adams had memorably 
put it while serving in the Massachusetts state assembly).

The first serious reform measure on the Hill related to covert action was the 
Abourezk Amendment of October 1974. This proposal would have done away 
with the Third Option altogether—​an idea that proved too radical to muster 
majorities in either chamber of Congress, despite the unusually high interest 
in intelligence reform at the time.43 Two months later, the Hughes-​Ryan Act 
proved more palatable to lawmakers.44 Sponsored by Representative Leo Ryan 
(D, California) and Senator Harold Hughes (D, Iowa), this measure passed on 
December 30, 1974. The new law lacked a robust definition of covert action and 
was briefly worded; nonetheless, it was nothing less than revolutionary in its 
reach.45 From now on, the CIA had to seek formal White House authority to 
conduct a covert action, with the president required to “find” that a proposed in-
itiative was important to the national interest and should be implemented. Gone 
were the days of plausible deniability; now the paper trail for CA approvals led 
directly to the Oval Office at 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. More sweeping still, the 
president had to report all presidential approvals (“findings”) to the appropriate 
intelligence oversight committees on Capitol Hill. Suddenly Congress was ex-
plicitly in the Third Option loop.

The Hughes-​Ryan law was majestic in its departure from previous practices 
that had been reliant on secret, and shifting, executive directives. Historian 
Anne Karalekis has commented on a particularly significant dimension of the 
statute. “Until 1974, 40 Committee decisions on covert action were not always 
referred to the President,” she writes. “Only if there was a disagreement within 
the Committee or if a member of the Committee thought the proposed oper-
ation was important enough or sensitive enough would the President become 
involved. Once again, these ambiguous arrangements were intentional, designed 
to protect the President and to blur accountability.”46

In contrast, here is the language of Hughes-​Ryan (in its entirety):

No funds appropriated under the authority of this or any other Act may be 
expended by or on behalf of the [CIA] for operations in foreign countries, other 
than activities intended solely for obtaining necessary intelligence, unless and 
until the President finds that each such operation is important to the national se-
curity of the United States and reports, in a timely fashion, a description and scope 
of such operations to the appropriate committees of Congress.47



Legal Foundations  183

Good-​bye, plausible denial; hello, presidential accountability. As DCI Woolsey 
said while in office during the Clinton years, “We made it absolutely clear that 
nobody will come within a country mile of anything that could be regarded as 
covert action without having a finding; nobody will do a thing unless and until 
it is clear the NSC wants us to start putting together a finding document. We’ll 
prepare the finding in a very restricted circle, and let each agency that might be 
involved in the operation have a chop.”48

And hello, as well, to a group of elected representatives who now had the 
opportunity—​indeed, the legal requirement—​to consider America’s uses of the Third 
Option. This reporting stipulation did not include all 435 members of Congress, of 
course, with the absurd security implications that would carry, but rather a small 
number of their colleagues on the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence (SSCI) 
and the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence (HPSCI) who would act 
as surrogates for their colleagues in the broader legislative branch.

How wise was it to bring some degree of democracy into the dark corners of co-
vert ops—​an experiment unprecedented at home, in other nations, or throughout 
history? From the vantage point of decreasing ill-​considered covert actions, it was 
prudent; the reigning Langley point-​of-​view, though, was that lawmakers would 
merely “micromanage” their affairs and paralyze the Operations Directorate. 
Some in the Agency considered the decline in the use of the Third Option around 
this time a product of the CIA now having to report to Congress on these activ-
ities.49 The decline was much more a function, though, of the churning effects 
resulting from the Times reporting on CIA operations in Chile, along with the 
Church Committee inquiry and the sheer exhaustion in Washington that 
stemmed from foreign policy setbacks summed up in the word “Vietnam.” It is 
true, though, that the rules delivered a shock to the clandestine professionals in 
the DO. “It was as if,” recalls a tongue-​in-​cheek British observer of the CIA, “they 
were in the position of the medical staff in a hospital waking up one morning to 
find their board of governors consisted of Christian Scientists and herbalists.”50

The provisions of Hughes-​Ryan are sufficiently important to an understanding 
of the law for covert action to warrant further dissection:

No funds . . . may be expended by or on the behalf of the Central Intelligence 
Agency for operations in foreign countries . . .

This clause announced that the government’s money spigots would remain in the 
“off ” position for the Third Option unless the rest of the Hughes-​Ryan law was 
honored.

. . . other than activities intended solely for obtaining necessary intelligence . . .
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The language here underlines the fact that the Hughes-​Ryan statute is not 
about intelligence collection and analysis—​or, for that matter, counterintelli-
gence. It is about covert action.

. . . unless and until the President finds that each such operation is important to 
the national security of the United States.

The far-​reaching requirement stated in this part of the law is that the president 
must put his or her good name on any important Third Option about to go for-
ward in the field. This is the first revolutionary aspect of Hughes-​Ryan: the clause 
that banished the doctrine of plausible denial.

. . . . and reports, in a timely fashion, a description and scope of each operation. .

Here is the second revolutionary feature: the Congress—​that is, its intelligence 
oversight panels—​must be told about all presidential findings. What would con-
stitute “timely,” however, or “description and scope”? These ambiguities set the 
stage for inevitable wrangling among the White House, the NSC, and the nation’s 
spies, on the one hand, and lawmakers and their aides, on the other hand (a po-
litical dimension of covert action taken up in Chapter 8). Two rare examples of 
declassified findings are presented in Figure 7.1, both declassified during the 
Iran-​contra investigation. The difference in specificity between the Nicaraguan 
and the Iranian findings is notable, with the “Purpose” section of the former 
overly brief, allowing the CIA wide leeway—​with all the mischief that can invite.

. . . to the appropriate committees of Congress.

Today these panels include SSCI and HPSCI, plus small twin subcommittees 
dealing with intelligence budgets on the Senate and House Appropriations 
Committees, as well as periodic briefings to the Armed Services committees on 
topics dealing directly with their concern for military intelligence. With pas-
sage of the Hughes-​Ryan Act, the White House and the Congress were now very 
much in the Third Option action game.51

An Intelligence Charter

Following the Church Committee inquiry, some reformers on the Hill believed 
the time had come for even more far-​reaching changes in America’s use of its 
intelligence services. A coalition of reformers led by Senator Walter “Dee” 
Huddleston (D, Kentucky, a former member of the Church Committee and, 
at the time, a member of SSCI), attempted to pass a comprehensive oversight 

 



Figure 7.1  Examples of Presidential Findings on Covert Actions, 1981
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law, known informally as the “Grand Intelligence Charter” or officially as the 
National Intelligence Reorganization and Reform Act of 1978.52 The proposal 
was introduced on the Senate floor in February 1978. The initiative addressed the 
entire scope of US intelligence, with a seaweed intricacy, in the advocacy of more 
than 270 pages of legal regulations. The goal was to eradicate as many ambigui-
ties in intelligence law and practice as possible, once and for all.

The Carter and the Reagan administrations, unusual allies normally at op-
posite ends of the political spectrum, both considered the proposal too all-​
encompassing and restrictive. Among the details on covert action, the Charter 
proposed a ban on

	 •	 the mass destruction of property;
	 •	 the creation of food or water shortages or floods;
	 •	 the creation of epidemics or diseases;
	 •	 the use of chemical or biological (CB) weapons;
	 •	 the violent overthrow of the democratic government of any country;
	 •	 the torture of individuals; and,
	 •	 the support of any action which violated human rights, whether conducted 

by the police, foreign intelligence, or internal security forces of any foreign 
country.53

The proposed law managed to rile up the entire Intelligence Community and 
its extensive network of supporters, as America’s secret agencies pulled out all 
the lobbying stops to halt the initiative. Congress seemed to take on the config-
uration of an adversarial foreign country, and the Agency knew a thing or two 
about maneuvering against hostile regimes.54 Its legislative liaison staff, which 
included a sizable component of DO officers, fanned out across the Hill to work 
their skills of persuasion. The theme of their counterattack: with its detailed pro-
hibitions, the Charter would be devastating to operational flexibiliuty and place 
the CIA at a great disadvantage in confrontations with the KGB and other hostile 
spy services. When the dust settled, the Charter had nowhere near the number 
of votes necessary for passage and it vanished into the dustbin of history. This 
did not mean, of course, that critics of the proposal endorsed the horrific CA 
examples cited above. Almost all would have agreed with those taboos. It was a 
massive document, however, and critics had remonstrated chiefly against its vast 
number of tentacles that reached into every corner of intelligence.

This burst of energy by Charter reformers was not without effect, however. 
Their efforts would turn defeat into victory as they shifted adroitly to a more 
manageable and acceptable law governing intelligence accountability. Indeed, 
the most significant statutory guidance for the Agency since its creation twenty-​
eight years earlier.
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The Intelligence Oversight Act of 1980

In lieu of the sprawling measures presented in the Intelligence Charter, reformers 
retreated to a two-​and-​a-​half-​page bill—​a 99 percent reduction in the number of 
pages from the Charter. This alternative proposal was known as the Intelligence 
Oversight Act of 1980.55 It appeared, at first glance, that intelligence reformers 
had lost the day. In fact, though, within this brief Charter spinoff was packed 
a powerful set of oversight requirements, including corrections to glaring 
omissions and obscurities in the Hughes-​Ryan Act. Treverton has referred to this 
statute as “the most important law passed by Congress in the realm of covert ac-
tion.”56 Its full wording can be found in Appendix B, but key provisions are suc-
cinctly reviewed here:

To the extent consistent with all applicable authorities and duties, including those 
conferred by the Constitution upon the executive and legislative branches . . .

This preamble to the law exhibits an amusing dance of legislation, wherein both 
branches mollified one another by suggesting that none of the legal language to 
follow would jeopardize either’s constitutional rights—​for purists of legislative 
accountability, an alarming concession that might allow nimble-​footed pres-
idents in the future to ignore the law’s provisions, on grounds that his or her 
constitutional duties as chief executive must come first (Article II). Despite this 
ambiguous beginning, the subsequent language bared not just teeth but fangs 
when it came to a determination by Congress to exercise a meaningful role in 
the monitoring of the nation’s secret agencies, including—​above all—​the Third 
Option. The goal: no more Chiles and no more assassination plots, at least not 
unless examined in advance by HPSCI and SSCI lawmakers.

(1)	 “ . . .  fully and currently informed . . .”

For Congress to play a role in the shaping of intelligence operations, its members 
first had to know what the nation’s spy agencies were doing. Toward that end, 
some of the most powerful language in this law underscores the insistence of 
lawmakers that SSCI, HPSCI, and the Appropriations Committees must be in-
cluded in the witting circle when it came to spy activities, not least the Third 
Option. This requirement included “any significant anticipated intelligence 
activity”; and later in this section, the momentous word “prior” is inserted for 
emphasis. Congress had further tightened the legal screws on clandestine 
interventions, mandating prior notice to SSCI and HPSCI on all covert action of 
importance approved by the president. No more ex post facto—​after the fact—​
reporting to lawmakers. These new rules required ante facto briefings, that is, in 
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advance. No more two-​day delays as under Hughes-​Ryan (except in emergen-
cies; see below), which often made it too late for lawmakers to register whatever 
objections they might have.

This concept of prior notice is as important to the examination of covert 
actions by SSCI and HPSCI as the long-​held possession of subpoena powers by 
the Congress to call witnesses for hearings—​both rare procedures absent from 
most every other legislative or parliamentary chamber in the world. From now 
on, members of SSCI and HPSCI had an opportunity to offer their critiques be-
fore clandestine operations were under way, perhaps managing to close the barn-
yard door (if necessary) before the horse bolted out. By virtue of this chance for 
genuine debate, two groups of surrogates for all of Congress—​one in the House 
(HPSCI) and one in the Senate (SSCI)—​could rebuke untoward proposals, even 
threaten budgetary retaliation should the executive branch choose to ignore 
guidance from the congressional oversight committees.

(1)(B) “. . . if the President determines it is essential to limit prior notice to meet 
extraordinary circumstances . . .”

Prudently, the statute permitted some delay in reporting in times of dire emer-
gency. Even then, however, the law required reports in advance to a small group 
of eight congressional leaders who became known as the “Gang of Eight.” These 
individuals included the House Speaker, the House Minority Leader, the HPSCI 
Chair, the HPSCI Ranking Minority member, along with their counterpart 
leaders in the Senate.

(3)(b) “. . . fully inform . . . in a timely fashion . . .”

This prescription, the same language that appeared in Hughes-​Ryan, was a 
follow-​on to the Gang of Eight provision, making it clear that the other 
members of SSCI and HPSCI would have to be informed—​and before long—​
about the operation that had been too sensitive to discuss in advance during 
the time of emergency. “Timely manner” is, of course, an amorphous con-
cept with some wiggle room; but the colloquy during the passage of this law 
pointed to forty-​eight hours as the proper benchmark, a standard that would 
be made more transparent in a letter from President George H. W. Bush to 
Congress in 1991 (along with another landmark oversight law passed that 
year, discussed below).

In short, as insisted on by the Constitution, Congress would be an equal 
partner in the affairs of state—​now including the hidden side of government, 
too, by joining the White House as a partner in the sharing of information about 
spy operations. The exception: emergency circumstances, and even then the 
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leadership on Capitol Hill and the intelligence oversight panels (the Gang of 
Eight) would be on an equal footing with the president. Afterward, in a max-
imum of two days, so would the remaining members of SSCI and HPSCI.

(1)	 “. . . shall not require approval of the intelligence committees . . .”

The 1980 statute did not expressly require congressional approval of covert 
actions; that would have drawn the debate over the legislation into a constitu-
tional thicket regarding the president’s control of the executive bureaucracy. It 
did, however, establish a setting—​the required briefing on a finding—​that per-
mitted lawmakers on SSCI and HPSCI to weigh in. Given the congressional 
power of the purse, opposition among these members of Congress to a specific 
covert action could not be taken lightly, either in the Oval Office or on Langley’s 
Seventh Floor.

(1)	  “ . . .  all intelligence activities which are the responsibility of, are engaged 
in by, or are carried out for or on behalf of, any department, agency, or entity of 
the united States . . .  [underscoring added]

This clause’s short but muscular language went far beyond Hughes-​Ryan, which 
was strictly a covert action statute, to clarify that SSCI and HPSCI had to be told 
about all significant operations within the three intelligence missions: collection 
and analysis, counterintelligence, and covert action. “All” is a small but power-
fully encompassing word. Further, the 1980 Oversight Act closed a Hughes-​Ryan 
loophole by insisting that covert action, or any of the other significant intelli-
gence activities, had to be reported to Congress, regardless of which agency was 
carrying them out—​as captured unequivocally by another all-​encompassing 
word: “entity.”

The president might decide—​though one would hope not—​to assign a co-
vert action mission to the Department of Agriculture, instead of the CIA; say, 
a Third Option dealing with the destruction of crops or livestock in an adver-
sarial country. Under this provision, however, the Department—​a government 
entity—​would still be subject to ante facto reporting to SSCI and HPSCI. This 
language became important during the Iran-​contra investigation, when NSC 
staff members claimed that the 1980 Oversight Act did not pertain to them 
because they were not within the CIA or any other agency of the Intelligence 
Community. As congressional investigators pointed out, though, the NSC is a 
government entity, and they were engaged in covert actions. Full stop.

Two other significant intelligence laws emerged from the deliberation 
of lawmakers in reaction to their shock over the Iran-​contra scandal: a CIA 
Inspector General Act, and a follow-​on to the 1980 Intelligence Oversight Act.
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CIA Inspector General Act

The Iran-​contra affair was the greatest setback in the experiment to bring de-
mocracy into the closed world of covert actions. Once the congressional and 
executive branch investigations were over (the Inouye-​Hamilton Committee 
and the Tower Commission, respectively),57 members of Congress enacted a 
CIA Inspector General Act to help avoid another illegal intelligence fiasco. This 
measure made the Office of the IG more effective within the CIA—​ and answer-
able to Congress.58 The language of the statute gave the IG enhanced authority to 
conduct internal inquiries (the Church Committee had found that the Agency’s 
IG from 1947 to 1974 was basically clueless about most of the CIA’s controversial 
Agency operations, including its covert actions in Cuba and Chile, as well as the 
assassination plots). Further, the law required the new IG to report to SSCI and 
HPSCI at least twice a year, as well as whenever any instance of malfeasance came 
to light at Langley.

The Intelligence Oversight Act of 1991

A second Iran-​contra inspired law was the Intelligence Authorization Act of 1991, 
known less formally as the Intelligence Oversight Act of that year and a follow-​
on to the Intelligence Oversight Act of 1980. At long last, this law formally de-
fined covert action. The definition states that CA is “an activity or activities of the 
United States Government to influence political, economic, or military conditions 
abroad, where it is intended that the role of the United States Government will not 
be apparent or acknowledged publicly.”59

The initial draft of this proposal had emphasized that, in those rare emer-
gency “Gang of Eight” circumstances, the rest of SSCI and HPSCI indeed would 
be informed within forty-​eight hours, as set forth in the 1980 Oversight Act. 
President George H. W. Bush balked, however, at what he thought was an in-
appropriately mandatory timeclock for reporting to Congress. He exercised the 
presidential prerogative of a pocket-​veto, which stopped the entire proposal 
dead in its tracks—​the only time a proposed intelligence law has been vetoed by 
the White House. Soon afterward, though, President Bush offered a conciliatory 
letter addressed to chairmen of SSCI and HPSCI. “I anticipate that in almost all 
instances where prior notice is not provided, notice will be provided within a few 
days,” he wrote. “Any withholding beyond this period will be based upon my as-
sertion of authorities granted to this office by the Constitution.”60

In light of this laudable (if still somewhat obscure) effort by President Bush 
to pass the peace pipe to SSCI and HPSCI so that the new oversight law could 
be enacted, Congress took up the legislative proposal once more. Again the 
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legislation passed and this time the president signed it into law. At the signing 
ceremony, he reiterated the point he made in his letter, namely, that he had 
the constitutional authority to ignore prior reporting to HPSCI and SSCI if 
necessary—​though presumably strictly in situations of utmost emergency. This 
ongoing ambiguity was the price paid by Congress for the bill’s enactment. (The 
reactions of lawmakers to presidential reporting on findings are examined in 
Chapter 8.)

The 9/​11 Statutes

In the wake of the 9/​11 attacks, new laws emerged to guide America’s spy 
agencies. Among them was the Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention 
Act (IRTPA) of 2004 (Chapter 6), which started out as an attempt to strengthen 
the DCI office and instead ended up creating an isolated and weak Office of the 
DNI. The only time that office has worked well so far was under the leadership of 
James R. Clapper Jr., who enjoyed a long-​time working relationship with several 
of the intelligence agency heads and could make things happen within the IC. 
The other DNIs lasted only a short time—​about a year on average, compared to 
Clapper’s six years in that office. Also, in disgust over the use of torture by the CIA 
to elicit intelligence from suspected terrorists, the Congress enacted a measure in 
2005—​the Detainee Treatment Act (DTA)—​that made such practices illegal.61

Legal and Constitutional Ramifications

Executive branch directives have provided some authority for the Third Option 
since 1947, although they have tended to be broadly worded. This watery lan-
guage has allowed the Agency considerable discretionary leeway in carrying out 
its operations. Anyone with even an ounce of managerial experience understands 
the importance of flexibility and agility for an organization’s field units that must 
implement policy, as opposed to the more ponderous bureaucracy at headquar-
ters. Yet specificity is also important to ensure that a policy is being carried out 
as headquarters and overseers intended. This is a balancing act, and for covert 
action it has sometimes tipped toward excessive ambiguity at lower levels.

As Clark Clifford, the chief author of the National Security Act of 1947, testi-
fied before the Church Committee, slippage in the Third Option’s chain of com-
mand has sometimes gone “from point A to point B. . . . When point B is reached, 
the persons in charge feel it is necessary to go to point C, and they assume that 
the original authorization gives them such a right. From point C, they go to D 
and possibly E, and even further.”62 McGeorge Bundy, National Security Adviser 
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during the Kennedy and Johnson administrations, recalled, too, that an opera-
tion might have been “presented in one way to [the 40] committee and executed 
in a way that is different from what the committee thought it had considered.”63 
Open-​ended directives, coupled with the lack of clear legal guidelines and ac-
countability, led to mistakes and, in the case of Iran-​contra, stunning lawlessness.

In response to these experiences, and jarred by the revelation of the opera-
tions directed against Chile, Hughes-​Ryan was born, the Church Committee es-
tablished, SSCI and HPSCI created (with their access to mandatory briefings on 
CA findings), and a new premium placed on Colby’s notion of “Constitutional 
Intelligence in America.” Tone is vital with respect to governmental leadership 
within a democracy. The chief counsel of the Iran-​contra investigation on the 
Hill, Arthur L. Liman, remarked that the scandal “wasn’t just a series of improper 
actions, it was a mentality.” He observed that during the Reagan years it became 
“patriotic to lie to Congress, to circumvent checks and balances through co-
vert actions, and to create the Enterprise to do what the CIA was not permitted 
to do.”64

The Oversight Acts of 1980 and 1991, plus the few additional statutes enacted 
and executive orders written in this new era of intelligence accountability, es-
tablished clearer boundaries for the Third Option. This historically unprec-
edented attempt to bring America’s secret agencies into the full workings of a 
democratic society, against significant opposition—​including from the intel-
ligence agencies themselves—​was remarkable. One result was to inspire other 
democracies around the world to take steps in this direction, from the United 
Kingdom and Canada to Australia and New Zealand (among many other coun-
tries, including France, Germany, and Holland). In the United States, this exper-
iment fell flat on its face after only five years when the Iran-​contra conspirators 
shredded the Hughes-​Ryan Act, the 1980 Intelligence Oversight Act, the Boland 
Amendments, and the Constitution. The ship of state righted itself, though, after 
thorough probes into the abuses and a reaffirmation of constitutional principles 
now applied to the dark side of government, as urged by the Church Committee 
and DCI Colby (among many others).

These efforts at intelligence reform have continued to have their ups and 
downs. They are often dependent on the views of, and the commitment of time to 
oversight by, individual SSCI and HPSCI leaders and members, presidents and 
their advisers, agency directors, and rank-​and-​file intelligence officers. Their de-
gree of involvement has ranged from a belief that the proper degree of commit-
ment to these duties is “none at all,” to a robust understanding that the genius 
of the Constitution was its insistence on shared government and congressional 
checks and balances as a guard against the abuse of power—​and, most dangerous 
of all, secret power.
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There is no finality to this debate. The Constitution remains, as Professor 
Corwin famously put it, “an invitation to struggle” among the branches of govern-
ment.65 One can hope, though, that the framework of balanced government—​a 
government with all its cylinders firing, not least the Congress—​is seriously con-
sidered and appreciated by all parties, and that laws designed to encourage a con-
stitutional balance within the secret realm of intelligence remain on the books, 
and in the hearts and minds of the nation’s leaders and citizens.



8
Decision Paths and Accountability

Covert Action, Democracy, and the Constitution

When it comes to decision making for the Third Option as well as its accounta-
bility, one feature stands out in the twenty-​seven years that separate the National 
Security Act of 1947 from the Hughes-​Ryan Act of 1974: the CIA was only loosely 
part of America’s government. The result was predictable. As a former DNI James 
R. Clapper has put it, “The history of the Intelligence Community is replete with 
abuses.”1 The foolish embrace of “intelligence exceptionalism” at the very begin-
ning of the nation’s history was finally addressed, for covert action at any rate, 
by the Hughes-​Ryan Act, the Church Committee inquiry, and the Intelligence 
Oversight Acts of 1980 and 1991. Today, as former DCI Robert M. Gates has 
written, intelligence serves the president and lawmakers equally, which is exactly 
how the Constitution envisioned the way a democracy should work.2

Nevertheless, some in America’s society continue to resist efforts at keeping 
proper checks and balances over the hidden side of government, preferring to 
return to the days when the CIA and its companion intelligence agencies enjoyed 
wide discretionary authority. These nostalgists either forget or choose to ignore 
the disasters that arose as a result of unbridled secret power. Among them: the 
Bay of Pigs, assassination plots against leaders in the developing world, and the 
Iran-​contra scandal (not to mention, on the collection side, Operation “CHAOS” 
and its program of domestic spying against anti-​Vietnam War protestors).

Allen W. Dulles, the most famous of the DCIs, preferred to tell the truth about 
the CIA’s activities only to one person: the president.3 Conveniently for him, 
presidents seldom asked questions. Nor did members of Congress in that era. 
Almost always, the White House and the NSC were content to let the CIA duke 
it out with the KGB, leaving the details to officers in the DP and later the DO. 
Former Secretary of State Rusk, for example, recalled that he “never saw a budget 
of the CIA,” even though he was a statutory member of the National Security 
Council, the hub of the wheel for US national security policy.4

As for Congress, “the old tradition was that [lawmakers] didn’t ask,” remem-
bered former DCI Colby. “It was a consensus that intelligence was apart from the 
rules . . . that was the reason we did step over the line in a few cases, largely be-
cause no one was watching. No one was there to say don’t do that.”5 On the Hill, 
Senator Church also reflected on these earlier years, noting that “some of those 
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senior senators who did have this so-​called [intelligence] watchdog committee 
were known to say in effect: ‘We don’t watch the dog. We don’t know what’s going 
on, and furthermore, we don’t want to know.’ ”6 The result, which James Madison 
would have predicted, was a collapse of democratic principles and institutions 
within the hidden side of government, as manifested most shockingly in illegal 
spying at home and the Iran-​contra scandal overseas.

The Third Option Approval Process

With the advent of the Hughes-​Ryan statute, the procedures for approving co-
vert actions went from simple to complex, from a short sprint to the 400-​meter 
hurdles. For those who opposed bringing accountability into the world of intel-
ligence, the new rules were a catastrophe. Too many players would now gum up 
the works and leak sensitive information, ruining one of the best instruments for 
foiling the machinations of communists and other enemies of the United States. 
In contrast, for proponents of accountability—​the establishment of debate and 
the serious review of intelligence operations by executive and legislative author-
ities outside the CIA—​Hughes-​Ryan was a wise compromise for bringing some 
degree of democracy into the remotest part of the government without harming 
national security.

Opponents of accountability were correct in their belief that the procedures 
for the Third Option had become more complex. The diagram in Figure 8.1 
depicts the process mandated by the Hughes-​Ryan rules, beginning with the 
first day of the New Year in 1975. This decision pathway remains essentially the 
same today, with a few name changes here and there for the NSC review panels. 
The most significant difference between now and then has been the entry of the 
DNI into the decision loop, even though the Intelligence Reform and Terrorism 
Prevention Act (IRTPA) of 2004 that created that office said nothing at all about 
the DNI having a say over covert actions.

Actual policymaking can be quite different from formal law, however, and 
the DNI has become “deeply involved” in Third Option decisions.7 In the first 
place, the DNI is the chief representative of the entire Intelligence Community. 
This means that a covert action proposal must be included in the DNI’s National 
Intelligence Program, or NIP—​the annual spy budget (sans military intelligence, 
which is located in a separate appropriations compartment).

Moreover, in a document sent to lawmakers each year, known as the 
Congressional Budget Justification Book (CBJC, which has a classified annex on 
intelligence activities), the reasons that a particular covert action appears in the 
NIP and deserves funding are spelled out. These reasons must be defended by 
both the D/​CIA and the DNI. As a result, it becomes important for the Agency 
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to bring the DNI on board in support of a clandestine intervention, since he—​
and with the Biden administration, she: Avril Haines—​may well be queried by 
lawmakers about the operation. Two voices, the D/​CIA and the DNI, both vis-
iting SSCI and HPSCI (as well as the Appropriations Committees), are able to 
provide a stronger case than one person alone. The reality is that without the 
DNI as an advocate, a Third Option proposal might well stall out in Congress. 
Finally, D/​CIAs have found it politically wise to have the weight of the DNI—​a 
senior professional colleague—​included in the vetting process, as a CA proposal 
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initially wends its way upward within the executive branch hierarchy from 
Langley to the Oval Office.

