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Preliminaries

The 80th Congress was notable for its conduct of a distinctive type of investigation that we will designate as ‘predatory’ and that was initiated into issues that were, at least ostensibly, centered on internal security.  The Senate Judiciary Committee held four days of public hearings in which thirty-four witnesses testified under subpoena.  The House Committee on Un-American Activities (HUAC) undertook a more ambitious program of investigations, many of them conducted by its Sub-Committee on National Security.  In the first session, HUAC was responsible for nine hearings each, running for several days.  In the second session, five more followed.  In toto, roughly 186 persons appeared in public hearings conducted by HUAC during the 80th Congress.  Other witnesses were called to testify before the Committee in “executive session” hearings, the substance of which was made public only by unofficial and tactical leaks timed to maximize damage to the administration.  Twelve other House sub-committees investigated threats to internal security and the alleged failure of the administration to contain them.  They all operated under the authority of the Committee on Education and Labor, investigating labor unions and strikes as well as various educational institutions.
 At this point a paradigm case of a predatory investigation will be useful.

The Eisler Hearings 


On Wednesday morning September 24, 1947 at 10:30, the Committee on Un-American Activities of the House of Representatives convened to question the German composer Hanns Eisler as well as several officers of State Department and the INS.  Eisler had been an important figure in the musical life of Weimar Berlin, a communist, a sometime collaborator with Bertolt Brecht on anti-capitalist and anti-‘bourgeois’ songs and operas, and a leader in the radical cultural modernism of the European left, which included experiments in composing politicized music for the working classes.  As a communist and a Jew, he left Berlin in 1933 and eventually found his way to the United States, where he had lived intermittently since 1935 under short-term visas that enabled him to escape German fascism and travel to other countries, including the Soviet Union.  He composed for Hollywood and Broadway, lectured occasionally at the New School for Social Research on a salary subsidized by private patrons, and was awarded a grant of $20,000 from the Rockefeller Foundation, serious money in 1935.
 

The Eisler hearings, which ran for three days, can be understood as a drama with two plots.  The obvious and surface theme was a contest between the Committee and Eisler, in which he was confronted with a substantial body of evidence that he was a cultural activist for the Comintern and a member of the Communist Party, “The Karl Marx of Communism in the musical field” and “well aware of it,” matters on which he had perjured himself on numerous visa applications.
  Eisler danced around this theme with a sly and practiced deftness, but not to the satisfaction to the Committee.  The subtext of the drama was more sinister.  Who was responsible for the fact that the federal government had allowed an alien with Eisler’s reputation and about whom there were reasonable suspicions of communist commitments to enter the United States, where he had worked for years at a time when immigration laws prohibited the admission of communists?  This was a contest between the Committee and the Roosevelt and Truman regimes. The Committee interpreted it as a struggle against officials occupying high positions in government and acting in concert-- intentionally or in unpardonable ignorance -- with powerful and devious radicals determined to destroy the American way of life.  


Although Eisler was accompanied by two attorneys, the Committee did not allow counsel to address the Committee, make requests, or cross-examine witnesses.  Counsel’s sole function was to advise Eisler on his constitutional rights.  “Beyond that,”  in the words of Committee Chairman J. Parnell Thomas (R-NJ), “the counsel can say nothing.”
 The Committee also rejected Eisler’s request to read a statement, cross-examine witnesses, or submit questions that the Committee would pose to witnesses on his behalf.  The agenda of the Committee was simple:  Eisler had appeared under subpoena and his sole function was to answer questions put to him by Committee members and their “Chief Investigator,” Robert E. Stripling, whose tenure extended back to the late 1930’s and the period of the Dies Committee.
  


