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ABSTRACT  
 
Why do states intervene covertly in some places and not others? This is a pressing 
question for theorists and policymakers because covert action is widespread, costly, and 
consequential. I argue that states wield it—whether by supporting political parties, 
arming dissidents, sponsoring coups, or assassinating leaders—when they fear that a 
target is at risk of shifting its alignment toward the state that the intervener considers 
most threatening. Covert action is a rational response to the threat of realignment. 
Interveners correctly recognize a window of opportunity: Owing to its circumscribed 
nature, covert action is more likely to be effective before realignment than after. This 
means that acting sooner is better. I test this argument in case studies of covert action 
decision-making by the United States in Indonesia, Iraq, and Portugal. I then conduct a 
test of the theory’s power in a medium-N analysis of 97 cases of serious consideration of 
such action by the United States during the Cold War. Interveners, I suggest, do not 
employ covert action as a result of bias on the part of intelligence agencies. Nor do they 
use it to add to their power. Rather, states act covertly when they fear international 
realignment. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1. The Puzzle and Its Importance 

In April 1974, military officers in Portugal overthrew a right-wing dictatorship. A 

caretaker government under a conservative officer, Antonio Spínola, set elections for 

March of 1975. But Spínola resigned at the end of September, frustrated with menacing 

opposition from the left. In a memo for President Gerald Ford, Henry Kissinger saw a 

gathering threat. “Events in Portugal over the weekend seem clearly to demonstrate that 

the situation there is moving inexorably in a leftist direction,” he wrote. “The 

Communists and Socialists appear to be the only organized political forces in Portugal. In 

sum, I consider the situation to be very grave.”1 

U.S. leaders did not know who would fill the foreign policy void. They feared for 

the future. Specifically, they worried that Portugal might realign toward the Soviet 

Union. “There have been indications that some members of the [Armed Forces] 

Movement want to see a more neutral Portugal, less closely tied to the United States 

and NATO,” Kissinger wrote to President Ford. “However, while the domestic power 

struggle continues, Portugal’s future position on such foreign policy issues is unclear.”2 

After deliberations, President Ford ordered the CIA into action. In the early 

months of 1975, up to pivotal constituent assembly elections in the spring, the CIA acted 

in concert with the U.S. embassy in Lisbon to boost the electoral prospects of non-

communist political parties and to encourage the ruling Armed Forces Movement to 

                                                
1 Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Kissinger) to President Ford: 
Assessment of Events in Portugal, undated, Nixon-Ford Administrations, Foreign Relations of the United 
States (hereafter FRUS), Vol. E-15, doc. 137, footnote 1.  
2 “Memorandum From the President’s Assistant for National Security Affairs (Kissinger) to President Ford: 
Assessment of Events in Portugal,” undated, Nixon-Ford Administrations, FRUS, Vol. E-15, doc. 137. 
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allow those elections to take place. The United States channeled hundreds of thousands of 

dollars to the Portuguese socialist party via socialist parties in Europe, funneled funds to 

key moderate media outlets, and passed sensitive intelligence regarding the plots of the 

Portuguese Communist Party to moderates inside the Armed Forces Movement. The 

objective: “to maintain a stable government in Portugal, which will permit continued U.S. 

use of the Azores Base, and honor Portugal’s membership in NATO.”3 

In similar situations, the United States has declined to act covertly, despite 

consideration. In 1967, a major party in the run-up to the Greek elections advocated 

Greece’s withdrawal from NATO. U.S. diplomats in Athens cabled Washington with a 

proposal for covert political action to tip the scales against the neutralists. Here was 

another important European country where U.S. interests were at stake. Over a series of 

top-secret meetings, U.S. officials agonized. Should they direct the CIA to disburse 

several hundred thousand dollars, among other measures? Ultimately, U.S. leaders denied 

the proposal.4 

Why did the United States back away? What set Portugal and countless other 

instances of U.S. action apart? 

More broadly, in this work I ask: Why do states intervene covertly in some places 

and not others? 

I argue that states act when they fear that a target state is at risk of shifting its 

alignment toward a pressing danger—the state that the intervener considers most 

                                                
3 Memorandum Prepared for the 40 Committee: Plans for Political Operations in Portugal, September 27, 
1974, Nixon-Ford Administrations, FRUS, Vol. E-15, doc. 136. 
4 Summary of a Meeting of the 303 Committee Regarding the Upcoming May 1967 Greek National 
Elections, March 13, 1967, document number: GALE|CK2349525274, U.S. Declassified Documents 
Online archive, Gale, Farmington Hills, Michigan (hereafter U.S. Declassified Documents Online). 
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threatening. In Portugal, Washington felt this uncertainty acutely. In Greece, U.S. 

officials ultimately concluded that powerful forces inside the country ensured its future 

alignment, without U.S. intervention. At one of the meetings, a U.S. official assured those 

present that Greece was not about to slip away. “[I]f it looked likely that [Greek 

neutralist] Andreas was moving closer to victory, the monarchy and the military could 

well suspend the constitution and take over.”5 In this case, U.S. leaders were correct. A 

month later, Greek officers launched a coup. (Scholars agree that the CIA did not 

participate in the coup.6) Athens remained safely inside NATO. 

In making this argument, which I call Alignment Theory, I assert that states do 

not turn to covert action in an ad hoc manner. They do not take action to add to their 

power or for offensive reasons. Nor do they undertake covert actions because bullish 

intelligence agencies pervert their choices. Rather, covert action is a rational response to 

the threat of realignment. 

                                                
5 Ibid. 
6 Lindsey A. O’Rourke, Covert Regime Change: America’s Secret Cold War (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 2018), p. 18. See also Louis Klarevas, “Were the Eagle and the Phoenix Birds of a Feather? The 
United States and the Greek Coup of 1967,” Diplomatic History 30, no. 3 (June 1, 2006): 471–508. 
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probably lowered the chance that those states would realign away from Washington and 

toward Moscow.  

 These efforts partook of devious tactics, to be sure. In Portugal, the CIA worked 

to split the left by bolstering the socialists and alienating them from the powerful 

communist party. The CIA probably employed blackmail and agents provocateurs. “And 

if we can trigger the communists into a move,” Henry Kissinger said at the height of the 

campaign in 1975, “we may get them smashed.”7 

 In 1964, Lyndon Johnson’s administration approved CIA plans to stir up 

xenophobia in Indonesia. The communist party looked poised to take power. In addition 

to funding individuals who were taking “disruptive efforts” against the communist PKI, 

the CIA promised: “The role of the PKI and its associated organizations as instruments of 

neo-imperialism, especially Chinese neo-imperialism, would be consistently 

emphasized.”8 CIA covert action in this case probably reduced the probability of 

realignment by Indonesia. But it contributed to a tragedy. In 1965, anti-PKI militias in 

Indonesia killed hundreds of thousands of ethnic Chinese.  

Unwise action can cause massive suffering and sow suspicion and misperception. 

In 1972, President Nixon agreed to fund a Kurdish insurgency in Iraq, with the aim of 

weakening the pro-Soviet regime in Baghdad. Over three years of fighting, 35,000 Kurds 

died and 200,000 were displaced. Saddam Hussein knew enough about U.S. activities to 

form a lasting impression of the conniving United States.9  

                                                
7 Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, July 17, 1975, Digital National Security Archive (hereafter 
DNSA), KA13832.  
8 Political Action Paper, November 19, 1964, Johnson Administration, FRUS, Vol. 26, doc. 86.  
9 See Hal Brands and David Palkki, “‘Conspiring Bastards’: Saddam Hussein’s Strategic View of the U.S.,” 
Diplomatic History 36, no. 3 (June 1, 2012): 625–59. 
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Previous scholars have largely focused on studying the effects of covert action. 

Given their importance, it is imperative to understand why states act in the first place. I 

derive an explanation for covert action that points to the special significance of 

policymakers’ assessment of the future in their calculations about covert action. I draw on 

theories of preventive war to build and test my theory.  

Scholars, journalists, and others sometimes suspect that bullish intelligence 

organizations spur leaders to take covert action. This informs the main competing 

explanation I consider: Covert Bias Theory. This theory starts from the premise that 

intelligence agencies seek to preserve their organizational power and prestige in a state’s 

national security apparatus. They fear situations in which they fail to warn policymakers 

of disastrous developments. According to Covert Bias Theory, these two factors produce 

an environment in which intelligence agencies inflate threats and promise policymakers 

that covert action is a cheap way to address those threats. The option of covert action 

thereby appears irresistible. 

Below, I summarize the argument and discuss at greater length the contributions 

of this work. I then define key terms and explain which phenomena fall within my 

definition of covert action. Then I describe what is to be explained: abstention from 

action, covert checking, covert weakening, and covert regime change. Finally, I provide a 

road map of the ensuing chapters. 

 

2. Argument and Contributions 

 I posit that states act covertly—whether by supporting political parties, arming 

dissidents, sponsoring coups, or assassinating leaders—in the face of what I call high 
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alignment instability. They discern a window for effective covert action. Cost-benefit 

calculations by the intervener mediate the effect of high alignment instability. Interveners 

consider the stakes of a state’s current alignment against the potential costs of pursuing a 

given strategy. I maintain that interveners would always rather do less covertly and risk 

less if they can address alignment instability. 

 In proposing and testing Alignment Theory, I part ways with previous works that 

blame wishful thinking, a warped sense of threat, or offensive motives for covert action 

by states.10 While I acknowledge that these factors may drive action on occasion, I argue 

that more often interveners will behave defensively and opportunistically. Existing 

studies often overlook the phenomenon of abstention—when states consider covert action 

seriously but decline to pursue it.11 I also identify what I call checking, a distinct strategy 

frequently employed by states in which they take covert action to preserve the external 

status quo with respect to the target state. Once we acknowledge possible forms of 

restraint by interveners, as I do, I expect a more nuanced picture to emerge.  

As noted, my focus is on covert action and consideration by the United States. In 

part, this is a consequence of data availability. No other great power releases as much 

about its covert actions as the United States. I also focus on the United States because I 

aim in this work not only to contribute to our knowledge of a secret phenomenon but also 

to inform policymakers who might consider employing it. Interviewing former senior 

                                                
10 See, e.g., John Prados, Safe for Democracy: The Secret Wars of the CIA (Rowman & Littlefield, 2006). 
O’Rourke’s recent work is more nuanced but also pessimistic. See Lindsey A. O’Rourke, Covert Regime 
Change: America’s Secret Cold War (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2018). On bullish intelligence 
agencies, see Lucien S. Vandenbroucke, “Anatomy of a Failure: The Decision to Land at the Bay of Pigs,” 
Political Science Quarterly 99, no. 3 (1984): 471–91. See also Stephen Van Evera, “The Case against 
Intervention,” The Atlantic, July 1990. 
11 One partial exception is Jennifer Kibbe, “Presidents as Kingmakers: United States Decisions to 
Overthrow Foreign Governments” (Dissertation at University of California, Los Angeles, 2002), whose 
cases include two instances of what I call abstention. In addition, O’Rourke discusses the U.S. policy of 
supporting Tito’s regime in Yugoslavia, rather than attempting to overthrow it. See O’Rourke, pp. 152-154. 
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U.S. officials and intelligence officers, as I did, and dissecting past cases of U.S. action is 

most likely to be helpful to American leaders today. In the conclusion of the work I offer 

several policy lessons and recommendations.  

In examining such a shadowy subject, a natural question arises: Will the findings 

be generalizable? I contend that the theory I develop transcends both the United States 

and the Cold War. I argue that it can also explain why the Soviet Union pursued covert 

regime change in many instances during the Cold War but also abstained from covert 

action—after consideration—in others.  

In laying out the typology of covert strategy below, I rely solely on non-American 

instances of covert action for examples of each strategy. This should help allay fears that 

only Washington engages in this kind of activity or that only the United States seems to 

divide it into the distinct strategies that I lay out. I identify examples of action or 

consideration of action by the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, France, East Germany, 

and Cuba. This suggests that a large and varied group of states engage in covert action. I 

predict that they pursue distinct strategies that my typology captures.  

I make theoretical and historical contribution in several of the cases I examine. 

Regarding Portugal in the 1970s, I offer the first in-depth history of U.S. covert action 

there. After the election operation in the spring of 1975, which I described above, the 

CIA played a critical role in encouraging moderate military officers to oust a leftist 

junta’s hold on power. I also contribute to future scholarship by documenting an array of 

cases where the United States did not take action. I chronicle these instances on the basis 

of archival work and semi-structured interviews with CIA historians and former 

policymakers and intelligence officers. In keeping with my theory, even leaders notorious 
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for their covert action misdeeds frequently showed restraint. Kissinger and Nixon, much 

maligned for their use of the CIA in Chile, abstained from action despite consideration in 

Libya, Malta, Peru, Costa Rica, the Philippines, Bolivia, Argentina, and Mozambique. 

 
 
1.1 What I Include and Exclude 

I define covert action as activity with a strategic aim that an intervener wishes to 

deny. Covert strategy, in turn, is the intervener’s theory of how it can use covert action to 

achieve a foreign policy goal.12 

I use a definition of covert strategy that excludes certain activities sometimes 

associated with the term. The goal of the covert action itself must be strategic in nature. 

Employing deniable means to gain a tactical advantage does not qualify. The aim of the 

covert action, whether singlehandedly or in conjunction with other lines of effort, must 

connect back to the power or behavior of other states. Targeting a terrorist who leads a 

stateless entity does not qualify for inclusion. Likewise, states sometimes target with 

deniable means domestic dissidents living in exile or a diaspora population. If the covert 

intervener wishes to bolster its domestic regime security, then this also does not qualify 

as covert action. If, on the other hand, a covert intervener intends to use or influence a 

diaspora population or exiles to target another state, then this would qualify as covert 

action.  

The line between activities to influence events and actions to gather information 

can sometimes blur. Covert action as I define it encompasses the former and not the 

latter. Intelligence officers perform both roles. Some operations can simultaneously seek 

to gain information and to wield influence on a target.  
                                                
12 Cf. Barry Posen, The Sources of Military Doctrine (Cornell University Press, 1984). 
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When interveners provide official government entities in other states with 

deniable assistance to confront internal or external threats, this also falls outside my 

definition of covert action. Those activities more closely resemble foreign internal 

defense, intelligence liaison, and intelligence assistance.  

 

1.2 Why Not Include Overt Action? 

 Should a theory of intervention in the broadest sense seek to explain both overt 

and covert forms of it? I focus on covert activities for several reasons. First, attempting to 

theorize about all types of intervention becomes analytically unmanageable. Scholars 

necessarily use theories to explain discrete phenomena. 

 Second, the logic of Alignment Theory applies uniquely to the covert sphere. 

Interveners intuit that covert action is a tool especially suited to preventive measures, I 

argue. This is why they discern windows of opportunity for its use. The utility of covert 

action diminishes after a window closes.  

 In focusing on covert action, though, I do not ignore other forms of intervention 

or aspects of statecraft. When interveners assess high alignment instability, they then 

consider what they might do to address the problem. This may include the use or threat of 

overt force, diplomatic measures, sanctions, or foreign aid.  

 Overt activities of various sorts can occur at the same time that interveners pursue 

covert strategies—or decide against doing so. I do not make coding or inclusion versus 

exclusion decisions regarding covert decision-making on the basis of what an intervener 

is also doing overtly. 
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 There is one exception. I omit examination of covert action by interveners against 

a target when the intervener is also engaged in a conventional war against that target. 

Covert action decision-making in those circumstances differs from other times. 

Interveners are likely to consider covert action to be a component of the broader 

campaign,13 rather than as a form of limited war.  