On the post-​decision side of covert action, having the DNI aboard also gives 
the Agency an opportunity to have an ally in shouldering the blame, should 
things go wrong. Former Air Force three-​star general and DNI Clapper has said 
that he routinely told each of the four D/​CIAs with whom he served during his 
six-​years-​plus on the job as DNI (2010–​17): “If you want me around when the 
plane crashes, have me around when the plane takes off.”8 Each of the Agency’s 
directors abided by this old Air Force saw and embraced a policy of transparency 
toward Clapper on all Third Option initiatives. Referring back to Figure 8.1, the 
DNI now stands between the DCI (renamed the D/​CIA in 2004) and the NSC, 
as the final senior intelligence official to sign off on a proposal for a clandestine 
intervention before the Council’s staff, then the president and the other top three 
members of the NSC, evaluate its merits.

As one might suppose, the Agency’s stations overseas—​on the front lines of 
America’s secret foreign policy—​are significant germinators of new Third Option 
ideas. In 1980, for instance, many proposals bubbled up to Headquarters from 
COSs around the world, usually in response to directives from Headquarters that 
seek recommendations on how to solve various global challenges.9 Occasionally, 
clandestine schemes are concocted by CIA assets, too, although the DO has 
learned to be cautious about these individuals who sometimes simply try “to 
make themselves appear busy and worth their keep.”10 Plus, recall the risks of 
dealing with wild-​cat operatives like WI/​ROGUE (Chapter 1). A high-​ranking 
DP operative, Desmond “Des” FitzGerald, sensitive to the question of whether 
the Agency was creating too many CA proposals without proper alignment with 
America’s overt foreign policy, reminded National Security Adviser McGeorge 
Bundy in 1964 that “although the Agency appears as the proposer of most covert 
action programs at the Special Group and elsewhere, we do this only in response 
to what we understand to be policy requirements and have no interest in either 
commencing or perpetuating any programs which are not demanded by policy 
and which are not geared to the accomplishment of a specific objective.”11

From year to year, the pattern of having most CA proposals arise from the 
field has remained fairly constant, though with occasional ideas seeping up from 
elsewhere in the Agency bureaucracy and in other parts of the national security 
apparatus. For example, as one would expect, the DO’s Covert Action Staff (CAS) 
will periodically offer suggestions, driven in part by a bureaucratic imperative to 
be creative and productive as a way to impress the boss at promotion time—​the 
Agency’s version of the “publish or perish” syndrome found in the nation’s uni-
versities. As a former CAS operative recalls, once the US government established 
a capacity for covert action, the White House and other senior authorities some-
times failed to realize “that we would seek fires to put out, even if we had to light 
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them ourselves”12 Or as Scott Anderson writes: “Covert Action specialists get 
noticed for conducting operations, not for canceling them.”13

Moreover, the Counterintelligence Staff (CIS)—​an even deeper and darker 
cavern at Langley under the leadership of James Angleton from 1954 to 1974 
than the CAS—​has pushed forward a Third Option idea or two over the years, 
such as spreading around Eastern Europe altered copies of Khrushchev’s anti-​
Stalin speech to the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet 
Union (CPSU) in 1956. Angleton was no stranger to clandestine activities and 
enjoyed a coign of vantage in this domain, having served as special assistant to 
the DDP until tapped to lead the CIS in 1954. The Agency’s Nonproliferation 
Center (NPC) has also advanced some covert action proposals now and again 
before that intelligence mission shifted in 2005 over to the Office of the DNI. 
The NPC was renamed the National Counterproliferation Center (NCPC) and 
expanded. This Center has become an important source of CA proposals aimed 
at the possible spread of WMD around the globe. As well, the Agency’s Center 
for Counterterrorism (CTC) puts in an occasional oar, as when assisting DO 
operatives to destroy suspected chemical or biological facilities held by terrorist 
organizations in different parts of the world.14 The creation of the CTC in 1986 
was a significant boost to the Agency’s covert action capabilities. As former DCI 
Gates writes: “Before, we issued analyses to policymakers about terrorist organ-
izations. Now we were operational.”15 Planners in the DO began to employ the 
Third Option far more often against terrorism, illegal drugs, human trafficking, 
and the proliferation of WMD, rather than just against specific countries and 
regimes—​a trend that has accelerated in recent years.16

Other organizations outside the Agency sometimes offer covert action 
recommendations to the Operations Directorate, such as DoD and DoS (at the 
secretary level), ambassadors in the field, and (though rarely) from individual 
lawmakers and presidents. Only once has a member of Congress, HPSCI’s 
Charlie Wilson, sustained a truly gung-​ho involvement in covert action planning 
from A to Z, in his case in support of the Agency’s operations against the Soviet 
military in Afghanistan (Chapter 5). Every once in a while, though, an influential 
lawmaker will jump in, as did Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich (R, Georgia) 
in 1995, when he insisted on adding $18 million from Congress for a secret 
fund aimed at overthrowing the Iranian regime. As noted earlier in this book, 
the Carter administration offers an unusual example of a president personally 
recommending a covert action (still classified), one designed to advance human 
rights—​his favorite policy subject—​in a developing nation.17

Here is an illustration of the decision process for covert actions since Hughes-​
Ryan. After a COS’s initiation of a proposal, let us say, it is scrubbed by the Covert 
Action Staff (CAS) or, for paramilitary operations, by the Special Operations 
Group (SOG, nicknamed the “Ground Branch” by insiders), both located within 
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the Agency’s Directorate of Operations. Since the advent of Hughes-​Ryan and the 
demise of plausible deniability (what Chris Whipple has referred to as “a tectonic 
shift in the landscape of intelligence, signaling a new world”),18 the CIA has taken 
great pains to forward to the White House only those Third Option proposals that 
have been prepared with great care and coordinated with other relevant entities 
at Langley—​such as the Analysis Directorate. The Agency’s reputation was now 
more directly on the line with the president and top White House advisers.

After emerging from these DO scrubs, a CA initiative is subject to much 
greater inhouse discussion and coordination than before Hughes-​Ryan, to 
the dismay of operations officers. Former DCI Gates remembers how the DO 
“was neither comfortable nor happy” with the involvement of other parts of the 
Agency in its activities.19 Nevertheless, such was the reality of the new scene. As 
traced in Figure 8.1, the DO was expected in the post-​Hughes-​Ryan era to touch 
base with several units within the Agency:

Legislative Counsel: how would the proposal play on Capitol Hill?
General Counsel: how did the proposal come across from a legal point 

of view?
Comptroller: what would the operation cost, and was that funding available?
Intelligence Directorate (today, Analysis Directorate): Did the CIA’s analysts 

have any guidance that might improve, or perhaps discourage, moving for-
ward with a covert action?

As Figure 8.1 depicts as well, the CIA now makes more of an effort to coordinate 
its clandestine interventions with the State Department, especially when it comes 
to planting propaganda overseas. As former DCI Leon Panetta has said: “Even 
though we were operating on a covert basis, you had to make sure that the overt 
methods that were being used at least delivered the same message.”20

In the propaganda domain, first the CAS develops a concept (“perspective”), 
say, on the merits of stationing US troops in Estonia, or of building sophisti-
cated anti-​ballistic-​missile shields in South Korea and Japan. A theme, once 
drafted, is sent under these new procedures to the State Department’s intelli-
gence agency (the Bureau of Intelligence and Research or INR) for review, modi-
fication, or even a veto. The intelligence professionals in INR check with relevant 
members of State’s diplomatic corps for their opinions and, if necessary in par-
ticularly sensitive cases, with managers up the Department’s hierarchy, all the 
way to the secretary’s office for especially delicate proposals. This coordination 
became doubly important once the United States created overt organizations to 
fund political activities abroad, such as the National Endowment for Democracy 
(created in 1983), to ensure that the Agency’s activities dovetailed with the State 
Department’s programs.
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At the time of the Carter administration, about a quarter of the CAS-​generated 
propaganda themes would be deep-​sixed by State. Those that survived were then 
forwarded to the DCI—​or, today, to the D/​CIA and the DNI—​for review, where 
the proposals are sometimes sent back to lower levels for revision. If approved, 
the themes move on through the rest of the decision points displayed in Figure 
8.1. If the propaganda theme is merely a slight variation of one already covered 
under a previous presidential finding, the CAS can then contact the Agency’s sta-
tion to allow dissemination of the message—​although, even in these instances, 
only after running the modification by the State Department. In some instances, 
findings from a previous administration can continue under a new presidency, 
but the incoming president and the congressional oversight committees must be 
informed about these extensions (which were more plentiful during the Obama 
years than is usually the case).

As further shown in Figure 8.1, in addition to State for propaganda themes, 
the Agency has another—​and even more daunting—​outside entity to deal with 
as it seeks Third Option approvals: an NSC staff “covert action working group,” 
which has had various names over the years. The DCI (and now the D/​CIA and 
the DNI) must interact with this White House sentinel to advance a clandestine 
initiative.

The NSC staff working group (senior deputies who represented the president, 
the vice president, the secdef, and the secstate, on the Deputies Committee) is ex-
pected to give the Third Option an acid bath of criticism, and a high percentage 
of proposals are cancelled at this stage. Those that pass muster move forward 
to the NSC “principals” themselves on the Principals Committee: the president, 
vice president, secdef, and secstate, known formally as the NSC Subcommittee 
on Covert Action—​the center piece in the executive branch for Third Option 
approvals. In the tradition of Council panels, this one has undergone a number 
of name changes from administration to administration, such as the Special 
Coordination Committee (SCC) during the Carter administration and the 
National Security Planning Group (NSPG) during the Reagan administra-
tion (for precursors, see Chapter 7). As the last step, the president decides 
whether to bless the operation by issuing or rejecting a “finding,” as required by 
Hughes-​Ryan. If the covert action is a response to a foreign policy emergency, 
the White House has access to the CIA Contingency Reserve Release Fund. 
This reservoir of money consists of several million dollars, on hand for use in 
fast-​moving circumstances. Access to this funding is subject to presidential ap-
proval, followed by immediate reporting to SSCI and HPSCI. An example of its 
use: $1 million released for timely assistance to the Polish workers movement, 
Solidarity, in 1983.

These Hughes-​Ryan procedures are strikingly different from the earlier days of 
brief telephone conversations between a DCI and a national security advisor—​or, 
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often, no higher clearance at all outside the confines of the Agency’s leadership 
pod at Langley. In each of these new steps, officials have an eye out for several 
features in a proposal. What is the justification for it? How important is the op-
eration for America’s global interests? What has been the history of activities 
against the target? How much will the operation cost? What are the risks? How 
will it be coordinated with State and Defense, or other relevant US departments 
and agencies? What are the odds of success? What are the alternatives? How are 
HPSCI and SSCI likely to react?

These questions have always been present for Third Option planning with 
the exception of the lack of concern about the views of lawmakers in the pre-​
Church Committee era. What was new about the Hughes-​Ryan procedures 
was the number of individuals now scrutinizing the proposal and addressing 
these questions, including—​in the most dramatic change—​members of SSCI 
and HPSCI.

Speed of Action and the Hughes-​Ryan Rules

Some have criticized this decision sequence for being too complicated, 
taking too long, and, as a result, robbing the United States of advantages once 
accrued to the Agency by virtue of its ability to engage quickly and nimbly in 
secret interventions. “What we have is covert action by national consensus!” 
bemoaned a senior DO official after adoption of the new rules.21 In a compar-
ison between reliance on a telephone call to the national security adviser in the 
old days versus the various steps outlined in Figure 8.1, obviously the former 
is quicker. Yet, when it counts, not by much. In times of urgency, a proposal 
can race through this flow chart. The key personnel—​the DDO, the D/​CIA, 
the DNI, the four NSC principals (including the president), and the “Gang of 
Eight”—​can all be patched together quickly on a secure phone or internet con-
nection, when fast-​moving authority is necessary. Even when Congress is in re-
cess and key members are traveling in their home districts, away from secure 
telephones, they can be reached with a little bit of persistence, as when the CIA 
speedily contacted the Gang of Eight about Russian interference in the 2016 
presidential election.22

In normal times, democracy is—​to its credit—​slower than the decision pro-
cess for the world’s autocrats. Slowness can be a good thing, as the nation debates 
and deliberates over the best way to proceed, all the while keeping the likely reac-
tion of citizens to the operation in mind, should the covert action become public. 
Moreover, in almost all cases, the development of a Third Option is not acutely 
time-​sensitive. Thus, the criticism of these new procedures as a hopeless, time-​
consuming labyrinth is unfounded. In addition, much is gained by including 
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others in the shaping of covert actions beyond bureaucrats and specialists in the 
DO, such as a few elected officials on Capitol Hill (SSCI and HPSCI members) or 
foreign policy experts in the Department of State. At least some degree of debate, 
the linchpin of democracy, can take place even in this sheltered and sensitive 
realm of government.

One worthy Third Option proposal, which remains classified, took six months 
to travel through the steps in the Hughes-​Ryan circuit. At the beginning, the 
initiative received close scrutiny inside the DO for two months, going through 
a series of drafts as experts worked out the kinks, tightened the language, and 
anticipated possible questions from the NSC’s staff and principals, as well as 
from SSCI and HPSCI. During this period, the proposal was vetted by the other 
Agency entities presented in Figure 8.1, as well as by the State Department. The 
next month was devoted to a gimlet-​eyed review by the NSC staff working group, 
followed by another month for review by the NSC Subcommittee on Covert 
Action—​the principals in the executive branch. Finally, during a fifth month, the 
proposal gained presidential authority by way of a finding. The journey took time, 
but the end result was a first-​rate operation that easily sailed through HSPCI and 
SSCI review over the final month, then succeeded admirably in the field. Had a 
faster approval period been necessary, that would have happened, too—​although 
the end product would have been less thoroughly studied, thereby increasing the 
odds of error or outright failure.

Generic or “Worldwide” Findings

A controversy has evolved regarding the presidential use of so-​called generic or 
worldwide findings: White House approvals so broad and open-​ended (“thwart 
Qaeda operations in North Africa”) as to invite forms of tradecraft in their pur-
suit that were never anticipated by a president or legislative overseers. This type 
of finding takes advantage of the law’s silence on how detailed a finding should 
be, occasionally sending a Third Option cascading down the unpredictable slide 
that Clark Clifford warned against, from Points A to B to C, and perhaps even 
further.

Naturally, it should not be the purpose of a finding to put the CIA and its 
officers into a straitjacket. As argued in Chapter 7, flexibility in the field can be 
a necessity. A long-​toothed DO veteran has stressed. “Covert action teams often 
could respond more quickly and effectively [during America’s recent long war 
in Afghanistan], sometimes before we at HQS [Headquarters at Langley] even 
knew what action they were taking,” he writes. “This was more than OK—​it was 
what I wanted. The field leaders demonstrated flat, networked intelligence col-
laboration and covert action at its best.”23
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Yes, “OK”—​until it isn’t.
Findings should be a carefully calibrated balancing act that takes into ac-

count the need for agility in the field but that also honors the original intent of 
the covert action. Too often, instead, findings have been so vague as to permit 
almost any approach during the implementation phase overseas. A highly placed 
insider reports that “post-​9/​11 findings have been extremely broad”—​a worri-
some drift back to open-​ended authority for covert actions.24 Historian Arthur 
M. Schlesinger Jr. observed after the Bay of Pigs that “one of the most shocking 
things which emerged after the last Cuban episode was the weakness of top-​level 
CIA control—​the discrepancy between what high CIA officials thought their 
operatives were saying and doing in the field, and what these operatives were 
actually saying and doing.”25 An experienced operations officer in the Agency 
has pointed to yet another potential trap that can accompany a lack of account-
ability over field activities. “When you’re in the field, it’s very easy to fall in love 
with your operations and your agents,” recalls Peter Sichel, who was engaged in 
Agency clandestine activities in Berlin after the Second World War. “And just as 
with love, you can become blind to their faults. This is why you must have outside 
oversight—​the field officers can’t do it—​but it’s also why completely worthless 
operations can continue on for years.”26

Obviously, it would be unreasonably taxing on a president and the oversight 
committees in Congress to have hundreds of mini-​findings that deal with every 
possible clandestine move against America’s adversaries. Some broadness of 
scope makes sense, but not so much that the finding becomes a blank check. 
Former DCI Stansfield Turner pondered this dilemma, although his remedy has 
proven (at times) overly optimistic:

Under a broad finding, an operation can be expanded considerably; with a 
narrow one, the CIA has to go back to the President to obtain a revised finding 
if there is any change of scope. The Congress is wary of broad findings; they 
can easily be abused. The CIA is afraid of narrow findings; they can be a nui-
sance. What has evolved is a working understanding that whenever the activity 
being carried out under a finding is widened past the original description to the 
Congress, the CIA will advise the committees.27