The Committee also did not spare Eisler its assessment of the aesthetic quality of his working class songs, which Congressman John McDowell (R-PA) characterized as “obscenity,” material inappropriate for distribution through the US mails, and work that had “no place in any sort of a civilization.”
   In the view of Congressman John Rankin (D-MS), the songs were “filth” and part of an effort to “foment revolution in the United States.”
 Thus it is not surprising that the Committee was furious to learn that Eisler seemed to have had friends in high places who had taken measures to secure him a safe haven in the United States.


In testimony from former Under Secretary of State Sumner Welles, the Committee learned that on January 11, 1939, he had received a letter from Eleanor Roosevelt asking him to remedy the unsuccessful attempt by Eisler and his wife to gain a US visa from the American consul in Cuba.  One of her Greenwich Village friends active in the arts and also a friend of Eisler had assured Mrs. Roosevelt that the Eislers were not communists--indeed, they seemed to be entirely apolitical and regarded the American form of government as “heaven.”  FDR’s wife concluded that the Department of Labor had been careless in its consideration of Eisler’s case. “Why not do it all over again,” she asked, “and let the Eislers defend themselves?”
 It should perhaps be noted that this was not a routine visa application.  Without a visa, Eisler would have been deported to Austria where he had been born.  After the Anschluss, a Jew with Eisler’s record in cultural politics could at best expect incarceration in a concentration camp.


Welles replied in a “Dear Eleanor” letter, dated February 10 and drafted by Assistant Secretary of State George Messersmith, with suggestions on how to solve Eisler’s problem.  He advised Mrs. Roosevelt to consult Alvin Johnson, President of the New School and founder of its University-In- Exile, established in 1933 as a faculty of émigré scholars from Germany who were refugees from the new Nazi regime.  Given Johnson’s experience in handling visa difficulties, Eisler’s difficulties could best be resolved if Johnson traveled to Washington and consulted either with Messersmith or with Welles himself: “I am sure that the interests of Mr. Eisler would be much better served by Professor Johnson taking it up with us in this personal way when he may be in Washington, rather than in endeavoring to do so by letter.”


An examination of New School employment records by Committee investigator Donald T. Appell led him to conclude that Eisler’s appointment there was a sham, “a subterfuge” intended only to provide a fraudulent basis for renewing his visas.  Between 1935 and 1942, Eisler never had a salaried contract with the New School.
  Under questioning, Welles admitted that if he had known in 1939 the information about Eisler generated by the Committee, he would have handled this case more carefully and with a greater measure of skepticism.  He defended his actions on the grounds that in 1939, he had neither information about Eisler’s political connections nor the means of producing it.  However, Stripling was able to show that in October 1939, the State Department file on Eisler included a resume with the following conclusion:  “The evidence states preponderantly that Eisler is a Communist.”
  The implication was clear: negligence by the State Department on a matter of internal security caused in part by the intervention of the wife of the President on behalf of a man identified as a communist in the Department’s own files.  


The State Department finding on Eisler’s political qualifications for a visa in 1939 was prepared by Robert C. Alexander, an official in the Visa Division of the Department.  Alexander’s eight page resume of the Labor Department file on Eisler--at that time, the Immigration Service was under the authority of the Labor Department--concluded with the following judgment: 

The evidence establishes preponderantly that Eisler is a Communist, although it does not show that he is an enrolled member of the Communist Party.  His beliefs are anti-Nazi and pro-communistic; he has given the Communists in the United States and other countries aid, comfort, and active association in the promotion of their cause.


Messersmith claimed that he took Alexander’s judgment into account, even though he did not act on it in the letter he drafted for Mrs. Roosevelt.  Curiously, he also claimed that he had no other information concerning the Eisler case that would override Alexander’s conclusion.  Indeed, on January 24, 1939, less than two weeks after Mrs. Roosevelt’s letter to Welles, Messersmith wrote the following to Coert du Bois, the American consul general in Cuba, the official to whom Eisler had applied for a visa: “It would seem to me that unless there is definite and convincing proof that Mr. Eisler does hold opinions which would exclude him, his case can be favorably considered from that point of view.”
  