 The second reason to focus on covert action is its intrinsic importance, to which I 

have alluded. Even operations that succeed initially may yield more diffuse costs down 

the road. The U.S.-backed coup of Mohammad Mossadegh in Iran in 1953 still inflames 

Iranian popular opinion and infects its politics. For much of the Cold War, based on mere 

suspicion (and KGB disinformation), citizens across the world wondered if the CIA 

might be meddling in their societies.  

 In places where interveners attempt to scale back their covert efforts they often 

have trouble recalling the forces they set in motion. For years after the United States 

abandoned regime change against Cuba, exile groups continued to launch raids against 

the island. This enraged the Castro regime, which believed Washington was behind the 

efforts.  

 Nor is covert action a Cold War relic. Competition persists. If anything, the 

temptation to turn to covert means in the twenty-first century is growing. An increasing 

number of states find themselves locked in rivalries in which both parties possess nuclear 

weapons. This pushes war into a more limited sphere, where covert action may thrive.  

 

2. The Dependent Variable 

                                                
13 See Austin Carson’s work. Austin Carson, Secret Wars: Covert Conflict in International Politics 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2018). 
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I identify four outcomes in the sphere of covert action decision-making: 

abstention, checking, weakening, and regime change. In addition to abstention, the 

typology includes three covert strategies. When states undertake covert checking, 

weakening, or regime change, they subscribe both to the notion that they can achieve a 

distinct goal and to the idea that they can do so in a way that will remain deniable. This is 

not, in other words, a typology solely of aims. The deniability of the means and the 

desired ends are key components to strategy.  

Why is deniability important? It serves to guard a state’s reputation, preserve 

some element of surprise and uncertainty, and minimize the possibility of escalation. 

Note, though, that deniability is distinct from secrecy. Sometimes, depending on the 

sensitivity of what they do and the importance of surprise or deception, states do not aim 

to maintain absolute secrecy. Other actors, including the target, may have a general idea 

that interveners are attempting to achieve some end through covert means. The intervener 

at the very least seeks to keep its actions opaque enough so as to allow the target also to 

ignore them if they wish.14 

Of the three strategies, covert weakening and regime change differ from checking 

in a key way. Where interveners seek to preserve the external status quo as part of 

checking, interveners seek to revise the external status quo under weakening and regime 

change. 

 The table below summarizes the outcomes. I note the efforts that interveners take 

against targets (i.e. the means) and the intervener’s goal (the ends).

                                                
14 See Carson, Secret Wars. 
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Outcome/Strategy Efforts (means) Goal (ends) 
Abstention n/a 

 
n/a 

Checking Manipulate internal 
distribution of power. 

Preserve external status 
quo. 
 

Weakening Reduce rulers’ power or 
reduce state’s overall 
power. 
 

Influence foreign policy 
over the longer term. 

Regime Change Remove rulers from power. Change target state’s 
foreign policy in the short 
term. 

 
The means of covert action include support for dissidents, sponsoring coups, 

assassinations, support for preferred candidates or parties in elections, and paramilitary 

operations.15 Some tactical means do not qualify for inclusion as part of any strategy. If 

interveners believe that they would not suffer costs from their activities being publicly 

revealed and proven by the other side, then I do not consider them sufficiently 

consequential on their own to be included. On this basis, I exclude covert actions solely 

consisting of propaganda from consideration. Often, interveners turn to the use of 

propaganda as a stopgap or default measure. Sometimes they are not consequential 

enough to merit the approval of top national security officials. In many cases the 

intervener and the target are aware of one another’s propaganda activities and assume 

their effects to be marginal.16 

 

2.1 Abstention 

                                                
15 O’Rourke identifies what she considers four relevant categories of tactics: assassination, sponsoring 
coups d’état, supporting dissidents, and support to preferred candidates in elections.  
16 Interveners engage in covert propaganda, as opposed to overt propaganda, because they believe such 
schemes, while marginal in overall effect, will be more credible to target populations if the author of the 
propaganda remains hidden. 
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 Abstention is consideration of covert action (of any kind) by an intervener 

followed by a decision not to pursue covert action. Abstention as I define it is of course 

representative of a larger class of instances in which covert action does not even come 

under consideration.  

 What constitutes consideration? Multiple top national security officials must be 

documented as discussing some covert action on more than one occasion. In cases where 

I might code states as abstaining from covert action, an offhand remark by one of these 

officials is insufficient to qualify as serious consideration.  

Abstention sheds light on when interveners might have had a major impact—for 

better or worse—but ultimately decided not to proceed. In addition, previous scholars 

have largely ignored these ‘dogs that did not bark.’ If we omit them from consideration, 

our inferences about the causes of covert strategies suffer. 

Historical documentation on abstention can be thin, especially outside of the U.S. 

context. We can nevertheless identify examples of what would qualify and what would 

not.17 In the early 1970s, Soviet officials conferred with the KGB about a possible covert 

action in Chile. The KGB had worked with Cuban intelligence to support Salvador 

Allende’s rise to power. But around the time of Allende’s ouster, in 1973, the head of the 

KGB advised against major action.  

Latin America is a sphere of special US interests. The US has permitted us to act 
in Poland and Czechoslovakia. We must remember this. Our policy in Latin 
America must be cautious.18 

                                                
17 For the latter, in the late 1970s British foreign secretary David Owen asked the Secret Intelligence 
Service if it could assassinate Uganda’s Idi Amin. An MI6 representative apparently replied: “We don’t do 
that sort of thing.” This would not constitute an instance of abstention. Outside of one official in one 
conversation or at least a series of conversations, the leaders of the British government did not actively 
deliberate about such a covert course of action. 
18 Quoted in “The Other Hidden Hand,” p. 416. Kristian Gustafson and Christopher Andrew, “The Other 
Hidden Hand: Soviet and Cuban Intelligence in Allende’s Chile,” Intelligence and National Security 33, 
no. 3 (April 16, 2018): 407–21. 
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The KGB disengaged from Chile after Pinochet came to power. They appear to have 

considered attempting to undermine his junta. This counts as an instance of abstention.  

 

2.2 Checking 

 Covert Checking is covert action to preserve the external status quo with respect 

to the target state. Typically, preserving the external status quo—i.e. the target state’s 

foreign policy and relative power—involves attempts to manipulate the internal 

distribution of power inside the state. 

Interveners may use violent or nonviolent methods as part of a strategy of 

checking. In the nonviolent realm, providing support to preferred candidates in elections 

typically qualifies as checking. Two categories of tactics cannot be considered 

components of strategies of checking: assassinations of leaders and sponsoring coups 

d’état. These clearly accompany strategies of regime change. 

 I offer three examples of checking. In 1940, Great Britain used secret and 

deniable means to support preferred candidates in the U.S. general elections and to 

contribute to the defeat of those Britain opposed. To defeat isolationist candidates, British 

intelligence operatives in New York and Washington secretly bribed journalists and 

columnists, commissioned fake polls, and created and funded committees and 

organizations. Britain of course hoped that President Franklin Roosevelt would win 

reelection, thus preserving Washington’s quietly pro-British policies regarding the war 

raging in Europe. In order to prevent a turn toward strict neutrality, British intelligence 

attacked isolationist candidates in Congress and bolstered the nomination of Wendell 
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Willkie, the only Republican presidential candidate who strongly backed Britain.19 The 

British did not wish through covert action to reduce the material power of the United 

States or to alter U.S. foreign policy. They desired to preserve the status quo. 

 In 1972, East German intelligence attempted to bribe members of West 

Germany’s parliament. East Germany sought to maintain in power Chancellor Willy 

Brandt, a social democrat who favored improving relations with the Eastern bloc. This, 

too, is an instance of checking. 

 In 1954, Israeli intelligence directed a network of Egyptian Jewish agents to 

undertake a sabotage and bombing campaign in Egypt (the “Lavon affair”). The Israeli 

campaign’s main target: Britain. The purpose: to create an impression of internal unrest 

in Egypt. Israeli intelligence hoped that this would tarnish the Nasser regime’s reputation 

and convince Britain not to cede control of the Suez Canal.20 Though the means were 

indirect, Israel wished to preserve a state of affairs in which Britain continued to own 

Suez. If the Israeli agents eluded detection—ultimately they did not—Tel Aviv intended 

to bolster British voices opposing withdrawal. Thus, this qualifies as covert checking. 

 

2.3 Weakening 

Weakening is covert action to influence the foreign policy of the target state, 

either by undermining the target state’s rulers (i.e. their domestic power) or reducing the 

state’s material power externally. Interveners adopting weakening stop short of seeking to 

change a target regime—at least for now. 

                                                
19 Steve Usdin, “When a Foreign Government Interfered in a U.S. Election — to Reelect FDR,” Politico 
Magazine, January 2017. 
20 See Bar-Joseph. Uri Bar-Joseph, Intelligence Intervention in the Politics of Democratic States: The 
United States, Israel, and Britain (Penn State Press, 2010). 
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As with those who pursue regime change, adopters of covert weakening seek to 

revise the external status quo with respect to the target state. They wish to alter the 

target’s foreign policy or its material power. But adopters of weakening differ in their 

expectations about the timeline required for their efforts to succeed. They expect to 

accomplish their goals through covert means over the longer term. 

Interveners often undertake weakening with the ultimate goal of changing the 

target state’s leadership (and thereby changing its foreign policy). As part of this longer-

term outlook, the strategy may also involve covert efforts to build up challengers to the 

current rulers. In the near term, the intervener accepts that regime change to influence 

foreign policy is infeasible, even if they wish this were not so. They build up potential 

replacements in case their effort to influence the current regime’s foreign policy fails or 

in case circumstances grow more favorable and regime change becomes possible.  

Weakening may vary in degree. At a minimum, it involves at least one of the two 

means I noted in the definition: internally undermining the current rulers or reducing their 

external power. A “milder” form of weakening might entail only one of these, while a 

maximalist form would involve both.   

I offer three examples of covert weakening. In the 1980s, white-ruled South 

Africa adopted a strategy of covert weakening toward Mozambique. In secretly funding 

the RENAMO insurgency (after agreeing not to do so), Pretoria sought to stoke the 

flames of conflict enough to keep Mozambique internally focused. Otherwise, 

Mozambique would promote black liberation in South Africa and elsewhere, South 

Africa calculated. South Africa did not subscribe to any near-term theory about how their 

efforts would lead to RENAMO replacing the ruling FRELIMO regime. 
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In 1940, Great Britain undertook a campaign of covert weakening against Italy. 

British intelligence operatives sabotaged a ship off the coast of Somaliland and armed 

dissidents in Ethiopia.21 For the first half of that year, Italy remained neutral in the war 

between Britain and Germany. London assessed that Rome would not remain on the 

sidelines for much longer. 

In the late 1960s, French intelligence, at the direction of its leaders, secretly sent 

arms and aid to Biafran separatists in the Nigerian civil war. Paris supported Biafran 

independence because it considered Anglophone Nigeria, which was rising in power, a 

threat to Francophone states in the area. France did not seek to replace the target—the 

regime in Nigeria.  

Weakening is not a coercive strategy. Interveners make no explicit threat or 

demand. By undertaking covert weakening, interveners hope to deny the target the 

opportunity to do something it otherwise would or deprive it of the ability to continue 

doing something to which the intervener objects. 

 

2.4 Regime Change 

 Regime change is covert action to install new rulers in a target state. Interveners 

consciously identify a group (or a system) that through covert efforts will replace the 

current rulers. They expect to accomplish their goals through covert means in the short 

term. In undertaking regime change, the intervener aims to change the foreign policy of 

the target state—or to restore a foreign policy that prevailed previously.  

                                                
21 Simon Anglim, “MI(R), G(R) and British Covert Operations, 1939–42,” Intelligence and National 
Security 20, no. 4 (December 1, 2005): 631–53. 
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Interveners adopting regime change state it as their explicit goal. Regime change 

is not an aspiration or seen to be something that will come about at some future point. It 

is what they seek now.  

 Interveners pursuing regime change may attempt to assassinate leaders, sponsor 

coups d’état, support dissidents, or foment mass revolutions. By definition, interveners 

couple the first two activities—leadership assassination and support to coup plotters—

with the aim of eliminating a current regime and replacing it with a new one. Regarding 

the third tactic—support to dissidents—interveners must couple this activity with the 

stated aim of replacing the current regime. 

 Cuba under Fidel Castro pursued covert regime change strategies in a variety of 

instances. In the late 1970s, Cuban intelligence provided major covert financial, 

logistical, and military support to the Sandinistas in Nicaragua in their campaign against 

the Somoza dictatorship. The aim of the effort was to overthrow Somoza and replace his 

rule with a Marxist government (i.e. the Sandinistas).  

My definition of regime change and the resulting definition of a covert regime 

change strategy differs slightly from the one employed by O’Rourke. She includes in the 

category of regime change instances in which interveners “conducted operations to 

ensure that a ruling party would continue to win elections and thus remain in power.”22 

By her definition, British intervention in the 1940 U.S. elections would qualify as a 

covert regime change attempt. I classify such instances as covert checking. (O’Rourke’s 

decision is defensible. In order to evaluate covert regime change effectiveness fairly, she 

defines it minimally. For my purposes, which are different, I adopt a more expansive 

                                                
22 O’Rourke, p. 16. 
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definition in order to understand the distinct logics leading to different kinds of covert 

action.)23 

 

2.5 Summary 

 The three active strategies (checking, weakening, regime change) contain distinct 

means-ends theories about accomplishing aims. I acknowledge, though, that checking, 

weakening, and regime change typologize what in reality is a spectrum of covert action 

means and aims. Interveners may combine the strategies, with one as the main effort and 

one a supporting strategy if the main one fails or circumstances change. They may also 

pursue strategies in quick succession. I acknowledge this in order not to obscure or 

unduly simplify the potentially complex motives and calculations of interveners in this 

realm. Covert action entails less control than armed overt action. Covert interveners try to 

push and prod events in preferred directions. I wish to allow for the possibility that 

interveners recognize as much and therefore take a sequential or even trial-and-error 

approach to implementation.

                                                
23 I follow Geddes’ definition of a regime. They are “sets of formal and informal rules and procedures for 
selecting national leaders and policies.” See Barbara Geddes, “What Do We Know About Democratization 
After Twenty Years?” Annual Review of Political Science 2, no. 1 (1999): 115–44. Covert regime change is 
deniable action to change the rules by which leaders are selected in a target state (and by extension to 
overthrow the current leadership). Note that it is possible for interveners to covertly change a regime 
without changing the regime type of the target state. Interveners might replace one autocrat (with one set of 
rules on leader selection) with another. 
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Abstention Checking 
 

Weakening Regime Change 

*Soviet Union – 
Chile (under 
Pinochet) 

*United Kingdom – 
United States (1940 
election) 
*East Germany – West 
Germany (bribery of 
politicians) 
*Israel – Britain (false 
flag sabotage) 
 

*United Kingdom – 
Italy (1940) 
*France – Nigeria 
(support to Biafra) 
*South Africa – 
Mozambique (support 
to RENAMO) 
 
 
 

*Cuba – 
Nicaragua 
(target: Somoza; 
group 
supported: 
Sandinistas) 

 

3. Plan of the Book 

 In the next chapter I elucidate Alignment Theory. In Chapter Three, I examine 

U.S. covert action decisions against Indonesia between 1952 and 1958. Chapter Four 

examines U.S. covert action policies in Iraq between 1970 and 1972. In Chapter Five, I 

assess U.S. consideration of covert action in Portugal between 1974 and the end of 1975. 