Changes are reported to the NSC, SSCI, and HPSCI via Memoranda of 
Notification or MONs. A “significant” change that warrants the MON procedure 
includes any mid-​course correction that increases the risks of exposure or raises 
the chances of a substantial political repercussion, if exposed. A MON tripwire, 
too, is any modification that involves a distinct change in operational direction; 
or a sizable increase in spending. A 20 percent budget increase is a standard 
threshold figure for triggering MON reporting.
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Admiral Turner was conscientious about keeping SSCI and HPSCI informed 
about alterations in the original scope of a covert action. To rely today on the 
good intentions of every D/​CIA and DNI, though, would run contrary to best 
practices for reliable accountability. In that world, witnesses are sworn in under 
oath; interviews are crossed-​checked with official documents; and facts overrule 
conjecture and supposition—​all in the spirit of the venerable saying, “Even when 
you’re playing poker with your Grandma, you should cut the cards.” The bottom 
line: findings can, and have been, misused—​twisted out of shape from their orig-
inal intention. The congressional Iran-​contra investigative committee reported 
in 1987 that “while [William J.] Casey was Director of Central Intelligence, CIA 
personnel attempted to craft Findings in terms so broad that they would not 
limit the CIA’s freedom to act.”28

~~~
Within the executive branch, then, Hughes-​Ryan has made a major dif-
ference in the nation’s approach to covert action. Since 1974, Third Option 
initiatives—​drone assassinations aside (a big exception; see Chapter 6)—​have 
been subject to exhaustive executive reviews, with proposals scrutinized 
within the Agency, the NSC, and the White House. Checks on ill-​considered 
proposals now exist throughout the top-​level national security apparatus, to 
include a State Department and CIA coordination of propaganda themes; 
NSC reviews at the staff and principal levels; and, above all, the knowledge 
that presidents will hold the proposals in their hands and take a close look. So 
will members of SSCI and HPSCI. Beginning with Jimmy Carter, some chief 
executives have invited the attorney general to sit in on the NSC Subcommittee 
review, as well—​a way of ensuring that the legal aspects of any proposal are se-
riously weighed.

The new rules of CA accountability have carried the United States a long way 
toward bringing democracy into the inner recesses of the government. It was 
a heartening development for an open society—​until the Iran-​contra scandal. 
The most elaborate rules for covert action proved to be of no avail in stopping 
an administration hell-​bent on having its way in that instance, regardless of the 
law. It was a lesson from antiquity—​the writings of Plato and Aristotle, among 
others—​that officials of good character in high office are an essential ingredient 
for constitutional government to work. Even when the process is entirely hon-
orable and the rules are obeyed, there is no guarantee that the operation will be 
wise or successful, as demonstrated by the Obama administration’s major co-
vert action snafus in Syria (Chapter 6). Still, democratic procedures are more 
likely to produce good policy than is the whim of an autocrat or a power-​drunk 
American president acting unilaterally.
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How did SSCI and HPSCI fail the nation in preventing a rogue NSC staff from 
bypassing Hughes-​Ryan and the Intelligence Oversight Act of 1980 during the 
Iran-​contra affair? That key matter of CA accountability is taken up next, with a 
look at the other half of the Hughes-​Ryan Act: reporting to Congress on presi-
dentially approved covert actions. This requirement sounds simple enough, but 
it has been plagued by ambiguities and failures.

Congress Is Invited to the Party

Chapter 7 illustrated how the new oversight laws brought the Congress into the 
Third Option decision circuit in a major way, more in tune with the intent of 
the Constitution. Under the new procedures, a handful of senators and repre-
sentatives, supported by expert aides, would review CA findings. Accountability 
in this dimly lit space shifted intelligence toward a higher ethical posture, be-
cause the United States finally had in place significant checks on secret execu-
tive power. The shaping and authorization of the Third Option had gone from 
the hidden hands of bureaucrats in the inner recesses of the CIA, with occa-
sional course corrections from the White House, to a requirement for formal 
presidential approval, followed by serious Q-​and-​A sessions within the inner 
sanctums of SSCI and HPSCI on the merits of specific findings. In addition to 
providing this vital forum for closed door hearings into proposed covert actions, 
these committees draft legislation related to intelligence activities, conduct 
investigations and reviews, and engage in day-​to-​day checking up on the activi-
ties of the eighteen major spy agencies. Further, SSCI is responsible for the con-
firmation process whereby presidential nominees for top intelligence posts are 
subject to close scrutiny.

This strengthening of democratic procedure inside the dusky world of 
America’s spies must honor, of course, the protection of bona fide national se-
curity secrets. The two Intelligence Committees have proven themselves re-
sponsible in dealing with the classified information shared with them by the 
secret agencies. Only once has one of the Committees, HPSCI, had a member 
in the mid-​1990s who violated this trust: Representative Robert G. Torricelli 
(D, New Jersey). He became so agitated about the CIA having a thug on its pay-
roll in Guatemala that he held a public press conference to complain about this 
asset, even though the matter was classified at the time. He was castigated by 
his colleagues on the Committee for this inappropriate disclosure.29 This unfor-
tunate case aside, HPSCI and SSCI have earned high marks from intelligence 
officials for their reliable partnership in honoring the nation’s legitimate secrets, 
such as the names of assets overseas. (On the matter of the unsavory Guatemalan 
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asset, HPSCI and SCCI complained about this privately to the DCI and the pres-
ident, with the result that the asset was fired—​the proper way to deal with impro-
prieties, not by calling a vagrant press conference.)

So with respect to the canard that the value of the Third Option has been 
ruined by the new laws and procedures because lawmakers are unable to keep a 
secret, the evidence since the creation of SSCI and HPSCI simply does not sup-
port that claim. Such allegations are expressed by those who long for a return to 
the supposedly halcyon days of Article II supremacy, when the Agency operated 
almost solely within the auspices of the executive branch and with minimal su-
pervision even from the White House, let alone Capitol Hill. During the reg-
ular briefings that take place on findings, HPSCI and SSCI members act as eyes 
and ears for the broader membership of their parent chambers, debating (when 
warranted) the pros and cons of a particular covert action proposal. Now and 
then these lawmakers reject a covert action idea out of hand, or request that it 
be revised and resubmitted to the panels. All but one of the nation’s DCIs has 
endorsed this new and more rigorous form of intelligence accountability, with 
William J. Casey, architect of the Iran-​contra affair, the outlier—​and, as it turned 
out, the outlaw.

Covert Action and the Centrality of Process

Process, that is, the procedures established by the Constitution and law for de-
cision making and accountability in the United States, resides at the heart of 
democratic government. As Treverton has observed with respect to the Iran-​
contra scandal, “Excluding the designated congressional overseers also excluded 
one more ‘political scrub,’ one more source of advice about what the American 
people would find acceptable.”30 Ethical covert actions depend on an ethical 
findings process, which is based in turn upon honoring the shared-​powers pre-
scription embedded in the Constitution. The intelligence oversight laws reflect 
this understanding of the nation’s founding document. Senator Church and DCI 
Colby, both with law degrees but otherwise unlikely associates, got their wish for 
“Constitutional Intelligence in America” (in Colby’s awkward use of the “C.I.A” 
acronym).

The quest for a spy system based on constitutional principles has been far 
from perfect. This fact was underscored by the ease with which the Iran-​contra 
conspirators bypassed the intelligence oversight rules. Unsettling, as well, is the 
reality that the scandal was brought to light not by congressional overseers on 
HPSCI and SSCI, but by a leak to a newspaper in the Middle East. As the fol-
lowing section illuminates, that affair has not been the only flaw in the efforts 
since 1975 to bring intelligence under the law and constitutional safeguards.
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Intelligence Oversight Leadership

The CIA and the executive branch have displayed an unevenness in the quality 
of their intelligence leadership under the new rules. Compare DCI Robert Gates, 
on the one hand, who understood the importance of congressional checks on 
executive branch activities and cooperated closely with Congress, with William 
Casey, on the other hand, who would like to have taken a giant saw, cut around 
the Capitol, and shoved the legislative branch into the Potomac River, waving 
bye-​bye as it floated off into the Chesapeake Bay and disappeared forever in the 
waves of the Atlantic Ocean.31

Or contrast Presidents Dwight D. Eisenhower and George H. W. Bush, 
both of whom spent hours studying reports from their intelligence agencies, 
seeking to be better informed as they made fateful decisions on behalf of the 
United States, with President Donald J. Trump, who often ignored the value of 
intelligence—​including early warnings in the President’s Daily Brief from the 
Intelligence Community that COVID-​19 presented a significant threat to the 
United States.32 As summarized in Chapter 6, beyond casting aside the reporting 
of the spy agencies on world affairs, Trump also spent a considerable amount of 
time fighting with these organizations, turning covert action and other forms of 
intelligence—​meant to be above the partisan fray—​into a political football.33

So, too, has the Congress revealed a range of responses from SSCI and 
HPSCI members toward their duties as watchdogs over the Third Option. A few 
lawmakers have been dedicated—​dogged even—​in their attempts to monitor 
covert action and other intelligence activities, attending every meeting of SSCI 
and HPSCI, seriously engaged in the proceedings. They have come to hearings, 
whether closed (the usual case, with sensitive intelligence briefings) or open, 
armed with probing questions meant to improve clandestine interventions 
whenever necessary, and to guard the nation’s purse-​strings against cavalier 
spending.

Moreover, dedicated congressional overseers have routinely traveled to 
Langley for powwows with the D/​CIA and his or her top staff; and to the DNI’s 
offices at Liberty Crossing in North Arlington, Virginia. They have met period-
ically with the NSC’s intelligence staff, and with the secdef on PM activities that 
might affect the US military posture abroad; or with the secstate on public diplo-
macy and its coordination with clandestine Agency propaganda. In addition, the 
conscientious lawmakers on HPSCI or SSCI (and their staffs) have toured CIA 
stations overseas, courteously but firmly posing questions to the COS about the 
details of covert actions that might be taking place within their part of the world, 
comparing this “ground truth” perspective with the wording of the findings and 
the congressional briefings that have followed the president’s approval. When 
not engaged in discussing the Third Option face to face with practitioners, 
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responsible overseers have spent a fair amount if time on secure telephone or 
internet connections with intelligence officials, routinely requesting updates and 
clarifications.

If anything seems questionable, the best of the overseers will arrange com-
mittee hearings in closed session to ask Agency witnesses—​under oath, when 
a matter is particularly controversial—​about worries the Congress might have 
with respect to an ongoing operation. One of the unfortunate omissions of rig-
orous accountability when SSCI and HPSCI looked into rumors about the Iran-​
contra activities before the scandal broke was to take NSC officials McFarlane, 
Poindexter, and North at their word. Here were the leading NSC conspirators 
behind the affair: McFarlane, morally the most conflicted; Poindexter, intel-
lectually the most gifted; North, as a decorated warrior, the most noble. Out of 
their zeal and secrecy the scandal was born, without morality, without intellect, 
without nobility.

Eventually, it was discovered that these officials had lied to Committee 
members, including panel chairs Daniel K. Inouye (D, Hawaii) of SSCI and 
Lee H. Hamilton (D, Indiana) of HPSCI, about the administration’s failure to 
honor the Boland Amendments and the other intelligence oversight laws. Had 
this Reagan administration trio, among other dramatis personae in the affair, 
been placed under oath and queried about the rumors, lawmakers might have 
unraveled the truth much earlier. At least, though, the Committees conducted 
a thorough inquiry after the Mideast newspaper leak revealed the affair. There is 
no guarantee that the truth would have emerged at an earlier stage, even under 
oath; but that would have been the correct procedure. Swearing an oath before 
a congressional committee to “tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but 
the truth” can have a sobering effect, even on highly placed ideologues in the ex-
ecutive branch. Few individuals relish the notion of a prison term for perjuring 
themselves before Congress.

Oversight Cheerleaders and Champions

SSCI and HPSCI leadership over the years is listed in Appendix A. These men and 
one woman (SSCI’s Dianne Feinstein, D, California) have included champions of 
accountability who understood that oversight is about both praise for the spy 
agencies and, when warranted, criticism; but the list also includes cheerleaders—​
lawmakers who have interpreted their job as merely one of supporting the in-
telligence agencies no matter what, laws or no laws, bungles or no bungles, 
disciplined or undisciplined spending. Despite all the intelligence oversight 
reforms, the cheerleaders have had a greater presence in numbers on Capitol Hill 
than the champions of genuine accountability. “We really don’t have, still don’t 
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have, meaningful congressional oversight [of the intelligence agencies],” con-
cluded GOP leader Senator John McCain (Arizona) in 2004.34 That same year, 
the 9/​11 Commission agreed. In the words of its final report, “Congressional 
oversight for intelligence—​and counterterrorism—​is now dysfunctional.”35

Yet, despite the prevalence of institutional fawning, there have been notable 
exceptions to the supine posture of cheerleading since the watershed year of the 
Church Committee inquiry. On the Senate side, for instance, the inaugural SSCI 
Chairman Daniel Inouye—​although failing to pursue the Iran-​contra rumors 
more determinedly in their early stages—​generally shined as someone who 
launched the new Committee well (starting in 1976), and who spent long hours 
trying to carry out the challenging and time-​consuming task of policy review for 
the many spy agencies.

Joining Inouye in SSCI’s ranks of stellar overseers has been Birch Bayh (D, 
Indiana), who carried on Inouye’s tradition of regular hearings and serious 
questioning; David L. Boren (D, Oklahoma), who joined with DCI Gates in 
a model working relationship—​one of the very best so far—​between the CIA 
and the Congress; Dennis DeConcini (D, Arizona), who stood up to DCIs 
who failed to treat SSCI fairly and with respect; Dianne Feinstein, who had 
the guts to probe into rumors about CIA torture practices, and who became 
publicly outraged by Agency attempts to curb this legitimate inquiry; Bob 
Graham (D, Florida), who raised red flags about possible Saudi complicity in 
the 9/​11 attacks, in the face of all manner of expedients by DCI George Tenet 
to ignore or delay responses to SSCI on this important question; Kamala 
Harris (D, California), known for her thorough preparation and insightful 
questioning of panel witnesses during hearings; John D. Rockefeller IV (D, 
West Virginia), who had the courage to say openly that the CIA’s response to 
the torture revelations was an “active subversion of meaningful congressional 
oversight”;36 Arlen Spector (R, Pennsylvania), a hard-​nosed former prose-
cutor interested in coming to the facts related to intelligence activities; and 
Mark Warner (D, Virginia), the current SSCI chair who consistently displays 
a laudable ability and willingness to encourage bipartisan cooperation on   
today’s SSCI.

Even Barry Goldwater (R, Arizona)—​an unalloyed defender of the CIA while 
serving on the Church Committee, as well as an advocate of an unfettered (that 
is, king-​like) president in foreign affairs—​had a come-​to-​Jesus moment as SSCI 
chair when DCI Casey misled him about the details of covert action in Nicaragua. 
The rumor mill in DC hinted that the Agency was mining harbors in the ports of 
that nation. Casey seemed to deny this in closed hearings, or at least quickly slid 
by the topic with a mumbled, one-​sentence mention in an eighty-​four-​page tes-
timony (memories differ on which of the two inadequate approaches—​denying 
or sliding by—​happened). When SSCI members queried the DCI further about 
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the topic subsequent to these hearings, Casey tried to evade the truth by claiming 
that he had already provided an accurate statement to the Committee: the 
Agency had not mined harbors in such ports as Corinto, but rather piers within 
those harbors.37

This game-​playing angered SSCI members, including even Goldwater, the 
erstwhile unbending defender of Casey and the CIA. When the senator real-
ized that the DCI had failed to make the scope of the clandestine operations 
in Central America clear to his Committee, his institutional and personal 
pride kicked in and, for a time at least, Goldwater became just the opposite of 
his former self. He turned into an arch-​advocate of intelligence accountability, 
dedicated to ensuring that SSCI (and, therefore, the Senate) was dealt with in 
an honest and forthright manner by the DCI. No more lies, or even inaudible 
responses. Goldwater sent a letter to Casey, with a copy to the Washington Post, 
that read in part: “It gets down to one little, simple phrase: I am pissed off!”38 It 
took Casey many months to repair the damage he had inflicted on his relation-
ship with SSCI and its chair.

On the House side, HPSCI’s inaugural chair, Edward P. Boland, also stands out 
as an exceptionally good overseer, although his experience is more nuanced than 
that of Inouye or Goldwater, and eventually he became an even better guardian 
of his panel’s prerogatives than they were for SSCI. At first Boland chose to waltz 
politely with DCI Stansfield Turner, who treated HPSCI with respect; but when 
Casey came on the scene as President Reagan’s intelligence chief, Boland found 
the new DCI arrogant and disdainful toward the entire notion of congressional 
accountability for intelligence. When Casey proved uncooperative in HPSCI’s 
efforts to find out about covert actions in Nicaragua, Boland resorted to his well-​
known amendments to shut down these activities. Unbeknownst to Boland, 
DCI Casey and Colonel North responded by inventing The Enterprise, taking 
their prohibited Nicaraguan Third Option underground (Chapter 5). During 
this period, the mild-​mannered Boland went from being a reliable friend for the 
Agency, in hopes of calming down what had been a turbulent relationship be-
tween the House and the CIA during the “Year of the Intelligence Wars” in 1975, 
to becoming an angry critic of Casey.

Lee Hamilton followed Boland as HPSCI’s chair and blossomed into one of 
the best intelligence overseers in congressional history—​although, again, after 
being fooled at first by McFarlane, Poindexter, North, and Company. Hamilton 
displayed an unyielding belief in the value of a constitutional balance between 
the branches; and, especially after being burned by the Iran-​contra conspirators, 
he proved indefatigable in his pursuit of information about the nation’s intelli-
gence activities, through all the proper methods of hearings, visits to the agencies 
and their overseas stations, one-​on-​one conversations with IC leaders, and 
thoughtful probes and recommendations during CA briefings. Larry Combest 
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(R, Texas), Porter J. Goss (R, Florida), Peter Hoekstra (R, Michigan), and 
Dave McCurdy (D, Oklahoma) also recorded tenures of serious intent while at 
HPSCI’s helm, although the chair who has proven to be another indefatigable 
Lee Hamilton is its current leader, Adam Schiff (D, California). He has proven 
relentless in his dedication to maintaining proper intelligence accountability.

Below the top positions of chair, several other members of SSCI and HPSCI 
have displayed backbone, hard work, and a strong interest in making sure the 
nation’s covert actions are well-​planned, legal, and thoroughly debated within 
the confines of these committees. Among other examples, such individuals on 
SSCI included Wyche Fowler (D, Georgia), who sharpened his accountability 
skills earlier as a HPSCI member; Angus King (I, Maine), an independent and 
deep thinker known for calling it how it is; Mark Warner (D, Virginia), with his 
ability to reach across the aisle on oversight duties; and Ron Wyden (D, Oregon), 
another contemporary whose tenacious attention to detail in briefings—​with 
tough follow-​up questions—​has been admirable.

On HPSCI: Les Aspin (D, Wisconsin), the inaugural chair of that panel’s 
Oversight Subcommittee, who devoted long days and often stayed into the 
night to help guide the nation’s intelligence activities; again, Wyche Fowler in 
an earlier incarnation when he served in the House as a sensible critic of PM 
ops; Roman Mazzoli (D, Kentucky), a fire-​brand inquisitor during CA briefings; 
Keith Robinson (R, Virginia), who probably knew the CIA’s budget better than 
any DCI ever did and was not shy about recommending spending economies; 
and, a young contemporary member, Eric Swalwell (D, California), who has a 
knack for asking just the right questions to untangle a complicated intelligence 
issue and, in addition, a fine-​tuned moral radar.

Moreover, the staffs on both oversight committees have been diligent and, al-
most always, unbiased professionals driven by a single aspiration: to improve the 
quality of America’s intelligence activities in all three primary missions, while at 
the same time keeping the spy agencies within the boundaries of law and pro-
priety. At this level, oversight has tended to work reasonably well—​with the ca-
veat that staff, too, failed to catch the Iran-​contra activities in their early stages. It 
is at the member level, though, that the greatest disappointments have occurred 
on SSCI and HPSCI.

The worst performances at the helms of these Committees? The former HPSCI 
chair and current ranking minority member, Devin Nunes (R, California) comes 
immediately to mind. He was little more than a poodle in the lap of President 
Trump. He dishonored the history of HPSCI by his unwillingness to take con-
gressional oversight seriously, as well as by his attempt to turn his important 
position into a source of pork-​barrel aggrandizement for his own constituents, 
leaning on the leaders of the Intelligence Community to push projects toward his 
friends and constituents.39
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Just as Iran-​contra highlighted the necessity of having men and women of 
high integrity in the executive branch, as reflected by a willingness to take se-
riously the responsibilities of constitutional government and obedience to the 
law, so do the records of HPSCI and SSCI highlight the importance of these same 
principles on Capitol Hill. Ultimately it is incumbent upon voters to select indi-
viduals for high office like Aspin, Boland, Feinstein, Fowler, Hamilton, Hoekstra, 
Inouye, and Robinson (to name again a few of the intelligence oversight heroes 
in Congress). Only in this manner can we ensure the proper workings of the 
people’s government—​with the invisible side of America’s democracy, the spy 
agencies, presenting the most difficult oversight challenge of all.

The Quality of Covert Action Reporting to Congress

Beyond the often missing, though fundamental, requirement of personal de-
votion by lawmakers to a thorough examination of Third Option proposals, 
additional points of friction have led to sparks in the conduct of intelligence ac-
countability on the Hill.40

Reporting to Congress

An important question has always been, Who in Congress should be the recip-
ient of covert action briefings? It is now established practice that the answer is 
members of SSCI and HPSCI, along with a few senior staff experts assigned to this 
topic, plus a couple of members and staff on the Senate and House Appropriations 
Committees who review the annual intelligence spending requests. Things have 
become complicated, though, as a result of the “emergency” provision laid out 
in the Intelligence Oversight Act of 1980. Too often CIA officials have jumped at 
the chance to inform only the Gang of Eight. As Kathleen Clark has reported, the 
Agency will then often claim that it has the support of the entire Congress after 
these briefings—​as if these eight lawmakers represented all of SSCI and HPSCI, 
along with the full chambers of Congress.41

A further problem is that officials in the executive branch sometimes never 
follow up on the rest of that law, which requires briefings to the full memberships 
of SSCI and HPSCI within a couple of days. The temptation is strong, and peri-
odically irresistible, to stick with only the Gang of Eight—​senior lawmakers who 
may not have the time or the determination of younger members to probe into 
the details of a Third Option initiative. Moreover, a habit of reporting on findings 
just to a Gang of Four has evolved—​an invention of the executive branch in the 
last few administrations as an attempt to shrink the list of witting members to 
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only the top two leaders (one for each party) in the House and the Senate. This 
was the approach used by the Bush II administration to limit the number of 
lawmakers who would know about the use of torture against suspected terrorists. 
Or, in a variation, to just the top two leaders on SSCI and HPSCI. Going a step 
further, the DCI and now the D/​CIA have attempted periodically to reserve 
Third Option briefings to only a Gang of Two: just the SSCI and HPSCI chairs, 
especially if those lawmakers are predisposed to act as cheerleaders for whatever 
activities Langley may wish to pursue.

Prior to the Hughes-​Ryan Act, reporting to a “Gang of None” was common-
place. During Iran-​contra, for example, Congress was simply never told about 
the operations in Nicaragua that were under way, compliments of the CIA and 
the Enterprise. When a finding was retroactively sought for the Iranian portion 
of the affair, the administration decided not to report on the president’s approval 
to SSCI or HPSCI at all. As well, earlier during the Kennedy administration, the 
assassination plots against Castro and other foreign leaders remained unknown 
to anyone in Congress, or even to the Agency’s IG, until the Church Committee 
inquiry. As Allen Dulles once conceded, “I’ll fudge the truth to the oversight 
committee, but I’ll tell the chairman the truth—​that is, if he wants to know.”42 
The Gang of One . . . maybe.

The SSCI chair David Durenberger (R, Minnesota) concluded in frustration 
during the Iran-​contra affair that his committee’s biggest problem was “what they 
don’t tell us.”43 During the Trump administration, the CIA’s leadership cadre 
was widely accused of keeping information from Congress for fear that a more 
cooperative stance with lawmakers—​especially Democrats—​would anger the 
White House. In 2020, for example, HPSCI chair Schiff reported that “the in-
telligence community is reluctant to have an open hearing [on global threats to 
the United States], something that we had done every year prior to the Trump 
administration, because they’re worried about angering the president.”44 The end 
result: Congress and the American people were kept in the dark about the state 
of world affairs, as seen from the well-​informed vantage point of the nation’s top 
intelligence officials.45

Game-​playing in this manner has occurred periodically even under the new, 
post-​Church Committee, post-​Hughes-​Ryan rules. During the Iran-​contra 
investigation, for example, prominent lawmakers on the Inouye-​Hamilton 
Committee recalled that the Agency displayed a “contemptuous disregard of our 
requests.” They said further: “It was evident that the CIA had concluded that it 
had little to fear from our Committee and decided to adopt a narrow and conser-
vative view of what information it had to produce.”46

This has been a common experience for lawmakers. When HPSCI and SSCI 
attempted to find out from the Trump administration more about the reasons for 
the murder of the Iranian government official Qasam Soleimani, Representative 



214  The Third Option

Gerald E. Connolly (D, Virginia) recalls the reaction of the executive branch. 
“What really came across was a sense of disdain and contempt for the legisla-
tive branch,” he said. “They didn’t even pretend to be engaged in information 
sharing and consultation.” On the Senate side, Mike Lee (R, Utah) told reporters 
that it was “probably the worst briefing” he had ever experienced since becoming 
a member of SSCI. “We never got to the details,” he commented. “Every time 
we got close, they said, ‘Well, we can’t discuss that here because it’s sensitive.’ ”47 
The well-​worn excuse of “sources and methods” again. The Speaker of the 
House, Nancy Pelosi (D, California), drew this obvious conclusion: despite the 
outstanding records of SSCI and HPSCI for keeping secrets over the years, the 
Trump administration was unwilling to “trust the Congress of the United States 
with sources and methods and timing.”48

Even worse than failing to report to Congress on Third Option approvals made 
by the president is a close relative of this silent-​Sam approach: the evil cousin of 
misleading lawmakers. During the Iran-​contra inquiry, national security adviser 
McFarlane admitted to investigators on Capitol Hill that he had tried “to use 
some tortured language” in evading congressional queries about the rumored 
events that made up the affair.49 A decade earlier during the Church Committee 
probes, investigators questioned former DCI Helms about various intelligence 
activities that took place during his watch, including assassination plots against 
Castro. This bright, sophisticated individual suddenly began to suffer terrible 
bouts of amnesia. His answer to question after question posed by lawmakers and 
their staff was “I can’t remember,” even when the events being asked about were 
among the most salient of his career.50 Richard Helms had many skills; among 
them was proficiency in the Dance of the Seven Veils.

Beyond misleading overseers, national security officials have resorted to the 
most regrettable act of all: flat-​out lying. Officials on the NSC during the Reagan 
administration gave denial after denial to HPSCI and SSCI members when asked 
about the Iranian and Nicaraguan covert actions, long before the full implications 
of the scandal broke in the Lebanese newspaper. Their passports for travel into 
the Republic of Mendacity were heavily stamped. “They lied to me,” remembers 
HPSCI chair Hamilton, in reference to his conversations with McFarlane and 
North. “So did Elliott Abrams,” he added—​another Iran-​contra figure on the 
NSC staff.51 In a further illustration, the CIA’s chief of the Central American Task 
Force gave members of Congress a twisted explanation when they asked him why 
he had misled lawmakers during their probes into the affair, maintaining that he 
had been “technically correct, [if] specifically evasive.”52 This kind of gibberish 
makes accountability next to impossible. What is necessary instead are intelli-
gence leaders with the attitude of Leon Panetta, D/​CIA under President Obama. 
“The Intelligence Community didn’t always tell the whole truth,” he recollects, “I 
said to them: Do the right thing. Tell the truth!”53
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Another form of gamesmanship is for the Agency to demand that the hearing 
room where briefings take place be cleared of all staff, on grounds that the subject 
is much too sensitive for any ears but those attached to a few elected members of 
Congress. This undermines the reality that often only the staff has had the time 
to closely study a covert action proposal and, as a result, is in a position to pro-
vide the lawmakers with details about its merits or demerits. The absence of staff 
robs members of a vital information resource; that’s why Congress employs staff 
in the first place. “The staff has to take the lead,” acknowledges an experienced 
former Agency officer who served as a liaison to SSCI and HPSCI.54 A journalist 
with expertise on intelligence oversight put it this way when officials at the NSA 
pulled the “no staff ” stunt: “By giving the lawmakers secret briefings with no staff 
present and then demanding that they never discuss the matter with anyone, the 
congressional leaders were paralyzed.”55

The “When” of Reporting

A closely related matter is the question of when Third Option reporting should 
occur. “Never” is the answer that some at Langley and the White House have 
proffered; but the 1980 and 1991 Intelligence Oversight Acts, along with the 
letter from President Bush accompanying passage of the latter, resolved that 
issue. Normally, the timing would be in advance, or, when the emergency pro-
vision had to be used (a rare occurrence), at least soon thereafter—​two days, 
or close to it. The objective is to give representatives a chance to consider the 
worthiness of a covert action before it moves forward in the field. Otherwise, ac-
countability would have little meaning.

Several countries around the world, including the United Kingdom, are 
content to provide their intelligence oversight panels with only ex post facto 
review powers. Ante facto reporting, however, puts real teeth into the over-
sight process, allowing lawmakers to spot and fix dubious—​that is, insuffi-
ciently considered, wasteful, overly risky, unlikely to succeed, or just plain 
silly—​covert actions. Understanding the importance of legislative partic-
ipation in foreign policy, overt and covert, DCI Gates testified during his 
confirmation hearings that he would consider resigning from his post if the 
executive branch failed to report on a covert action within the time periods 
designated by the oversight laws.56

In some instances, both SSCI and HPSCI have balked at a presidential finding 
for a covert action. For instance, Representative Hoekstra convinced President 
George W. Bush to revise a proposal, after HPSCI members strenuously objected 
to the finding.57 “Should committee members or the staffers raise serious 
questions,” writes former HPSCI staff director Mark M. Lowenthal, “a prudent 
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covert action briefing team reports that fact to the executive branch. This should 
be enough to cause the operation to be reviewed.”58

The “What” of Reporting

As to the matter of what needs to be reported, the Intelligence Oversight Act 
of 1980 made that clear with a simple three-​letter word: “all” significant intelli-
gence activities: covert action and counterintelligence, as well as collection and 
analysis. As an equal partner in government, Congress—​through its surrogates, 
SSCI and HPSCI—​seeks to know about every important intelligence activity. 
Otherwise what is the point of having panels for intelligence accountability on 
the Hill in the first place?

Which Agencies Are Expected to Report?

Prior to 1975, only the CIA reported to Congress on covert actions—​when and 
to whom it wanted on Capitol Hill, if anyone at all. Hughes-​Ryan required reports 
to lawmakers on the intelligence oversight panels; and then, just to be safe, the 
1980 Oversight Act made it clear that “any department, agency, or entity” given 
a Third Option assignment would have to inform SSCI and HPSCI under the 
prior-​notice provision—​including the NSC staff, which is indisputably a govern-
ment “entity.”

The Importance of Specificity

For the reporting to Congress on covert actions to be meaningful, the quality of 
the finding, the briefing, and the ensuing question-​and-​answer period is critical. 
Here is where democracy faces a major test when it comes to the Third Option. 
To qualify as “high quality,” the finding must have a degree of specificity that 
allows lawmakers to judge its value and likelihood of success. Only from details 
does the truth arise. A good example of appropriate specificity was the finding 
that permitted the CIA to participate with Mossad in the killing of the terrorist 
Imad Mughniyah. As a former senior government official told a journalist, “The 
finding was very specific.” For example, “[Mughniyah] had to be alone, so there 
couldn’t be anybody else killed.”59

Once the specificity criterion is satisfied, which is not the case when the 
CIA and the White House resort to broadly worded “generic” or “worldwide” 
findings, the success of accountability relies on an engaged set of SSCI and HPSCI 
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members who attend the briefing on the presidential finding well-​prepared to 
pose meaningful questions and suggestions.60 A briefing on a finding is con-
sidered a big deal on the oversight panels, with membership participation rates 
higher than usual at these meetings, and certainly more robust than when the 
subject matter has to do with the specification of surveillance satellites, or the 
accuracy of Agency predictions on wheat production in Russia (although, com-
mendably, hard-​core overseers like the late Les Aspin have waded through even 
these more esoteric, if often useful, reports from the Intelligence Community).

Once SSCI and HPSCI were established, the briefing on a finding initially 
became an exercise in DCI efforts to wiggle away from extensive questioning 
by lawmakers on the nuances of a finding. President Carter kept the findings 
short, and sometimes excessively open-​ended. His DCI, Admiral Turner, sim-
ilarly attempted to keep answers as terse as he could get away with during the 
subsequent briefing; and then to make a beeline for the exit doors of the SSCI and 
HPSCI hearing rooms as soon as possible.

On HPSCI, Eddie Boland—​still in his phase of marked deference toward 
Agency officials—​initially allowed Turner to use these Houdini briefing methods. 