Criteria for a Predatory Investigation

Predatory investigations are detached from conventional inquiries undertaken by Congress to determine whether new legislation on a given issue is in the public interest and, if so, to decide what measures are called for.  Three criteria define a predatory investigation:  an objective, a strategy, and a tactic.

The objective is to stigmatize, neutralize, and--in the ideal case--destroy political adversaries.


The strategy is to conduct an inquiry that follows, often within narrowly circumscribed limits, the principles of due process that define the rights of the accused in a liberal democratic state: formal and transparent procedures, rules of discovery and fact finding, the right to appear and respond, and the right to counsel.  From the standpoint of its logic, however, the inquiry is a tautological or pseudo-investigation since its conclusions are contained in its premises.  The purpose of the investigation is to present evidence, the logical force and probity of which are not subject to cross-examination, which affirms that these premises are true.  Thus a predatory investigation has, within reduced limits that vary from case to case, the form but not the substance of a judicial investigation characteristic of the western Rechtsstaat.


The tactic is to conduct a degradation ceremony in which a political actor or category of actor is unmasked as subversive, a threat to American institutions and the American ‘way of life’ and thus a danger to American internal security.  Unmasking is achieved by tight-coupling.
 A close link is asserted to obtain between the stigmatized political actor and high government officials and their policies.  In the Eisler hearings, a feedback loop of subtle or soft coercion is constructed in which tacit instructions are transmitted from Eleanor Roosevelt to Welles, from Welles to Messersmith, and from Messersmith to du Bois, all with the intention that the benefits of these instructions will be passed on from du Bois to Eisler.  The real enemies of the people and the genuinely dangerous subversives are, in a bitter irony, leaders of the government.  The ostensible object of a predatory investigation is only a surrogate or a pawn of clandestine powers:  a fifth column surreptitiously acting to undermine the Republic.


This is the fifth column tactic, which rests on an assumption and a maneuver.  The assumption presupposes a hidden world of powerful and insidious political forces.  The maneuver is to reveal these hidden powers by an investigation that exposes leaders of the government as fifth columnists: either by intention, ignorance, or naiveté, senior figures of the executive branch institute policies and take measures that undermine American liberal democracy.  Thus the deployment of the fifth column tactic consists in destroying the legitimacy of political enemies by exposing them as co-conspirators, fellow travelers, dupes, or subversives.  It follows that they are the subversives who pose the most dangerous threat to American internal security, not primarily because of their intentions or motives but on institutional grounds, by virtue of  the positions they occupy in the state.  


In tying together the various strands of the Eisler hearings, Congressman Rankin offered the following summary of the Committee’s commitment to the fifth column tactic:  “Mr. Chairman, this whole testimony, it seems to me, is going to the root of the question of the admission of Communists into the country by the State Department.”  In his view, the responsibility of the Committee was “to find out just what is behind all of the admissions of Communists [into the United States] -- when it was known that they were coming here to try to overthrow this Government.”

Issues


In this paper we consider two questions.  What were the conditions for the production of predatory investigations in the 80th Congress?  And what problems did these investigations pose for the White House?  Three conditions for the conduct of predatory investigations were paramount, three sets of circumstances that appeared independently and intersected fortuitously in the 80th Congress with striking effects:  an agent with the requite incentives to conduct predatory investigations; the institutional resources necessary for such investigations; and the ability of the agent to gain control of these resources.  