In chapter six I conduct an analysis of U.S. covert action decision-making over the span 

of the Cold War. In chapter seven, I offer analytic extensions and a conclusion. 
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 Chapter 3: Indonesia 

 In the mid- and late-1950s, Indonesia looked as if it might abandon neutrality in 

the global conflict between the United States and the Soviet Union. Publicly, the United 

States did its best to woo Jakarta with blandishments of aid and warnings about creeping 

Communism. Privately, Washington repeatedly contemplated covert action. 

 In this chapter I examine U.S. decision-making regarding covert action in 

Indonesia between 1952 and 1958. I test the power of Alignment Theory and Covert Bias 

Theory to explain U.S. behavior. 

 Washington struggled to discern what threat, if any, the situation in Jakarta posed. 

I show that in 1953, the Eisenhower administration considered but shelved covert action. 

By 1955, the United States switched to undertaking covert checking. On the eve of the 

country’s first nationwide parliamentary elections, Washington authorized the CIA to 

pass $1 million to the noncommunist Masjumi, who opposed the nationalist PNI and the 

communist PKI. The assistance to the Masjumi failed to arrest the rise of the communist 

PKI. Achmad Sukarno, the nation’s ceremonial president who bridled at constitutional 

checks, in 1956 aligned himself openly with the left. At the same time he moved to 

consolidate one-man rule and close down democracy. From early 1957 to the middle of 

1958, the United States pursued covert weakening. Washington first sent money and then 

CIA advisers and weaponry to army rebellions outside Java, the most populous island in 

the archipelago. The rebels sought a reduction in Sukarno’s power, the prohibition of the 

Communist party, and greater autonomy for the export-rich provinces far from the 

capital, Jakarta.  
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 What explains U.S. actions? The decision points in the case highlight areas where 

Alignment Theory performs well, as well as times when it falters. In 1953 and 1954, U.S. 

leaders perceived low alignment instability. Although they expressed some concern about 

the nationalist government in Jakarta and the potential for civil strife, they generally 

maintained confidence in the future alignment of Indonesia. As Alignment Theory 

predicts, they opted against undertaking covert action (checking, weakening or regime 

change). In 1955, policymakers’ concern about Indonesia’s alignment increased. U.S. 

covert checking that year correctly corresponds to this movement in the independent 

variable. I consider this a partially correct prediction, however. The U.S. assessment, 

while elevated relative to its previous outlook, still falls short of what I define as one of 

high alignment instability. In 1957, the United States assessed high alignment instability. 

I predict that the United States should again undertake covert checking, specifically by 

supporting anti-communist military officers and nationalist politicians in Jakarta. The 

United States did undertake action, as I predict, but its strategy deviates from what I 

expect. Washington pursued a fruitless strategy of weakening Sukarno by supporting 

dissident Indonesian military officers. This too, is a partially correct prediction. Covert 

Bias Theory receives some support in accounting for this aberration. Alarmist CIA 

reporting helped convince policymakers that civil war was imminent and persuaded 

policymakers that a strategy of covert weakening was the most promising means of 

ameliorating alignment instability. I maintain that U.S. policymakers’ assessment of high 

alignment instability in 1957 was founded in fact. The CIA contributed to flawed 

calculations of relative value.  
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Intervener
: Target 

Time Alignment 
Instability 

Relative 
Value 

Alignment 
Theory 
Prediction 

Outcome Prediction 
Correct? 

United 
States: 
Indonesia 

1952-
1953 

Low n/a Abstention Abstention ✓ 

United 
States: 
Indonesia 

1955 Low, but 
increasing 

n/a 
 

Abstention Checking  Partially 
Correct 

 
United 
States: 
Indonesia 

1957-
1958 

High Positive 
(checking) 

Checking Weakening Partially 
Correct 

 

  

 The performance of Alignment Theory in this case is mixed but encouraging. U.S. 

decisions to take covert action occur after shifts in alignment instability assessments. The 

relationship between these variables is consistent with what I expect, even if the theory’s 

predictions are not precisely correct. The qualitative evidence supports the window of 

opportunity mechanism. I show, moreover, that U.S. concerns about the communist PKI 

and Sukarno were based in fact.  

 The evidence I compile of Covert Bias Theory in operation is itself a contribution. 

I use documents from the National Archives and Records Administration and newly 

available CIA documents to illustrate how alarmist reporting from Indonesia fed 

policymakers’ fears. They also exaggerated the viability of a weakening strategy 

involving the army rebels. In the absence of that enthusiasm, I argue, the United States 

probably would have pursued covert checking as a result of high alignment instability.  

 The chapter breaks new empirical ground in one other way. Scholars of U.S.-

Indonesian relations during this period have focused on snapshots in time or they have 

described the evolution of relations between the governments in power in Jakarta and 
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Washington.24 None has also incorporated the actions and motives of key antagonists 

inside Indonesia (i.e. the Indonesian communist party) and outside both capitals (i.e. the 

Soviet Union and China). I do this in order to assess the validity of the views of U.S. 

intelligence agencies and U.S. leaders.  

 Finally, Indonesia is an intrinsically important case for theory testing. The 

teeming country of 80 million (as of the 1950s) served as a kind of bellwether of the 

Third World. The United States expended substantial resources tracking events there and 

attempting to influence their course. Indonesia’s history is that of a prototypical 

postcolonial state that attempted democratic self-governance. The experiment failed. In 

the mid-1960s, an abortive Communist coup triggered violence that led to hundreds of 

thousands of deaths and a dictatorship under Suharto that was to last decades. 

                                                
24 See: Robert J. McMahon, The Limits of Empire: The United States and Southeast Asia Since World War 
II (Columbia University Press, 1999). Andrew Roadnight, The Greatest Prize in Southeast Asia: United 
States’ Policy towards Indonesia in the Truman and Eisenhower Years (University of Warwick PhD 
thesis); Yohanes Sulaiman, The Banteng and the Eagle: Indonesian Foreign Policy and the United States 
During the Era of Sukarno 1945-1967. 
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 Alignment Theory Predictions: Indonesia 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 I begin by reviewing relevant existing work. Then I specify the predictions of 

Alignment Theory and Covert Bias Theory in Indonesia. Next I summarize the historical 

context. In the heart of the chapter, I proceed through four time periods, assessing the 

predictive power of the theories.  

  

1. Data and Existing Accounts  

 Primary-source documentation on U.S. policy toward Indonesia is good.25 Using 

these materials, Kahin and Kahin, who pioneered English-language scholarship on the 

                                                
25 A host of participants have published memoirs. In addition, Indonesia occupies a special category in 
Foreign Relations of the United States. Until the 1990s, FRUS volumes on U.S. foreign policy in the 1950s 
included little declassified documentation about covert action. In 1990, for the first time, the FRUS volume 
on U.S.-Indonesian relations in the late 1950s included extensive discussion of the covert action there. See 
Jim Mann, “CIA's Covert Indonesia Operation in the 1950s Acknowledged by U.S.,” October 29, 1994, 
Los Angeles Times. In addition to memoirs, secondary histories, the Foreign Relations of the United States, 
and National Security Council records from the Declassified Documents Online database, I draw on 

Relative Value 
1. Checking 
     2. Regime Change 
           3. Weakening 

Abstention 
Indonesia 1952-1953 

Indonesia 1955 
(checking) 

Pursue Covert Option 
Indonesia 1957 (checking) 

 

Abstention 
 

Alignment Instability? 

High 
 

Low 

Positive 
 

All Options Negative 
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country,26 and Conboy and Morrison dedicate full-length volumes to U.S. covert action in 

1956-1958.27  

 I offer two main improvements to these materials. First, I examine U.S. covert 

action consideration over a longer period of time. I highlight how covert action comes on 

to the radar. Second, many accounts provide inadequate treatment of a key antagonist: the 

PKI, Indonesia’s Communist party. I treat its development in more detail. Indonesia as a 

case is particularly useful because documentation on the PKI is good, perhaps better than 

any Communist party outside the Sino-Soviet bloc. Several scholars have written full-

length histories of the party.28 Larisa Efimova gained access to Stalin’s papers in the 

1990s and published articles in English on Soviet policy toward—and assistance for—the 

PKI.     

  

2. Predictions and Measurement Review 
 
Alignment Theory Predictions 
 

                                                                                                                                            
primary source documents from the CIA, many of which were largely unavailable until recently, as well as 
extensive documentation at the National Archives and Records Administration in College Park, Maryland. 
26 Audrey Kahin and George McTurnan Kahin, Subversion as Foreign Policy: The Secret Eisenhower and 
Dulles Debacle in Indonesia (University of Washington Press, 1997), p. 20. George Kahin founded the 
Modern Indonesia Project at Cornell University.  
27 In their histories of the CIA, Prados and Weiner set aside chapters to the 1958 affair. Kinzer also details 
the debacle in his biography of Allen Dulles and John Foster Dulles. Historians of the Cold War, 
particularly of U.S. policies in the Third World, also describe the intervention. Westad, Global Cold War, 
p. 130. John Prados, Safe for Democracy: The Secret Wars of the CIA (Rowman & Littlefield, 2006); 
Stephen Kinzer, The Brothers: John Foster Dulles, Allen Dulles, and Their Secret World War (Macmillan, 
2013); Odd Arne Westad, The Global Cold War (Cambridge University Press, 2007).  
28 Hindley, Brackman, and Van Der Kroef all wrote histories of the party. See Donald Hindley, The 
Communist Party of Indonesia: 1951-1963 (University of California Press, 1966); Justus Maria Van der 
Kroef, The Communist Party of Indonesia: Its History, Program, and Tactics (Publications Centre, 
University of British Columbia, 1965) and Arnold C. Brackman, Indonesian Communism: A History, vol. 
123 (Praeger, 1963).  
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 According to Alignment Theory, an intervener’s assessment of the target’s 

alignment instability is the most important variable in driving covert action decision-

making. 

 An assessment of low alignment instability occurs when interveners express 

confidence about the target’s future alignment. Recall that alignment instability refers 

specifically to assessments about whether the target state in question will move toward 

the intervener’s primary threat. For the United States in the 1950s, the Sino-Soviet bloc 

represented its primary threat. Alignment Theory therefore predicts that the U.S. decision 

to undertake covert action against Indonesia will hinge on U.S. assessments of 

Indonesia’s alignment, specifically with respect to that bloc. 

 P1 Indonesia: Where the United States assesses low alignment instability, it will 
abstain from covert action. 

 
If Alignment Theory is correct, we should see U.S. policymakers arguing against covert 

action by pointing to the absence of alignment instability in Indonesia. They should see 

wide windows of opportunity for action in the future. They should express concern about 

realignment only as something that would take time to occur—and of which the United 

States would have prior warning. 

 Given that alignment instability assessments in reality exist along a spectrum 

from very low to very high, I also predict: 

P2 Indonesia: Movement in the direction of greater concern about Indonesia’s 
alignment instability should spur increased discussion of covert action and raise 
the probability of such action. 

 
In other words, a shift from an assessment of very low alignment instability to low or 

“moderate” alignment instability, even if it does not result in a prediction that the United 
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States should take action, ought to spur more serious consideration or perhaps low-level 

activity.   

 An assessment of high alignment instability occurs when interveners express 

doubt about whether the target’s current alignment—that is, its approach to close security 

cooperation with other states—will continue in the future.  

 P3 Indonesia: An assessment of high alignment instability by the United States 
will act as a necessary cause for covert action.  

   
 If Alignment Theory holds, we should see high instability assessments set the 

window of opportunity mechanism in motion. Interveners reason that they are more 

likely to be successful using covert action before a target realigns than after. Once they 

lose confidence in the target’s alignment, they feel compelled to act before realignment 

renders covert action more difficult. In Indonesia, we should see U.S. officials speaking 

and acting as if they believe this to be the case.  

 Insofar as we gain access to the deliberations of leaders in the Soviet Union and 

China, we should observe those actors acting as if the relationships and mechanisms of 

Alignment Theory hold. These antagonists (of the United States) should recognize that 

the rise to power of Communists in Indonesia (and, subsequently, alignment toward 

China and the Soviet Union) is a perilous period. This is because they expect the United 

States to act preventively (and covertly) to curtail them.  

 Relative value should mediate the effect of high alignment instability 

assessments. In the face of high alignment instability, the United States should prefer 

checking to weakening and regime change. Washington should undertake one of these 

options only if the stakes of Indonesia’s current alignment outweigh the potential costs of 

a given covert action. 
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P4 Indonesia: In the presence of high alignment instability, the United States 
should choose a covert option only if it carries positive relative value. 
  

In the table below, I list the four Alignment Theory predictions for this case and 

summarize the evidence I find with regard to each of them. 

Prediction Result Key Evidence 
P1 Indonesia: low 
alignment instability should 
cause abstention from 
covert action. 
 

Strong support In 1953, “creeping” 
Communist influence. U.S. 
abstains but increases 
intelligence collection. 

P2 Indonesia: Movement 
toward higher alignment 
instability assessments 
should raise the probability 
of action. 
 

Strong support In 1955, increase in PKI 
strength and Indonesia-
China thaw bring U.S. 
covert action in elections. 

P3 Indonesia: high 
alignment instability will 
act as a necessary cause of 
covert action.  
 

Strong support Preventing PKI seizure of 
power is more promising 
than reversing it, U.S. 
policymakers say. Need for 
action now, not later.  
 

P4 Indonesia: In the 
presence of high alignment 
instability, the United States 
should only choose covert 
options with positive 
relative value.  
 

Mixed CIA bias caused U.S. 
policymakers to adopt futile 
strategy. 
 

 

Alignment Assessment Measurement 

 To code alignment instability assessments, I follow the dual approach I outlined 

in chapter 2. First, I examine what policymakers say and write. U.S. officials assessing 

low alignment instability should use words such as ‘steady,’ ‘stable,’ or ‘solid’ when 

referring to Jakarta’s foreign policy. If they express any concern about alignment, it 
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should be with reference to ‘gradual,’ ‘slow,’ or ‘cautious’ changes on the horizon in 

Indonesia. 

 U.S. officials assessing high instability should use words connoting doubt and 

uncertainty. They should refer to Indonesian alignment policies in ‘flux,’ subject to ‘drift’ 

or other terms of movement, ‘trends,’ and ‘deterioration.’  

 Second, to ensure that American leaders are not merely adopting their 

assessments of alignment stability as a result of motivated bias (i.e. some other 

underlying factor drives their decisions), I consider concrete indicators. U.S. assessments 

of low alignment instability should tend to occur when Indonesia itself maintains a steady 

course internationally and when major political parties and figures internally do not call 

that alignment into question. U.S. assessments of high alignment instability, in turn, 

should tend to occur when Indonesia’s international course shows signs of change, such 

as if Jakarta explores new alignment relationships or allows old relationships to wither. 

Such assessments should also occur when the internal balance of power among 

individuals and groups in Indonesia shifts in favor of those calling into question Jakarta’s 

current alignment. In this case, the relevant individuals and groups are Sukarno himself, 

the communist PKI, the nationalist PNI, and the anticommunist Masjumi party.  

 

Covert Bias Theory Predictions 

 According to Covert Bias Theory, enthusiastic intelligence agencies cause 

interveners to undertake covert actions that they would otherwise eschew. This springs 

from the agencies’ emphasis on operations (including covert action), as well as their 

inclination to assess events pessimistically. Both of these tendencies spring from 
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organizational pathologies: the desire for power and prestige and the fear of being blamed 

for failure.  

 If this is correct, we should see the CIA warping decisions regarding Indonesia. 

We should see evidence of a CIA priority on operations and a tendency toward inflating 

the threat of realignment in Indonesia.
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 In the table below, I list the Covert Bias Theory predictions for this case and 

summarize the evidence I find with regard to each of them.  