This Carter administration strategy was not long tolerated, however, as more ag-
gressive younger members (most notably Representatives Aspin and Mazzoli) 
insisted on asking a series of rigorous, detailed questions during the briefings, 
much to Turner’s annoyance at first. Boland tried to head off the young Turks, 
but they would not be silenced. Aspin, a junior member of the Committee, even 
had the gall—​or courage—​to call for a roll-​call vote on whether a stenographer 
(cleared for top-​secret material) could be present during the meetings, to en-
sure that a verbatim record of the Q-​and-​A with the DCI would be available for 
later review by HPSCI members. With Aspin leading the way, the young Turks 
succeeded in overturning the powerful chair’s decision to dismiss the stenogra-
pher from the hearing room.61

Turner, an individual with a strong sense of integrity and ethics, rapidly 
adapted to this demand from the younger HPSCI members for a thorough dis-
cussion of a finding. For the remaining years of the Carter administration, re-
lations between the executive branch and the Congress on intelligence subjects 
were usually a paragon of what Church Committee reformers had envisioned 
for intelligence accountability: sharing information, debating policy in a spirit 
of comity, and moving forward with a strengthened operational plan. On the 
Senate side, SSCI went through a similar evolution. The Carter administra-
tion could have chosen a different direction, as the Ford administration often 
did in its dealing with the Church Committee. The Ford-​Kissinger method was 
to slow-​roll and stonewall Congress as much as possible, battening down the 
hatches and refusing to provide covert action (and other) details to lawmakers. 
Congressional panels, though, are not without an ability to retaliate. The Boland 
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Amendments—​taking the case for halting covert actions in Nicaragua to the full 
Congress in a “secret” session—​represented one possible response, born of ex-
treme frustration. This approach to accountability is generally too blunt and un-
wieldy a tool, though, with the possibility of leaks too high, for use except in the 
most extraordinary circumstances.

At less extreme levels of response to executive non-​cooperation, the oversight 
panels can demand an audience in the Oval Office with the president to explain 
why a certain Third Option is wrong-​minded. Moreover, members of SSCI and 
HPSCI can threaten to shut off funds for programs dear to the CIA; or drain the 
Agency’s Contingency Reserve Release Fund. Such political jockeying usually 
produces a change of heart at Langley and the White House, resulting in a with-
drawal or revision of an objectionable finding. As William Casey found out in his 
relations with Senator Goldwater and SSCI, prudent executive officials under-
stand that it is risky to pull on the tail of a tiger, even if the beast seems to be asleep. 
The belligerent attitude toward SSCI and HPSCI exhibited by Casey eventually 
drove Boland toward the Aspin-​Mazzoli School of Rigorous Accountability 
and his series of amendments to curb covert actions in Nicaragua. The once be-
nign chair became one of the most demanding interrogators on Capitol Hill, as 
unsatisfactory—​even hostile—​responses from DCI Casey led Boland down a 
road of last resort: a full congressional secret session on Casey’s clandestine oper-
ations in Central America.

The Ingredients for Success

The broader ingredients for making intelligence accountability succeed are 
simple to list, but they can be hard to achieve. They are simple in this sense: all 
that is required is, first, executive branch cooperation in providing thorough and 
timely Third Option briefings and progress reports to lawmakers, who are man-
dated by the Constitution to have a meaningful role in the shaping of US foreign 
policy. “Controlling covert actions must start with knowledge on the part of the 
Congress,” emphasized two leading members of the Iran-​contra investigation, 
Senators William S. Cohen (R, Maine) and George J. Mitchell (D, Maine).62

Second, members of Congress must be sufficiently motivated to carry out their 
duties: attending SSCI and HPSCI meetings to receive the briefing on a finding, 
asking thoughtful questions, and insisting on compliance with the provisions of 
the intelligence laws and traditional standards of morality (an aspect of covert 
action explored in the next chapter). One recent HPSCI member, John Ratcliffe 
(R, Texas), reportedly had an abysmal record of attendance at briefings, present 
only about half of the sessions. He was less an intelligence cheerleader than an os-
trich with his head in the sand.63 Yet, in 2020, President Trump named Ratcliffe 
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as his DNI. One of new director’s first moves was to limit briefings to Congress 
about Russian interference in the 2020 presidential election.64

During the Reagan administration, Secretary of Defense Casper Weinberger 
testified in hearings before the Inouye-​Hamilton Committee. “We can’t fight 
with the enemy, whoever that may be, and we can’t fight with the Congress at the 
same time,” he said. “We need to have the United States government unified if 
any kind of activity is going to succeed over the long run.”65 That is exactly right, 
and this approach requires what the Constitution set forth: the executive and 
legislative branches working together, and across party lines, to decide the best 
options for American foreign policy. In the executive branch, President Trump’s 
vindictive retaliation against any intelligence agency or officer who dared to 
bring up truthful information that ran counter to his own views cast a pall over 
the Agency’s relationships with the White House and the Hill. “It’s affecting the 
work product of the Intelligence Community,” said HPSCI chair Schiff in 2020. 
“There’s less reporting to Congress, with fewer details, on issues that might em-
barrass Trump, such as [weaknesses in US] election security.”66 Further, the 
example set by Senate majority leader Mitch McConnell (R, Kentucky), who stu-
diously avoided intelligence briefings on possible Russian influence in the 2016 
presidential elections and dodged Agency experts for weeks on end, is just the 
opposite of how a serious overseer should behave.67

Executive cooperation and legislative motivation—​here are the keys to fur-
thering the noble aspiration of the nation’s founders to protect and advance 
their newly created democratic society. With respect to the opaque agencies of 
America’s government, both the Congress and the president are capable of hon-
oring these bedrock obligations. All they need is the will.
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Drawing Bright Lines

Ethics and Covert Action

The Morality of Secret Interventions Abroad

On the question of whether ethical considerations should enter into the wil-
derness of clandestine operations, opinions range widely. Leading intelligence 
scholars David Omand and Mark Phythian insist that “ethical issues should not 
be left to the intelligence community to assess alone within that secret world.”1 
Commenting specifically on the Third Option, a well-​regarded former opera-
tions officer, B. Hugh Tovar, observes that “fundamental decency, legalities, and 
proprieties must be observed in covert action.”2

Yet one can easily become the object of ridicule by advocating a moral ap-
proach to intelligence activities, especially when it comes to covert action. On 
the Aspin-​Brown Commission in 1995, for example, Commissioner (as well as 
former SSCI and HPSCI member) Wyche Fowler was referred to as “Reverend 
Fowler” behind his back by some staff members, because he often raised ethical 
objections to the harsher forms of the Third Option. “Is there any way we can 
talk about covert action when Senator Fowler isn’t present?” complained a senior 
staffer to his colleagues.3

Some scoff at the very notion of placing the word “ethics” in the same sen-
tence as the word “intelligence”—​an oxymoron if there ever was one, they claim, 
if not just plain moron. For example, Roger Bradbury, an Australian professor of 
complex systems science, stresses that an intelligence community “is not a moral 
or ethical machine, it’s just a survival machine. It will be ethical enough to sur-
vive in its environment but not more, since that is a cost.”4 In this vein, jour-
nalist Steve Coll cites CIA career officers to the effect that among the “essential 
functions” of those who serve on Langley’s Seventh Floor is less about obeying 
ethical constraints than it is “protecting the C.I.A. at the White House and in 
Congress.”5 Harry Rositzke, a hardnosed DO officer has noted as well that “the 
world we live in is not a moral world. It is a world of more power and less power, 
of more goods and less goods, of greater security and lesser security. . . . Nations 
are inevitably committed to the motto: Better bad than dead.”6

Although recognizing the morally mottled nature of some intelligence activ-
ities, this book is in sympathy with the outlook of Omand and Phythian. There 
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is indeed a place for ethical considerations in the conduct of covert actions. An 
important distinction between the Western democracies and autocratic regimes, 
like Russia and China, is the more honorable approach to intelligence operations 
the West has normally—​though by no means always—​adopted.

A Constitutional Standard for Evaluating Covert Action

An important aspect of any ethical standard in a democracy is the extent to 
which government officials and agencies act in a manner faithful to a nation’s 
constitutional and legal framework (or just the body of laws, in those nations 
without a formal constitution). From this vantage point, an ethical evaluation 
of America’s uses of the Third Option rests heavily on one’s interpretation of the 
Constitution and related statutes.

Most American political scientists and legal scholars understand the US 
Constitution to have established executive and legislative branches of govern-
ment that were meant to have equal powers. Recall the prescription, “Ambition 
would be made to counter ambition,” advanced in Federalist Paper No. 51 by 
James Madison, the leading light in the drafting of this nation’s founding doc-
ument.7 Those who joined him in writing the Constitution in 1787 gave to 
Congress duties outlined in Article I of that document. The legislative branch of 
government was addressed first for a reason: lawmakers would be the primary 
guardians of freedom in the United States, with strong authority to curb what 
could be the aggrandizement of dangerous executive powers.

Viewed through this important lens, intelligence laws in the United States 
specifically related to covert action—​statutes that had a late beginning with the 
Hughes-​Ryan Act in 1974—​are invested with a moral goodness, because they 
have established for the first time in world history legislative authority to mon-
itor and, if necessary, discipline a president who has spiraled out of control to-
ward authoritarian inclinations. However belatedly, with Hughes-​Ryan, the 
Church Committee, and subsequent intelligence laws, the most fundamental 
principle of democracy—​unyielding anti-​authoritarianism—​was at last carried 
into the hidden recesses of government.

If, however, one believes that Article II of the Constitution, which addresses 
presidential authority, holds a superior status over Article I and grants bound-
less powers to the White House when it comes to covert action (and other 
instruments of national security and foreign policy), then the oversight laws 
enacted from 1974 onward in the United States that address the Third Option 
are nothing less than morally bankrupt and a danger in themselves to the nation’s 
security. From this viewpoint, the legal evolution toward a balance of power 
between Congress and the presidency has perilously hobbled the ability of the 
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nation’s chief executive to protect Americans from foreign threats and internal 
subversion. When applied to the sensitive domain of intelligence (this argument 
continues), democratic checks-​and-​balances place an undue burden on the exec-
utive in its struggle against the nation’s adversaries, whether global communists, 
terrorists, drug cartels, or some other risk to the nation’s security. The survival of 
democracy—​the ultimate moral good—​is held hostage to a perverted doctrine 
of “separation of powers” in the federal government. Giving Congress a role in 
domestic affairs, say, agriculture, is reasonable, but not in the realm of national 
security, where the survival of the nation is at stake in a hostile and uncertain 
world bristling with terrorists and WMD. So goes the philosophy of Article II 
devotees.

Yet an unrestrained pro-​presidency stance was roundly rejected at the 
Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia in 1787; and, in the modern era, it 
was crushed again following America’s painful experiences with presidential su-
premacy during the 1960s and 1970s, with the Vietnam War and the Watergate 
scandal. Then came the domestic spying disclosures revealing that the CIA had 
spied at home against anti-​war protestors, followed by the Iran-​contra affair 
and the slight-​of-​hand intelligence rationales for invading Iraq in 2003. John 
Locke, Montesquieu, James Madison, George Washington, Lord Acton, Justice 
Louis Brandeis—​this is only the beginning of a long list of wise counsels over the 
decades who have warned against the accumulation of power within the hands of 
a chief executive—​one person, with all the resources of the intelligence agencies, 
the military, attorneys in the Department of Justice, and the bully pulpit at his or 
her disposal.

In contrast, Richard Nixon, Henry Kissinger, Dick Cheney, Admiral John 
Poindexter, as well as more recently Donald J. Trump and his attorney general 
William “Bill” Barr (to mention only few), reject the notion that a moral imper-
ative to oppose concentrated power lies at the core of the American Republic.8 
Indeed, they have wholeheartedly embraced the imperial presidency. As a re-
sult, they have contributed to the subversion of the most basic moral principle 
that undergirds democracy: freedom from the wiles of an autocrat. They have 
routinely pushed aside a role for Congress in international affairs, as though the 
value of executive efficiency surpasses the need for legislative restraints on power. 
As well, they overlook the experienced counsel that lawmakers often possess and 
can contribute to America’s security and foreign policy decisions. Then, on that 
horrendous day of January 6, 2021, a president even whipped up into a frenzy a 
gang of insurrectionists who attacked the Capitol, terrorized its members and 
staff, trashed its historic hallways and chambers, and engaged in hand-​to-​hand 
combat against its small and overwhelmed police force.

“Our country has, quite self-​consciously, given one person, the President, an 
enormous sprawling military and enormous discretion to use it in ways that can 
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easily lead to a massive war,” Harvard University law professor and former Justice 
Department official Jack Goldsmith has written on Twitter, commenting on 
President Trump’s decision to assassinate Iran’s Major General Qasem Soleimani 
in January 2020. “That is our system: one person decides.”9 Yet that one-​person 
“system” is distinctly alien to how the founders conceived of America’s future 
government as they wrote the Constitution. Nor do most Americans want too 
much power in the hands of a president, or anyone else in the government. 
Indeed, citizens of this nation tend to be properly suspicious of governmental 
powers; most know better than to let one person, or a small cabal, decide the fate 
of the nation.

Sometimes at the CIA, intelligence officers have been all too quick and com-
pliant in their response to orders from the White House, as when personnel in 
the Operations Directorate readily turned to the use of torture for interrogation 
purposes in the aftermath of the 9/​11 attacks, based on flimsy legal arguments 
from the office of the vice president and the Department of Justice during 
the second Bush administration. “It is a core aspect of CIA culture,” candidly 
remarks a senior DO officer, Robert L. Grenier, “that it responds to the needs of 
the moment. Given direction from the president, it quickly becomes whatever its 
masters need it to be.”10 Of course, some forms of discipline in government can 
be vital; America’s military services, for instance, would be useless in wartime 
without discipline in its chain of command. Nevertheless, in a constitutional 
form of democracy, blind obedience to authority when the orders from above are 
questionable and devoid of legal standing is anathema to the nation’s basic free-
doms. The Nürnberg defense fits poorly into the traditions of the United States.

The history of intelligence law and covert action is, then, from the perspec-
tive offered in this book, an impressive—​though relatively recent—​embrace 
of measures to improve the chances that the United States will test and temper 
“special activities” turned to by the executive, with meaningful debate inside the 
Congress as represented by SSCI and HPSCI. The unacceptable alternative is to 
rely solely on intelligence bureaucrats and just two elected officials, the president 
and vice president, to make important judgments on behalf of the American 
people about the uses of secret power—​and sometimes without even involve-
ment of the White House.

It bears remembering that a sole reliance on executive authority has led to, 
among other unfortunate illustrations, the Bay of Pigs fiasco, the assassination 
plots against Fidel Castro and others, and the Iran-​contra affair. Further, on 
the espionage side of the Intelligence Community, arrant behavior yielded for 
the CIA: Operation “CHAOS” (domestic spying); for the FBI, COINTELPRO 
(spying against and harassment of anti-​war protestors and civil rights 
activists—​covert action by the Bureau against America’s own citizens); and 
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for the NSA, Operations SHAMROCK and MINARET (only two of several 
examples of the improper interception of US citizen communications by this 
massive agency).11

Ethics, Decision Making, and Accountability 
for Covert Action

Prior to passage of the Hughes-​Ryan Act, the principles of representative 
government—​the soul of moral goodness in an open society—​had been 
largely abandoned in the world of America’s clandestine operations. On those 
occasions when the president and vice president were in the know (“witting”) 
about Third Option activities, seldom were members of Congress informed—​
even those who served on the small subcommittees in both chambers that 
were supposed to review the Agency’s programs. Since 1975 and the Church 
Committee reforms, however, decision making for covert actions has been 
more in harmony with the intent of the Constitution. As related in Chapter 8, 
now a handful of senators and representatives on SSCI and HPSCI, supported 
by expert aides, deliberate on key intelligence initiatives within the well-​
guarded walls of these oversight committees. As intelligence law has further 
matured since Hughes-​Ryan toward strengthening democratic procedures 
within the veiled side of government—​while always carefully protecting legit-
imate national security secrets—​so have covert action choices become more 
subject to both presidential and legislative evaluations and, therefore, more 
ethically defensible in a democratic society.

Not only the decision pathways for covert actions but their accountability as 
well have moved in a direction of higher ethical goodness, as the shaping and 
review of Third Options migrated from the solitary jurisdiction of bureaucratic 
specialists at Langley, with occasional modifications by the White House, to reg-
ular and serious scrubs within the inner sanctums of the NSC and the Congress 
(SSCI and HPSCI). The formula for proper governance in the screened-​off 
world of the Operations Directorate is straightforward: legitimate clandestine 
interventions abroad depend on an ethical process of decision making and ac-
countability, which in turn rests on honoring the institutional power-​sharing 
prescriptions of the Constitution.

In appraising the moral acceptability of any given Third Option, this hidden 
approach to foreign policy may be thought of as a set of activities that lie along 
a continuum marked by Red Zones at either end, in the manner of a football 
field. Covert action proposals with a potential for acceptable moral standing are 
located within the green expanse between the two forbidden zones.
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The Red Zone of the Absurd

One can envision a Red Zone on one end of the field that encompasses proposed 
covert action initiatives that can only be described as vaudevillian, so comical are 
they—​were it not for the fact they had been seriously proposed. These initiatives 
are worthy of only a quick dismissal by any official with an ounce of good sense. 
An example is the CIA’s plan to rid Cuba of Fidel Castro by way of Operation 
“Elimination by Illumination.” The idea behind this bizarre Agency recommen-
dation was to spread the word through media assets in Cuba, clandestine radio 
broadcasts from Florida, and leaflets dropped over the island from high-​flying 
Agency aircraft under the cover of night, that the Second Coming of Christ—​
communism’s archenemy—​was imminent and spelled the end of Señor Castro. 
Simultaneously, an American submarine was to surface off the island’s coast, firing 
star-​shells into the dark skies: a manifestation of the Lord’s long-​awaited return.

The hope was that the Cuban people would witness this miraculous epiphany 
and rise up against Fidel, the anti-​Christ. When this sequence of anticipated 
events was presented to the Kennedy administration at an NSC meeting, a 
chorus of snickers immediately quashed the madcap scheme. “Elimination by 
Illumination” had failed, among other standards, the Smell Test.12

Into this Are-​You-​Kidding-​Me Zone should have fallen, as well, a number of 
other embarrassing Agency initiatives designed first to discredit, then to topple 
Castro.13 They included dispersing an aerosol spray into a radio broadcast booth 
where Castro was speaking; the particles contained a disorienting chemical that 
would supposedly cause him to hallucinate during the program. Such odd be-
havior by El presidente might cause the Cuban public to lose confidence in their 
leader. Another bright idea was to sprinkle thallium salts, a depilatory powder, 
in Castro’s boots at night when he placed them outside his hotel room in Europe. 
The intention was to make his charismatic beard fall out. Without this beard, 
grown during the Cuban revolution of 1959, how could he possibly inspire the 
people of Cuba? It proved impossible, however, to gain access to the broadcast 
booth; and Castro never place his cherished boots (also from the Revolution) 
into the hotel hallway.

An additional illustration of looney approaches to covert action: in the lead-​
up to the war in Vietnam, Agency propaganda distributed in the northern re-
gions of that country was meant to encourage Catholic residents to rush to the 
south before they were (supposedly) going to be annihilated by communists. 
The propaganda breathlessly advised recipients that already “the Virgin Mary 
has fled to the south.”14 Such initiatives bring to mind Compton Mackenzie’s spy 
spoof, Water on the Brain. He wrote in the preface: “It has indeed become impos-
sible for me to devise any ludicrous situation the absurdity of which will not soon 
be surpassed by officialdom.”15
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The Red Zone of the Extreme

Within the other Red Zone on this Third Option “football field” are a set of oper-
ations so repugnant and contrary to American values that they should be auto-
matically denied as well. Here are the most extreme forms of covert action on the 
Ladder of Clandestine Escalation that, one would hope, the United States would 
reject reflexively on moral grounds. For instance, one can envision the possi-
bility of using Third Option methods to disperse lethal chemical and biological 
agents into an adversary’s environment; to flood the countryside by destroying 
dams; or to engage in devastating economic dislocations incurred by crop and 
livestock destruction (Rungs 42 and 43 on the ladder). Even higher up the rungs 
is the dread of using NBC weapons; violence against civilians (non-​combatants); 
a gross pattern of assault against human rights; torture against anyone; and dis-
missal of the law and the Constitution (Rungs 52 through 55). Any nation with an 
advanced covert action capability could carry out these operations—​and have on 
some occasions. Witness the lawlessness of Iran-​contra and the adoption of me-
dieval torture practices in the aftermath of the 9/​11 attacks.

Intelligence officials in Washington proposed some extreme measures 
during the Kennedy years; but, in all but one known instance (discussed below), 
the administration backed away at the last minute. In one operation, almost 
implemented, the CIA’s special Miami Station (a Mongoose coordinating unit) 
proposed undermining Cuban-​Russian relations by lacing sugar exported from 
Havana to the Soviet Union with a bitter, though harmless, chemical substance. 
Cuba’s Number One export would be rendered unpalatable—​an economic covert 
action. Soviet consumers would presumably turn against further Cuban sugar 
purchases and thereby undermine not only the Cuban economy but relations 
between the governments in Havana and Moscow as well. One version of this 
history has the Kennedy administration finding out about the scheme in its early 
stages and ordering the 14,125 bags of contaminated sugar destroyed before they 
were shipped to the Soviet Union. According to a second account, though, “the 
ship had sailed by the time the Special Group (Augmented) got wind of this.”16

Yet a third account, one given the most credence, holds that the ship car-
rying the Cuban sugar suffered a mechanical problem soon after departing 
from Havana and was waylaid for a few weeks in San Juan harbor, Puerto Rico.17 
(This version could be compatible with the second one, if “the ship had sailed” 
phrase referred to the vessel’s passage from from Havana to San Juan.) The ship’s 
mooring in San Juan presented a golden opportunity for the Mongoose team 
to carry out the operation. According to this account, Agency assets slipped on 
board the ship late at night and sprayed noxious chemicals into the bags of sugar 
in the hold. Shortly before the vessel’s departure for the Soviet Union, President 
Kennedy met with NSC and Mongoose personnel in three meetings to discuss 

 



230  The Third Option

the operation, going round and round in circles—​like a goat with one eye—​on 
the merits of the plan. At the last minute, the president ordered the contaminated 
sugar to be trashed. As this account has it, President Kennedy’s belated misgivings 
were based not on ethical grounds, but rather arose from concern that the United 
States might be caught red-handed in an assault against food products intended 
for the Soviet people. The president worried not about the immorality of contami-
nating food but rather about the “What if we get caught?” problem. At any rate, all 
of the bags of sugar were removed just before the ship set sail.

Less squeamish later in his administration, President Kennedy approved a 
DoD plan (the military again creeping into the realm of covert action) to join 
with the South Vietnamese military in poisoning rice fields in South Vietnam 
controlled by the Viet Cong—​even though there was no such thing as an exclu-
sive “VC rich paddy,” just rice fields throughout South Vietnam that peasants 
seeded to nourish their families and from which the VC stole food now and then. 
This operation was a stunning departure from America’s championship of hu-
mane values in the world—​an apparent singular, and deeply shameful, exception 
to this country’s normally honorable behavior in the conduct of its foreign affairs. 
In this rice-​paddy incident, SecDef Robert S. McNamara argued in his usual 
forceful manner that the Pentagon and the Army of the Republic of Vietnam 
(ARVN, America’s ally in the war) favored the idea, as did the US Ambassador 
in Saigon. So why not do it? Another Kennedy adviser, the wealthy and influ-
ential Averell Harriman, vehemently opposed the initiative, pointing out that 
poisoning crops would turn the populace of South Vietnam against the United 
States, driving them into the arms of the Viet Cong. He noted further, to no avail, 
the chilling central fact that, even though the VC would be the ostensible target, 
innocent South Vietnamese civilians would be the ones directly affected .

Again, as with the contaminated sugar misadventure, it turned out that moral 
considerations were of little consequence in the deliberations of the Kennedy 
NSC. The Council was riveted on questions of effective war-​fighting, along with 
calculations about South Vietnamese politics, not the morality of manipulating 
food. President Kennedy approved the proposal, although he expressed his con-
cern that the ploy might leak. Again the risk of getting caught was much on his 
mind, more so than the ethics of killing civilians in a war zone. The president 
asked: “What can we do about keeping it from becoming an American enter-
prise, which could be surfaced as [the United States] poisoning food?”18

In another case from 2002, reminiscent of the French intelligence excesses during 
the Rainbow Warrior misadventure in New Zealand, some officers within the CIA 
(including a youthful COS) argued in favor of sinking a Persian Gulf ferry carrying 
cash and goods bound for Iraq’s leader, Saddam Hussein, as a way of fueling his par-
anoia. Never mind that many innocent passengers on board would have died in the 
process. Wiser heads prevailed and Langley officials shelved the proposal .19
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Shocking, too—​arguably even more than the CIA’s assassination plots—​was 
Operation “Square Dance,” touched on in Chapter 2. The product of overheated 
imaginations in the Defense Department, Square Dance was meant to edge 
the military into the CA game during the early 1960s by joining the Agency in 
efforts to put the kibosh on Castro. The plan, recall, envisioned the ruination 
of the Cuban economy by dropping Bunga from aircraft onto the island late at 
night. This rapacious, sweet-​toothed, plant parasite would supposedly feast its 
way through all of the island’s sugarcane fields. According to a memo prepared 
in the Office of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (O/​JCS), it appeared “feasible to intro-
duce gradually Bunga into Cuba and maintain a basis for plausibly disavowing 
US involvement.” The covert action would start off with a 30 percent elimination 
of the anticipated 1966 Cuban sugar yield; within three to six years, the Cuban 
economy would be in ruin. The memo went on to argue that the “covert introduc-
tion of Bunga into Cuba merited serious consideration,” despite “disadvantages” 
that included the insertion of “a new dimension into cold war methods.” Also, if 
the plan were discovered, “the influence of the United States in international or-
ganizations such as the United Nations and the Organization of American States 
(OAS) would be impaired.”20

When presented with this proposal, National Security Adviser McGeorge 
Bundy and his staff aide R. C. Bowman agreed that the president should “re-
main aloof from formal consideration of ‘Square Dance’ at this stage.”21 The 
contemptible proposal had run into the formidable Mac Bundy barrier in the 
West Wing of the White House. The DoD/​JCS planning group suggested further 
that the Bunga attack could be “exacerbated and exploited by such measures as 
spreading hoof-​and-​mouth disease among draft animals, controlling rainfall by 
cloud seeding, mining cane fields, burning cane, and directing other acts of con-
ventional sabotage against the cane milling and transportation system.”22 Bundy 
axed these proposals, too.

By spring of 1965 in the Directorate of Plans at Langley Headquarters, the CIA 
began to display a marked ambivalence about Third Option possibilities against 
Cuba. Some within the DP continued to be willing to throw aside moral con-
siderations, such as pursuing a scheme to dilute pesticides given to Cuba in a 
prisoner exchange deal—​never mind, as proponents admitted, that “it would be 
highly embarrassing if this one ever leaked out.”23 Yet by March 1965, the CIA 
had arrived at a position in favor of abandoning its paramilitary capabilities 
altogether—​over the opposition of State and DoD.24 While unwilling to go that 
far, John McCone, the Agency’s director at the time, understood the inadvisa-
bility of adopting extreme measures against Cuba. The DCI noted that he was 
against them “on humane and moral grounds.” He wrote further in a memo, a 
few days before his retirement in April 1963, that such initiatives “would stand 
as a black mark on our record for all time. They would cause untold hardship to 



232  The Third Option

thousands, perhaps millions, of individuals who are not responsible for Castro 
and can do nothing about him.”25

Another official in the Kennedy and Johnson administration dubious about 
extreme CA activities was Secretary of State Rusk. Normally a mild-​mannered 
individual, he became overwrought at an NSC meeting during the Kennedy 
years. The cause was a recommendation brought before the panel in early 1962 
for a large-​scale PM operation against mainland China—​a plan advocated by 
the Agency’s COS in Taiwan. The station chief argued that this would lead to 
a spontaneous uprising of people against the communist regime on the main-
land. Rusk had heard arguments like this one before; that was also supposed to 
have happened when the brigade of Cuban exiles landed at the Bay of Pigs the 
previous year. He was having none of it. In the secretary’s view, an uprising was 
highly unlikely (he knew China well, having served as the State Department’s as-
sistant secretary for that part of the world, as well as a US Army officer stationed 
there during the Second World War). Moreover, the United States would be im-
mediately implicated, Rusk pointed out; the venture was too large for a credible 
denial of America’s involvement. The NSC dismissed the proposal.26

Even the very acquisition of weaponry, as well as chemical and biological 
substances of an extreme nature, should raise serious moral concerns. Recall 
from Chapter 4, for example, how the Church Committee discovered that the 
CIA had a dart gun in its inventory. The weapon was designed to silently fire a 
sewing-​sized needle that was hollowed out to carry poison and would dissolve 
once entering the target’s body. When Army Intelligence originally invented the 
macabre weapon, it was meant to eliminate enemy guard dogs in wartime.27 The 
CIA had a rather different purpose in mind, although there is no record that this 
particular handgun ever playing a part in any of the Agency’s assassination plots. 
The Church Committee found, too, that the CIA had sequestered away in its labs 
enough exotic poisons to eradicate the population of a small city.28 Some of these 
substances, including highly potent shellfish toxins, were incorporated into plots 
against Castro that proved unsuccessful.

Moral Guidelines for the Mid-​Field

In between the Red Zones of the risible, on the one hand, and the appalling, on the 
other hand, are additional Third Option initiatives pursued by the United States 
since 1947: a mid-​field of secret interventions whose moral attributes may not 
be immediately self-​evident and, therefore, warrant closer inspection at Langley, 
the White House, SSCI, and HPSCI. The historical case studies presented in ear-
lier chapters (3 through 6) can be appraised through an ethical lens, with both the 
Ladder of Clandestine Escalation in mind and some additional considerations 
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that help to orient normative judgments about America’s secret foreign policy. 
How is one to evaluate which of the various “rungs” on the escalation ladder 
could be adopted without inflicting moral harm on the reputation of the United 
States? The future is too unpredictable to construct precise and binding rules in 
perpetuity regarding the proper use of secret initiatives abroad; still, some rea-
sonable rules of the road have emerged as the United States accrued experience 
with the Third Option since the end of the Second World War.

A good place to begin in an ethical evaluation of covert actions is with an 
acknowledgment that the use of PM operations in support of properly author-
ized US overt wars against the enemies of democratic societies is a rational and 
proper use of the Third Option, as long as the CIA remains outside the Red 
Zones—​especially at the extreme end of the field. Helpful, as well, are some rea-
sonable rules for judging covert action, as espoused by three directors of Central 
Intelligence: Admiral Stansfield Turner (1977–​81), Judge William H. Webster 
(1987–​91), and Professor John Deutch (1995–​97).29

“There is one overall test of the ethics of human intelligence activities,” Turner 
suggested. “That is whether those approving them feel they could defend their 
decisions before the public if their actions became public.”30 This is sometimes 
known as the New York Times test.31 How would the covert action story play on 
the front page of the nation’s newspapers?

Serving six years later at Langley Langley in the wake of the Iran-​contra affair, 
Judge Webster crafted his own set of criteria for grading Third Option proposals. 
He requested answers before he would grant approval:32

Is it legal—​that is, does it follow the approval and reporting rules laid out by 
Hughes-​Ryan and the Intelligence Oversight Act of 1980 (not whether it 
passes the test of international law, which few would)?33

Is it consistent with American foreign policy and, if not, why not?
Is it consistent with American values?
If it becomes public, will it make sense to the American people? The “front 

page of the newspapers” standard again.

Webster said in an interview that this set of questions requires “people to 
think about it [the covert action proposal] and they ask themselves: “Do I really 
want to do this?” The DCI stressed the importance of the newspaper considera-
tion. When a staff aide observed to him that the public would have “a tough time 
understanding” a particular Third Option initiative he was reviewing before ap-
proval, Webster remembered that he replied: “Well, maybe we better think twice 
before we do it that way.” This question in his set was a particularly important 
check. For each covert action candidate for a finding, Webster presented his 
questions and the Agency’s answers in the NSC decision forum, too, as a way 
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of demonstrating to the White House that the CIA was “not following a pat-
tern that’s inconsistent with what our country stands for.” Another advantage, 
Webster continued: “This procedure, too, I think, tends to keep the executive 
branch from wanting us to do things on the spur of the moment that will not 