Agency: The Conservative Coalition


The chairmen of the committees of the 80th Congress that attacked the Truman administration on internal security issues and a majority of their members were adherents of the conservative coalition, a political movement of Northeastern and Midwestern Republicans and Southern Democrats.  In the words of Joseph Martin (R-MA), the Minority Leader from the 76th through the 79th Congress and one of the chief architects of the coalition, they were “in revolt against the New Deal.”
  In the language of the current theory of republicanism, the conservative coalition conceived the United States as a republic of virtue constituted by specific civic values that rested on a distinctive republic of commerce.  In the conservative vision of authentic Americanism, the basic American values were individual initiative, self-reliance, and privacy--in the sense of a sphere of individual enterprise, the free play of which is secured from invasion or regimentation.  These values were grounded in economic conditions, which were clearly announced in an early “Conservative Manifesto” endorsed by influential members of the coalition in the Senate.  This document was published, to the surprise and chagrin of its architects, on the front pages of major metropolitan newspapers on December 16, 1937:  the rejection of a capital gains tax and an undistributed property tax as unjustifiable redistributions of private assets; the axiomatic status of sound public credit; the reduction of public spending and the necessity of balanced budgets; the repudiation of deficit spending and borrowing, which placed the stability of all civic values in jeopardy; and the commitment to a competitive economy based on free enterprise in which firms had a right to expect a reasonable profit.  In sum, from the standpoint of microeconomics-- the conservative coalition did not seem to acknowledge the possibility of macroeconomics--a minimalist state committed to the ideals and ideology of free-market capitalism.  The American polity and economy as perceived by the conservatives were the institutional bases of “the priceless content of liberty and dignity of man.” They were the bearers of “spiritual values of infinite import, and which contribute the source of the American spirit.”
  


Early New Deal public policy and to a lesser extent its successor, the Fair Deal, embraced centralized economic planning, deficit spending, redistributive taxation, and an invasive political management of economic decision making -- all deadly sins in the political theology of the conservative coalition.   These measures would destroy the traditional American republic of commerce that had proven its ability to achieve both stability and growth over generations of national trials and crises.  With the collapse of the republic of commerce, the destruction of the republic of virtue--the civic values that defined what it meant to be an American--would follow inevitably. On this view, the New Deal undermined the American way of life and was thus inherently subversive irrespective of contingent and short-term benefits it might produce, such as inter-regional rural electrification and the TVA.  New Deal economics, in Martin’s view, “weakened our ideals of self-reliance, and we are poorer for it.  To this day, I am sorry to say, it has encouraged too many people to depend on the government instead of themselves.”
  The New Deal was a disaster for members of Congress who shared Martin’s ethos and his philosophical anthropology of American citizenship.  

American society as it had existed for a generation or so before the Depression was certainly not a perfect society, as anyone knew who had, like myself, lived close to the hardships of New England mill towns.  Nevertheless it was a good society and, at its own peculiar pace, a progressive society.  Above all, in a world that was flying faster than anyone realized into the clutches of regimentation it was a society that cherished the individual and fostered his enterprise.  

Many of the weapons of the New Deal seemed to us certain to destroy this society; in that light they constituted a challenge that neither I nor many of my Republican colleagues could resist.  We fought them with every weapon we could lay our hands on.

These weapons included the fifth column tactic, which the conservative coalition employed in merciless attacks on the Truman administration.  Consider, for example, the House debate of March 18, 1947, on administration efforts to tie US foreign policy to the resolution of political conflicts in Greece and Turkey, the birth of the Truman Doctrine.  The conservative coalition in the House was convinced that this policy was both preposterous and dangerous.  


In examining the record of the Truman administration in foreign affairs, Congressman Howard Buffet (R-NE) maintained that it was virtually inconceivable that American foreign policy could have been managed with greater ineptitude.  A man from Mars, he argued, would be pressed to conclude either that the US government was controlled by communists or that its policies were framed by political dimwits who had been traduced by communists.
  The Truman administration was an instrument of “the New Deal party,” which since 1933 had “brazenly carried water for communism in America and throughout the world.
  Buffet interpreted the Truman Doctrine as a crude but perilous subterfuge, an effort to advance the cause of communism in the United States in the guise of an anti-communist foreign policy.  This imaginary anti-communist turn by the New Dealers would require a fictional construction of communist threats abroad that could be quelled only by American intervention.