Prediction Evidence Summary 
P5 Indonesia: CIA 
enthusiasm for operations 
should cause them to 
downplay potential costs.  
 

Some support CIA officers in 1956 and 
1957 showed enthusiasm 
for paramilitary action in 
Indonesia. One officer 
admitted to exaggerating 
the dissidents’ prospects. 
 

P6 Indonesia: CIA should 
err on the side of alarmism 
and should tend to inflate 
the threat of realignment in 
Indonesia. 
 

Some support Documentary evidence 
suggesting alarmist CIA 
reporting caught U.S. 
policymakers’ attention in 
spring 1957. 
 
However, evidence also 
suggests that policymakers 
at the State Department 
(John Foster Dulles and 
Hugh Cumming) catalyzed 
CIA influence. 
 
Concrete indicators suggest 
that Indonesian alignment 
instability threat was high. 
Dissenters from the covert 
weakening operation 
acknowledged high 
alignment instability. 
 

 

 
 
3. Historical Background 

 The dual approach to measuring assessments of alignment stability means that I 

track over time events inside Indonesia and corresponding assessments by the United 

States. I first describe relevant historical background in this section, especially the 

domestic power position of the communist PKI. The PKI maintained ties to America’s 
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primary threat, the Soviet Union. During a failed uprising at Madiun in 1948, the party 

attempted to seize control of the Indonesian independence movement. I describe this 

episode below because the uprising illustrates the PKI’s ambition to control all of 

Indonesia and the power of the party’s appeal. U.S. leaders would later refer in ominous 

terms to the precedent of 1948.  

 

The Independence Struggle and the Early Role of the PKI 

 In December 1949, Indonesian nationalists emerged victorious from a four-and-a-

half year struggle for independence from the Netherlands. Dutch authorities had not ruled 

benevolently. At independence, less than ten percent of Indonesians were literate. 

Achmad Sukarno, a spellbinding nationalist firebrand from Java, and Muhammed Hatta, 

an observant but moderate Muslim from Sumatra, were the two most prominent 

revolutionary leaders. The population of the archipelago was roughly 75 million (the 

sixth largest in the world) stretching over an area three times the size of Texas and 

comprised of a dizzying number of ethnic groups. Two-thirds of the population lived on 

the island of Java. Religiously, they were 90 percent Muslim; most of the remainder were 

Christian. The archipelago exported rubber, tin, and other commodities. These, along 

with subsistence agriculture, formed the basis of the economy. 

The PKI was founded in 1920, making it the oldest Communist party in Asia. By 

1965, it would also be the largest Communist party outside of the Soviet Union and 

China. In the initial years after World War II, the Soviet Union served as the party’s chief 

inspiration. Its leaders trained in Moscow. Beginning in 1945 and lasting until early 1948, 

the PKI favored working with other Indonesian nationalist parties in first achieving 
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independence and then setting about the work of achieving a socialist state. They slowly 

infiltrated Communist members into influential positions inside the nascent republican 

government’s bureaucracy and leadership.29  

 By 1948, forces inside and outside Indonesia caused a shift in the PKI’s 

approach. The Cold War competition between the Soviet Union and the West took a 

more hostile turn after the Communist coup in Czechoslovakia in February 1948. Inside 

Indonesia, frustration over the stop-and-go negotiations with the Dutch grew. During this 

upheaval, the PKI moved to cooperate more closely with the Soviet Union. In August 

1948, PKI leader Muso returned to Indonesia from Moscow. The struggle against the 

Dutch continued. Muso abandoned gradual infiltration and sought to spearhead a new 

coalition government.  

PKI’s moves met with opposition from Sukarno and Hatta. In September 1948, 

pro-Communist units in the improvised army seized the town of Madiun, in East Java. 

Muso and others rallied to Madiun to defend a new “National Front” government. 

Sukarno and Hatta responded by launching an all-out military offensive against the PKI 

at Madiun, all the while as they also confronted the Dutch. The Indonesian army retook 

Madiun, killed Muso in a firefight, and rounded up and executed the revolt’s leaders. 

(Stalin later said of the episode: “There were good Communist Party leaders in Indonesia 

but they allowed themselves to provoke a premature uprising.”30) 

 Sukarno and many Indonesians subsequently considered the PKI’s actions at 

Madiun to be a “stab in the back” during the confrontation with the Dutch. But Sukarno 

                                                
29 See Van Der Kroef, p. 31.  
30 Record of a Conversation between Stalin and representatives of the Indian Communist Party, February 9, 
1951, Wilson Center History and Public Policy Program Digital Archive. 
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noted during the revolt and after that responsibility lay with “PKI-Muso,” which seemed 

to absolve the party as a whole from blame.31  

 

4. Independence Politics in Indonesia  

 I highlight three relevant factors in post-independence politics. First, Sukarno 

occupied a unique position. As president, his role was ceremonial. However, he retained 

the power to appoint a politician to form a cabinet. The formateur then cobbled together a 

coalition of figures who would meet with the approval of a majority of members of the 

provisional parliament. Sukarno’s role as kingmaker allowed him to float above the fray 

of day-to-day government. In the initial years, moreover, Sukarno did not throw his 

prestige and popularity behind any particular political party, although that would change 

starting in 1953. Second, divisions between Java and the outlying islands fomented 

conflict. For the first eight months of its existence, Indonesia functioned as a federation 

of states. The cleavage between those in favor of decentralized control by Jakarta (those 

living on outlying islands, who tended to be more observant Muslims or members of 

religious minorities) and those favoring a more centralized system (those living on Java) 

would persist. Third, Indonesians chafed against what they considered the most 

outrageous provision of the Round Table Agreements, which granted Jakarta 

independence from the Netherlands: that the territory of West Irian (Western New 

Guinea) remain Dutch.  

 The two biggest political parties in the years immediately after independence 

were the nationalist PNI and the Masjumi, a coalition of moderate Muslims that favored a 

state informed by Islam. Indonesia’s first election did not take place until 1955.  
                                                
31 Van der Kroef, p. 36. 
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Indonesia charted a neutral course in foreign policy, but the government eschewed 

trade and other ties to the Soviet Union and China. Starting in 1951, Sukiman, a militant 

anti-Communist, led a coalition government of the moderate Muslim Masjumi and the 

nationalist PNI. Another Masjumi-nationalist PNI coalition led by Wilopo replaced that 

of Sukiman. It retained some of the appeal of the old cabinet. Wilopo was not as pro-

Western, but Masjumi figures held important posts in the cabinet, including that of 

deputy prime minister.32  

 At this juncture, the United States assessed Indonesia’s alignment instability to be 

low. Concrete indicators validate this assessment.33 In the early months under Wilopo, 

U.S. officials acknowledged the possibility that Jakarta might take measures that would 

miff the United States. Wilopo’s government floated the idea of opening trade relations 

with Communist countries, for example. But the PKI remained weak, Washington 

recognized. A March 1952 Psychological Strategy Board study observed:  

In the atmosphere of release from colonial status, it might be expected that 
Communism [in Indonesia] would have an appeal especially to youth and student 
groups; while this has been the case, Communism as a political influence has not 
become important so far.34 
 

Enacted June 25, 1952, NSC 124/2 governed U.S. policy toward Indonesia in the last 

year of the Truman administration. The document set as the objective: “To prevent the 

countries of Southeast Asia from passing into the communist orbit.”35 With regard to 

                                                
32 Audrey R. Kahin, Islam, Nationalism and Democracy: A Political Biography of Mohammad Natsir 
(Singapore: National University of Singapore Press, 2012), p. 53.  
33 The anti-Communist Masjumi remained an influential part of government. The communist PKI had made 
little progress in its journey out of the political wilderness. The year before, Jakarta had rounded up 2,000 
PKI members. See Hindley, p. 73. D. N. Aidit, the party’s leader, stayed in hiding until the new Wilopo 
cabinet came to power. In foreign policy, Jakarta hewed toward Western-leaning neutrality.  
34 “Staff Study on Psychological Strategy Planning Tasks with Regard to Southeast Asia,” March 19, 1952, 
CIA ERR. 
35 Memorandum for the President, June 25, 1952, Truman Administration, FRUS, doc. 35. 



 39 

Indonesia, NSC 124/2 sought to use diplomacy to bolster the non-Communist orientation 

of the government in Jakarta.36  

 

Theory Testing 

4.1 U.S. Policy in 1953 

 In this section I turn to the first period for which I test Alignment Theory. In 

1953, the United States expressed concern about domestic politics in Indonesia, 

specifically the advent of a fully nationalist government and the gradual growth in the 

communist PKI. This prompted American officials to consider covert action for the first 

time.  

 In the first part of this section, I describe the post-independence development of 

the PKI and its ties to the Soviet Union and China, the evolving relationship between 

Sukarno and the PKI, and the leftward trend of Indonesian politics as a whole. These 

details demonstrate the validity of U.S. concerns. Then I turn to statements by U.S. 

policymakers, from which I code the independent variable. Although they evince 

concern, they nevertheless continue to assess low alignment instability. Third, I show that 

the United States considered but abstained from covert action.  

 

PKI Rehabilitation  

 In the early 1950s, after the disaster at Madiun and widespread arrests in 1951, the 

PKI quietly reinvented itself. D. N. Aidit, who had spent time in exile in Communist 

                                                
36 The United States made no mention of undertaking covert action in this period, either in NSC 124/2 or 
elsewhere. The United States did target Indonesia in broader covert efforts to inoculate states from the 
appeals of Communism. In the autumn of 1952, the CIA cited Indonesia, along with Burma and India, as a 
target where “Voice of America coverage is thinnest, and the need for U.S. psychological warfare is great.” 
“Committee for a Free Asia,” May 2, 1952, CIA ERR.  
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China, took leadership of the party. Under Aidit, the party effectively emerged from 

isolation.37 Until 1952, the PKI labeled Sukarno a stooge of the imperialists. In August, 

the PKI ended its attacks and instead portrayed Sukarno as a unifier of true radical 

nationalism. They dropped their ideological purity and pressed hard for Indonesian 

nationalism. The PKI downplayed the antipathy of communism to religion and 

emphasized that the PKI was no stalking horse for Peking or Moscow. They agitated for 

the nationalization of Dutch properties and capital, the abrogation of the Round Table 

agreement, and the rightful recapture of West Irian.  

As a result of its pivot, the PKI began a return to political respectability. Sukarno 

himself recognized the potency of the PKI’s appeal. The two sides began a gradual 

courtship.38  

 Behind the scenes, the Soviet Union and China were offering advice and support 

to the PKI. As early as October 1950, Chinese government officials passed to their Soviet 

colleagues documents describing the PKI’s efforts to regroup following the Madiun 

disaster. Josef Stalin requested additional information on conditions in Indonesia and 

pored over the PKI’s documents on its strategy.39 In January 1951, Stalin sent word to the 

PKI that they ought to put off any armed struggle. In December 1952, Aidit traveled to 

Moscow for the 19th party congress and met with Stalin personally. Aidit and Stalin 

exchanged letters afterward, specifically regarding the PKI’s platform. In their 

correspondence, Aidit said Chinese Communist officials were helping him draft a new 
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39 Efimova, Larisa M. Efimova, “Stalin and the Revival of the Communist Party of Indonesia,” Cold War 
History 5, no. 1 (February 1, 2005): 107–20. 
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strategy and he looked forward to receiving Stalin’s “evaluation.”40 In mid-February 

1953, two weeks before his death, Stalin affirmed the PKI’s decision to adopt a “national 

front” strategy. Such an approach was necessary, he wrote, until the PKI amassed 

requisite strength for a takeover. (Aidit’s subsequent actions in 1953 and after were 

clearly informed by Stalin’s advice, Efimova finds.) In his letter, Stalin added that 

affiliating with other radical nationalist groups would allow the PKI to avoid the danger 

of falling victim to anticommunist forces. “[I]t should be borne in mind that the National 

Front is certainly essential and important for a successful struggle not only against 

internal reaction, but also against the foreign menace,” Stalin wrote.41 By the “foreign 

menace,” Stalin no doubt meant the United States.42 

 Stalin’s statement in and of itself is a piece of evidence in favor of Alignment 

Theory. The period of rising PKI strength, Stalin realized, would be a perilous one. This 

is because such strength would prompt an assessment of elevated alignment instability by 

the United States and the possibility of covert action.  

 

The Nationalist Government in 1953 

On the Indonesian political scene, the Wilopo cabinet collapsed in June 1953. 

Through the summer of 1953 a revivified PKI leaned heavily on the PNI and Sukarno to 

form a new governing cabinet that would exclude the Masjumi. Outside observers took 

notice. The Soviet Tass news service noted “a growing struggle between ‘progressive’ 
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and ‘reactionary’ forces in Indonesia.”43 In September 1953, a PKI leader, Dahlan Rivai, 

speaking at a PNI conference hailed the cooperation of the nationalists and the 

Communists.44  

 In July, a fully nationalist cabinet led by Ali Sastroamidjojo came to power. For 

the first time since 1947, the anticommunist Masjumi had no representation in the 

cabinet. Minister of Defense Iwa Kusumasumantri, formerly a member of the communist 

party, was chief among those who raised eyebrows.45 

 In the next section, I code the independent variable of alignment instability for the 

first time in this case. 

   

U.S. Assessment of Low Alignment Instability in 1953  

U.S. policymakers at the time assessed low alignment instability on the part of 

Indonesia. But recent developments did elevate their concerns. In August, Deputy 

Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs Johnson wrote to Secretary John 

Foster Dulles to take stock of the new nationalist government. Johnson assessed that the 

Communist PKI stood to wield hidden but substantial influence.46 A few weeks later, on 

August 27, the NSC Planning Board offered an appraisal of the situation. In keeping with 

an assessment of low alignment instability, the concern they expressed referred to a slow-

moving development. The main danger at present in Indonesia was creeping Communist 

influence.47 

                                                
43 Quoted in Brackman, Indonesian Communism, p. 188.  
44 Quoted in Van der Kroef, p. 63. 
45 Brackman, p. 190. 
46 Memorandum by the Deputy Assistant Secretary of State, August 1, 1953, Eisenhower Administration, 
FRUS, doc. 248.   
47 Memorandum by the Secretary of State, August 27, 1953, Eisenhower Administration, FRUS, doc. 251. 
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CIA analysts produced an estimate in autumn 1953 that accurately captured the 

situation. The Ali cabinet, while further to the left than previous governments, would 

proceed cautiously. Regarding the internal balance of power between the Communists 

and non-communists, it assessed that while they would “increase their influence” the 

Communists would not “achieve a dominating position either through armed force or 

political action.”48 

 Based on the statements and evaluations of policymakers above, as well as 

concrete events, I code the United States as assessing low alignment instability. It is 

clear, though, that the United States was on guard regarding developments. In light of the 

assessment, I predict abstention from covert action in 1953. 

Intervener Target Time Alignment 
Instability 

Alignment Theory 
Prediction 

United States Indonesia 1953 Low Abstention 
 

Outcome in 1953: Abstention, for Now 

 U.S. actions in 1953 bear out the prediction of Alignment Theory; Washington 

did not turn to covert action. In a September NSC meeting, Harold Stassen alluded to the 

potential for such action. “If [the new regime] is being as heavily infiltrated by 

Communists as CIA seemed to believe,” he said, “it would be more sensible to try to get 

rid of it than to prop it up with continued purchases of tin.”49 Stassen’s comment 

indicates that covert action was now on the radar. With the Masjumi out of power and the 

PKI’s “united front” strategy bearing fruit, it stands to reason that U.S. leaders would 

begin to contemplate their options.  