serve the national interest, and may weaken the intelligence structure as a result 
of doing something.”34

During this interview, William Webster grinned at the comparison some-
times made in the media between him as “Mild Bill” and William J. Casey of 
Iran-​contra notoriety as “Wild Bill.” He noted that, as FBI Director prior to his 
service at Langley, he was known for taking risks—​“as long as I know they are 
lawful,” he emphasized. “That’s very, very important. You lose that, then you lose 
trust; and, then, you have another congressional investigation like the Church 
and Pike inquires [led in the House by Otis Pike, D, New York) and things don’t 
happen. You don’t get the money, you get restrictions.”

On the “New York Times test,” HPSCI overseer and later SecDef Les Aspin had 
offered a comparable suggestion several years earlier, in the 1970s. “Covert ac-
tion should be as consistent as possible with the moral character of the American 
public,” he advised, “so that if some action becomes public, it would not be ter-
ribly embarrassing to the government of the United States because it is not some-
thing most Americans would consider immoral.”35

While brainstorming with retired DCI Helms on the subject of the Third 
Option, John Deutch developed a two-​item set of queries he would pose to the 
DDO before green-​lighting a covert action:

“Will the American people support you if it shows up on the front page of the 
paper?” Once more, the litmus test of potential public embarrassment.

“Do you have some confidence that you can do it effectively and completely?” 
Here is an added wrinkle to the advice of Turner and Webster: a will-​it-​
actually-​work criterion.36

As Operation “Neptune Spear” to capture or kill Bin Laden unfolded in 2011, 
President Obama estimated that the chances for success were about fifty-​fifty—​
and these odds were higher than those of some of his professional aides planning 
the operation.37 Such statistics (remember Allen Dulles’s estimate of a 20 percent 
chance for success in Guatemala during the 1954 anti-​Árbenz operation, exam-
ined in Chapter 3) underscore the iffy chances for a positive outcome that often 
accompany a covert action, even over the short haul. Still, Deutch is right: re-
sponsible planners must do their best to estimate the chances of success, and 
(one might add) adopt a skeptical posture when the odds are low.

In addition to what we might refer to as the “DCI Covert Action Checklist” 
outlined above, this book stresses as well (in an elaboration of the judge’s “values” 
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point) that the core value for governance in America’s democratic society is the 
constitutionally based process by which decisions are made. A central ethical 
question to guide America’s use of covert action, therefore, is this: Has a pro-
posed Third Option been carefully reviewed by lawmakers, as required by the 
Constitution and since 1975 explicitly by law as well, and not just by officials in the 
executive branch?

America’s Covert Actions Seen Through a Moral Prism

In light of the moral risks displayed on the rungs of the escalation ladder, and 
taking into account the Turner-​Webster-​Deutch guidelines as well as the funda-
mental constitutional requirement for executive and legislative review of policy 
initiatives before they proceed, how well do the most prominent covert actions 
since 1947 fare? What follows is an exploration of the author’s estimation of the 
best and the worst outcomes in America’s modern experiences with this hidden 
side of foreign policy, drawing on examples presented earlier in this book.

First, a caveat: in retrospect, one may wish that the nation’s intelligence agencies 
had always been part of the normal framework of American government, with 
the same checks and balances applied to the CIA in the modern era as to the 
Departments of Agriculture, Commerce, and the rest of the executive bureaucracy. 
In fact, though, other than the vague last-​minute reference to “such other action” in 
the National Security Act of 1947, there simply was no statutory law in the realm of 
covert action until Hughes-​Ryan in 1974. Moreover, although the Constitution has 
been in effect since ratification by the states in 1788, spy activities were sheltered 
from the usual expectations for government accountability by the widely accepted 
norm of “intelligence exceptionalism”—​the notion that intelligence activities were 
too sensitive to be governed by normal constitutional expectations.

After Hughes-​Ryan and the Intelligence Oversight Act of 1980, though, the 
sense was that America’s intelligence services would now join the rest of the gov-
ernment in adherence to the new accountability laws. Moreover, since the idea 
of intelligence exceptionalism had been properly jettisoned, the expectations 
now included adherence to constitutional procedures, as well, even within the 
hidden side of government—​that is, the process that involves formal presidential 
approval of covert actions and their consideration by Congress prior to imple-
mentation, with the executive and legislative branches sharing authority in this 
concealed domain.

In the evaluations to follow, then, some Third Options are given high ratings 
in the pre-​Hughes-​Ryan era even though these operations lacked full legitimacy, 
as defined by an adherence to constitutional principles and the rule of law. Since 
neither of these important guardrails were formally part of the covert action 
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procedural sequence during these early years, it would be unfair to weigh these 
CAs solely on the post-​Hughes-​Ryan scales. It is unfortunate, though, that the 
Agency did not take it upon itself to consult regularly with legislative overseers 
about uses of the Third Option without awaiting for the passage of Hughes-​Ryan.

With this adjustment for process and legal considerations in mind during the 
pre-​1975 period, this chapter turns to an appraisal of America’s modern-​day 
clandestine interventions. The specific criteria guiding these judgments include:

	 •	 the level of covert action on the rungs of the Ladder of Clandestine 
Escalation;

	 •	 Judge Webster’s standards (designated here as “Webster’s Writs”), which 
include the emphasis of Admiral Turner and Les Aspin on the New York 
Times test;

	 •	 Deutch’s “odds of success” benchmark; and,
	 •	 the constitutional and legal expectations central to this book, with the ad-

justment made in fairness for the pre- and post-Hughes-​Ryan and Church 
Committee standards present in the United States before and after 1975.

This is a subjective exercise to be sure, presented here with full acknowledgment 
that thoughtful people may disagree on exactly which Third Options should be 
listed below as either the “best” or the “worst.”38

~ ~ ~

The Best of America’s Covert Actions

1.  Afghanistan II (2001–​2011): The Taliban, Al Qaeda,   
and Bin Laden

The Ladder of Clandestine Escalation: In the wake of 9/​11, the terrorist 
perpetrators became CA target Number One, namely, Osama bin Laden (OBL) 
and his terrorist organization Al Qaeda, along with their host Taliban regime 
in Afghanistan. Here was a major Rung 49 paramilitary intervention against 
an autocratic regime, with direct involvement of DoD personnel as well, and 
accompanied by aggressive covert political operations (most notably funding 
for the Northern Alliance). Following the 9/​11 attacks and the US invasion of 
Afghanistan in response, it took another ten years to locate Bin Laden. When he 
was finally found in Pakistan, thanks in part to CIA and NSA intelligence and 
logistical assistance, he was killed by US Special Forces while resisting capture 
(Rung 46).
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Webster’s Writs:
	 1.	 Legality. For both the Afghan invasion and the OBL take-​down, the laws 

for the Third Option were honored, with a report in advance to the Gang of 
Eight and full briefs to SSCI and HPSCI soon thereafter.

	 2.	 Foreign Policy Consistency. These covert actions were in harmony with—​
and in fact conducted hand in glove with—​US military operations to rout 
the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, destroy Al Qaeda, and capture or kill 
Osama Bin Laden.

	 3.	 Values. Few would dispute the importance of defending the United States 
and its values against terrorists and their state sponsors in Afghanistan, re-
sponsible for the craven attacks against New York City and Washington, 
DC, that killed almost 3,000 Americans.

	 4.	 Public Awareness. The American public, with the horrors of 9/​11 always in 
mind, were fully supportive of these anti-​Taliban, anti-​Qaeda, and anti-​Bin 
Laden operations.

The Chances of Full Success. The United States mobilized its military and CIA 
might to topple the Taliban government for its role in the 9/​11 attacks. Success 
against the Taliban was likely, and came quickly (five weeks). Tracking down 
OBL proved a more difficult task (ten years), and the chances of apprehending 
him in Pakistan were still considered low but worth the risk in 2011.

Constitutional Expectations: Process. The post-​1975 system of accountability 
worked—​a big plus in the moral evaluation of a Third Option.

2.  Afghanistan I (1979–​1989): The Soviets and the Mujahideen

The Ladder. Here was another ambitious clandestine intervention, this time 
assisting the mujahideen—​when they were not yet a haven for Qaeda terrorists 
(Rung 34)—​with the provision of Stinger missiles and other assistance in their 
fight to rid Afghanistan of the Soviet Red Army. The effort, known as Operation 
“Cyclone,” began under President Carter and took flight under President Reagan, 
becoming the longest run and most costly of the CIA’s covert actions.

Webster’s Writs:
	 1.	 Legality. Ironically, at the same time the Reagan administration was 

ignoring the Constitution and the law in its simultaneous conduct of 
the Iran-​contra affair, some of the Agency’s operations personnel were 
working closely with the Congress and in full compliance with consti-
tutional and legal procedure when it came to helping the mujahideen in 
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Afghanistan. Indeed, the Agency was being pushed into action by influ-
ential HPSCI member Charlie Wilson of Texas. Initially, the administra-
tion, and even DCI Casey, who was normally gung-​ho for covert actions 
on most occasions, was skeptical that the CIA could drive the Red Army 
from Afghanistan. The operation succeeded, however, and it, too, stands 
in the front ranks of the DO’s Third Option Trophy Case. Unfortunately, 
though, the mujahideen subsequently transmogrified into the Taliban, 
which befriended Al Qaeda in the aftermath of America’s departure from 
Afghanistan in the late 1980s.

	 2.	 Foreign Policy Consistency. This Third Option fit well into the anti-​
communist resistance mounted by the Reagan administration worldwide—​
even if there wasn’t much to resist, since communism had failed most 
everywhere and Russia remained a fourth-​rate economic power. The ques-
tion arises, though, about whether the United States should conduct PM 
activities on the border of a major, well-​armed adversary, any more than 
Americans were willing to tolerate the presence of Soviet missiles in Cuba 
in 1962, or (hypothetically) Russian paramilitary operation in Mexico 
today.

	 3.	 Values. One could argue that CA support for the mujahideen against the 
Soviets was a blow against autocracy, an objective in harmony with US 
values; yet, the Afghan fighters morphed into the Taliban, a coalition of 
tribes hardly known as a regime that favors freedom and democracy. This 
PM was a means to give the Soviet Union a black eye—​and it worked, 
bringing great satisfaction to the DO, the Reagan administration, and 
others who looked at the world through a narrow Cold War aperture. In the 
grand scheme of things, though, Afghanistan then became a hideout for 
terrorists—​including those responsible for the 9/​11 attacks. That country 
remains a basket case of civil unrest today, after claiming the lives of over 
2,300 US troops before a US troop withdrawal from that troubled part of 
the world in 2021.

	 4.	 Public Awareness. Americans may have been pleased to see the Soviets 
suffer their own Vietnam in their war with the mujahideen, but today the 
very word “Afghanistan” invokes an image of chaos, lawlessness, and end-
less strife—​compounded wreckage added to the US covert action record 
during the Reagan years that, it turns out, resulted in long-​term disastrous 
consequences in this distant land.

The Chances of Full Success. This was a long shot, it seemed at first; but as the 
operation moved forward, the mujahideen demonstrated their mettle and the 
Stinger missiles their malice.
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Constitutional Expectations: Process. Surprisingly, given the Reagan 
administration’s simultaneous Iran-​contra operations, the CIA’s PM activities 
in Afghanistan demonstrated that the procedures of the Hughes-​Ryan and 1980 
Oversight Act could function as intended, yielding clear presidential authority, 
robust congressional review, and at least a short-​term CIA success in the field. 
The Constitution and the law worked in this case during the Reagan administra-
tion, because in this instance key officials respected and honored constitutional 
intent and contemporary legal procedures.

3.  Laos (1962–​1968): Protecting the Western Flank of US 
Soldiers in Vietnam

The Ladder: As in Korea in 1950, the CIA found itself in the 1960s shoulder deep 
in PM operations to support US warfare in Indochina, especially in Laos and 
South Vietnam—​Rung 36. As usual with major covert interventions during 
times of US open warfare, the other forms of the Third Option were interwoven 
with the Agency’s PM operations.

Webster’s Writs:
	 1.	 Legality. No covert action law existed at this time, beyond the brief men-

tion in the National Security Act, so this paramilitary endeavor lacked con-
gressional authority and, therefore, full constitutional and moral standing. 
The operation was in support of the war in Vietnam, though, which was 
openly funded by Congress, and it saved the lives of thousands of GIs in 
that conflict; therefore, the PM enjoyed a definite color of good—​especially 
in light of the widespread acceptance of “intelligence exceptionalism” as a 
way of government in the United States that existed during those years.

	 2.	 Foreign Policy Consistency. American foreign policy was riveted on 
defeating communism in Vietnam, and the CIA fought in harness with 
that objective.

	 3.	 Values. As with most of America’s covert actions during the Cold War, the 
Agency’s efforts in Vietnam sought to advance anti-​communism and de-
mocracy. Ironically, though, the United States might have had an ally in the 
North Vietnamese leader Ho Chi Minh, who counted George Washington 
among his heroes and basically sought (in the manner of Mossadegh in 
Iran) to establish a strong and independent homeland for his people, at 
arm’s length from China and the Soviet Union (despite his own commit-
ment to a Vietnamese version of communism—​a country that now makes 
beautiful yellow raingear and other clothing for Brooks Brothers ).
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	 4.	 Public Awareness. The American people began to turn against the war in 
Vietnam in 1968, after four years of killing in Indochina and no military 
victory in sight. Had they known about the full extent of Agency activities 
in Laos, they would have been pleased that these operations were saving 
the lives of US troops by diverting Laotian communist forces away from 
the war in Vietnam. Some would have felt their stomachs churn, though, 
when considering the CIA’s abrupt abandonment of the Hmong in 1968.

The Chances of Full Success. No one could tell how successful the Agency’s in-
volvement in Laos could be in helping to protect the western flank of US troop 
activities in South Vietnam. It was a gamble that worked, though, at least for an 
important six years; then disaster struck the Agency’s local allies, the ever-​hap-
less Hmong. No full success here, but some valuable partial successes—​all un-
predictable at the outset.

Constitutional Expectations: Process. In this pre–​Hughes-​Ryan era, congressional 
review of the Agency’s CAs never occurred, another stain (along with the sad 
plight of the Hmong) on this otherwise commendable diversionary operation 
that helped to save the lives of American war-​fighters in Vietnam.

4.  Italy and Covert Containment (1947–​1950): Thwarting Red 
Takeovers in Europe

The Ladder: The earliest of the postwar covert actions focused chiefly on prop-
aganda and political activities at the lower end of the escalation ladder, ranging 
from Rungs 1 through 3 aimed at the communist nations; and Rungs 4 through 5 
at independent or “neutral” (non-​aligned) nations. Some escalation occurred, as 
the CIA armed resistance fighters in Greece and elsewhere, but the level of weap-
onry provided remained at a lower level of sophistication. The showcase success 
for the Third Option in these days was Italy. Thanks to the Agency’s secret as-
sistance with elections against the Italian Communist Party, Italy remained a 
trustworthy member of NATO, and its allegiance with the United States grew 
stronger over the years as the Agency’s propaganda and financial aid helped to 
sustain this European democracy. As Senator Church observed during a press 
conference in Washington on January 15, 1976, the United States was “trying to 
resurrect democracy from the ashes” of the Second World War.

Webster’s Writs:
	 1.	 Legality. Meaningful law related to the Third Option was non-​existent at 

this time.
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	 2.	 Foreign Policy Consistency. In these early cases in Europe and around 
the world, the Agency’s covert actions were consistent with, and designed 
to support, an anti-​communist containment doctrine—​the linchpin of 
America’s external relations throughout the Cold War and beyond.

	 3.	 Values. American values supported democratic principles and free socie-
ties (the very flipside of communism), and the CIA pursued these worthy 
objectives in Italy.

	 4.	 Public Awareness. The American public would probably have supported 
these activities had citizens known about them, in the same way that their 
representatives in Congress voted for overt assistance to the democracies 
around the world, by way of the Marshall Plan, Point Four, the Truman 
Doctrine, and a variety of other programs.

The Chances for Full Success. The Cold War in all of its phases, but especially these 
beginning years, was fraught with doubt and angst about the eventual outcome. 
Whether the open societies would succeed in thwarting the global appetites of the 
communists was unknown and unknowable; however, the betting odds favored 
the idea that the people of this planet would be happier with self-​governance, 
freedom of expression, fair justice, and economic prosperity than they would the 
communist alternatives.

Constitutional Expectations: Process. As with every covert action until 1975, no 
serious debate or accountability occurred in Congress. As a result, all covert 
actions before this watershed year must be judged as flawed with respect to this 
important dimension, however laudable the forms of clandestine assistance were 
to struggling democracies around the globe.

5. Poland (1978–​1991): Support for Solidarity

The Ladder. This Rung 30 operation—​a “High Risk” political intervention—​
remains mostly classified and cannot be fully appraised yet; preliminary histo-
ries indicate, though, that this intervention was helpful to the cause of nurturing 
freedom in Eastern Europe.

Webster’s Writs:
	 1.	 Legality. Once again the Reagan administration demonstrated that it was 

capable of conducting lawful covert actions, Iran-​contra notwithstanding.
	 2.	 Foreign Policy Consistency. This intervention was compatible with the 

twin US foreign policy goals of containing communism and advancing 
democratic principles around the world.

 



242  The Third Option

	 3.	 Values. American values are in favor of freedom for others—​in this case, 
the Solidarity movement.

	 4.	 Public Awareness. The US public would probably have supported the idea 
of assisting the working men and women of Poland behind the scenes in 
their resistance against a repressive, pro-​Moscow regime in Warsaw—​
although some may have worried about a Soviet military response against 
Poland and America’s clandestine partners in that nation.

The Chances of Full Success. The Reagan administration and the CIA were careful 
not to provoke a Soviet military entry into Poland; thus, given this caution, the 
Agency had a good chance of succeeding with its lower-​rung covert support to 
Solidarity—​although with no guarantees that it had properly judged the likely 
reaction in Moscow.

Constitutional Expectations: Process. The CA finding and reporting procedures 
were honored.

The Worst of America’s Covert Actions

1.  Iran III and Nicaragua (1984–​1987): Above the Constitution 
and the Rule of Law

The Ladder of Clandestine Escalation: Had these twin covert actions of the Iran-​contra 
affair been properly approved by President Reagan and reported to Congress, as re-
quired by Hughes-​Ryan and the Intelligence Oversight Act of 1980, and had not the 
Boland Amendments been enacted beforehand to draw down the CIA’s interventions 
in Nicaragua, the rungs would have been 26 (Iran), then 45 (Nicaragua)—​the latter 
an “Extreme” operation on Threshold Four, but one that can be morally acceptable if 
the regime target is reprehensible. This is a series of big “ifs,” however. In fact, these 
uses of the Third Option amounted to—​in the new era of Hughes-​Ryan and the 
Intelligence Oversight Acts—​an illegal, unconstitutional, failed, and arrogant misuse 
of America’s secret power, against a regime that the Carter administration had fully 
recognized and had worked with successfully, and with the Agency itself going along 
with the wishes of the White House, never mind the law.

This recklessness lands the Nicaraguan segment of the Iran-​contra activities 
on Rung 53, reserved for assaults by the secret agencies on the US Constitution, 
as the Reagan administration resorted to creation of “The Enterprise” as a way of 
bypassing Congress altogether. The violations of US law that occurred during both 
segments of this affair fall just one rung below. These attempts to cast aside the im-
portant shield of the Constitution’s First Article that stands between the American 
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people and tyranny, coupled with the multiple violations of statutes, as well as end-
less lies told to congressional overseers, warrant the strongest condemnation.

Iran-​contra conspirators and their defenders charged during the congressional 
investigation into the affair that critics were “criminalizing” what was really just 
a policy disagreement between Republicans and Democrats. On the contrary, 
this unsettling episode was about the law and the Constitution, both of which 
the Reagan administration blatantly ignored and dishonored in this instance. On 
the ladder of escalation, only the covert use of WMD, along with involvement in 
a gross violation of human rights, surpass in immorality this alarming assault on 
the nation’s founding principles.

Webster’s Writs:
	 1.	 Legality. Shockingly, after all the investigations by the Church Committee 

and other panels into the CIA’s misuse of power, the Agency again allowed 
itself to be pulled into illegal—​indeed, unconstitutional—​activities. Never 
has Webster’s first writ for covert action been so callously and sweepingly 
disregarded.

	 2.	 Foreign Policy Consistency. Was US interference in the affairs of Nicaragua 
really compatible with acceptable uses of American foreign policy? Recall 
the Carter administration’s good diplomatic relations with President 
Ortega; moreover, the people of Nicaragua were entirely capable of voting 
Ortega out of office, if they so wished (and which they did soon after the 
Iran-​contra episode, then voted him back in again several years later). 
These were affairs of state for the people of Nicaragua to resolve, not 
matters meant to be settled by remote US officials in their air-​conditioned 
offices in the West Wing, the OEOB, and Langley.

	 3.	 Values. The values of the American people do not include breaking the law 
and undermining the Constitution—​or, for that matter, intervening need-
lessly in the affairs of other nations that have open electoral processes.

	 4.	 Public Awareness. When the Reagan administration’s illegal covert actions 
came to light, the president’s popularity experienced an elevator drop in 
the public opinion polls—​some 21 points.

The Chances of Full Success. Since 1979, Iran has never been a trustworthy partner 
of the United States, so relying on its leaders to gain William Buckley’s release 
was wishful thinking. As for Ortega, he had been freely elected by the people of 
Nicaragua—​not a commendable circumstance for launching a coup against the 
Sandinistas.

Constitutional Expectations: Process. Iran-​contra tossed Article I of the 
Constitution onto the compost heap. Laws were broken, and congressional 
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overseers on HPSCI and SSCI were misled, including by witnesses under oath. 
At one point, the CIA even buried beneath the earth in Honduras its aircraft 
used during the contra side of the affair, to avoid their discovery by congressional 
investigators. Lieutenant Colonel North has described this bizarre aspect of the 
contra operations. “An enormous crater was dug with bulldozers,” he recollected. 
“The planes were pushed into the pit, covered with explosives, and blown up. The 
remaining wreckage was saturated with fuel and then cremated.”39

The Iran-​contra scandal reminds us anew of a basic principle of democracy. 
One may have good laws and a revered Constitution, but good government ul-
timately depends on the presence of honest, law-​abiding, principled men and 
women serving in high office.

2.  Cuba (1960–​1964): Caribbean Obsession

The Ladder: The covert actions against the Castro regime moved quickly to Rungs 
45 and 47 within Threshold Four—​a rash escalation for the Kennedy administra-
tion, involving a violent coup attempt and multiple assassination plots against 
Fidel Castro.

Webster’s Writs:
	 1.	 Legality. Hughes-​Ryan did not yet exist and so there were no meaningful 

laws dealing with covert action against Cuba—​an unfortunate lack of 
brakes on the “Mongoose” race car.

	 2.	 Foreign Policy Consistency. Once Castro began to wed Cuba to the Soviet 
Union, the die was cast and his regime painted itself in crimson hues, in 
the view of Washington officials. The narrow window of opportunity for a 
modus vivendi with Castro soon after the Cuban revolution rapidly closed 
to the United States, with fault on both sides, and Cuba became another ad-
versary in the East-​West Cold War.

	 3.	 Values. The values of the American people were certainly not in favor of a 
pro-​Moscow Cuba, as Castro’s regime became; but the Agency’s intensive 
covert actions aimed at the island fed the Cuba leader’s paranoia about US 
objectives, to the point where he was further pushed toward seeking not 
just Soviet economic aid but security assistance as well—​even the place-
ment of nuclear missiles on Cuban soil as a deterrent against an expected 
overt US invasion of Cuba on a larger scale than the Bay of Pigs. The blink-
ered Cold War outlook that gripped the United States stood in the way of 
a détente with Cuba (as President Truman had successfully pursued with 
Tito in Yugoslavia), and brought the superpowers to the brink of mutual 
destruction during the missile crisis of 1962.
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	 4.	 Public Awareness. If the evils of the Batista regime had been thoroughly 
laid out for the American people, along with the reasons that Castro had 
led a rebellion and now needed a helping hand from the United States, 
Americans might have been willing to come to the aid of nearby neighbor 
(as was Canada).

The Chances of Full Success. The CIA’s own Intelligence Directorate had warned 
about the likely failure that would accompany a paramilitary invasion of Cuba; 
moreover, the early missteps of the Mongoose operations should have indicated 
the fecklessness of directing CAs against this entrenched island regime with its 
effective Soviet-​trained (and often KGB-​staffed) counterintelligence shield.

Constitutional Expectations: Process. The DO misled President Kennedy into 
believing the coup would be a cakewalk; and, as usual at the time, lawmakers 
were excluded from deliberations. In addition, although Mongoose was admin-
istered by a CIA Headquarters Task Force, even this tight control failed to curb 
some excessive operations in Cuba. An example is when the assassination plots 
against Castro continued throughout the Cuban missile crisis—​even though the 
White House had expressly ordered a stop to any use of the Third Option on 
the island during this perilous moment, let alone attempts to murder the Cuban 
leader. The DO officer in charge, William Harvey, told Attorney General Robert 
Kennedy during the crisis that he was unable to contact the Agency’s assets on 
the island engaged in these activities.40 This was not Article I of the Constitution, 
or Article II. This was Article CIA—​Agency operatives acting on their own.

3.  Congo (1960–​1961): Murder in the Heart of Africa

The Ladder: The objective here was nothing less than the murder of a foreign 
head of state, President Patrice Lumumba of the Congo—​a Rung 47 assassination 
plot, high on the Ladder of Clandestine Escalation.

Webster’s Writs:
	 1.	 Legality. There was no meaningful law for covert action yet.
	 2.	 Foreign Policy Consistency. Was American foreign policy based on a doc-

trine of killing foreign leaders who disagreed with Washington officials? 
Not from the viewpoint of the State Department or the Pentagon—​and 
adamantly denied under oath, in closed sessions, by top officials from the 
Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations when cross-​examined by the 
Church Committee. Whatever the truth about the origins of authority for 
this murder plot (which may never be known with certainty), one thing is 
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widely accepted as true: international assassinations are a prescription for 
global chaos, leading to a world plagued by vendetta and awash in blood.

	 3.	 Values. Murdering foreign heads of state and other civilian political leaders 
is not a value endorsed by most Americans, outside of a formally author-
ized war against a targeted country.

	 4.	 Public Awareness. Most Americans would probably have been appalled 
to read the details of the Lumumba assassination planning by the CIA, as 
they and their representatives in Congress finally were when the Church 
Committee disclosed these macabre facts.

The Chances of Full Success. At least two conditions should have given the CIA 
pause about dispatching Lumumba. First, as with the planning against Castro, 
the very nature of murdering foreign political leaders should have raised plot-​
ending reservations—​if not on moral grounds, then at least regarding the 
dangers of a retaliation against America’s presidents of this era, Eisenhower and 
Kennedy. Second, on practical grounds, the difficulty of gaining access to the 
Congo leader was a consequential barrier to success, as it had been for Castro.

Constitutional Expectations: Process. Expectations should always be high when it 
comes to honoring the intent of the US Constitution; but they were completely 
unmet here, in these pre–​Hughes-​Ryan days. Article II and Article CIA blended 
into a perfect storm of inappropriate involvement in African affairs, leading to 
the sordid death of Lumumba, aided and abetted by the Agency and the Belgian 
foreign intelligence agency.

4.  Chile (1962–​1973): A Clandestine Assault on a 
Fellow Democracy

The Ladder. In efforts to topple the Allende regime, the CIA leaped from lower-​
rung propaganda operations to a full-​fledged devotion to political, economic, 
and paramilitary attacks. No direct shooting was involved, or even a plan to 
have the CIA use its armed paramilitary forces; but the Agency’s PM officers 
were in touch with the Chilean military to coordinate internal army opposition 
to Allende, and the CIA provided weaponry and encouragement to additional 
anti-​Allende groups in Chile. As a result, the Agency bears some culpability 
for the military coup and the murder of Chile’s top general, Rene Schneider. 
It vigorously rolled out all of its forms of covert action against the Allende re-
gime (Rung 50), but with a special focus on wrecking that nation’s economy 
by supporting the truckers strike and through other means of commercial 
disruption.
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Webster’s Writs:
	 1.	 Legality. These operations took place a few years before Hughes-​Ryan; 

therefore, no CA law existed yet.
	 2.	 Foreign Policy Consistency. As set by Nixon and Kissinger, American for-

eign policy in Latin America (like everywhere else around the world) was 
to resist any government that seemed flirtatious with communism, or even 
hinted at socialist learning—​no matter if that meant bedding down with the 
most opprobrious right-​wing military dictators. The covert actions against 
Chile were in sync with that particular objective, however odious the out-
come. Yet Americans value democratic elections and open societies, exactly 
what Chile boasted before and during the Allende years; thus, this clandes-
tine intervention runs contrary to the idea of support for fellow democratic 
governments.41 The exceptions to this embrace of fellow democracies by the 
United States have been the misguided intrusions by the Agency against freely 
elected regimes in small nations, as with Guatemala and Nicaragua within 
the Western Hemisphere during the Cold War. These are embarrassments, 
surely; but they represent a small percentage of America’s full array of covert 
actions. Further, they have been repudiated by many subsequent leaders in 
Washington and by most experts in the community of scholars.

	 3.	 Values. Had the democratic aspect of Allende’s election to the presidency 
been properly explained to citizens of the United States, they may well have 
respected the will of the Chilean electorate, who had made their choice in a 
fair and open election.

	 4.	 Public Awareness. It is doubtful that the American public would have been 
proud of the excesses engaged in by the CIA against a fellow democracy—​
unless they had bought into the Kissinger myth that the Allende regime 
was a dagger pointed at the United States.

The Chances for Full Success. Given the sizable resources the United States was 
prepared to spend behind the scenes to topple Allende, the chances of success 
were reasonably good—​setting aside the lofty price paid in the moral standing of 
the United States, as well as the fate of Chileans sentenced to years of repression 
and, in the case of many dissenters, a torturous death inflicted by the succes-
sional Pinochet regime.

Constitutional Expectations: Process. The Third Option continued to operate 
without statutory guidance at this time, as well as no congressional review worth 
mentioning. Further, wrong-​minded White House officials (chiefly Kissinger) 
provoked a series of unsavory clandestine activities—​all with no objections from 
a CIA that appeared more interested in keeping good relations with the Nixon 
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administration than in raising questions about the probity of deposing a freely 
elected president in a democratic society.

5. Syria (2013–​2017): Arab Fling

The Ladder. This coup aspiration against the Syrian regime of Bashar al-​Assad, 
an “Extreme Operation” against a strong, autocratic regime (Rung 49), caved in 
with no positive results—​indeed, with a major deterioration in relations between 
the United States and Turkey, both NATO members.

Webster’s Writs:
	 1.	 Legality. The new rules for the Third Option were honored, although SSCI 

and HPSCI allowed a poorly designed CA to slip through their fingers.
	 2.	 Foreign Policy Consistency. American foreign policy toward Syria, a dic-

tatorship allied closely with Russia, was ambiguous, jumbled, and unsuc-
cessful in opposing Assad—​traits that were mirrored in the covert action 
directed against the country.

	 3.	 Values. The broadly accepted anti-​authoritarian philosophy of the United 
States encouraged opposition to the Assad regime, although these good 
instincts should have been tempered by the impracticality of dislodging a 
Russian-​backed Syrian government.

	 4.	 Public Awareness. The American people have been thoroughly unim-
pressed by the disjointed and ineffectual US presence in Syria; and any sane 
person would be bowled over by the colossal waste of time and money ab-
sorbed by this pitiful CIA paramilitary operation—​a near rival with the 
Bay of Pigs in weak conception and dismal outcome.

The Chances for Full Success. The possibilities for achieving a coup against a long-​
surviving authoritarian in the Middle East, with Russia and Iran as partners and 
providing sophisticated military support to Assad, should have raised serious 
reservations in the White House, on the Hill, and at Langley. This is especially 
true, given the plethora of alliances the CIA was attempting to work with on the 
ground. As Krishnan, observes: “The inability of the US to restrain problematic 
partners turned the covert action in Syria into a policy quagmire.”42

Constitutional Expectations: Process. The procedures worked, but they dem-
onstrate that congressional involvement is no guarantee the United States will 
enjoy wiser and more successful covert actions. After all, it is not that members 
of Congress are more democratic or necessarily wiser than presidents; both 
lawmakers and the nation’s chief executives are popularly elected and, as 
human beings, are susceptible to the foibles of the species. Nevertheless, the 
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constitutional model of decision making advocated by America’s founders, and 
embraced in this book, defeats all other alternatives in terms of both democratic 
principles and the possibilities for sound policy outcomes.

Congress can actually count among its ranks many more scoundrels than the 
number elected to the White House, simply because there are thousands more 
lawmakers who have been chosen by voters over the decades than presidents 
(Joe Biden is only president No. 46). Just as there has been a James Buchanan, 
an Andrew Johnson, a Richard M. Nixon, and a Donald J. Trump in the White 
House, so, too, has there been a Joe McCArthy and Huey Long on Capitol Hill. 
Both institutions, though, have been led more often than not by individuals of 
outstanding character, intelligence, and moral judgment, among them George 
Washington, Abraham Lincoln, and FDR in the White House, and Senators 
Everett Dirksen (R, Illinois) and Philip Hart (D, Michigan) in the Congress. 
The important point is that the two institutions, working together, have a better 
chance of achieving wisdom and success than they do working alone—​at least 
that is thought to be the case, or else the bedrock principles of American democ-
racy and the Constitution are mere chimeras.