The administration’s realignment of priorities to conduct a bogus anti-communist crusade abroad posed real threats to American internal security that would end in disaster.  Stalin’s “army of stooges in the New Deal could be quickly enrobed in a concealing mantle of anticommunism,” thereby concealing the labors of his “agents in the New Deal.”
  Buffet envisioned the United States as an “international fireman” responding to alarms, establishing garrisons in any country where the appearance of communist intimidation could be fabricated, and exhausting its economic resources.  The consequences for the American people of the foreign adventures of “the reckless spenders, aided by the sly inside agents of the Kremlin”?  Militarism, inflation, impoverishment, regimentation, and coercion--“a financial collapse in America--an economic Pearl Harbor.”  In the end, the American people, “beaten and bankrupt, would be ripe for a Communist dictatorship.”
  In the conclusion of his statement, Buffet asked rhetorically whether the Truman administration had an authentic commitment to fight communism.  If its anti-communist pretensions were genuine, the administration would begin at home.  “First clean out the Communists and the fellow travelers in our own Government.
  Finally, in his peroration, he introduced Jesus Christ as his senior internal security strategist.  

Mr. Speaker, long ago the admonition was offered “Physician, heal thyself.”  If the Truman Administration is now finally interested in stopping the spread of communism, it will take to heart that specific advice from the founder of the only effective antidote for Communism, the Christian religion.
  

Resources: The Legislative Reorganization Act of 1945


In 1945, the 79th Congress completed its bipartisan hearings on a plan for reforming Congress.  After debate, the plan was codified in The Legislative Reorganization Act of 1946 (LRA) and implemented by the 80th Congress.  Scholars of congressional reform generally hold that the LRA did not achieve fundamental congressional reform.
  With regard to predatory investigations, however, the LRA proved to be indispensable, producing resources that increased the powers of committees of the 80th Congress to wage war against the Truman administration over the politics of internal security.


Three reforms that generated resources essential to the conduct of predatory investigations may be considered here.  The LRA reduced the number of standing committees from thirty-three to fifteen and granted the remaining standing committees new powers.  It saved the special House Committee on Un-American Activities (the Dies Committee) from near death and resurrected it as a permanent standing committee.  Finally, the LRA increased staff for all committees.  


In streamlining the committee system, the LRA expanded the jurisdiction of standing committees and increased the discretionary power of investigating committees and their sub-committees in both the House and the Senate. Most important, it increased the power of committee and sub-committee chairmen.
  The reason is obvious:  Fewer committees meant more powerful standing committees, which translated into more power for each chairman.  Finally, the LRA endowed all standing committees with permanent subpoena powers; by the late 1940s, these powers were also exercised by  sub-committees.  As the Eisler hearings show, the subpoena was an indispensable weapon in a predatory investigation.  The Dies Committee, because it had no permanent subpoena powers, was often frustrated in its attempt to denounce individuals who could not be compelled to appear or to force officers of the executive branch to testify and respond to damaging questions. Post-LRA committees would become quasi-autonomous power machines.  With their broad discretion and the power to subpoena, they could hunt down anyone who attempted to elude their grasp.  


At the same time that the LRA eliminated eighteen standing committees, it created a new one: the House Committee on Un-American Activities.  Following John Rankin’s brilliant parliamentary move to create this new standing committee, the 80th Congress preserved all the Dies Committee investigation files and transferred them to HUAC.  Otherwise these files would have been destroyed, which was the intent of Congress before Rankin executed his parliamentary coup.  Had the Dies Committee files been destroyed, the predatory investigations begun in 1947 could not have been so sweeping or effective as they were.  Congressional investigations of subversion in government undertaken during the 80th Congress drew extensively on the Dies Committee records and also reduced investigatory overhead by maintaining the bureaucratic continuity of staff lawyers and investigators.  Finally, the LRA increased staff for all committees, producing the human resources needed to carry out an array of investigations into internal security.
   Lawyers and investigators produce and manage predatory investigations.  The Dies Committee, for example, was constrained by a small staff and a modest budget that were funded by the New Deal coalition.  These constraints were dramatically reduced by the LRA.  In 1946, after the LRA had become law, the general budget for Congress was $22 million.  In 1947, the 80th Congress had a budget of $40 million, which was increased to $43 million  in 1948.
  At the beginning of the 80th Congress, Joseph Martin became Speaker of the House and famously promised to begin every day with a prayer and end it with an investigation.  Martin, together with the chairmen of the Rules Committee and the Appropriations Committee, deployed the financial and parliamentary resources of the LRA to make good on this promise, mounting a broad frontal assault against the Truman administration by routinizing predatory investigations, liberally funded and staffed, as their weapon of choice.