                                                
48 Special Estimate 51, September 18, 1953, Eisenhower Administration, FRUS, doc. 253.  
49 Discussion at the 161st meeting of the National Security Council, September 9, 1953, doc. no. 
GALE|CK2349069008, U.S. Declassified Documents Online. 



 44 

As a national security issue, Indonesia now commanded more attention than it did 

previously. In October 1953, Hugh Cumming, the new U.S. ambassador, set off for 

Jakarta. Eisenhower dispatched Cumming in 1953 with blunt instructions: if it came 

down to letting Indonesia go Communist and dismembering it into smaller pieces, 

Eisenhower would prefer the latter.50 

In November, the National Security Council adopted NSC 171, “United States 

Objectives and Courses Of Action With Respect To Indonesia.” The statement began by 

pointing to Indonesia’s importance, given its vast area, large population, and geographic 

position “command[ing] the approaches between the Pacific and Indian Oceans and 

between Asia and Australia.” As a result: “The loss of Indonesia to Communist control 

would have serious security implications.” This constituted the first time that the United 

States had adopted an official strategy catered solely toward Indonesia.51 The document 

recognized in candid terms that Washington exerted limited influence in Jakarta, given 

the forces of “nationalism, anti-colonialism, and Islam.” It noted: “With regard to New 

Guinea, the United States has remained neutral and has offered no support for Indonesia’s 

claim.”52  

 A paper trail inside the national security bureaucracy suggests that two censored 

paragraphs from NSC 171 did contain reference to some covert activity. In November 

1953, the Joint Chiefs of Staff sent a memorandum to Secretary of Defense Charles 

Wilson commenting on several changes to U.S. policy reflected in NSC 171. “Specific 
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provision is made for strengthening covert activities,” they write, and “expanding 

intelligence collection capabilities.”53 The available context and documents surrounding 

NSC 171 indicate that this referred to an uptick in anticommunist propaganda activities in 

Indonesia. The uptick in intelligence efforts, to which the Joint Chiefs also refer, fits with 

the idea that Indonesia was beginning to worry U.S. officials.  

 In sum, U.S. policymakers became less confident in Indonesia’s future alignment. 

Even though the United States assessed low alignment instability in 1953, Washington’s 

active consideration of covert action for the first time fits with what Alignment Theory 

would expect. As concern rises, so should low-level activities and preparation.  

 

4.4 Events in 1954 

 I do not code the independent variable for this period. U.S. assessments of low 

alignment instability but rising concern persisted in 1954. In this section I describe two 

developments that would contribute to events in 1955: the PKI as a group and Sukarno 

individually grew in strength; and the PNI-led government responded to a charm 

offensive by the Soviet Union and China.  

 

Sukarno and the PKI Rise in 1954 

The first Ali government, from which the Masjumi was excluded, lasted from July 

1953 to July 1955. The new nationalist cabinet took a series of harmful economic steps. 

Ali sharpened Indonesia’s position in its various disputes with the Netherlands. Ali, along 

with Sukarno and particularly the PKI, insisted that the Indonesian independence struggle 
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would not be complete until Jakarta gained full control over the disputed territory of West 

Irian. 

The PKI adroitly used West Irian to vault itself to popularity. In July 1954, 

Sukarno told Ambassador Cumming that the best way for the United States to counter the 

PKI would be for Washington to recognize Indonesian claims to West Irian.54 Sukarno 

would tell Cumming the same thing in later years.  

Sukarno’s own status was on the upswing.55 The PKI recognized that following 

Sukarno offered its best chance at attaining power. “PKI acquired presidential protection 

in exchange for supporting Sukarno,” Drakeley notes, “an arrangement made possible by 

its assumption of a public posture barely distinguishable from radical nationalism.”56 

Sukarno himself believed that the Communists had a useful role to play in 

Indonesian politics. He did not fear them. Even the blot on the PKI record, Madiun in 

1948, escaped Sukarno’s gaze.57 Of the PKI’s gradual rise at the time, one historian 

notes: “Sukarno seized upon the party’s growing influence to help direct the Indonesian 

revolution, as he always called it, towards its next stage.”58  

Other concrete signs of an internal political shift, which could affect U.S. 

assessments of alignment instability, started to appear. The Ali cabinet, like the ones that 

preceded it, did not make any fundamental political or social changes because the other 

major parties could veto the measures to which they objected.59 In the face of political 

paralysis, Sukarno abandoned his ostensible neutrality as ceremonial president. On 
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November 9, 1954, he gave a speech accusing his political opponents (namely the 

Masjumi) of being in the pay of “foreigners.” The U.S. embassy at the time concluded 

that the speech marked an “unequivocal endorsement” of the PNI and the current 

governing coalition. 

 

Moscow and Beijing Court Jakarta; Ali Responds  

 Indonesia’s external behavior also showed signs of changing. The West and the 

East jockeyed for position in Asia. In July 1954, the antagonists in Indochina signed the 

Geneva Accords. In the aftermath, Washington wished to prevent Communist 

encroachment beyond Vietnam and therefore made plans for a pact of American allies in 

the region. In turn, Soviet and Chinese leaders sought to prevent Indonesia from passing 

into America’s orbit. In July, Zhou Enlai, premier of China, told Soviet leader Georgy 

Malenkov (who succeeded Josef Stalin) that China and Indonesia were on the verge of a 

signing a non-aggression pact. Malenkov encouraged these developments.60 During a 

visit to India in September, Prime Minister Ali publicly proclaimed his interest in arriving 

at a non-aggression pact with China.61  

 As they wooed the Ali government, Moscow and Beijing appear to have adopted 

a parallel effort of bolstering the PKI. Most historians acknowledge that in one way or 

another Beijing acted to strengthen the PKI at the time. Examining their finances in 1954 

and 1955, Hindley concluded that the PKI almost certainly relied on non-party 

contributions—that is, donations from people who were not members. The Soviet Union 
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and China provided plentiful literature and probably funding.62 Hindley learned through 

interviews that the Chinese embassy leaned on local ethnic Indonesian-Chinese 

businessmen to donate to the PKI.63  

 

U.S. Concerns Grow  

Sukarno’s rising popularity and his renewed political involvement did not go 

unnoticed by the United States. From 1952 to 1954, U.S. leaders primarily assessed 

threats to Indonesia’s alignment as emanating from the PKI and its fellow-travelers. They 

believed Sukarno to be non-Communist. Starting in 1954 and increasingly after 1955, 

U.S. leaders realized that Sukarno himself could be part of the problem. They assessed 

the stability of Indonesia’s alignment not just in terms of the relative power of the vying 

political factions but also with respect to how Sukarno individually might shape his 

country’s politics or actually become hostage to them.   

 The CIA in the first half of 1954 also started to key into PKI connections with 

outside actors. As early as 1953, CIA sources relayed reports back to Washington on the 

PKI’s newfound wealth.64 In spring 1954, the CIA obtained additional intelligence 

suggesting that Communist China was indeed aiding the Indonesian PKI. At a meeting 

with his deputies, top CIA analyst Robert Amory “raised the question as to whether the 

Director [should] direct a letter to the Watch Committee alerting it to the possibility of 

ChiCom intervention in Indonesia.”65 
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In November 1954, the intelligence community issued its most pessimistic 

assessment yet of the situation in Indonesia. In notecards for an NSC briefing on 

November 30, 1954, to summarize NIE 10-7-54, which assessed likely Chinese actions 

across Asia, Indonesia is cast in a discouraging light. “Communist influence has grown 

considerably since present gov’t took office [in] July 1953. [Handwritten next sentence] 

Apparently direction is from China rather than USSR.”66 

 As part of a broader NSC discussion regarding U.S. policy toward the Far East on 

December 1, Eisenhower, John Foster Dulles, Defense Secretary Wilson, and Allen 

Dulles marked Indonesia for special attention. John Foster Dulles ventured: “[T]he 

United States would undoubtedly try to subvert the present government if it really 

showed signs of going Communist.”67 Eisenhower said he agreed.68  

To review, I have highlighted the rise of both the PKI and Sukarno individually, 

as well as the start of a courtship between them. I outlined Indonesia’s rapprochement 

with the Soviet Union and particularly China. These developments informed growing 

U.S. concerns about the situation. 

 

4.5 U.S. Assesses Low But Rising Alignment Instability in 1955 

 In 1955, the growing PKI and the prospect that they could make gains at the ballot 

box—perhaps in an alliance with the nationalist PNI—combined with moves by 

Indonesia internationally to cause U.S. leaders to undertake covert action. In the first part 

of this section I offer an account of events in Indonesia and the reaction of U.S. 
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observers, which then informs my coding of U.S. alignment instability assessments. I 

then observe whether the Alignment Theory prediction turns out to be correct. 

 By 1955, Indonesian elites were rapidly losing faith in parliamentary democracy. 

The army, for its part, felt that civilian politicians were meddling unduly in military 

prerogatives. At various points in previous years powerful commanders faced off with 

top civilians. Kahin and Kahin write that after 1955 Sukarno and the army were the 

“major repositories of power” in Indonesia.69 

 Most of the political parties had become avenues for patronage and corruption, 

while major problems festered.70 The parties disagreed among themselves over profound 

issues of how Indonesia ought to be organized. What role could or should Communists 

play in government? Should Indonesia be an Islamic state? How could the state defeat an 

array of minor revolts?  

 Starting in December and developing over the course of the spring of 1955, U.S. 

policymakers contemplated the inaugural national elections and the growth in Sukarno 

and the PKI’s popularity. Their statements show a sense of ambivalence. They harbored 

confidence that the conservative Masjumi would perform well in the elections and 

perhaps ameliorate the situation. But U.S. policymakers’ statements nevertheless indicate 

that they also harbored some doubts, given the inherent uncertainty of the elections and 

the possibility that Sukarno or the PKI would not honor the results.  

In response to the requests of U.S. policymakers, the intelligence community in 

March updated its assessment of the internal political situation in Indonesia. The PKI was 

growing in prestige and influence. Yet the intelligence community again opined that the 
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party was not yet powerful enough to overthrow the existing government. They 

prognosticated that the Masjumi would earn an electoral victory in the impending 

elections. In which case, the PKI might eventually attempt to dislodge the Masjumi 

through labor strikes (they controlled most unions) or even terrorist tactics.71 

 In April, Indonesia as a whole, and Sukarno and Ali specifically, realized a long-

held ambition of convening leaders from across the Third World. The conference, held in 

Bandung, formed the nucleus of the Nonaligned Movement. Sukarno basked in the 

attention. On April 28, at the end of the conference, Indonesia and China issued a joint 

statement in which they endorsed nonaggression and hailed one another’s territorial 

sovereignty (meaning Taiwan belonged to China and West Irian to Indonesia).  

 In Jakarta, Ambassador Cumming offered his reaction. He highlighted several 

signs over a series of months—starting with Sukarno’s November diatribe against the 

Masjumi—that combined to worry U.S. officials: 

Joint Ali–Chou statement is culmination of trend which has been developing 
gradually in Indonesian foreign policy under present government. It must also, 
however, be considered as a logical, though to me unexpected, culmination of the 
leftward trend of President Sukarno’s own thinking which came into open with 
his Palembang speech last November, as well as evidence of the high price he is 
willing to pay to fulfill his emotional irredentism re [the disputed territory of 
West] Irian.72 
 

Ali also supported a Beijing-championed set of “coexistence principles” at the conference 

(noninterference, nonaggression, etc.), Cumming reported. “Ali’s endorsement of these 

principles, which could not have been made without President Sukarno’s support, 
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therefore must be regarded as a demonstrative step towards closer relations with Peking 

and toward a more leftist foreign policy.”73  

 U.S. assessments remained mixed. The next revision to official U.S. policy 

toward Indonesia, NSC 5518, formalized on May 3, reflected optimism about the 

electoral prospects of the Masjumi, the anticommunist stalwarts. But the document added 

a key caveat. “However, the possibility remains that the Nationalists will obtain sufficient 

parliamentary seats to form a new government in coalition with the Communist Party, 

which has recently increased its membership and intensified its political activity.”74 

 The foregoing statements show that Washington’s sense of Indonesia’s alignment 

instability was on the rise. Washington knew that the elections were no sure thing. They 

could not predict Sukarno’s behavior, just as they recognized his increasing ability to 

shape Indonesian politics far beyond his ceremonial role. However, U.S. statements also 

do not clear the threshold for what I would consider a full-fledged assessment of high 

alignment instability. I code the independent variable as low. But I also note that it is on 

the rise. 

Intervener
: Target 

Time Alignment 
Instability? 

Cost-
Benefit 
Calculus 

Alignment 
Theory 
Prediction 

Outcome Prediction 
Correct? 

United 
States: 
Indonesia 

1955 Low, but 
rising 

Positive 
(checking) 
 

Abstention Checking  Partially 
correct 

  

Outcome in 1955: Covert Checking 

In 1955, the United States undertook a limited form of covert checking. I code 

Alignment Theory as partially correct in predicting the outcome. 
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NSC 5518, from May 1955, identified the attainment of U.S. objectives with the 

electoral success of the Masjumi. If they won control, the Masjumi “will probably restrict 

Communist activity, might seek Western aid for economic development, and would be 

somewhat more friendly toward the West, without, however, abandoning Indonesia’s 

present policies of neutralism and nationalism.” In light of this, “a Masjumi government 

would thus afford the U.S. a more favorable opportunity” for attaining its goals.75 

Paragraph 12 of NSC 5518 calls for “all feasible covert means, and all feasible overt 

means” to “prevent Indonesia or vital parts thereof from falling under Communist 

control.” The document refers to specific covert measures. The United States must work 

to guide the elections to a satisfying result. Paragraph 13 reads:  

Contribute to such an outcome of the impending elections as will permit a non-
Communist party or coalition to form a government free of dependence upon 
Communist support.76   
 

 Following this goal, the CIA in the months afterward moved to provide the 

Masjumi party with $1 million of deniable funding.77 U.S. officials in subsequent years 

made passing reference to the effort. In 1957, as U.S. and Australian officials conferred 

over the situation in Indonesia, an Australian leader asked whether the West might 

counter Sukarno by supporting the Masjumi. The meeting notes record: “Allen Dulles 
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said something had been tried at the time of the elections of 1955 but that the Masjumi 

had not had, contrary to expectations, an organization at the grassroots level.”78 

 U.S. actions, and the aims that animated them, qualify as covert checking. 

Washington did not seek to unseat Sukarno, the kingmaker in Indonesia. However, they 

did wish to sway the elections against Sukarno’s allies, the PNI and especially the PKI. 

The United States was careful to conceal its actions.  

 Why did the United States act despite the fact that it did not yet assess high 

alignment instability? In this case, the uncertainty of the national election and the 

permissive conditions under which it took place appear to have convinced U.S. officials 

that covert action was worthwhile. The timing of the election corresponded with an 

uptick in U.S. alignment instability concerns, even if these were not yet high. If the 

inaugural Indonesian elections had taken place two years earlier, in 1953, I predict that 

the United States would not have undertaken covert checking. 

 Unfortunately, other than NSC 5518 itself, deliberations surrounding the decision 

to aid the Masjumi are sorely lacking. The official documentation that does exist tends to 

support the notion that U.S. policymakers moved to take action to avoid a possible loss, 

rather than to secure a gain. This is consistent with the premises of Alignment Theory. 

Washington did not believe that through action it could render Jakarta a pliant American 

ally. NSC 5518 explicitly recognized that Jakarta’s neutralism was likely to continue. 