~~~

An Ethical Profile of America’s Covert Actions since 1947

As summarized in Figure 9.1, the covert actions explored in this book have often 
risen to the highest set of rungs on the escalation ladder: the “Extreme Operations” 
of Threshold Four. Sixteen of the twenty-​three nations targeted for the major 
interventions examined in Chapters 3 through 6 were the targets of operations 
carried out at this top threshold: Rungs 37–​54. This number amounts to 70 per 
cent of the total among nations listed in bold in Figures 3.1 and 5.1 (with some 
of them targeted more than once and, therefore, counted more than once). Five 
additional nations were targeted at Threshold Three levels: Rungs 13–​36. Thus, 
in almost all cases—​twenty-​one out of twenty-​three major covert interventions 
highlighted in this book, or 91 percent—​US covert actions escalated to the top 
thresholds on the ladder. Over the years, every rung from 1 to 54 has been used by 
the Agency at one time or another (especially the propaganda rungs), with torture 
ranked as the highest step among those that have been adopted because of its in-
trinsic barbarity—​so easily embraced by dictators in repressive regimes and so far 
removed from the traditional values of the United States. Looking at the non-​state 
categories of drone warfare against terrorists, as well as America’s responses to 
cyberattacks, again the Agency reaches high rungs: 47 and 51, respectively.

As shown in Figure 9.1 as well, despite the existence of the Hughes-​Ryan Act 
and the experiences of the Church Committee inquiry, the executive branch still 
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failed on two important occasions to report on key covert actions to Congress 
in a timely manner. The first was with the Iran rescue mission during the Carter 
administration, although the reporting procedures were still in flux during the 
1970s, with some lingering ambiguities about the new procedures and no estab-
lished track record to rely on. The second was the Iran-​contra affair during the 
Reagan administration, when the procedures were well in place and clear. After 
Iran-​contra, though, the executive and legislative branches settled into the ex-
pected legal and constitutional pattern of approval for, and reporting on, the Third 
Option. There is one disturbing exception in recent years. In 2020, the Trump ad-
ministration skirted reporting to, and review by, lawmakers when the president 
ordered a Pentagon assassination against the non-​combatant public official from 
Iran, Qasem Soleimani.43

On the ladder of escalation, America’s covert actions have recorded both moral 
highs, as with Afghanistan II (the post-​9/​11 paramilitary operations against the 
Taliban and Al Qaeda), and moral lows, as with the Iran-​contra affair. Further, the 
Third Option has sometimes been adopted prematurely, as when continued diplo-
macy may have been eventually successful during President Carter’s Iranian hos-
tage situation. Or when the forging of an overt international peace coalition aimed 
at quelling hostilities in Syria—​diplomacy again—​would have been worth further 
pursuit instead of the resort to a covert action that posed long odds of success—​
and failed miserably. Webster’s guidelines have been frequently breached, too, al-
though less so in recent years. On the Deutch dimension, the guesswork required 
on the possibilities for success will continue to haunt Third Option planners; such 
is the nature of the human mind, which is made of flesh and blood, not magic 
crystals. When the odds of success appear bleak, though, prudence will suggest 
backing away from a proposed covert action—​unless the resort to clandestine in-
tervention is absolutely necessary for the safety of the United States.

America’s cumulative experience with the Third Option has led to the for-
mulation of Webster’s writs and other useful guidelines. Honoring these 
prescriptions, one can hope for wiser decisions. As for constitutional expecta-
tions regarding covert action approvals and congressional review, prior to pas-
sage of Hughes-​Ryan they were invariably dashed; since 1975, however, these 
principles of power sharing and accountability have been largely honored, with 
the disquieting exceptions of the Iran-​contra scandal and the Soleimani murder. 
The goal of “Constitutional Intelligence in America” will be all the stronger 
when procedures related to drone warfare, cyberattacks, and the assassination 
of foreign leaders have been clarified and firmly embedded into the post-​1975 
rules of presidential findings for the Third Option, along with prior reporting 
to Congress. The central moral problem, as former DCI Stansfield Turner once 
stated it with reference to killings outside of a formally acknowledged war zone, 
is “what it does to your societal values when you break your concept of taking 
lives without due process.”44



10
The Third Option Reconsidered

The Covert Action Record

The preceding chapter offered one way of looking at the pluses and minuses of 
America’s covert action. How do practitioners of the Third Option themselves 
evaluate this history? In interviews with CIA officers, professionals in the busi-
ness of clandestine operations have pointed with pride to a number of “special 
activities.”1

Agency Favorites

High on their list of successes, from the CIA’s own point of view, were the 
Agency’s efforts to oppose communist party takeovers during the early stages 
of the Cold War in Italy, France, West Germany, Greece, and Turkey as well 
as several other nations in Western Europe, Asia, Latin America, and Africa. 
Paramilitary support to US troops during the Korean War is another admired 
time, however roughhewn the CIA still was in its evolution toward becoming a 
full-​service global intelligence agency. The operational pros also view the Iranian 
coup of 1953 and the Guatemalan coup the following year as solid successes. They 
then skip forward, quickly over the Bay of Pigs fiasco in 1961, to the CIA’s secret 
war in Laos, which lasted from 1962 to 1968. As discussed earlier in this book, 
the Agency played an important role in keeping Laotian communist guerrillas 
and North Vietnamese soldiers preoccupied with civil war in Laos rather than 
freeing them up to cross the border into Vietnam and join in the targeting of US 
troops. Senior DO officers are understandably pleased with their efforts to shield 
America’s uniformed war-​fighters.

Another highlight, from the vantage point at Langley, was support for the mu-
jahideen during the Reagan years, aiding them in repelling the Soviet Army from 
Afghanistan. These years, too, witnessed gratifying Agency encouragement to 
dissenters behind the Iron Curtain and inside China, bringing some succor to 
those who longed for democracy and freedom from authoritarian control. This 
assistance extended from the CIA “book program” and other initiatives under the 
“propaganda” heading to the secret funding of various pro-​democracy parties 
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and factions around the world (as in Poland). With respect to the Agency’s prop-
aganda activities, some Langley officials stress, too, how these operations kept 
hope alive inside the Russian underground and in other repressive regimes 
throughout the Cold War—​hope that one day freedom would finally prevail 
over the world’s totalitarian communist leaders. An additional high mark for the 
Third Option, as virtually everyone acknowledges, was the CIA’s response to 9/​
11, when DO officers joined—​and, on several occasions, led—​the US military 
campaign to drive the Taliban out of power in Afghanistan after their backing of 
the cowardly Qaeda attacks against New York and DC.

More recent on the list of positive outcomes, from Langley’s perspective (and 
others—​certainly this book), is the elimination of Osama Bin Laden in 2011. 
After a decade of evading attempts to capture or kill him, the arch-​terrorist leader 
was found in Pakistan and dispatched by US Special Forces. After a five-​year 
manhunt, the Agency dealt a similar fate in 2019 to Abu Bakr al-​Baghdadi, the 
leader of the ISIS terrorist organization based in Syria. On the assassination front 
more generally, some in the CIA and elsewhere look on the capacity of drones to 
strike down would-​be perpetrators of future 9/​11s as an important new form of 
covert action. Even before the era of drone assassinations, a key witness before 
the Aspin-​Brown Commission in 1996, foreign policy expert Richard N. Haass, 
director of national security programs at the influential Council on Foreign 
Relations at the time and later its president, recommended the vigorous resump-
tion of US assassination plots. He proposed abolishing the Ford administration 
executive order that prohibited that activity, and he promoted, as well, a lively 
pursuit of coups aimed at regimes around the world deemed unfriendly toward 
the United States.2

The Critics Demur

Critics of the Third Option are quick to respond to these bouquets of praise, 
however, with the observation that the Marshall Plan, the Truman Doctrine, the 
Point Four Program, and the stationing of American soldiers permanently in 
Europe and Japan, along with the overt military defense of South Korea against 
the spread of communism in Asia, were much more influential in countering 
the Soviet and Chinese threats during the early Cold War years than anything 
accomplished by the Third Option. From this angle, the Directorate of Plans 
and subsequently the Directorate of Operations labored only at the margins of 
American foreign policy.

The Iranian coup, they note further, eventually led to an uprising in Tehran 
against America’s puppet, the shah—​a rebellion that brought a lasting revulsion 
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toward the United States in that country, steadily inflamed by the uprising of na-
tionalist impulses and devotion to a theocracy that swept away the shah’s rule. 
Moreover, those skeptical of covert action point out that Guatemala has endured 
extreme poverty in all the years since the CIA intervened. The Agency may have 
aided the United Fruit Company in its desire to extract bananas from Central 
American jungles, but the United States did nothing to help the people of that 
nation lift themselves out of poverty.

As for Laos, when the CIA ended its paramilitary operations in 1968, commu-
nist forces decimated the Agency’s in-​country allies—​the Hmong—​as soon as the 
CIA “advisers” departed with their weapons in tow and the United States ended 
its bombing support. The Pathet Lao were then able to turn their attention fully 
toward combat against America’s soldiers in South Vietnam. Further, although 
the warriors associated with the mujahideen were successful in defeating the 
Soviet Army in Afghanistan in the 1980s (thanks in large part to CIA-​provided 
Stinger missiles and other sophisticated armaments), the mujahideen became the 
Taliban government that soon turned against the United States and embraced Al 
Qaeda. And even though critics of covert action usually grant a nod of approval 
to the Agency’s role in routing the Taliban in Afghanistan after 9/​11, they also 
point to Bin Laden’s escape and evasion for a decade and, more significantly, the 
Taliban’s ongoing—​and expanding—​military operations in Afghanistan today 
that have cost the lives of many American soldiers and contractors, recaptured 
control of Afghanistan, and threatened to turn this part of the world again into a 
haven for global terrorists .

A Mixed Bag

With respect to the deaths of Bin Laden and al-​Baghdadi, most Americans were 
pleased with those operations, although some would have preferred to see these 
terrorists captured and tried in an American—​or, ideally, international—​court 
of law. Moreover, critics can be passionae in their disparagement of the Agency’s 
drone program of assassinations, labeling it indiscriminate, highly unpopular 
abroad (even with many people living in the Middle East and Southwest Asia 
who otherwise feel an affinity toward the United States), and likely to result one 
day in drone retaliations against the United States.

A recent Agency director, John O. Brennan, expressed dismay on various 
television shows (for a time he was a CNN consultant) that the CIA had be-
come a quasi-​military machine for hunting down and dispatching suspected 
terrorists rather than focusing on its core mandate of intelligence collection 
and analysis. Hunting had overshadowed gathering. It was an old refrain. 
Some thirty years earlier, in the 1970s, Dr. Ray S. Cline, another top Agency 
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analyst suggested that the paramilitary operations in Laos had “diverted [the 
CIA] from its more basic tasks,” as the “covert action pressures on CIA dis-
torted its overall effort”—​namely, the collection and assessment of infor-
mation about world affairs.3 The Church Committee found that by 1962, 
spending on paramilitary activities had been chiefly responsible for the fact 
that the Third Option attracted a larger share of the Agency’s overall budget 
than ever before, a trend that would continue.4

Brennan was joined in his disappointment over CIA drone operations by 
one of the most thoughtful and dedicated congressional overseers for intel-
ligence, SSCI’s Angus King. He excoriated the executive branch for being “the 
prosecutor, the judge, the jury, and the executioner all in one” when it came to 
drone attacks—​a development he saw as “very contrary to the traditions and the 
laws of this country.”5 Former president Jimmy Carter eloquently underscored 
the consequences. “Top intelligence and military officials,” he wrote, “as well 
as [human] rights defenders in targeted areas, affirm that the great escalation 
in drone attacks has turned aggrieved families toward terrorist organizations, 
aroused civilian populations against us and permitted repressive governments to 
cite such actions to justify their own despotic behavior.”6

Further, critics of covert action will never forget the outcome at the Bay of 
Pigs. Or the moral, legal, constitutional low point in the modern history of US 
covert action: the misuse of the government’s secret powers during the Iran-​
contra affair.

Looking over the Third Option record, an astute journalist and DCI Helms 
biographer, Thomas Powers writes that these operations have been “callous” 
and “reckless.” They sum up to a “record of crime, blunder, embarrassment and 
failure.”7 Even Helms, although he was in charge of the Agency during several of 
its most prominent clandestine interventions abroad, was doubtful of its value. 
He wrote in a memoir: “We must realize that today’s world is far too sophisti-
cated to permit covert action to be wielded about like an all-​purpose political 
chain saw,” adding: “At its best, covert action should be used like a well-​honed 
scalpel, infrequently, and with discretion lest the blade lose its edge.”8 One of the 
leading lights in the Directorate of Plans and the organizer of the Bay of Pigs op-
eration, DDP Richard Bissell concluded that “the long term value [of the Third 
Option] . . . can be questioned.”9

Yet DCI Woolsey underscored for a visitor to Langley in 1993 that “there are 
some cases in which there is nothing else that can be done except covert action.” 
He continued: “You’re not going to persuade terrorists not to do something by 
démarcheing them. The same for weapons proliferators. You’ve got to figure out 
some way to stop them.” Woolsey noted, though, that large-​scale PMs were es-
sentially a thing of the past—​“way, way down from what it would have been four 
or five years ago.”10 The Obama administration’s adoption of a major paramilitary 
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operation in Syria would eventually belie this forecast, though, and underscore 
the resilience of the Third Option in all shapes and sizes as an attractive policy 
option for the White House.

As one can see, opinions on the value of covert action vary widely. On bal-
ance, this book finds that America’s secret approach to foreign policy objectives 
has been useful in its paramilitary forms as a supplement to overt American 
warfare, as was the case in Indochina and more recently in the struggles against 
global terrorism. Further on the plus side (as argued in Chapter 9), the roll-​back 
of the Taliban in Afghanistan immediately after 9/​11 was a shining example of 
how the CIA and the Pentagon can work together to defeat America’s foes.

Persuasive, too, are the targeted attacks that have been carried out against 
prominent terrorist leaders like Bin Laden and al-​Baghdadi, although the 
capture and fair trial of international criminals would be morally superior 
outcomes. Here is an example of how the latter is possible: The terrorist Mir 
Aimal Kansi, after making his way to the United States, had killed several CIA 
officers. Going methodically from car to car and armed with an AK-​47, he had 
gunned them down point-​blank at a traffic intersection where, on their way to 
work in January of 1993, they had stopped at a red light near the entrance to 
Langley. He escaped to Pakistan, but the United States hunted him down there 
and brought him back to this country where he was tried and found guilty. The 
evidence was irrefutable and, moreover, he confessed to the murders. He was 
put to death in 2002 by lethal injection at the Greensville Correctional Center 
in Jarratt, Virginia.11

Despite the occasional merit of drone assassinations, many observers believe 
they have been ordered too often and without reliable, consistent coordination 
with the Pentagon. A strong case can be made for eliminating drone assaults out-
side of an authorized battlefield; or, for that matter, the use of assassination as 
an instrument of American foreign policy altogether, short of targeting—​with 
compelling evidence and serious oversight of the operation—​murderous leaders 
of terrorist factions, battlefield combatants, and in self-​defense during a time of 
emergency. (British intelligence is said to have moved away from assassinations 
as an instrument of foreign policy.)12 Why invite a retaliation against America’s 
own leaders, who live in an open society and are comparatively easy targets? In 
addition, assassinations seldom achieve the ostensible goal of bringing peace to 
a region. Consider the hundreds of assassinations that have taken place between 
Israelis and Palestinians, tit-​for-​tat, over the years. Further, America’s murder 
plots have mostly failed in their implementation, as the many CIA attempts 
against Castro’s life attest. So does the persistent bungling of Russian efforts, 
through its secret “Unit 29155,” to eliminate intelligence defectors and others on 
Moscow’s contemporary hit list.13
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Ongoing Assessments

Part of the challenge in judging the worthiness of any specific covert action lies 
in weighing the difference between short-​term success and long-​term disaster. 
The 1953 coup in Iran arguably had some useful short-​term results. Recall DCI 
Colby’s judgment: “The assistance to the Shah . . . was an extremely good move 
which gave Iran twenty-​five years of progress before he was overthrown.”14 
Colby has noted in addition that it would be “a mistake to get rid of covert ac-
tion. Did we overuse it? Probably in some cases. But I think some of the major 
covert actions were very effective.” He referred specifically to “the Laos case, and 
Western Europe,” then added “Afghanistan” [during the Reagan administration]. 
Colby acknowledged that the Bay of Pigs was a disaster, but he couldn’t help won-
dering: “But what if had worked?”15 Recall, too, that Helms considered the shah’s 
help in establishing CIA listening posts along the Soviet border a significant ser-
vice to the United States (Chapter 3).

What does “worked” mean, though? Worked for whom? The 1953 coup in Iran 
had a mixed outcome. On the positive side for American consumers at least, the 
shah maintained a cap on the price of Iranian oil exported to the United States. 
Over the longer haul, though, America’s support for the Iranian king exploded 
in the faces of Washington strategists; and, to this day, the government in Tehran 
continues to view the United States as an unremitting enemy. The experience of 
the United States with covert support for the Taliban during the 1980s had long-​
term negative consequences as well, with the United States fighting its longest 
war ever against this band of Afghan warriors, beginning in 2001 and finally 
ending in 2021.

Lacking a crystal ball, efforts to foresee the long-​run results of a major covert 
action is like playing roulette in Vegas. Despite the difficulties (“Mankind does 
not have the capacity to pierce the fog of the future,” Dean Rusk liked to point 
out),16 the potential ill effects of the Third Option’s unintended consequences 
should give strategic planners serious pause. The opacity of long-​range outcomes 
ought to lead them to ponder, more deeply than is often the case, what might 
go wrong over the horizon with a proposed operation. Of course, some 
policymakers could care less about long-​term outcomes; they are just trying to 
make it through a nasty situation. National security adviser Henry Kissinger, 
for example, told President Nixon on the topic of withdrawal from the war in 
Vietnam that what the administration needed was “some formula that holds the 
thing together a year or two, after which no one will give a damn.”17

John Deutch, an “outsider” DCI from 1995 to 1997, has said that he believed 
covert action was “very useful, though we’re very bad at it.” He continued in an 
interview: “Historically, it has been used to get rid of governments you didn’t 
like, in the fifties and sixties. Here the record is mixed, and not too pertinent. 
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However, covert action having to do with proliferation [of unconventional 
weaponry] and with terrorism is highly useful—​to disrupt or preempt these 
activities. This is terribly important. If you find out that Osama bin Laden 
has a chemical plant, you may want to go there and destroy it. If you use the 
U.S. Marine Corps, you’ve got a military battle on your hands.” With his voice 
trailing off, he added: “But if you do it covertly. . . .”18 Deutch personally had 
a rocky relationship with the DO, however, in part because he fired a popular 
operations officer in Guatemala whom the DCI thought had failed to honor his 
directive to avoid recruiting locals involved in dubious human rights activities. 
“You could spend your whole life trying to please the DO—​and its retirees,” the 
former director sighed during the interview, slowly shaking his head with un-
happy memories.

Yet another DCI outsider, Admiral Stansfield Turner has pointed to the 
Agency’s activities in Afghanistan against the Soviets in the 1980s as “certainly” a 
useful covert action. Recall from Chapter 1 that he saw value as well in the prop-
aganda programs, noting that “when you get facts into a country where the truth 
is not a common commodity, you’re doing some good.”19

While some covert actions have been helpful to the United States and its 
friends overseas, many close observers suggest that skepticism is in order 
on the question of whether the vast majority have had any significant ef-
fect in protecting and advancing this nation’s global interests. One talented 
doubting Thomas is Admiral Dennis Blair, who served as director of National 
Intelligence (2009–​2010) and concluded: “If we’d have none of them [covert 
actions] we would probably be better off, and certainly no worse off than we are 
today.”20 One can debate the validity of this sharply negative assessment. This 
book argues that the Third Option has occasionally registered successes and 
should be kept at hand. An important caveat accompanies this view, though. 
With the exception of low-​cost truthful propaganda insertions into the media 
of non-​democratic regimes, along with low-​profile funding for aspiring pro-​
democracy factions in those countries, the Third Option should be resorted 
to only in a few specific situations. These include when the United States is 
faced with an imminent threat; when paramilitary operations might usefully 
assist the Pentagon in times of authorized US overt warfare; and when the 
Third Option might thwart terrorist activities aimed at the United States and 
its allies.

Most important, though, since the world changes and unforeseen events 
arise, is having a reliable and democratic method for deciding when the Third 
Option should be used. Here is the central place that process must claim in any 
free society. The glories of a true Republic are representation, debate, and the 
rule of law. The central theme in this book is that the great gift given to the 
American people by the nation’s founders was a system of governance that 
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requires the involvement of both the legislative and executive branches be-
fore the nation commits itself to an important foreign policy initiative. The 
notion of sole executive authority over foreign policy was roundly rejected by 
those who drafted the Constitution and, indeed, so has it been to the wisest 
philosophers down through the march of history. Checks on power, along with 
policy debate and the rule of law—​here are mainstays underpinning the moral 
goodness in America’s use of a covert action, as well as for elevating the chances 
of a favorable outcome in these endeavors.

Toward this end, a number of considerations should be kept in mind as the 
nation deliberates over whether to take up a particular Third Option. When 
one looks at the Ladder of Clandestine Escalation (Chapter 2), what stands 
out most vividly are the dangers that accompany the high rungs of Threshold 
Four. These choices involve potential loss of life, man and beast, as well as 
the widespread alteration or destruction of property, food supplies, and the 
environment—​covert violence. Many if not most Americans might be willing 
to acknowledge the occasional value of lower rungs on the ladder, but high 
caution is in order as one ascends. At higher rungs, choices become more 
contentious; decision makers must be acutely wary and circumspect, under-
standing that “there are few absolutes in the ethics of covert action,” as former 
DCI Colby once emphasized.21

Given the uncertainty always present in international relations, it becomes all 
the more valuable for these decisions to be made by a group of elected individ-
uals, not just the president or, worse still, unelected bureaucrats in the Operations 
Directorate. The participation of America’s representatives, both in the White 
House and on Capitol Hill, is vital as well—​that is, if the United States hopes to 
remain one of the world’s leading democracies. The most effective Third Options 
have been those launched with the enthusiastic backing of both Congress and 
the White House, as with the Agency’s intervention in Afghanistan in the 1980s 
or again in Afghanistan against Al Qaeda and the Taliban in 2001–​2002.

Maximizing the Value—​and the Virtue—​of Covert Action

The wise selection of clandestine operations, along with their skillful imple-
mentation and close accountability, are difficult tasks. “Covert action is a dirty 
mission, hard to manage,” an acting DCI Admiral William O. Studeman told 
the Aspin-​Brown Commission in 1995. A commissioner on that panel, former 
US Senator Wyche Fowler, reached the conclusion that the Third Option was 
“a dirty-​diaper pail.”22 The odds of fielding an effective clandestine intervention 
abroad can be improved significantly, though, when certain considerations are 
taken into account by planners and overseers.
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Imminent Threat

A debate about the nuances separating one rung from another on the ladder of 
escalation would become irrelevant if the safety of the United States were in im-
mediate peril, as it was from terrorists on 9/​11, or would be in the hypothet-
ical case of a nuclear, biological, or chemical war. In extremis the government 
must resort rapidly to whatever steps will save the country, including any covert 
actions that might serve as a shield or sword. In most cases, though, time will 
allow more careful judgment on the wisdom of a proposed Third Option before 
it is carried out.

Keeping Covert Action at the CIA

The Third Option requires skill and experience, just like anything else if done 
properly. It should not be handed off for sole management to the NSC staff 
(the originators in the Reagan administration of the Iran-​contra scandal); or 
given over to the Department of Defense, whose job is chiefly to deter and—​if 
necessary—​fight overt wars on behalf of the United States. In most instances, the 
DoD is not well designed for secretive and agile activities. Sometimes, though, 
the Agency and small teams of Special Forces can combine their skills for specific 
activities that are advantaged by a “jointness” (in DoD terminology) of civilian 
and military know-​how—​what are known by strategists as “hybrid” operations. 
The Bin Laden take-​down in 2011 is a good illustration and, before that, the 
routing of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan in 2001–​2002 as payback for the 
9/​11 assaults. In recent years, the Department of Defense has shouldered its way 
into covert action operations. The Intelligence Oversight Committees—​SSCI 
and HPSCI—​must be on guard against this tendency toward military encroach-
ment into traditional Agency assignments. Giving the DoD orders for Third 
Option activities only encourages confusion in the national security arena while 
undermining expected accountability procedures for covert action set forth in 
the rigorous Hughes-​Ryan procedures (Chapters 7 and 8).23

Proportionality

As students of just war theory understand, the severity of a threat should guide 
a response, whether overt or covert. Terrorists armed with biological weapons 
will send the US government racing up the Ladder of Clandestine Escalation 
to curb such an attack with a quick and pinpointed paramilitary intervention 
by the CIA and Special Forces. If the threat is less potentially catastrophic, as 
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was the Greenpeace protest against French nuclear-​weapons testing, the Third 
Option might be left on the shelf altogether; or, if used, the action would be 
at a lower rung on the ladder than the one rashly selected by the government 
of France in 1985 (or, at any rate, its foreign intelligence service). One should 
climb upward on the ladder only in desperation, as more benign operations fail. 
Further, in all but the most extraordinary circumstances, the highest rungs on 
the ladder—​involvement in secret wars, assassinations, coups d’état, and other 
violent operations—​should be rejected out of hand, outside of the most dire ex-
istential circumstances.