Traction: The Election of 1946


The 1946 mid-term election campaign was an especially rancorous contest in which the GOP attempted to traumatize the electorate with visions of conspiracies among public officials determined to undermine the American polity by subverting its institutions from within.  The political ethos and policies of the New Deal were tied to the ideology of the Communist Party.  Incumbent New Deal Democrats were represented as advocates of communist positions, sympathetic to communism, or weak in combating the dangers of subversion.  At best these Democrats were lax and irresponsible; they had failed to demonstrate the foresight and will required of stewards of the Republic in times of crisis.  At worst they were fifth columnists who had formed an alliance with the enemy.  In either case, their anti-communist credentials were  suspect, and the Republicans called for a “housecleaning.”  


In the November election, both the House and the Senate were indeed swept clean.
  The Republicans achieved a stunning triumph, winning control of both chambers by comfortable margins: the House by 246-188, the Senate by 51-42.  Even sub-national results indicated a shift toward a collapse of the New Deal coalition and exposed the vulnerability of the moderate to liberal wing of the Democratic Party (see Table One).  Among the vanquished, supporters of the New Deal fell especially hard, 7 of 8 losing their seats in the Senate and 37 of 69  in the House.
  A recent historian of this period captures the tensions these results produced inside the Democratic Party:

The Republicans’ smashing victory--they gained control of both houses of Congress for the first time since 1928--reflected current discontents as well as the ongoing decline of FDR’s New Deal coalition.  …on election day Democratic Senator J. William Fulbright of Arkansas proposed that if the Democrats lost, Truman should appoint a Republican secretary of state and the resign the presidency in his favor.
 

Table One

RESULTS OF 1946 ELECTIONS

HOUSE
	
	Old Lineup
	Gains/Losses
	New Lineup

	Republicans
	190
	+56
	246

	Democrats
	243
	-55
	188

	Other
	2
	-1
	1


SENATE

	
	Old Lineup
	Gains/Losses
	New Lineup

	Republicans
	38
	+13
	51

	Democrats
	57
	-12
	45

	Other
	1
	-1
	0


GOVERNORS

	
	Old Lineup
	Gains/Losses
	New Lineup

	Republicans
	22
	+3
	25

	Democrats
	26
	-3
	23

	Other
	0
	0 
	0


(Source: Congress and the Nation 1945-1964, p. 3.)
The issue of internal subversion provided the Republicans with a powerful weapon with which they could now bludgeon the Democrats even more ruthlessly.  As noted above, several committees and sub-committees of the new Congress--now chaired by Republican veterans of the conservative coalition, backed by the new Republican majority, and often enjoying the support of Southern Democrats--were preparing to carry out their promise of cleaning house by conducting investigations and holding hearings on subversion in the federal government, inquiries calculated to embarrass the White House by linking the administration with civil servants of doubtful loyalty. 