They wanted to head off a situation in which Indonesia might become an ally of 

Washington’s primary security threat, even if the threat of such realignment was a ways 
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off. A CIA history of Allen Dulles’s time as director sums up the thinking of the U.S. 

government: 

 NSC 5518, dated 16 May 1955, set forth U.S. policy towards Indonesia. It dealt 
with the threat that Sukarno—the charismatic President of Indonesia, who 
appeared to be becoming more and more affiliated with the Communist powers, 
both the USSR and China—might well be on the way to giving the Communists 
control of Indonesia. The directive approved covert action to prevent such 
control.79 

 
 What about the power of Covert Bias Theory? The paucity of documentation on 

the 1955 election operation renders it difficult to assess whether bias on the part of the 

CIA contributed to the outcome. The existing evidence suggests that CIA enthusiasm 

played a minor role, at best. U.S. policymakers considered the global Communist threat 

during this period to be acute. Coupled with the PKI’s undeniable renaissance, this 

produced a U.S. inclination to err on the side of taking action.  

 As it happened, the United States overestimated the Masjumi’s chances in the 

1955 election. (Observers deemed the elections free and fair.) In the run-up to them, the 

PKI, more than the other parties, seized the opportunity to attract new supporters. The 

party spent lavishly, probably in part thanks to the Chinese and Soviet embassies. They 

chartered buses, plastered posters and provided free baubles.80 In the elections 

themselves, the nationalist PNI took the largest share, some 22 percent (8.4 million votes) 

of the total and a corresponding 57 seats in parliament. The Masjumi won 7.9 million 

votes, or 20.9%. In third and fourth place: the conservative Muslim Nahdlatul Ulama 

(NU), with 18.4 percent, and the PKI, with 16.4% and 6.18 million votes.81 Smith, the 

CIA operative, recalls of the ill-fated operation: “[W]e had lost a million dollars in one 
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shot on the Indonesian elections of 1955.”82 (By this, Smith appears to have meant that 

the Masjumi failed to capture the largest number of votes.) The Masjumi had “looked like 

the largest and most stable political group in the country.”83  

 The PKI’s success in the September 1955 elections surprised observers inside and 

outside Indonesia.84 They were now the fourth-most powerful party in the country, with 

39 seats in parliament. A majority of voters supported the PKI in several large cities, 

namely Semarang and Surabaya.85 The Party could by the end of 1955 claim one million 

members. In early 1956, the PKI’s newspaper, Harian Rakjat, had a circulation of 55,000, 

surpassing the PNI (40,000 readers) and the Masjumi (34,000) equivalents.86 

 The United States did not count Indonesia as a lost cause. In the next section, I 

describe several critical developments in 1956 that again brought the country to the fore. 

As with the 1954 period, I do not code the independent variable of alignment instability 

assessment. 

 

4.6 1956 – Mid-1957 

 Over the course of 1956 and the first half of 1957, the United States fully shifted 

its assessment to one of high alignment instability. Correspondingly, in the fall of 1956, 

John Foster Dulles directed the CIA to produce options for the United States to act 

covertly against Sukarno. The CIA responded enthusiastically.87 Beginning in the spring 
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of 1957, the United States initiated a campaign of covert weakening in Indonesia, which 

mounted in intensity as U.S. alarm grew. 

 I first describe three salient developments over 1956 and the first half of 1957: 

Sukarno’s trips to the Soviet Union and China from August to October 1956; Sukarno’s 

move in early 1957 to curtail political competition and adopt ‘guided democracy,’ 

notably with PKI participation; and the outbreak of the regional Army rebellions 

beginning at the end of 1956. These developments informed U.S. assessments. By 

establishing the historical record on the ground in Indonesia, I can assess why the United 

States did not select a strategy of covert checking, as I expect. The CIA’s behavior is 

partly to blame. 

 

Events in Indonesia 

 After the 1955 election, Sukarno was not shy about the need for PKI 

representation inside the cabinet.88 The PKI itself agreed. But once a final deal emerged, 

John Foster Dulles and the rest of the Eisenhower administration were gratified to learn 

that it did not include any PKI representatives.89 Ali again assumed the position of prime 

minister.  

 Indonesia was nevertheless headed for a reckoning. The 1955 vote failed to 

address the fundamental fissures among the competing groups, most of all between the 

outer islands and Java.90 The PNI-led government overvalued the currency, which hurt 
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non-Javanese exporters. Vice President Hatta, traditionally a moderating influence on 

Sukarno and the Masjumi’s source of power, grew disillusioned.91  

 Popular support for parliamentary democracy reached a nadir.92 Out of the ashes 

of the parties rose Sukarno and the army. Sukarno now moved to cement his ties to the 

PKI, in order to counterbalance the army.93 Sukarno routinely told American officials that 

he knew from direct experience in 1948 how to contain the PKI if they acted up; that 

communists were better tamed by bringing them into government than keeping them on 

the outside; and that the PKI was a loyal nationalist movement, not a foreign proxy.  

 Indonesia made external moves that worried Washington. In July 1956, Jakarta 

renounced its debt to the Dutch. In August, Indonesia inked a trade deal with the Soviet 

Union. In August and September, Sukarno took extensive trips to the Soviet Union, 

Eastern Europe, and China.94 As part of his independent approach to domestic and 

foreign policy, Sukarno said it was only fair that he visit both the West and the East. 

(Sukarno had visited the United States in May.) 

 Sukarno came away from China impressed. While there he praised Mao and the 

economic accomplishments of an underdeveloped country.95 An accompanying visitor 

told U.S. officials that Sukarno was “in an ecstasy” while in China.96 Sukarno returned to 

Indonesia from the trip with an offer from the Soviet Union of a $100 million loan. (The 

United States was in the process of offering Jakarta a $25 million loan.) Back in 
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Indonesia, on October 28, Sukarno said political parties blighted Indonesian unity. Two 

days later, Sukarno denounced democracy and again hailed Chinese accomplishments.97  

 Tension between Java and the outer islands worsened. Regional military 

commanders on the islands had for years complained that the defense budget was too 

small for them to support their troops. To compensate, they took up smuggling. A. H. 

Nasution, chief of staff of the Army and a newfound ally of Sukarno’s, vowed to put an 

end to this practice by rotating the commanders. The commanders, in turn, held out hope 

that Vice President Hatta and the Masjumi would continue to represent non-Javanese 

interests in Jakarta. But on November 30, 1956, Vice President Hatta resigned in 

frustration, citing Sukarno’s increasingly autocratic ways.98 Within weeks, several 

regional military commanders outside Java attempted to take control of local government. 

In Central Sumatra, Colonel Ahmad Husein usurped the position of the local government, 

largely with local civilian backing. While professing loyalty to Sukarno, Husein declared 

that he would no longer take orders from Army Chief Nasution or the Ali cabinet. By 

early March of the following year, Colonel H. N. Samual declared martial law and a 

similar regional military takeover in Sulawesi, in the east of Indonesia. Local civilian 

supporters issued a “Charter of Inclusive Struggle” (PERMESTA, by the Indonesian 

acronym). They demanded more autonomy for the outer islands and the restoration of the 

Sukarno-Hatta duumvirate.99 

 Simultaneously, Sukarno moved to consolidate his power. In January and 

February 1957, Sukarno and his top advisers first broached what they believed to be the 

actualization of Sukarno’s vision of a ‘guided democracy’: a 14-member advisory council 
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comprised of representatives of a range of groups. The four biggest parties would 

comprise a cabinet: the nationalist PNI, Masjumi, NU, and the PKI.100 Sukarno insisted 

that the “new political system” was not designed to “draw the cabinet toward the left.” 

But the Masjumi and orthodox Muslim Nahdatul Ulama quickly told Sukarno they 

opposed PKI inclusion. 

 The PKI was the only party to come out entirely in favor of Sukarno’s new idea. 

The party held a million-person rally, picketed outside Sukarno’s residence, defaced 

Western embassies, and railed against parliamentary rule.101 

 In March, Nasution requested a declaration of martial law, to allow him free rein 

to deal with the regional rebellions. Sukarno acceded.102 He then appointed himself 

“citizen Sukarno” (as opposed to president) and formed his own cabinet, which he called 

an “emergency extraparliamentary business cabinet.”103  

 

4.7 The Shift to Assessing High Alignment Instability in 1957 

 Over the course of the end of 1956 and the first half of 1957, the U.S. assessment 

fully shifted to one of high alignment instability. U.S. officials fretted about three things: 

the inclinations of Sukarno himself; the opportunities that Sukarno might present to the 

PKI; and the potential that civil strife in Indonesia would produce a void, into which the 

PKI would rush. Often, U.S. policymakers left unsaid what they believed lurked behind 

these dangers: realignment by Indonesia toward the Sino-Soviet bloc. I argue that U.S. 

fears were not unfounded. To the extent that CIA enthusiasm influenced U.S. behavior 
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during this behavior, it does not seem to have skewed U.S. recognition of a real 

realignment threat.   

 Top policymakers and U.S. intelligence analysts made statements consistent with 

an assessment of high alignment instability. Sukarno “appear[s] to have been impressed 

by what he had seen on his trip,” John Foster Dulles commented in late October.104 In 

January and February 1957, Ambassador Cumming and officials back in Washington 

worried about PKI representation inside Sukarno’s newfangled ‘guided democracy’ 

bodies. U.S. diplomats through multiple channels warned their Indonesian counterparts of 

the danger of allowing Communist representation inside any top political apparatus—

whether a “council” or a cabinet.105 In March, just before Sukarno declared martial law, 

an interagency intelligence committee argued that even if the PKI were left out of a new 

government, the Communists stood to gain from the crisis of authority. The 

circumstances, “taken in conjunction with Sukarno’s willingness to accept Communist 

support, will continue to offer excellent opportunities for the Communists to improve 

their position and have the potential of leading to major civil disturbances, an attempted 

coup d’etat, or political fragmentation of the Indonesian Republic.”106 John Foster Dulles 

agreed. In the upheaval, the United States would need to counter the moves of the 

Communists, who “were past masters and would be competitors.”107 Even Ambassador 

Allison, who would go on to question the wisdom of a covert weakening operation, 

believed that the forces of anti-communism in Indonesia were now under critical threat. 
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Washington should consider preserving the rebellious colonels in their bargaining with 

Sukarno, Allison wrote in April. “[T]he defiant groups in the outer provinces are the 

principal source of political strength of the political leaders in Djakarta who oppose the 

introduction of Communists into the Indonesian Government.”108 

  In light of high alignment instability, I expect the United States to pursue covert 

action when the opportunity presents itself. Regarding relative value, I code U.S. security 

interests in Indonesia’s current alignment as extrinsic. The potential costs of checking 

were probably low. Relative value is premised on the expectation that interveners should 

prefer checking to covert weakening, if checking is available as a cost-effective option. 

Over the course of 1957, I argue that covert checking was likely available as such a cost-

effective option.  

Intervener: 
Target  

Time Alignment 
Instability 

Relative 
Value 

Alignment 
Theory 
Prediction 

Outcome 

United 
States: 
Indonesia 

Spring 
1957 

High Positive 
(checking
) 

 Checking Weakening 

 

Outcome: The Start of Covert Weakening  

 As I expect, the United States did pursue covert action in the face of high 

alignment instability in Indonesia in 1957. The basic direction of the causal relationship 

between alignment instability assessments and covert action is correct. I find evidence, 

too, that U.S. policymakers reasoned in the way that I expect: that high alignment 

instability presented a closing window of opportunity for effective action. However, 
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where I expect a campaign of covert checking, the United States instead undertook covert 

weakening. This effort grew in intensity over the course of the year. I consider Alignment 

Theory to be partially incorrect during this period. In this section I describe the start of 

the weakening campaign. Then I document the support that Covert Bias Theory receives 

in explaining this aberration.  

 

The Initiation of Weakening 

 As U.S. concerns about Indonesia mounted, the outbreak of the standoff between 

the rebellious colonels in the outlying islands on the one hand and Sukarno and Nasution 

in Jakarta on the other seemed to offer an opportunity. In March and April 1957, the 

dissidents had approached U.S. officials in Jakarta and Singapore, seeking arms and 

monetary support.109 

 Though the exact timing of the decision remains unclear, U.S. officials agreed to 

the request for covert financial support.110 Little in the way of official documentation on 

this early phase exists. The most extensive mention comes in a CIA history of overhead 

reconnaissance operations, declassified in 2016. CIA historians write: 

Long unhappy with President Achmed Sukarno’s perceived sympathy to 
Communism and his institution of “guided democracy” in Indonesia, the CIA, 
after consultation with the State Department, began in early 1957 to supply 
financial assistance to a group of dissident Indonesian Army officers on the island 
of Sumatra.111  
 

I code this as an instance of covert weakening. At the time, the dissidents “still hoped to 

reach agreement with [Sukarno] on a Sukarno-Hatta presidential government [and] 
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maintained that most of their leaders and followers did not seek a separate government,” 

according to Tovar and Collins. In other words, the dissidents wished to reduce the power 

of Sukarno, who now presided over his “guided democracy.”  

 

The Checking Option 

 Some U.S. policymakers in the spring of 1957 questioned the wisdom of 

providing covert support to the colonels. At the very least they pushed for a longer period 

of assessment. On April 2, an NSC staffer wrote, “Probably, the situation is as yet lacking 

in sufficient clarity to enable us to see where we should be backing covertly or otherwise 

certain elements in the government or dissident areas who could bring about a 

reorganization of Indonesia along lines other than those which Sukarno envisages.” He 

referred to what he called a “confused situation.”112  

 On May 17, Gordon Mein, a State Department official, argued against U.S. 

support for the rebels on Sumatra. Mein predicted that the dissident colonels were 

unlikely to succeed in their aims. Indonesians prized national cohesion, for which they 

had fought and died the decade before. Their former Dutch overlords had ruled the 

archipelago as a confederation. Even if the colonels professed not to seek secession from 

Jakarta, Sukarno would easily cast their move as a threat to national unity. 

 Mein acknowledged that Sukarno may be weak on communism. But the remedy 

for this, he argued, would be to support anti-communist elements on Java—not to foment 

a “quixotic” rebellion outside of it that was doomed to fail. I consider Mein’s statement—
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and similar ones from other dissenters inside the U.S. government—indicative of the fact 

that a realistic option of covert checking was still available with regard to Indonesia.113 

 That the United States overlooked this option and turned to weakening runs 

counter to my expectations. In the next section, I show how Covert Bias Theory helps 

explain this aberration.  

 

Evidence of Covert Bias? 

 That the United States undertook covert action of some kind at this juncture is 

consistent with Alignment Theory. But why did the United States embark on a course of 

covert weakening? The available evidence suggests that checking remained a cost-

effective option during this period.  

 I now assess to what extent we see evidence of the two mechanisms of Covert 

Bias Theory (costs of action minimized, threat inflated) and whether they had an impact. 

I find evidence from this period that enthusiasm on the part of the CIA and alarmist CIA 

reporting probably increased the probability that the United States would undertake 

weakening. CIA reports in the spring of 1957 about the danger of civil war led 

policymakers to believe that supporting the dissidents might be their only option. Further, 

CIA officers overstated the dissident rebels’ capabilities. The CIA seems to have exerted 

more influence on the decision of which covert action strategy to pursue, rather than 

whether to pursue one at all.   