Further, one must be alert to the dangers of a DO tradition of “can-​doism”—​a 
high-​spiritedness among clandestine officers (as in the military) that they can 
resolve whatever foreign policy problem the White House might send their 
way.24 “No can do” is simply not an acceptable response to most national secu-
rity operatives. Yet, while guts and determination are admiral traits at times, this 
attitude can also lead CIA officers to embrace the notion that the ends justify 
whatever means might be necessary to achieve a goal. As a Canadian historian 
has put it, a “Donovan tradition” remains alive and well within the CIA—​the 
gung-​ho spirit of William Donovan, head of the OSS in the Second World War, 
who encouraged intelligence officers in that organization “to act unhesitatingly 
in ambiguous situations,” and to “’do something’ even if it goes beyond the orig-
inal mandate.”25

The Nature of the Target

The notion of directing covert actions against fellow democracies, even an ac-
tivity as simple as placing truthful propaganda in their news media, represents 
a significant and unnecessary escalation of this secret approach to foreign 
policy, although the use of this same form of targeting against authoritarian 
or totalitarian regimes is morally defensible. True democracies, still a distinct 
minority of governments around the world, are a global fellowship that should 
be respected by all of its members and never corroded by any. A reason for vio-
lating this principle would have to be compelling. The practice of the Golden 
Rule is important in American foreign policy and its subset of covert action, 
just as it is in individual human relations. Would US citizens tolerate, for ex-
ample, the Germans or the French secretly recruiting intelligence media assets 
in the United States for the purpose of manipulating American media outlets? 
Not for a second. As law professor Jack Goldsmith has observed with respect 
to America’s complaints about foreign hacking against its computers, so in the 
use of covert propaganda: “the key issue is the U.S. government’s failure to look 
in the mirror.”26
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Short-​Term, Long-​Term Expectations

As underscored throughout this volume, in considering the merits of a covert ac-
tion wise planners will want to ponder as best they can the question of what un-
intended consequences might arise over the short and long terms. Did the shah 
in 1953—​already a secluded and unpopular figure in Iran—​augur well as a leader 
for this nation and an ally of the United States? Could the mujahideen be trusted 
with Stinger missiles, and would they—​with their 14th-​century views—​remain a 
friend of America once the Soviet threat had vanished? And what was their rela-
tionship with Al Qaeda? However difficult such questions may be to answer at the 
time of decision, they warrant much more consideration and “gaming” by experts 
inside and outside the Intelligence Community than has typically been the case .

Diplomacy Versus War or Covert Action

Solving international disputes through diplomacy—​talking instead of fighting 
or sending in DO assets—​has much to recommend it, including lower costs, 
less potential embarrassment, humaneness, and respect for the Golden Rule at 
the international level. The First Option—​diplomacy—​is “Number One” for a 
reason: it should be the opening step in a nation’s efforts to achieve its foreign 
policy objectives. Yet too often this approach is given short shrift. Compare, for 
example, the budgets of the Defense Department and the State Department—​a 
spending ratio of about 20:1 in favor of the DoD.

Before a covert action is adopted in any given circumstance, can one honestly 
say that diplomacy has been given a good chance? Secretary of State Cyrus Vance 
did not think so when the Carter administration settled on a paramilitary rescue 
attempt in Iran. He thought he was on the verge of a break-​through in achieving 
release of the US hostages. Whether he was right or wrong, the secretary should 
have been given more time—​a pause that, at any rate, might have allowed 
better planning for what turned out to be a calamitous covert rescue operation. 
A conclusion reached by former DCI Gates should always be remembered as the 
United States confronts vexing challenges in the world arena: “Throwing [covert 
action] into the breach at the last minute in the absence of any better solution 
nearly always ensures failure.”27

The Virtue of Co-​Location

Throughout the Intelligence Community, “stovepiping” or “siloing” is an ongoing 
phenomenon, with each of the nation’s spy agencies sheltered unto itself and 
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cooperating only minimally across institutional boundaries—​a lack of sharing 
that was the major criticism of the 9/​11 Commission in its examination of why 
the IC failed to anticipate the Qaeda attack against the United States. When DCI 
Panetta served at the CIA during the Obama administration, he reached the view 
that the co-​location of analysts and operatives at Agency Headquarters and sta-
tions overseas, that is, placing a number of these individuals closer to one another 
by sharing suites of offices together, was “key to victories in counterterrorism 
and counterproliferation.” He expanded this approach “at home and abroad.”28 
Like several other CIA directors before him (Admiral Turner, for example, writes 
about this headache in his memoirs), Panetta witnessed stovepiping even inside 
the CIA and vowed to break down the walls between analysts and operatives. 
These two groups needed to share their thoughts and experiences with one an-
other, for the benefit of more accurate intelligence forecasts as well as more real-
istic and carefully planned covert actions.

Both DCIs Turner and Webster expressed concern in particular about an 
uncooperative attitude sometimes exhibited by the Operations Directorate. As 
Turner put it: “The chief of operations [the DDO] had difficulty getting his act to-
gether in order to answer my questions.”29 Judge Webster complained, too, about 
the poor manner in which information traveled “upstream” from the DO’s offices 
to the DCI (and now the D/​CIA) on Langley’s Seventh Floor. The Judge said that 
he could never count on the operations people to give him “all the facts.”30

Before a covert action of any importance goes forward (including significant 
modifications of existing operations), the DO should consult regularly with the 
DA (Directorate of Analysis) to compare notes on their respective understandings 
of the situation in a target country and what the likely consequences (short and 
long term) of using the Third Option would be. This is exactly the kind of dia-
logue that never happened prior to the Bay of Pigs operation, with the end result 
that the DP operatives never had the benefit of personally witnessing the deep 
pessimism felt by the DI analysts—​several of whom were bona fide experts on 
Cuba—​about the potential problems of an invasion plan. Moreover, lawmakers 
should regularly quiz “finding” briefers on whether the principle of co-​location 
has been honored in the crafting of a covert action proposal. Having both an an-
alyst and an operative at the SSCI and HPSCI briefings would help lawmakers 
probe this dimension of effective Third Option planning.

Choosing Assets Well

In determining what assets overseas will be recruited for covert actions, except in 
extreme circumstances the CIA should hire only local men and women known 
to have some sense of integrity. Too often in the past, assets have been placed on 
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the Agency’s payroll despite their records of abusing human rights in their coun-
tries through violent activities, drug trafficking, and terrorism. While it is true 
that nuns and boy scouts are unlikely recruits to carry out covert actions, nei-
ther should this concealed approach to American foreign policy rely on rapists, 
murders, narcotics peddlers, and other thugs.

Having an Ethical Exit Plan

At the end of the Vietnam War and America’s hasty retreat from Indochina in 
1975, the CIA left behind multiple files on its local CA and other assets—​many 
of whom, being so identified, were executed by the victorious North Vietnamese 
and Viet Cong forces as they captured Saigon. Former CIA officer Frank Snepp 
called public attention to this unfortunate abandonment of files on the Agency’s 
assets left behind, which earned him the fiery wrath of CIA Headquarters and 
its Publications Review Board for displaying the organization’s dirty linen in a 
widely publicized book.31

In an earlier covert action episode that also required a more considered exit 
strategy, Thomas Powers recalls the plight of local military men who joined 
with the CIA in its half-​hearted and feckless efforts to punish Sukarno for his 
friendliness toward communists in Indonesia. “One group of officers [the CIA’s 
paramilitary assets] still in the heart of Sumatra, accompanied by a handful of 
Indonesians facing death if they remained, had to walk out to the coast through 
several hundred miles of jungle,” he writes, “and then put out to sea in rubber 
boats from which they were later picked up by the U.S. Navy.”32 Not a good way to 
encourage the recruitment of talented assets in the future. At least, though, these 
soldiers were picked up. The fate of many foreigners who have risked their lives 
as Agency assets has been far more tragic, such as Ukrainian émigrés early in the 
Cold War left to await their execution in Carpathian caves after parachuting into 
their country with instructions from the CIA to sow havoc against its communist 
leaders. Or the Khambas in Tibet, the Nationalist Chinese in Burma, members of 
the Bay of Pigs brigade, the Hmong in Laos, the Kurds in Iraq, and many others. 
All of these Agency allies were, in the words of conservative critic Ferdinand 
Mount, “so many causes and peoples briefly taken up by the CIA and then tossed 
aside like broken toys.”33

Recall how, when the Agency departed Laos in 1968, the Hmong had to fare 
for themselves, with tens of thousands fleeing into Thailand and a trickle—​for 
those with the right connections—​settled by the Agency in the United States. 
For the sake of an ethical foreign policy and to gain the trust of potential allies 
abroad for future covert actions, any Third Option that involves foreigners as as-
sets must have a carefully thought-​out and humane strategy of exfiltration and 
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resettlement in case an operation runs awry. Television images coming out of 
Kabul in August of 2021 suggest that America’s planning for that time of exit was 
far from perfect, too.

Inculcating a Culture of Law and Morality

Intelligence officers can be better trained and encouraged to honor America’s 
laws and constitutional procedures as well as to abide by ethical standards. Much 
of this book is about the means for achieving those objectives. Few comments 
have underscored the importance of honor in the world of intelligence more 
than a statement made by DCI Vice Admiral William F. Raborn Jr. (1965–​1967) 
to the Rockefeller Commission on Intelligence Activities in 1975:

If some member of the president’s staff said, “You do this or you do that,” [the 
intelligence officer’s] reply should be to ask him to put it in writing and send it 
over to me over his signature. Then that gentleman [or gentlewoman] should 
have guts enough to say when that happens that you can tell the president I will 
be back over within fifteen or twenty minutes with my letter of resignation, 
which I will hand him with the word: “Get yourself another boy.” And then he 
will say, “I will further call a press conference and say why I am leaving.”

More recently, a former senior intelligence officer suggested to journalist 
Whipple that the incumbent D/​CIA Gina Haspel should have vigorously 
defended an Agency briefer when President Trump accused the well-​regarded of-
ficer, publicly and wrongly, of downplaying the dangers presented by the COVID 
pandemic in early 2020. Haspel had remained silent. This was her posture, too, 
when Trump went after a CIA whistleblower who alerted HPSCI that the pres-
ident was attempting to coerce the government of Ukraine for his own political 
reasons. Trump wanted Kiev officials to besmirch the name of his Democratic 
political rival, Joe Biden, former vice president in the Obama administration—​a 
misuse of White House powers that triggered impeachment proceedings against 
Trump. The CIA official interviewed by Whipple thought that Haspel should have 
told Trump’s national security adviser in no uncertain terms that she would resign 
the next time the president dealt unfairly with an Agency briefer or whistleblower. 
In Whipple’s interviews with Agency personnel, many officers expressed a sense 
that Haspel, as one put it, had been “seduced by her proximity to presidential 
power.”34 Others find this characterization unfair, though, pointing out that the 
whistleblower should have been defended by the DNI, not D/​CIA Haspel.

Compared to the US diplomatic corps (especially during the Vietnam War 
era), resignations in principled protest by CIA officers have been few and far 
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between, even though such departures can provide an important signal to gov-
ernment leaders and citizens alike that the Agency may have taken a serious 
misstep. A rare illustration at Langley is when analyst John Horton resigned 
in protest as the national intelligence officer (NIO) for Latin American when 
DCI William J. Casey insisted on distorting an intelligence estimate regarding 
Mexico. Casey wanted the intelligence report to make the false claim that Mexico 
had fallen into political instability because of communist influence—​an argu-
ment adopted by the DCI because government officials in Mexico City refused to 
support the Reagan administration’s anti-​Sandinista policies in Nicaragua.

Honoring Post-​1975 Procedures for Covert Action

No covert action should slight the presidential findings process or the congres-
sional reporting requirement laid out initially in the Hughes-​Ryan Act and re-
fined by the 1980 and 1991 Intelligence Oversight Acts. Fidelity to the spirit 
of these laws would insist on specificity in the finding, as well as thorough 
questioning by lawmakers during the briefing that follows in the secure hearing 
rooms of SSCI and HPSCI. The fidelity of the assurances from the Agency made 
during briefings must also be revisited periodically, with reviews by the con-
gressional committees every few months for an ongoing covert action. The pur-
pose would be to provide a check against the intent of a Third Option drifting 
from A, to B, to C, or even further beyond the boundary promises of the original 
finding and briefing—​the cautionary tale from Clark Clifford discussed earlier 
in this book.

Examples of a serious probe into findings during briefings to SSCI and HPSCI 
would include questions from lawmakers such as these:

What has been the previous experience in targeting this regime or group?
What are the precise projected costs of the operation?
Does it have a PM component (which always raises the costs and the risks)?
Does the operation involve a coup attempt or an assassination?
Is the target a high-​risk, denied area, such as North Korea, or an elusive ter-

rorist faction?
Did the DO check with the DA on the merits of the proposed covert action 

(the co-​location problem)?
Does the covert action plan have a friendly ally within the target nation who 

shares America’s objectives and can be trusted?

This last requirement is often critical for success, especially in the case of PM 
ops. A keen observer of intelligence, journalist James Risen, has noted that covert 
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actions work best when they are “pushing on an open door”—​that is, in situ-
ations where an ally in need of help has interests congruent with those of the 
United States. This was true, for example, during the early stages of the Cold War 
when Italy and Greece sought assistance from the United States in resisting com-
munist takeovers; or, at the other end of the Cold War, when the CIA during the 
Reagan administration backed the popular, pro-​democracy Polish labor move-
ment Solidarity.35

Colby told the Church Committee in 1975 that “covert action is most suc-
cessful when you want to help someone who wants the help and doesn’t have 
the means to succeed without it.”36 Kim Roosevelt understood this principle. He 
believed that his good fortune in Iran in 1953 relied on the fact that the military 
and the people in that country wanted just what the Eisenhower administration 
wanted: no more Mossadegh. As Roosevelt told Secretary of State John Foster 
Dulles, “If [the CIA] is ever going to try something like this again, we must be ab-
solutely sure that [the] people and army want what we want. If not, you had better 
give the job to the Marines!”37 A good example of how covert actions can func-
tion well when conducted alongside a reliable local partner is the CIA-​Northern 
Alliance coalition that, fighting with overt US military forces, quickly defeated 
the Taliban regime after the 9/​11 attacks. An Agency leader in the field during 
this celebrated paramilitary operation, Gary Berntsen, remembers that the part-
nership with the Northern Alliance “provided us a native army to work with and 
an extremely valuable intelligence network to link into.”38

Continuing the suggested litany of rigorous congressional queries during CA 
briefings, they would include as well:

In the case of a joint covert action, what has been the track record in working 
with the foreign liaison service?

This question is vital. Such operations rachet up the complications and risks, 
since no two nations have precisely congruent objectives. To what extent is it 
wise for the CIA to partner with Mossad in counterterrorism operations when 
the latter is blowing up nuclear scientists on the streets of Tehran?

Has the Agency thoroughly coordinated the proposed operation with each 
of the government entities displayed in Figure 8.1, including the State 
Department on propaganda themes and the CIA’s Office of Inspector 
General?

Important, too, are the DO’s answers to Judge Webster’s Writs, which need to 
be examined by both the NSC Subcommittee on Covert Action, and then 
SSCI and HPSCI.
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For example, does the envisioned Third Option violate any US laws? To which 
one could add: Does the proposed operation honor the concept of balanced gov-
ernment, permitting a meaningful role for Congress in the covert action deci-
sion process? This writ highlights the importance of adhering to Hughes-​Ryan 
procedures. Especially: No more Iran-​contras; no more covert actions run by the 
NSC staff, or others outside the normal decision pathway and the new standards 
established by the post-​1975 rules.

Further, is the covert action in harmony with with America’s overt foreign 
policy; and, if not, why is that the case? For example, seeking détente with an-
other nation while simultaneously carrying out covert action against it is foolish; 
but it does happen, as in Indonesia during the anti-​Sukarno clandestine opera-
tions in the 1950s. In addition,

Is the Third Option consistent with American values, such as fair play and a 
respect for human rights?

Would the operation, if exposed, embarrass the American people or, on the 
contrary, be fully acceptable to them?

The CIA’s hiring of the Mafia to bump off Fidel Castro made for an unsavory al-
liance, to say the least. It gave the mob undue leverage over the US government 
in return; and worse yet, it deeply bruised the image of the United States around 
the world.39

Good questioning keeps intelligence managers and their officers on their toes. 
But more is required. Getting the relationship between Congress and the CIA 
on a proper course in crafting covert actions takes compromise and adjustment 
both on Capitol Hill and at Langley. Jospeh Wippl, a seasoned former DO officer 
and Agency station chief in Berlin, has written,

The CIA must learn to respect Congress, rather than seek to manipulate it. Congress 
must learn to expect, and accept, risk, embarrassment, and imperfection—​all of 
which are inevitable if the CIA and the other intelligence agencies are to obtain the 
global intelligence that U.S. leaders require in order to conduct policy. This means 
that Congress must understand that there simply can be no clean covert action, no 
trouble-​free human intelligence, and no wholly accurate analysis.40

The Vicissitudes of America’s Third Option

The chairman of the 1975 intelligence investigation committee in the Senate, 
Frank Church, was a harsh critic of covert action. “I think that covert activi-
ties in the past twenty years of the kind that we have engaged in,” he said, as the 
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panel’s inquiry came to an end, “have done this country much more harm than 
good.” He went on: “Twenty-​five years ago, this country had a matchless moral 
position from which it exercised immense leadership and influence in the world. 
Anything the United States stood for was automatically endorsed by three-​
quarters of the governments of the world.” In Church’s view, the United States 
had pursued a quarter-​century of “methods that were plainly copied from the 
KGB: coercion, false propaganda, bribery, abduction, attempted assassination, 
and where are we at the end of that twenty-​five years?”41 His answer: “If we have 
gained little, what have we lost? Our good name and reputation.”42

During his Committee’s public hearings on the Third Option, Church 
remarked further that America’s clandestine interventions “have been utterly 
directed toward . . . keeping all kinds of despotisms—​corrupt, rotten regimes—​
in power all over the world. When we have been exposed in having done it, we 
have been severely damaged, and we have really lost our capacity for moral lead-
ership.”43 Behind the scenes, in conversations with DCI Colby, the senator fur-
ther railed against America’s secret interventions into the Chilean presidential 
election and subsequent attempts by Salvador Allende to govern. “Traditionally, 
America has stood for self-​determination,” Church insisted, adding: “What if a 
Latin American country interfered in our presidential elections?”

Colby felt strongly, though, that the United States should be able to help fellow 
democracies resist communist encroachment. The DCI’s view led to this further 
exchange:

Church: “We seem alarmed about freely elected Marxist regimes, but not when 
right-​wing regimes are in power.”
Colby: “Right-​wing regimes don’t threaten us internationally.”44

For Church, the harm done to America’s reputation around the world by co-
vert actions was a core argument against their continuation. Professor Eliot 
A. Cohen has noted that “there are no reliable metrics for a nation’s reputation.”45 
Nonetheless, few could confidently argue that the standing of the United States 
in the world has gone up with the revelations over the years of the CIA’s secret 
interventions. That standing is complex and related to more than this nation’s 
intelligence activities, of course; but it would be hard to deny that controversial 
uses of the Third Option have been a factor in its decline.

Church remained convinced that covert action should be resorted to only in 
extreme situations: to save the United States from great peril or, on some infre-
quent occasions, to help where America could in the advancement of democra-
cies around the world (as with America’s covert aid to allies in Western Europe 
following the Second World War or as in Portugal, which was in political tur-
moil at the time of the Senate intelligence investigation in 1975). During his 
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Committee’s probe into the nation’s spy powers, he conceded a role for covert ac-
tion to “avert a nuclear holocaust or save an entire civilization,” or to “help demo-
cratic political parties” overseas, if such aid “might avert a forcible take-​over by a 
communist minority, heavily subsidized by the Soviets.”46

Church preferred to have a more discriminating use of covert action. He 
maintained that almost all of America’s foreign policy activities should be 
assigned to the Department of State, leaving only a few covert actions in the 
hands of the CIA—​strictly paramilitary and sabotage activities. Moreover, he 
would have reduced the numbers of Third Options under way in 1975 by about 
90 percent.47

Avoidance of the nuclear war scenario was the only aspect of the Third Option 
upon which all the expert witnesses during the Chuch Committee hearings on 
covert action could agree. If the Third Option could prevent Armageddon, then, 
yes, by all means use it. An effective CIA response in a time of emergency would 
require, though, an existing, well-​training corps of operations officers standing 
by—​a point usually passed over by critics of the Third Option who would just as 
soon see the Operations Directorate (if not the CIA) disappear.

In their public testimony to the Church Committee, Clark Clifford and 
Cyrus Vance also recommended reserving the Third Option for adoption 
only in the rarest of circumstances. “The guiding criterion,” advised Clifford, 
a former secretary of defense and chief author of the National Security Act 
of 1947, “should be the test as to whether or not a certain covert project truly 
affects our national security.” Vance, soon to be Secretary of State in the Carter 
administration, testified that CAs should be the policy of the United States 
“only when they are absolutely essential to the national security.”48 In fact, 
though, the adoption of covert action as a policy option has rarely been the last 
resort, and it is often the first.

The Church Committee witness most negatively disposed toward the Third 
Option was national security expert and former NSC staffer Morton Halperin. 
“The possible benefits,” he argued, “are far outweighed by the costs to our society 
of maintaining a capability for covert operations.” He found the Third Option 
“incompatible with our democratic institutions, with congressional and public 
control over foreign policy decisions, with our constitutional rights, and with the 
principles and ideals that this Republic stands for in the world.”49 Writing at the 
time of the Church panel inquiry, the eloquent Harvard Law School professor 
Roger Fisher sided with Halperin’s perspective:

When we choose our weapons, let’s choose ones we are good at using—​like the 
Marshall Plan—​not ones that we are bad at—​like the Bay of Pigs. To join some 
adversaries in the grotesque world of poison dart-​guns and covert operations is 
to give up the most powerful weapons we have: idealism, morality, due process 
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of law, and belief in the freedom of others to disagree, including the right of 
other countries to disagree with ours.50