 Two figures wielded more influence over the policy process than I expect: 

Secretary of State John Foster Dulles and his brother Allen Dulles, the director of Central 
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Intelligence. Together, they probably helped set the CIA’s influence in motion. Sometime 

after Sukarno’s return from China and his denunciation of democracy, John Foster and 

Allen discussed Indonesia in the context of covert action.114 In response, Allen Dulles 

made changes inside the Directorate of Plans. The director appointed a hard-charging 

covert action advocate, Al Ulmer, to Far East branch chief.115 Kahin and Kahin write, 

“Ulmer had been dispatched because Allen Dulles wanted ‘to strengthen the case’ for a 

‘more vigorous policy’ against Sukarno.”116  

 The Directorate of Plans received the instructions enthusiastically. Hersh says the 

bullishness inside the DP derived from the disappointment of events in Hungary, where 

the Soviets crushed protesters in Budapest as the CIA looked on. “They needed 

something substantial, another Guatemala,” Hersh writes, “to recover their esprit and 

influence after muddling through Hungary.”117 Here and elsewhere, we find suggestive 

evidence that the Agency feared a loss of power and prestige. Pursuing major operations 

was the best way to guard against this. 

 Allen Dulles evinced pessimism about the situation in Indonesia. Covert Bias 

Theory expects intelligence officers to display such an inclination. In 1956, Allen had 

marked Indonesia out for special attention. In a public address in May 1956, DCI Dulles 

highlighted the situation in Indonesia as worrying. “When the Communists obtain an 

effective minority position in any parliamentary body, it is a sign of serious if not critical 

danger,” he said. In June, in a classified statement to Congress, Dulles again sounded the 
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alarm about communist infiltration of parliamentary democracy, including Indonesia.118 

(At the 20th party congress Nikita Khruschev had hailed the creation of “popular fronts” 

in capitalist countries and former colonies in order to obtain “a firm majority in 

parliament.”119) In early September Dulles stopped in Indonesia as part of a worldwide 

tour of CIA stations. On October 16, Director Dulles convened a meeting upon his return. 

Indonesia, he reported, was “the ultimate great prize that the USSR is after in the 

Southeast Asia.”120 

 According to Joseph Smith, John Foster Dulles and Allen sent a distinct signal to 

those in the directorate of plans: Agency officers should bolster the case for action 

against Sukarno.  

We who were closest to the situation, the Jakarta station and FE/5, were supposed 
to discover some intelligence information that could be made into a plan that 
would look good enough on paper to justify NSC’s Special Group approval of 
action to diminish or even destroy Sukarno’s power in Indonesia and his influence 
in world affairs. 
 

Smith claims that by 1957 he and his colleagues started in that direction.  

So we began to feed the State and Defense departments intelligence that no one 
could deny was a useful contribution to understanding Indonesia. When they had 
read enough alarming reports, we planned to spring the suggestion we should 
support the colonels’ plan to reduce Sukarno’s power.121 
 

These statements offer potential support to both mechanisms in Covert Bias Theory. The 

main implication, though, is that CIA officers favored support to the colonels. They 

planned to “spring the suggestion” at an opportune moment. This fits with enthusiasm for 

operations and a tendency to downplay costs. The CIA hoped that policymakers would 

not deliberate much about the costs of such a plan.   
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 Ambassador Allison corroborates Smith’s claims to some degree. Later in 1957, 

Allison clashed with Secretary Dulles and the CIA over how to deal with the situation in 

Jakarta. Allison argued that if Washington showed flexibility over the West Irian issue 

(rather than hewing to neutrality, in order to avoid offending the Dutch), it could repair 

its relationship with Sukarno and deprive the PKI of its most powerful cause. In his 

memoir, Allison describes debates with CIA representatives in Jakarta in mid-1957 over 

the correct way forward. He complains, too, of “the tendency in Washington to accept 

CIA reports in preference to those from the Embassy.”122  

 To investigate Allison’s complaints, I examined State Department records at the 

National Archives and Records Administration pertaining to Indonesia from late 1956 to 

mid-1958. I uncovered instances from the first half of 1957 in which CIA reporting from 

Indonesia clashed with that of the embassy’s. An example from May of 1957, a month 

after Sukarno declared martial law, demonstrates how the CIA’s influence probably 

helped push Washington toward supporting the rebels. At the time that they wrote their 

account of CIA intervention in Indonesia, Kahin and Kahin were only able to document 

part of this sequence. On May 14, 1957, John Foster Dulles cabled the embassy in Jakarta 

with a clear reference to a dire CIA report.123 Dulles wrote to Ambassador Allison: 

Another Agency of the Government [i.e. the CIA] reports events in Indonesia are 
moving rapidly and that country is closer to civil war than at any time since 
Madium [sic: Madiun] affair. Embassy requested comment on this appraisal and 
submit by cable its analysis current political situation in Indonesia.124  
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On May 15, Ambassador Allison attempted to qualify the report. The CIA was apparently 

reporting the claims of a panicked Indonesian sources as fact. In Telegram 2793, Allison 

responded: 

Agency message re proximity civil war was report of source comment, not 
agency’s [i.e. CIA’s] own comment. While by no means discounting continuing 
possibility such extreme action, Embassy disinclined consider crisis imminent.125 
 

It is pertinent to note, though, that Allison himself also evinced uncertainty regarding the 

situation generally. This suggests that the CIA did not deviate wildly from what other 

American observers thought. Allison closed the cable: “On balance Embassy sees no 

imminent eruption Indonesia’s volcanic political situation. However, volcanoes are 

unpredictable.” The next day, on May 16, Allison followed up with amplifying 

information on why Indonesia might still avoid civil war. 

 Allison’s qualification of the spy report did not prevent the CIA from 

disseminating it. Also on May 16, Allen Dulles or one of his CIA deputies briefed the 

National Security Council on the situation in Indonesia. The first item includes a deletion, 

which is probably a description of the intelligence asset providing the report. It reads: 

“[Deleted] prospects for civil war in Indonesia greater than at any time since abortive 

Communist uprising in 1948.” A sub-bullet elaborates: “[Deleted] compromise still 

possible, but chances appear to be fading.”126  

 The cable traffic over the rest of May and June suggests that alarmist CIA 

reporting may have continued. (The raw reports are still classified.) John Foster Dulles 

implicitly acknowledged that Allen Dulles’s spies were influencing the U.S. assessment 
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of the situation. This is evidence in favor of Covert Bias Theory. Dulles cabled 

Ambassador Allison in late May:  

 [W]e need your analysis and comments for better understanding situation and to 
enable us present independent Department and Embassy views to intelligence 
community.127 

 
In his response on June 1, Ambassador Allison alluded to the danger of precipitate action 

by “Washington agencies” (i.e. the CIA).  

[T]here is real danger of giving false and unduly alarmist picture (such as given 
by most press accounts, particularly UP) which could well cause Washington 
agencies [i.e. the CIA] to take premature action which would adversely affect our 
interests.128 
 

 Finally, I find some evidence that once the CIA made contact with the rebels, they 

exaggerated their viability as a force. This suggests support to the mechanism in which 

the CIA downplays the cost of a given covert strategy. Dean Almy, a CIA officer on 

Sumatra, admitted in an interview with Kahin and Kahin: “We may have got caught up in 

what we were doing. You get sympathetic to the people you are working with; some of 

our people may have sent in information that got Washington more enthusiastic about 

this than they should have been.”129 In the table on the next page, I summarize the degree 

to which I find support during this period for Covert Bias Theory.
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Variable/Mechanism Summary Evidence 
IC craves 
power/prestige                

  

 Admission that intelligence 
agencies are in danger of losing 
their influence 

Some evidence 

IC errs toward 
pessimism 

  

 Admission that intelligence 
agencies must avoid warning 
failure 

- 

   
Minimize cost of 
action 

  

 Clashes between bullish operators 
and more objective analysts 

- 

 Policymakers imply need to rein in 
enthusiastic operators. 

Some evidence 

   
Inflate threat / 
Alarmism 

  

 Unfounded claims by intelligence 
officials of closing windows 

- 

 Unfounded claims by intelligence 
officials of rapid realignment 
danger 

Some evidence 

 Unfounded claims by intelligence 
officials regarding high stakes 

- 

 Unfounded claims by intelligence 
officials regarding low costs 

Some evidence 

 Policymakers lean on intelligence 
agencies for validation of their own 
unfounded fears. 

Some evidence 

 Wide difference of opinion in 
views of intelligence agencies 
versus other intervener assessments 
(i.e. those of diplomats, military 
attachés, etc.) 

Some evidence 

 

 These pieces of evidence suggest that the CIA’s frenzied reporting and its 

enthusiasm for the cause of the dissident colonels did help sway U.S. policymakers 

toward covert weakening. However, Covert Bias Theory only accounts for so much. 
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Several points are worth keeping in mind. U.S. policymakers were not wrong in assessing 

high alignment instability, I contend. Recall that Ambassador Allison, who later opposed 

CIA arguments, acknowledged in April that the rebels appeared to be the  “principal 

source of political strength of the political leaders in Djakarta who oppose the 

introduction of Communists into the Indonesian Government.”  Second, U.S. covert 

action did not begin in a major way until after the PKI’s large gains in the provincial 

elections over the summer of 1957. CIA enthusiasm and alarm did not, on its own, serve 

as a sufficient cause of the full U.S. turn to covert weakening. 

   

4.7 Summer 1957: The United States Escalates Covert Weakening 

 In local elections during the summer of 1957, the PKI made spectacular gains. 

This convinced U.S. leaders that they needed to escalate covert action before the situation 

slipped further. I code U.S. assessments of Indonesian alignment at this point as already 

high. After the elections, their outlook grew still bleaker. The movement in this 

assessment corresponds correctly to the decision to escalate covert action. 

 From June to August 1957, the country held district and provincial elections. “In 

virtually all of these elections the PKI scored notable successes,” Van der Kroef notes. 

The PKI ran second place to the Masjumi in Jakarta itself, edging out both the PNI and 

the NU. In the major city of Semarang, the PKI won running away. In Central Java the 

PKI won a majority in the provincial council (they had earned second place in 1955 

there) and took second place overall in both East Java and West Java.  
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 The PKI’s newspaper triumphantly confirmed that with seven million votes (27.4 

percent of the total) the party was now the largest on the island of Java. 130 Some PNI 

leaders abruptly spoke out against their erstwhile allies, urging that the PKI be 

outlawed.131  

 At an NSC meeting on August 1, U.S. leaders reckoned with the election results. 

They considered major contingencies in which Indonesian alignment changed (“the 

military consequences of Java falling under Communist control”). Recall that this is an 

additional indication of an assessment of high alignment instability. Those present at the 

meeting agreed to assemble an interagency ad hoc committee to assess the implications 

of events in Indonesia for U.S. policy. Hugh Cumming would end up serving as chair of 

the committee. At the meeting, the president gave the group its marching orders: 

 The best course would be to hold all Indonesia in the Free World. The next best 
course would be to hold Sumatra if Java goes Communist.132  

 
 On August 30, officials received word of the special NSC committee’s 

recommendations. The committee advised the United States to  

 continue the present pattern of our formal relationships with Indonesia, but so to 
adjust our programs and activities as to give greater emphasis to support of the 
anti-Communist forces in the outer islands while at the same time continuing 
attempts to produce effective action on the part of the non- and anti-Communist 
forces in Java.133 

 
In practice, this would mean providing substantial covert military and other aid to the 

dissident colonels. On September 23, the NSC, with the president’s assent, adopted the 

ad-hoc group’s recommendations. 
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 The CIA initially spent $843,000 on the operation, though they budgeted for a 

total of $10 million for ‘Operation Haik.’134 An internal timeline of the CIA operation 

explained the overall approach: 

 Since the concept of the Indonesia Operation is to support covertly the dissidents 
to maintain them as a force in being, CIA serves as the executive agent for 
directing the operation with support from the military services. 

 
 Existing policy guidance specifies that aid to the dissidents should be on a 

disavowable basis, it having been recognized by all concerned that [the] scale of 
the effort required [. . . precluded] a completely covert operation.135 

 
 Support to the colonels appealed to U.S. leaders because it accomplished two 

things simultaneously. First, Washington hoped that with more capability the colonels 

would be able to compel Jakarta—and specifically Sukarno—more effectively. The idea 

was not to directly undercut the strength of the PKI through U.S. action. Rather, it was to 

enable the colonels to compel Sukarno himself to take action against the communists. 

U.S. leaders hoped to avoid an actual armed clash; hence the CIA’s reference to the 

dissidents as a “force in being.” Second, supporting the dissidents functioned as an 

attractive insurance policy in the eyes of Washington. If events deteriorated in Jakarta 

and the PKI seized power (or Sukarno acted as its puppet), then the dissidents on Sumatra 

offered a non-communist fallback position. U.S. leaders reasoned that even if the window 

closed on preventing the realignment of Java, American support to the colonels could 

prevent the entire archipelago from “going over to” the Communist camp. Of course, 

events would show this means-ends logic to be misguided.  

 

Evidence of Window of Opportunity Mechanism 

                                                
134 Prados, p. 170. 
135 Indonesian Operation Original Concept of Operation, May 15, 1958, CIA ERR. 
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 What drove this U.S. decision to escalate? Over the course of deliberations during 

August and September, policymakers gave voice to the window of opportunity 

mechanism predicted by Alignment Theory. I consider this valid evidence in favor of 

Alignment Theory, even though, as I have noted, the form that covert action took differs 

from what I expect. 

 On August 2, for example, Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs 

Robertson fired off a cable to Ambassador Allison in Indonesia to familiarize him with 

Washington’s thinking. Robertson favored covert weakening. He noted that Washington 

now faced a situation in which they were running out of time (i.e. a window of 

opportunity was closing). He referred to a “steadily deteriorating situation”  

and the prospect that through inadequate action on our part Communists may soon 
be in a position to play a determinant role in the organized political life of that 
country. It seems clear that the net effect of the course of action Sukarno is 
(deliberately or unwittingly) taking is to greatly bolster PKI. [. . .] Communist 
infiltration of Indonesian Govt and society bears some unpleasant similarities to 
situation which pertained in Guatemala under Arbenz.136 
 

 The report of the special committee itself, delivered at the end of August, also 

implied that the United States faced a situation in which time was not on Washington’s 

side. The committee pointed to this as a reason for action. Under the heading “Bases for 

U.S. Planning,” the committee’s first three bullets point to a situation in which the 

influence of the PKI would grow and possibly prevail over the opposition. “Sukarno, who 

remains a key figure in Indonesia, has become increasingly identified with the PKI,” the 

committee says in the first bullet. In the second bullet: “The Indonesian Communist 

Party, whose capabilities have increased rapidly during the past year, has by far the most 

solid and effective political organization in Java.” The third bullet identifies the basis for 
                                                
136 Message From the Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs (Robertson) to the Ambassador in 
Indonesia (Allison), August 2, 1957, Eisenhower Administration, FRUS, doc. 241. 
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U.S. action: “The non-Communist forces throughout Indonesia, while disparate and of 

differing motivation, are still in a numerical majority. However, they are far stronger on 

the outer islands than on Java.”137 The logic of the document’s reasoning offers clear 

support for the window of opportunity mechanism. If the United States escalated now, it 

stood a better chance of arresting a deteriorating situation before it was too late (i.e. “still 

in a numerical majority”). If the United States did not act, the implication goes, the PKI’s 

organizational capabilities on Java could soon tip the balance against the non-Communist 

forces throughout Indonesia, rendering covert action later less likely to succeed. (The 

implication, though the committee does not say so, is that the prospect of successful 

covert action under those future circumstances would be bleak indeed.)  

 Those who had not yet made up their minds about the wisdom of covert 

weakening also weighed factors in a way that supports the window of opportunity 

mechanism. The key issues for these uncommitted officials were the urgency of the threat 

(i.e. how soon the PKI might take over) and the changing likelihood of such a takeover 

over time. The relevance of these factors means that such officials, like those who 

favored action, gave little thought to the possibility of waiting until after a PKI takeover 

actually occurred to respond. This also suggests support for the window of opportunity 

mechanism specifically.  