Forty-​three years after the Senate intelligence investigation, scholar Lindsey 
A. O’Rourke’s thoughtful analysis of covert actions led her to this bottom 
line: “Policymakers should think twice before launching covert regime change. 
Although, on occasion, these missions have succeeded, more often than not they 
have backfired on their creators.”51

~~~
Looking back at Cy Vance’s testimony on covert action, his “essential” standard 
seems overly restrictive and unrealistic today. Sometimes the Third Option has 
been helpful at lower levels of adoption on the escalation ladder, as with the 
Agency’s assistance to the Christian Democratic Party in Italy during the early 
stages of the Cold War; or with pro-​democracy movements in Portugal, Poland, 
and elsewhere in later stages. (Colby believed that US clandestine support to anti-​
communist groups in Europe—​East and West—​stood with the Laotian inter-
vention as the Agency’s most important Third Option successes.)52 If a carefully 
orchestrated charge by King George’s cavalry can save democracy somewhere, 
then that possibility should be taken seriously.

Moreover, attempts to provide honest information to captive peoples who 
are isolated from the rest of the world, by whatever form of an “iron curtain” 
a dictator may have fabricated, can be a constructive measure. And, of course, 
overt and covert efforts by Washington officials to assist, legally and ethically, 
with counterterrorism objectives that protect the United States from another 
9/​11 attack are imperative. Even carefully calibrated uses of high-​rung eco-
nomic and paramilitary Third Options might be important to initiate in times 
of emergencies—​the Clifford-​Vance exceptional circumstances. At these lofty 
reaches of the escalation ladder, though, care in decision making and accounta-
bility must be redoubled by foreign policy planners.

Some forms of covert action are bound to continue, regardless of which po-
litical party or president may be in charge of the government in Washington at 
any given time. Such operations have received a stamp of approval by various 
administrations, and across party lines, for decades. Most have been small-​scale 
propaganda and political operations, quietly implemented—​indeed, these sum 
to “the vast majority of the hundreds and hundreds of covert action projects 
carried out by CIA,” Dr. Ray S. Cline, a well-​regarded CIA insider, reported in 
1976.53 In many cases, these lower-​rung operations have helped to advance dem-
ocratic governments around the world. Realistically, then, one should aim not at 
eliminating the Third Option altogether but at carefully delineating the bright 
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lines this policy initiative must honor, if covert actions are to remain within legal 
and moral boundaries.

It bears emphasis: an especially sharp eye is warranted with respect to the 
extreme variants of the Third Option, whether political (a coup d’état, say), ec-
onomic (mining foreign harbors to sink commercial ships, as ordered by DCI 
Casey in Nicaragua), or paramilitary. They have been the main causes of contro-
versy and public damage to the reputation of the CIA and, therefore, of the United 
States. As an experienced DO operative Robert Baer has written, “Whenever the 
guns came out, the CIA got itself into trouble. . . . Better to operate in the shadows 
and leave the bang-​bang to others.”54

Sanger maintains that the CIA is no longer in the business of manipulating 
elections or instigating coups; that suitcases stuffed with King George’s cav-
alry have been replaced by suitcases stuffed with an “Internet in a box” to pro-
vide foreigners with accurate information.55 It is true: the United States is now 
helping democracies and would-​be democracies more overtly, through the aus-
pices of the National Endowment for Democracy and other organizations in 
Washington designed to advance democratic principles around the world in a 
public manner, and to enhance the opportunity for more people to cast ballots in 
fair elections. Yet Sanger acknowledges that the United States attempted to oust 
Hamid Karzai in Afghanistan during the Obama years—​and that is not the only 
example of more traditional covert actions in recent years (Chapter 6).

In general terms, America’s clandestine interventions began with a concentra-
tion on hindering the progress of communism and aiding US business interests 
abroad, mainly through the use of propaganda and political action in the 1940s 
and 1950s. It then moved toward major paramilitary activities in Cuba, Laos, 
Vietnam, Nicaragua, and Afghanistan in the 1960s and 1980s (after a 1970s lull 
of introspection about the proper uses of covert action), as well as—​steadily—​
non-​proliferation operations to curb the global spread of WMD. Next came an 
expanding use of the Third Option directed against terrorists in the 1990s. After 
the 9/​11 attacks the next decade, the CIA became increasing reliant on drone 
attacks in pursuit of its counterterrorism mission. Nevertheless, the Agency’s 
more traditional propaganda, political and economic activities, and even major 
paramilitary operations do, in fact, continue on—​witness the Syrian and Libyan 
debacles during the Obama years, and the Trump-​ordered assassination of 
Qasem Soleimani. The central question remains: How useful are any of these se-
cret interventions in the future of American foreign policy?

Having sung the praises of some Third Options in previous chapters (and 
above), the judgment here is that far too many have proven feckless or, more 
alarming still, harmful to the global standing of the United States—​and truly 
devastating to the target nations. Examining the roster of countries that have 
suffered from America’s clandestine interventions, the German Nobel Laureate 
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for literature Günter Grass appropriately wondered if there was “no country too 
small or trifling to escape [the Agency’s] attention?”56 Similarly, Senator Church 
arrived at the conclusion that America’s primary CA targets had been “small, 
weak nations.”57

Yet, in truth, many of America’s covert actions have been focused on well-​
armed adversaries, too, including the USSR, nations in Eastern Europe, and 
China (all primary and steady targets for secret propaganda, among other co-
vert actions), as well as established industrialized nations like France and 
Italy (against internal communist targets during the Cold War). The timelines 
presented in Figures 3.1 and 5.1 highlight the reality, though, that a large number 
of small, poor nations have indeed been the victims of Agency operations over 
the years. As they carried on their struggle for global supremacy, the United 
States and the Soviet Union moved from the European theater of covert conflict 
soon after the end of the Second World War to the less confrontational turf of 
Third World developing countries.

Figure 10.1 provides a profile of the nations examined in Chapters 3 through 
6 that were targeted for US covert actions. These nations, selected by the author 
because of their frequent mention in the public literature, are separated into two 
groupings: those that were victims of major covert actions (the bold print in 
Figures 3.1 and 5.1, and the subjects of this book); and those that were the focus 
of more minor operations (non-​bold print). Also examined in Figure 10.1 are the 
regional settings of covert action targets around the world, again using the list of 
nations from the timelines presented earlier in Figures 3.1 and 5.1, divided once 
more into CA targets of major and more minor status .

For these sets of nations in both the “major” and the “minor” categories, the de-
veloping world has been in fact the main battle space for the most significant US 
clandestine interventions reviewed in this book: thirty poor nations, as against 
seventeen rich ones; and, among the lesser CAs routinely mentioned in the lit-
erature, the figures are fifty-​four as against twelve, respectively. These targeting 
results are just as Frank Church and Günter Grass had more intuitively lamented. 
Yet, as these numbers show, the more developed world has seen its share of covert 
intrusions as well, especially in the early years of the Cold War when the Soviet 
empire (the USSR and its Eastern European satellites) was the most frequently 
targeted region of the world, edged out in more recent decades—​although only 
barely—​by Asia. Figure 10.1 is a reminder, too, of how the United States made 
something of a shift from the well-​to-​do European nations toward the less risky 
turf of the world’s poor nations as it carried out its clandestine interventions in 
the post–​Hughes-​Ryan era: from 59 percent to 73 percent for the “major” cate-
gory; and 64 percent to 81 percent for the “minor” category.58

America’s secret machinations may have had some useful returns for a few 
US corporations and their stockholders, notably in the earlier decades of the 
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Cold War. More important, they may have signaled to European and Asian 
allies the willingness of the United States to stand strong in the worldwide ide-
ological battle between the superpowers. This second proposition, though, was 
bankrupt as a concept in some parts of the world from the beginning. The forces 
of nationalism and self-​determination were vastly more important than global 

Figure 10.1  Covert Action Targeting, by Level of Development and Region, 
1947–​2020*
*Some nations are counted more than once, if they were targeted more than once at different times 
over the decades represented here.
**Drawn respectively from Figures 3.1 and 5.1 (in which the major operations explored in this book 
are in bold); these nations have been, in the author’s judgment, the most commonly referred to Third 
Options in the public record during the modern era.
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communism in places like Iran in 1953 and Vietnam in 1964. Did Germany and 
Japan (for example) ever doubt America’s commitment to their defense during 
the Cold War, given their obvious importance to this nation’s own future secu-
rity and prosperity? It seems unlikely. Did they really care what the US response 
was to events in (for them) far-​away Guatemala City, Santiago, or Managua? 
Doubtful. It was important for the United States to take a strong stance on the 
Korean Peninsula in 1950–​1953, though, because in the early 1950s global com-
munism carried a high viral load in Asia.

One of the findings that stands out in a review of US clandestine interventions 
since 1947 is that many of them have left small, poor nations around the world 
as destitute as ever. The United States would topple one despotic leader or junta 
only to put in their place another autocrat, this time pro-​America. An SOB but 
our SOB, in the old saying. The people of Iran, Guatemala, South Vietnam, Laos, 
Cambodia, and down the list, have remained poverty stricken, and their views 
of the United States no more favorable—​and often worse—​than before the CIA 
paid them a visit. Covert action has a place among the instruments of US foreign 
policy; but it will never be able, magically, to bring about vibrant, democratic 
societies in places that continue to suffer acutely from the four great demons 
of global affairs—​hunger, poverty, desperation, and chaos—​identified long 
ago by General George C. Marshall when he announced his eponymous plan 
for European recovery.59 The venerable wisdom of Lord Salisbury should also 
always be kept in mind by those in high councils: sometimes it is better to do 
nothing rather than just doing something.

The Fourth Option

In its conduct of foreign policy, the United States could benefit from closer at-
tention to a Fourth Option: the virtue of leading by example. This means doing 
the right thing that others, at home and abroad, will respect and admire: acting 
with a dignity and patience that befits the world’s oldest and strongest democ-
racy; staying within the white lines of law and propriety; keeping the high 
moral ground by pursuing a principled relationship with other nations; helping 
people overseas, with a more robust program of foreign assistance through the 
Peace Corps and other programs. An illustration is the US Navy’s use of hos-
pital ships to deliver health care abroad. The USNS Mercy and USNS Comfort 
visit ports around the globe, especially countries that have suffered from the 
effects of tsunamis, earthquakes, and hurricanes. The Comfort, for instance, has 
a staff of 900 who tend to 1,000 hospital beds as well as operating rooms, labs, 
radiology equipment, and dental facilities. Among the countries where the 
vessel has recently moored are Indonesia, Haiti, and Colombia, bringing help 
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to patients and leaving in their wake new, enduring friendships for the United 
States. Here is foreign policy at its finest.60 In this spirit, America’s global distri-
bution of COVID-​19 vaccines has had the dual attributes of helping to elimi-
nate a deadly global virus while at the same time attracting new friendships for 
the United States.

“If America has a service to perform in the world—​and I believe it has,” 
observed a chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in the 1960s, 
J. William Fulbright (D, Arkansas), “it is in large part the service of its own 
example.”61 Exploding cigars, poison-​tipped pens, lethal pills, assassination 
teams, deadly dart guns, the mining of foreign harbors, the torture, the killing 
of civilians abroad without clear evidence they are terrorists intent on attacking 
the United States—​these are not the kinds of activities that Americans have 
traditionally embraced. On the contrary, the United States is the nation that 
supported the Marshall Plan, that offers assistance to those caught in natural 
disasters, that champions international human rights. The Fourth Option is 
the best consort for the First Option, diplomacy, when both are carried out 
with empathy—​and with a hearing aid turned on so that the United States is 
not just talking to other nations but listening to their hopes and extending a 
helping hand wherever possible .

Two outstanding American diplomats have echoed Fulbright’s sentiments. 
“When we mine harbors in Nicaragua, we fuzz the difference between ourselves 
and the Soviet Union,” remarked the distinguished diplomat George Ball during 
the Cold War. “We act out of character, which no great power can do without 
diminishing itself.”62 More recently, in reaction to President Trump’s often er-
ratic and unprincipled conduct of foreign affairs, Roberta Jacobson, a former US 
ambassador to Mexico with thirty-​one years of service at the State Department, 
rued the abandonment of the moral high ground that America once enjoyed. 
“The loss of those principles makes us ‘like everyone else’ in a world where ‘eve-
ryone does it,’ ” she writes, adding that this loss “makes us less safe, less pros-
perous, and less of an example.”63

In contrast to these views, Trump’s remarkably Manichaean D/​CIA and later 
secretary of state, Mike Pompeo, recommended that “the CIA, to be successful, 
must be aggressive, vicious, unforgiving, relentless.”64

~ ~ ~
In the inner sanctums of the Oval Office, SCCI, and HPSCI, as well as on 
Langley’s Seventh Floor and in the Roosevelt Room in the White House where 
NSC meetings take place, which pathway will America’s elected officials decide 
to follow? Will American citizens encourage their elected officials to support a 
more judicious use of covert action? Or will they walk the blinkered and arrogant 
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“America First” pathway proposed by Donald Trump and Mike Pompeo? The 
United States has much work ahead if it wishes to restore its moral leadership in 
the world, becoming again the beacon of hope and democratic ideals that it once 
was for freedom-​loving people everywhere in the aftermath of the Second World 
War. Adopting a more discriminating approach to the Third Option is a worthy 
place to begin.
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Intelligence Leadership in  
the United States, 1946–2021

Directors, National Intelligence (DNI)

2005–​2007	 Amb. (ret.) John D. Negroponte
2007–​2009	 Gen. (ret.) J. M. “Mike” McConnell
2009–​2010	 Adm. (ret.) Dennis C. Blair
2010–​2017	 Gen. (ret.) James R. Clapper, Jr.
2017–​2019	 Dan Coates
2019–​2020	 Joseph Maguire (Acting)
2020–​2021	 John Ratcliffe
2021–​	 Avril D. Haines

Directors, ​Central Intelligence (DCI),  
an office terminated in 2004

1946	 Adm. Sidney William Souers
1946–​1947	 Lt. Gen. Hoyt Sanford Vandenberg
1947–​1950	 Rear Adm. Roscoe H. Hillenkoetter
1950–​1953	 Gen. Walter Bedell Smith
1953–​1961	 Allen W. Dulles
1961–​1965	 John A. McCone
1965–​1966	 Vice Adm. William F. Raborn, Jr.
1966–​1973	 Richard Helms
1973	 James R. Schlesinger
1973–​1976	 William E. Colby
1976–​1977	 George H. W. Bush
1977–​1981	 Adm. Stansfield Turner
1981–​1987	 William J. Casey
1987–​1991	 William H. Webster
1991–​1993	 Robert M. Gates
1993–​1995	 R. James Woolsey
1995–​1997	 John M. Deutch
1997–​2004	 George J. Tenet
2004	 Porter J. Goss
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Directors, Central Intelligence Agency (D/CIA) 

2005–2006	 Porter J. Goss 
2006–​2009	 Gen. Michael Hayden
2009–​2011	 Leon Panetta
2011–​2013	 Gen. David Petraeus
2013–​2018	 John Brennan
2018–​2021	 Gina Haspel
2021–​	 William J. Burns

Chair, Senate Select Committee on Intelligence (SSCI)

1976–​1977	 Daniel K. Inouye, Democrat, Hawaii
1977–​1981	 Birch Bayh, Democrat, Indiana
1981–​1985	 Barry Goldwater, Republican, Arizona
1985–​1987	 David Durenberger, Republican, Minnesota
1987–​1993	 David L. Boren, Democrat, Oklahoma
1993–​1995	 Dennis DeConcini, Democrat, Arizona
1995–​1997	 Arlen Specter, Republican, Pennsylvania
1997–​2001	 Richard C. Shelby, Republican, Alabama
2001–​2003	 Bob Graham, Democrat, Florida
2003–​2006	 Pat Roberts, Republican, Kansas
2007–​2008	 John D. Rockefeller IV, Democrat, West Virginia
2009–​2014	 Dianne Feinstein, Democrat, California
2015–​2020	 Richard M. Burr, Republican, North Carolina
2020–​2021	 Marco Rubio, Republican, Florida
2021–​	 Mark Warner, Democrat, Virginia

Chair, House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence 
(HPSCI)

1977–​1985	 Edward P. Boland, Democrat, Massachusetts
1985–​1987	 Lee H. Hamilton, Democrat, Indiana
1987–​1989	 Louis Stokes, Democrat, Ohio
1989–​1991	 Anthony C. Beilenson, Democrat, California
1991–​1993	 Dave McCurdy, Democrat, Oklahoma
1993–​1995	 Dan Glickman, Democrat, Kansas
1995–​1997	 Larry Combest, Republican, Texas
1997–​2004	 Porter J. Goss, Republican, Florida
2004–​2006	 Peter Hoekstra, Republican, Michigan
2006–​2011	 Silvestre Reyes, Democrat, Texas
2011–​2014	 Mike Rogers, Republican, Michigan
2015–​2019	 Devin Nunes, Republican, California
2019–​	 Adam Schiff, Democrat, California
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The Intelligence Oversight Act of 1980

Title V of the National Security Act of 1947, 50 USC 413

Accountability for Intelligence Activities

Congressional Oversight

	 Sec.501. (a)	 To the extent consistent with all applicable authorities and duties, in-
cluding those conferred by the Constitution upon the executive and legis-
lative branches of the Government, and to the extent consistent with due 
regard for the protection from unauthorized disclosure of classified in-
formation and information relating to intelligence sources and methods, 
the Director of Central Intelligence and the heads of all departments, 
agencies, and other entities of the United States involved in intelligence 
activities shall—​

	 (1)	 keep the Select Committee on Intelligence of the Senate and the 
Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence of the House of 
Representatives (hereinafter in this section referred to as the “intel-
ligence committees”) fully and currently informed of all intelligence 
activities which are the responsibility of, are engaged in by, or are 
carried out for or on behalf of, any department, agency, or entity of 
the United States, including any significant anticipated intelligence 
activity, except that (A) the foregoing provision shall not require ap-
proval of the intelligence committees as a condition precedent to 
the initiation of any such anticipated intelligence activity, and (B) if 
the President determines it is essential to limit prior notice to meet 
extraordinary circumstances affecting vital interests of the United 
States, such notice shall be limited to the chairmen and ranking mi-
nority members of the intelligence committees, the Speaker and mi-
nority leader of the House of Representatives, and the majority and 
minority leaders of the Senate;

	 (2)	 furnish any information or material concerning intelligence activ-
ities which is in the possession, custody, or control of any depart-
ment, agency, or entity of the United States and which is requested 
by either of the intelligence committees in order to carry out its au-
thorized responsibilities; and

	 (3)	 report in a timely fashion to the intelligence committees any illegal 
intelligence activity or significant intelligence failure and any cor-
rective action that has been taken or is planned to be taken in con-
nection with such illegal activity or failure.
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	 (b)	 The President shall fully inform the intelligence committees in a timely 
fashion of intelligence operations in foreign countries, other than activi-
ties intended solely for obtaining necessary intelligence, for which prior 
notice was not given under subsection (a) and shall provide a statement of 
the reasons for not giving prior notice.

	 (c)	 The President and the intelligence committees shall each establish such 
procedures as may be necessary to carry out the provisions of subsections 
(a) and (b).

	 (d)	 the House of Representatives and the Senate, in consultation with the 
Director of Central Intelligence, shall each establish, by rule or resolution 
of such House, procedures to protect from unauthorized disclosure all 
classified information and all information relating to intelligence sources 
and the methods furnished to the intelligence committees or to Members 
of the Congress under this section. In accordance with such procedures, 
each of the intelligence committees shall promptly call to the attention of 
its respective House, or to any appropriate committee or committees of its 
respective House, any matter relating to intelligence activities requiring 
the attention of such House or such committee or committees.

	 (e)	 Nothing in this Act shall be construed as authority to withhold informa-
tion from the intelligence committees on the grounds that providing the 
information to the intelligence committees would constitute the unau-
thorized disclosure of classified information or information relating to in-
telligence sources and methods.
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When I express skepticism about the value of some covert actions (by no means all), 
I am certainly aware of the bravery, patriotism, and good intentions of those intelli-
gence officers who have sloughed their way through dangerous paramilitary warfare 
at the Bay of Pigs in Cuba, as well as in Korea, Laos, Vietnam, Afghanistan, and so 
many other places of interest to the United States around the world; or otherwise 
placed themselves in harm’s way by having to deal at times with unsavory individuals 
in bad neighborhoods overseas.

More than a hundred CIA officers have given their lives for the United States in 
paramilitary operations and other intelligence-​related duties abroad. One illus-
tration: at Camp Chapman, a remote Agency hideaway near Khost in the Afghan 
mountain region, several CIA personnel gathered on December 30, 2009, to plan 
a counterterrorism operation. Key to the meeting was going to be the presence of 
Dr. Humam Khalil Abu-​Mulal al-​Balawi, a Jordanian physician with an interest in 
world affairs and engaged in undercover work for the Agency. The CIA trusted Dr. al-​
Balawi, who had been reliable in the past, and allowed him into the meeting without 
the normally rigorous security checks. Once inside, al-​Balawi turned out to be a 
double agent. He detonated a suicide vest he was wearing that killed him and seven 
Agency officers.

As observed by the protagonist in the great spy tale Kim, an intelligence officer 
“must go alone—​alone and at the peril of his head. Then, if he spits, or sits down, or 
sneezes other than as the people do whom he watches, he may be slain” [Rudyard 
Kipling, Kim (New York: Knopf, 1995, originally published in 1901): 137]. I admire 
and respect the service of America’s intelligence officers; I am only trying in these 
pages to evaluate the contributions of covert action as an instrument of US foreign 
policy.

Introduction

	 1.	 In general parlance in Washington, DC, “covert action,” the “Third Option,” the 
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Abbreviations and Codenames

It is annoying to read a book that has too many abbreviations, acronyms, and 
codenames—​akin to reading a dense Department of Defense manual. It is 
equally aggravating, though, to read a longer phrase over and over in a book, 
such as the “Central Intelligence Agency” instead of simply “CIA.” This book has 
tried to keep the shorthand terms that flood Washington’s national security es-
tablishment to a minimum here, but sometimes they are useful for purposes of 
parsimony. Further, they reflect daily practice in Washington, DC, giving the 
reader a sense of the documents and diction that fuel discourse in the nation’s 
national security circles. Here is a list of the ones used:

Abbreviations

	ABC	 Anybody But Communists (an American foreign policy 
slogan in the modern era)

	AG	 Attorney General
	Agency, the	 Central Intelligence Agency (insider name for)
	ARVN	 Army of the Republic of Vietnam (U.S. ally in South Vietnam)
	BBC	 British Broadcasting Corporation
	BND	 Bundesnachtrichtendienst (German foreign intelligence 

service)
	CA	 covert action (the Third Option)
	CA/​CT	 the use of covert action for counterterrorism
	CAS	 Covert Action Staff (DO/​CIA)
	CAT	 Civil Air Transport (a CIA proprietary)
	CIA	 Central Intelligence Agency
	CIG	 Central Intelligence Group
	CIS	 Counterintelligence Staff (DO/​CIA)
	CPSU	 Communist Party of the Soviet Union
	Company, the	 Central Intelligence Agency (insider name for)
	CBJC	 Congressional Budget Justification Book (with   

classified Annex)
	C/​JCS	 Chair, Joint Chiefs of Staff (Pentagon)
	COS	 chief of station, the top CIA official in a foreign country
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	COVID-​19	 Coronavirus, spread globally from origins in China, be-
ginning in 2019

	CPSU	 Communist Party of the Soviet Union
	CRF	 Contingency Reserve Fund
	CT	 Counterterrorism
	CTC	 Counterterrorism Center (CIA)
	CT/​CA	 counterterrorism/​covert action operation
	DA	 Directorate of Administration (now Directorate of 

Support)
	DA	 Directorate of Analysis (previously Directorate of 

Intelligence)
	DC	 District of Columbia
	DCI	 Director of Central Intelligence (the title of the nation’s 

spy chief until the end of 2004)
	D/​CIA	 Director of the Central Intelligence Agency (established 

in 2004 to replace the DCI designation)
	DDCI	 Deputy Director, Central Intelligence (CIA)
	DDO	 Deputy Director for Operations (CIA)
	DDP	 Deputy Director for Plans (CIA)
	DGSE	 Direction Générale de la Sécurité Extérieure (French for-

eign intelligence service)
	DI	 Directorate of Intelligence
	DNI	 Director of National Intelligence
	DO	 Directorate of Operations (CIA)
	DoD	 Department of Defense
	DoJ	 Department of Justice
	DoS	 Department of State
	DP	 Directorate of Plans (CIA), precursor of the DO
	DMZ	 demilitarized zone (Korea)
	DS	 Directorate of Support
	DTA	 Detainee Treatment Act (2005), prohibiting torture by 

U.S. government agencies
	EDC	 European Defense Community
	E.O. (or e.o.)	 executive order
	ERP	 European Recovery Program (Marshall Plan)
	FBI	 Federal Bureau of Investigation
	FDR	 Franklin Delano Roosevelt (America’s 32d President)
	First Option	 diplomacy (the Treaty Power)
	FISA	 Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act (1978)
	FISC	 Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Court
	5412 Committee	 CA/​NSC panel (also known as the Special Group or SP)
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	FNLA	 National Front for the Liberation of Angola
	40 Committee	 CA/​NSC panel during the Nixon and Ford Administrations, 

formerly the 303 Committee 
Fourth Option 	 the policy option of setting a good example—​legally, 

morally—​in world Affairs
	FSA	 Free Syrian Army
	FSB	 Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation, KGB suc-

cessor for internal security
	GCHQ	 Government Communications Headquarters, the British sig-

nals intelligence agency
	GID	 General Intelligence Directorate (Jordanian Intelligence ser-

vice, also Known as the Mukhabarat)
	GOP	 Grand Old Party (the Republican Party in the United States)
	GRU	 Soviet, and now Russian, military intelligence service
	HAWK	 a U.S. surface-​to-​air missile
	HPSCI	 House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence
	humint	 human intelligence (espionage assets)
	IC	 Intelligence Community
	ICBMs	 intercontinental ballistic missiles
	ICD	 Intelligence Community Directive
	ICTY	 International Criminal Tribunal for former Yugoslavia
	IOB/​PFIAB	 Intelligence Oversight Board on the President Foreign 

Intelligence Advisory Board
	INS	 Intelligence and National Security (journal)
	INR	 Intelligence and Research Bureau (Department of State)
	IRPTA	 Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act (2004)
	ISI	 Directorate for Inter-​Services Intelligence (Pakistani intelli-

gence service)
	ISIS	 Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (also known as ISIL, the 

Islamic State in Iraq and the Levant; and, in Arabic, Dawlat, 
or, insultingly, Daesh)

	JCS	 Joint Chiefs of Staff (DoD)
	JSOC	 Joint Special Operations Command (DoD)
	KGB	 Committee for State Security (Soviet foreign intelligence ser-

vice during the Cold War, replaced by the SVR)
	Langley	 CIA Headquarters compound near McLean in northern 

Virginia
	MI6	 British foreign intelligence service (also known as Strategic 

Intelligence Service, or SIS
	MIT	 Massachusetts Institute of Technology (Boston)
MON	 Memorandum of Notification (regarding covert action 

alterations)
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	MONGOOSE	 a 1960’s program to overthrow the Fidel Castro regime in 
Cuba (CIA)

	MPSA	 Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola
	NAFTA	 North American Free Trade Agreement
	NATO	 North Atlantic Treaty Organization
	NBCs	 nuclear, biological, and chemical weaponry
	NCPC	 National Counterproliferation Center (ODNI)
	NCTC	 National Counterterrorism Center (White House and ODNI)
	NED	 National Endowment for Democracy, a bipartisan NGO in 

the United States openly supporting democracy movements 
around the world

	NGA	 National Geospatial-​Intelligence Agency
	NGO	 Non-​Governmental Organization
	NIO	 national intelligence officer
	NIP	 National Intelligence Program (U.S. Intelligence Community)
	NKVD	 Stalin’s secret police
	NPC	 Nonproliferation Center (CIA)
	NSA	 National Security Agency (also, National Student Association)
	NSAM	 National Security Action Memorandum
	NSC	 National Security Council
	NSC4/​A	 NSC/​CA Directive (1947)
	NSC10/​2	 NSC/​CA Directive (1948)
	NSC68	 NSC/​CA Directive (1950)
	NSC 10/​5	 NSC/​CA Directive (1951)
	NSC 5412/​1	 NSC/​CA Directive (1955)
	NSC 5421/​2	 NSC/​CA Directive (1955)
	NSCID	 National Security Council Intelligence Directive
	NSDM	 National Security Decision Memorandum
	NSPG	 National Security Planning Group (Reagan administration 

covert action panel)
	NSSM	 National Security Study Memorandum
	NVN	 North Vietnam
	OAS	 Organization of American States
	OBL	 Osama bin Laden
	ODNI	 Office of the Director of National Intelligence
	OED	 Oxford English Dictionary
	OEOB	 Old Executive Office Building (also known today as the 

Eisenhower Building)
	O/​JCS	 Office of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (U.S. Department of Defense)
	OMB	 Office of Management and Budget (part of the U.S. presidency)
	OPC	 Office of Policy Coordination/​CIA
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	OSO	 Office of Special Operations/​CIA
	OSS	 Office of Strategic Services (WWII)
	PDB	 President’s Daily Brief
	PDC	 Christian Democratic Party (Chile)
	PDD	 Presidential Decision Directive
	PFIAB	 President’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board
	PIAB	 President’s Intelligence Advisory Board
	PPG	 Presidential Policy Guidance
	PRB	 Publication Review Board (CIA)
	PM ops	 paramilitary operations
	PSB	 Psychological Strategy Board (CIA)
	PSP	 Cuban Communist Party
	RDI	 rendition, detention, and interrogation of suspected 

terrorists (CIA)
	RFE	 Radio Free Europe (CIA clandestine radio station)
	RL	 Radio Liberty (CIA clandestine radio station)
	RNC	 Republican National Committee
	SA	 special activities (covert action)
	SAD	 Special Activities Division (part of the CIA Operations 

Directorate)
	SALT	 Strategic Arms Limitation Talks (between the United States 

and the Soviet Union)
	SAVAC	 Iranian secret police under the Shah
	SCC	 Special Coordinating Committee (Carter Administration 

CA panel)
	SEALS	 Sea, Air, and Land teams (U.S. Navy)
	SEATO	 Southeast Asia Treaty Organization
	SecDef	 Secretary of Defense
	Second Option	 overt military intervention (the War Power)
	SecState	 Secretary of State
	SG	 Special Group (National Security Council)
	SIS	 Secret Intelligence Service or MI6 (British foreign intelligence 

agency)
	SOE	 Special Operations Executive (U.K.)
	SOF	 Special Operations Forces (DoD)
	SOG	 Special Operations Group (PM/​CAS/​CIA)
	SOP	 Standard Operating Procedure
	SPG	 Special Procedures Group/​CIA
	SSCI	 Senate Select Committee on Intelligence
	Stasi	 East German intelligence service (Cold War)
	Stinger	 US portable, shoulder-​held, surface-​to-​air missile
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	Stuxnet	 a virus injected into Iranian computers by the CIA 
and Mossad

	SVR	 Foreign Intelligence Service of the Russian Federation 
(replacing the First Directorate of the KGB, responsible for 
foreign espionage)

	Third Option	 covert action (CIA)
	TOW	 Tube-​launched, optically tracked, wire-​guided US anti-​

tank missile
	303 Committee	 CA/​NSC panel (also known as the Special Group following 

the 5214 Committee in 1964)
	UAE	 United Arab Emirates
	UAV	 unmanned aerial vehicle (drone)
	UDT	 Underwater Demolition Team
	UFC	 United Fruit Company (US)
	UK	 United Kingdom
	UN	 United Nations
	Unit 29155	 Assassination group, contemporary Russian intelligence 

service
	UNITA	 National Union for the Total Independence of Angola
	USD	 United States dollars
	USMCA	 United States-​Mexico-​Canada Agreement
	USNS	 United States naval ship
	VC	 Viet Cong (South Vietnamese Communists)
	WI-​ROGUE	 codename for a specific, and reckless, CIA operative in 

the 1960s
	WMD	 weapons of mass destruction
	WPR	 War Powers Resolution

Codenames for selected covert actions explored in this book

Name Administration Target Nation Years

Valuable/​BG Fiend Truman/​Eisenhower Albania 1950–​53
TPAjax Eisenhower Iran 1953
PB/​Success Eisenhower Guatemala 1954
Omega Eisenhower Egypt 1955
Archipelago Eisenhower Indonesia 1957
Zapata Eisenhower/​JFK Cuba 1961
Mongoose JFK/​LBJ Cuba 1961–​64
ZR/​Rifle JFK Cuba 1961–​63
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Name Administration Target Nation Years

Momentum JFK/​LBJ/​Nixon Laos 1962–​68
Phoenix LBJ/​Nixon Vietnam 1967–​71
Eagle Claw Carter Iran 1979
Cyclone Carter/​Reagan Afghanistan 1979–​89
Staunch/​Toys Reagan Iran/​Nicaragua 

(contras)
1983–​86

QR/​Helpful Carter/​Reagan/​Bush I Poland 1979–​90
Merlin Clinton Iran 2000
Enduring Freedom Bush II West Afghanistan 2001–​03
Anaconda Bush II East Afghanistan 2001–​03
Olympic Games Bush II/​Obama Iran 2005–​10
Geronimo (Neptune 
Spear)

Obama Pakistan 2011

Timber Sycamore Obama Syria 2013
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