 Robert H. Johnson, an NSC staffer, offers an excellent example of such an 

official. He drew up a memo reacting to the committee’s recommendations and compared 

the committee’s findings with a pessimistic but evenhanded National Intelligence 

Estimate of the situation from August 27. The intelligence estimate had concluded: 

                                                
137 Report Prepared by the Ad Hoc Interdepartmental Committee on Indonesia for the National Security 
Council, September 3, 1957, Eisenhower Administration, FRUS, doc. 262. 
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Over the next 12 months, the prospect is for a continued increase in Communist 
influence over the central government. Although we doubt that the PKI will 
achieve effective control of the government during the next year, this possibility 
cannot be excluded.138 
 

The committee’s recommendations and the NIE seemed slightly at odds, Johnson noted. 

The NIE did not say that PKI control was imminent or even probable over the next 12 

months—only that it was possible.139 One’s approach to the options, Johnson 

commented, hinged on “whether one accepts the Committee’s judgment as to the gravity 

of the present situation and its considerable pessimism about the future course of Sukarno 

and of Java.” If the PKI were as strong as the committee believed it was, Johnson 

concluded, then covert action was justified. This is an example of a hypothetical 

statement made by a policymaker that lends support to Alignment Theory. It also implies 

support for the window of opportunity mechanism: PKI strength meant there was limited 

time to act.  

 Even if Sukarno himself did not turn to the Soviets, the Americans worried that a 

PKI foothold in government would allow them to seize control as a fait accompli. For his 

part, Sukarno believed that excluding the Communists from government would put them 

in an “irresponsible position.”140 Sukarno assured American ambassadors that he would 

crush the PKI if it began operating under Soviet influence.141 Washington saw such 

reasoning either as naïve or duplicitous.  

 
Ongoing Support for Covert Bias? 
 

                                                
138 NIE 65-57, August 27, 1957, Eisenhower Administration, FRUS, doc. 257. 
139 Briefing paper for the Psychological Board, August 30, 1957, doc. no. GALE|CK2349509243, U.S. 
Declassified Documents Online.  
140 Kahin and Kahin, p. 40. 
141 Kahin and Kahin, p. 79. 
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 I noted above the evidence suggesting a role for Covert Bias Theory in the 

initiation of support for the dissidents in the spring of 1957. Does it also help explain the 

escalation of that strategy? The evidence suggests that policymakers outside the CIA, 

specifically at the State Department, played a role. Along with previous scholars, my 

review of the documents shows a prominent role for Hugh Cumming, formerly the U.S. 

ambassador to Indonesia. After he returned from Indonesia in spring 1957, Cumming had 

become a fierce Sukarno critic. As head of intelligence and research at the State 

Department, Cumming influenced what Secretary Dulles saw and read. Always 

suspicious of the Indonesian leader, John Foster Dulles was receptive. Kahin and Kahin 

credit Cumming for helping to move consideration for action forward.142 Cumming 

“peppered” the government with alarmist reporting, according to Powers.143 He 

considered the major PKI gains in summer 1957 to be a turning point.  

 Cumming reportedly allied with figures at CIA in making the case for action. “It 

was Cumming’s baby,” one CIA officer told Conboy and Morrison. “[T]he CIA was 

more than willing to help.”144 Bunnell, a scholar of Indonesia who in the 1970s 

interviewed several intelligence officers involved in the 1958 episode, also found 

evidence of the importance of Cumming and his ability to build a network of likeminded 

supporters. His findings are worth quoting at length. They illustrate the importance not 

solely of CIA enthusiasm but rather its partnership with a few policymakers (Cumming 

and John Foster Dulles). Bunnell writes:  

Cumming’s importance lay above all in the fact that he had effectively used his 
close connections with the Dulles brothers to cement a personal and institutional 
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link between hard-liners in his INR [at the State Department] and both the CIA’s 
analysts in the DDI and its operators in the DDP. It is this linkage role that makes 
credible, for example, reports that Cumming had a major role in securing top-
level sanction for the DDP’s abortive operation in support of the Indonesian 
regional rebellions in 1957-1958.145 
 

This evidence offers mixed support to Covert Bias Theory. Enthusiastic parts of a 

policymaking organ (the State Department) and the intelligence community (CIA) 

combined to build support for robust action. This is despite the fact that there were 

doubters in both organizations. Frank Wisner at the CIA proved leery. Officials at the 

State Department including Gordon Mein spoke out against the idea. 

 This suggests that CIA enthusiasm on its own is not responsible for systematic 

misjudgment. Rather, U.S. policymakers struggled to grapple with a confusing and fast-

moving situation.  

 Note, too, that Cumming’s individual statements and behavior suggest support for 

Alignment Theory. Until early 1957, he favored diplomatic engagement as a tool to 

combat communist influence in Indonesia. On the eve of the meeting where the president 

approved major action, in September, Cumming offered reasoning for his own position 

that provides support for the window of opportunity mechanism. Cumming said 

Washington’s best chance to address a deteriorating situation was to act now:  

I believe that unless we embark on the program recommended by the 
Special NSC Committee and approved by the NSC Planning Board, we will, in a 
few months time, see a resumption of the cycle of events to which we have long 
been accustomed to Indonesia: namely, long periods of growing Communist 
strength interrupted only by temporary set-backs [. . .]. 
 

                                                
145 Frederick P. Bunnell, “The Central Intelligence Agency. Deputy Directorate for Plans 1961 Secret 
Memorandum on Indonesia: A Study in the Politics of Policy Formulation in the Kennedy Administration,” 
Indonesia, no. 22 (1976): 131–69. 
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Due to the geographical makeup of Indonesia, we have the opportunity given us 
as in no other part of the world to take active measures to stem and perhaps to 
turn back growing internal Communist strength. [. . .] .146 
 

In the next section, I describe how the rebellion itself, and U.S. covert action, played out.  

 
 

5. The Collapse of the Rebellion  

 By February 1958, the rebels had received arms and ammunition from the CIA to 

equip a force of 8,000 men. They also sent a handful of paramilitary advisers to guide the 

rebels’ defensive preparations. The CIA directed major intelligence assets toward 

Indonesia and the outlying islands, specifically precious U-2 spy plane flights.  

 The idea of creating a “force in being” by supplying the rebels failed miserably. 

CIA officers who were involved say that in February 1958 they discouraged the 

PERMESTA leaders from issuing any kind of ultimatum to Sukarno. The CIA correctly 

believed that such a stark threat would prove ineffective.  

 The rebels did not listen. On February 10, they gave Sukarno five days to abandon 

“guided democracy” and appoint an acceptable cabinet of ministers.147 Sukarno stood 

fast. Once the rebels declared their competing government, the Indonesian military 

moved with alacrity. Led by Nasution, they overwhelmed rebel strongholds more quickly 

than the rebels or the United States expected. This prevented the United States from 

according PERMESTA with belligerent status, which might have opened the way to 

more robust aid and arms support.  

 By March, Nasution’s soldiers had rolled up substantial portions of the rebellion. 

On March 20 and then again on March 27 top U.S. officials discussed the unhappy plight 
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of the rebels. President Eisenhower speculated about providing more air support and 

better means of communication. By April U.S. leaders were moving toward the 

recognition that the rebels were doomed. In May, the Indonesians shot down U.S. Air 

Force pilot Allen Pope. Washington “pulled the plug” on the entire operation.  

 

6. Alternative Explanations 

 As noted at the outset, most scholars focus on U.S. decision making in Indonesia 

from 1956 to 1958. Their arguments share with mine the contention that the PKI’s gains 

in 1957 propelled the U.S. forward. Kahin and Kahin, as well as Kibbe, point to the 

critical importance of those elections. Both Kahin and Kahin and Kibbe also imply that 

the U.S. reaction of authorizing covert action was not the rational one. The elections 

“established a shift in American policy,” Kahin and Kahin write, “one leading almost 

inevitably to a revival of the Eisenhower administration’s disposition to see Indonesia in 

the apocalyptic vision contained in Cumming’s original instructions of 1953.”148 Kahin 

and Kahin claim that a bullish CIA built momentum for the operation.  

 Kibbe, for her part, tends to discount the role of CIA enthusiasm. The election 

results would have alarmed U.S. policymakers, “with or without the CIA’s previous 

allegedly embellished reports.”149 The blame for Washington’s myopia, in Kibbe’s 

retelling, lies with John Foster Dulles himself. Dulles believed after Guatemala that 

covert action was a silver bullet. This ‘schema,’ combined with Dulles’s refusal to 

change the U.S. position on West Irian led to major covert action. “[W]ithout [John] 
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Foster’s intense dislike of Sukarno and distrust of his neutralism, the US might never 

have faced the situation it did.”150  

 My argument shares some of these authors’ conclusions but also differs in key 

ways. Kibbe’s point regarding West Irian is a valid one. However, it is debatable whether 

a U.S. about-face on its policy regarding the dispute would have arrested the PKI’s rise. 

The party’s power and appeal by 1957 and 1958 stretched beyond that issue.  

 I differ from Kahin and Kahin in maintaining that even in the absence of CIA 

enthusiasm, the United States would have undertaken covert checking in Indonesia in 

1957 and 1958. Washington was not wrong in pointing to the danger of the PKI. That the 

PKI might seize power—or force Sukarno to do its bidding, out of political necessity—

did not run counter to what Indonesians themselves were saying, including among the 

PKI’s erstwhile allies in the nationalist PNI. The situation in the autumn of 1957 would 

have raised major concerns in Washington regardless of who was in office. Van der 

Kroef writes: “From the point of the PKI’s regional election gains in the middle of 1957 

onward, widespread fear of steadily advancing Communist influence became a major 

dimension of Indonesian public life, even in the ranks of the PKI’s erstwhile ally, the 

PNI.”151 

 Going back to 1953, the PKI adopted a “united front” strategy in Indonesia (at 

Stalin’s suggestion) for the purposes of eventually seizing power for itself. The PKI alone 

supported Sukarno’s guided democracy plans. It called a million supporters into the 

streets in spring 1957 to prove it. To call the U.S. assessment “apocalyptic,” as Kahin and 

Kahin do, is to ignore all this. 
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 Where the United States erred was in its assessment of how covert support to the 

dissident colonels could ameliorate the situation. Washington underestimated the power 

of Indonesians’ sense of nationalism. Threatening to dismember the nation, as the 

dissident colonels eventually did, activated fierce loyalty to Jakarta in most army units. 

U.S. policymakers also naively believed that the dissident colonels would accept major 

U.S. material support while at the same time fulfilling their role merely as a “force in 

being.” In the context of Indonesia, where lengthy deliberation, bluffing, and compromise 

were the hallmarks of 1950s politics, this was not beyond the realm of possibility. But it 

was also a risky strategy. Arming rebels is no way to induce restraint.  

 

7. Conclusion 

 In this chapter I tested Alignment Theory in the case of U.S. policy toward 

Indonesia between 1952 and 1958. The record of Alignment Theory in this case is mixed. 

U.S. assessments of low alignment instability in 1953 and 1954 yielded abstention, as 

Alignment Theory predicts. In 1955, I code the assessment of alignment stability as 

persisting, albeit despite rising concern in Washington. I again predict abstention by the 

United States. U.S. covert intervention in the 1955 elections runs counter to this 

expectation. However, U.S. action did come about after a directional shift in the 

independent variable. The direction of this relationship follows what I would predict. I 

attribute U.S. behavior in large part to its acute sense of the global Communist threat at 

the time. I also contend that if the election had taken place in 1953, the United States 

would not have intervened covertly to support the Masjumi. I consider the 1955 outcome 

to be only a partial setback for the theory. 



 84 

 Covert Bias Theory received some support in this case. Allen Dulles and his 

subordinates inside the Directorate of Plans did push for action against Sukarno. Their 

main influence was on U.S. calculations of the relative value of covert weakening. They 

hoped to sell policymakers on the idea that assisting the dissident colonels would be 

cheap and eminently feasible. 

 Did the CIA also inflate the threat of realignment? I argue that it did not. U.S. 

policymakers were right to assess high alignment instability in Indonesia during 1957 and 

1958. The possibility does exist that CIA biases added to this sense of alarm. If the CIA 

wielded this effect on alignment instability assessment, U.S. policymakers show every 

sign of reacting in the way that I expect. Should behavior consistent with a theory, if it 

comes in reaction to bad information, count in favor of that theory? This is a 

controversial question. At the very least, such evidence should not count against the 

theory.  

 Alignment Theory correctly predicts covert action by the United States, if not the 

strategy Washington chose to undertake. Speech evidence from policymakers in 1957 

supports the window of opportunity mechanism of Alignment Theory; U.S. officials 

believed that their best chance for action was before Communist-aligned forces took full 

control of Java. As noted above, U.S. policymakers believed generally that once they had 

a foothold in government, Communist party members would move to take over and then 

to quickly shift the state’s security policies. At least twice in their dealings with Sukarno 

and his allies, U.S. officials cited the unhappy example of the Communist coup in 
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Czechoslovakia as evidence of this in action. American officials in Washington and 

Jakarta showed every indication of believing this danger to be real.152 
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APPENDIX: ABBREVIATED INDONESIA CASE TIMELINE 

1920—Indonesian Communist party founded (PKI) 
 
1942—Indonesia occupied by Japan 
 
1945—Sukarno and Hatta declare independence 
 
July 1947—Dutch police action against the Republican government. 
 
September 1948—Madiun Rebellion by PKI 
 
1949—Sovereignty transferred to Indonesia 
 
1950—Republic of Indonesia formed 
  Sukarno as head of state, Natsir as first PM, Hatta as vice president 
 
August 1951—Round-up of PKI leaders 
 
Mid-1951—D. N. Aidit changes PKI strategy to broad national front approach 
 
Mid-1952—Aidit and PKI throw their support behind Sukarno 
 
1952—U.S. covert action not considered 
 
July 1953—First Ali cabinet takes power; Masjumi not represented 
 
1953: U.S. abstention from covert action  
 
Spring 1954: Rising PKI influence 
 
November 1954: Sukarno attacks Masjumi and its “foreign backers,” openly aligns with 
PNI. 
 
Spring 1955: U.S. covert strategy of checking: operation to support the Masjumi in 
national elections (per NSC 5518) 
 
September 1955—inaugural parliamentary elections take place  
 
August-October 1956—Sukarno trip to Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, China 
 
October 1956—Sukarno proposes “burying parties” 
 
December 1, 1956—Hatta resigns as vice president in protest 
 
December 1956—Outbreak of regional revolts by Army colonels. 
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February 1957—Sukarno proposes his “concept” of a “business cabinet” to include PKI 
and an advisory council to the cabinet that will be comprised of all functional groups in 
society. 
 
March 1957—Rebel commanders reject Sukarno’s ‘concept;’ Sukarno declares martial 
law;  
 
March 1957—Major political parties reject Sukarno’s idea. Sukarno appoints himself to 
form a cabinet as citizen Sukarno.  
 
April 1957—Sukarno announces new extraparliamentary business cabinet led by the 
nonparty figure of Djuanda. 
 
Spring 1957—U.S. covert action (weakening): financial support to rebels  
 
June, July, August 1957—Regional elections in Java; major PKI gains 
 
September 1957—U.S. covert action (escalation of weakening): support to rebels as 
‘force in being’ 
 
November 29, 1957—UN vote on West Irian goes against Indonesian hopes; seizure of 
Dutch enterprises begins 
 
February 10, 1958—Regional commanders give Jakarta five days to form new cabinet 
 
February 15, 1958—PRRI (Revolutionary Government of the Republic of Indonesia) 
declared in Padang 
 
 