In a parliamentary body, power has many sources and can be augmented and diminished in various ways.  In the final analysis, however, it is determined by votes.  In the 79th Congress, efforts on the part of the conservative coalition to undertake predatory investigations were often frustrated or forestalled altogether by a weak power base within the investigatory committees; the coalition was simply unable to control a majority of the votes.  In the Dies Committee, for example, the resistance of Congressman Voorhis, a committed New Dealer and a self-proclaimed liberal Democrat, often proved to be an impediment to the efforts of the more aggressive members of the Committee.  In January 1947, the balance of power had shifted decisively in favor of the conservative coalition, which was poised to begin a wide range of investigations designed to expose communist infiltration of government  as well as irresponsibility and incompetence on the part of the White House in countering this threat.  In the 1946 election, Voorhis was turned out by the voters of his district in California and replaced by a young lawyer and Navy veteran who soon occupied the place of his predecessor in HUAC: Richard M. Nixon, who had built his campaign against Voorhis on a masterful synthesis of subversion in government, the complicity of  New Dealers, and Voorhis’s liberal credentials.  In the epilogue to his lecture “Politics as a Vocation,” Max Weber famously described politics as “the slow boring of hard boards.”  In the 80th Congress, this metaphor appeared to have little force.  The foundations of the New Deal, it seemed, had been shaken.  The juggernaut of the new GOP majority mounting an offensive based on the fifth column tactic would demolish it, or so it seemed at the time.  A quite different metaphor appeared to be more to the point: Nietzsche’s epigram that when something is falling, give it a push.  In January 1947, the conservative coalition finally had the power to push.
 

The Thucydidean Moment 


The routinization of predatory investigations, the way in which the LRA strengthened congressional committees conducting these investigations, and the dramatic changes in the distribution of power in Congress as a consequence of the election of 1946 were not linked in the intentions of Washington political actors.  The linkage was not planned; it happened.  As a result of this unanticipated intersection of events, the political horizon in Washington had a new aspect.  The field of strategic action was realigned, actors were repositioned, and the values of strategic and tactical moves were redefined.  The terrain on which Republicans and Democrats and the New Deal coalition -- assuming that it still existed -- and the conservative coalition struggled for ascendancy over the politics of internal security was reconfigured.  


Moves to which considerable weight had been ascribed before the midterm election were now regarded as meaningless.  The importance of heretofore uncontemplated moves became self-evident.  As a result, the calculations that actors made of their prospects for success and their chances of failure were reassessed.  A new calculus of power --a  new analysis of the costs and benefits of strategic action -- emerged, but not necessarily self-consciously or even intentionally.  


In view of the importance that these tectonic political shifts occupy in the historiography of Thucydides, such an intersection of events may be called a Thucydidean moment.
  Thucydides conceived foresight, planning, and technical competence as efforts to limit the play of irrationality.  Precisely because of the unpredictable and ultimately irreducible force of contingency -- the intervention of adventitious and disruptive events and conjunctures that are not subject to calculation --these endeavors can never be entirely successful.  To succeed within the limits possible in human affairs, strategy must shift with events themselves and their tendency to produce reversals that exceed the powers of strategic rationality.


For the Truman administration, the beginning of the 80th Congress was a Thucydidean moment.  It posed a dilemma for the White House, the logic of which seemed to entail that the President had only three options, all atrociously unacceptable.


The White House could claim that there was no internal security crisis and deny the existence of subversion in government.  This option would abandon the field of internal security politics to the GOP, who would gain control of the issue by default.  It would also endanger the administration’s increasingly muscular response to Soviet expansion.  The Truman Doctrine depended on support from the Republican majority in Congress.  However, many Republicans did not share the equanimity of the White House concerning the dangers of domestic communism.  Truman’s congressional adversaries could be expected to see an unacceptable inconsistency in a policy that called for millions of dollars to combat a communist threat in Greece and Turkey and at the same time ignored evidence of subversion in the State Department.  These factors would substantially increase the risks of losing the White House in 1948.  


Alternatively, the White House could embrace the GOP’s view that subversion in government was a serious problem but reject its solution, the prosecution of predatory investigations. This option would concede the conceptual power to configure the politics of internal security to the GOP, giving the Republicans a decisive advantage in all battles waged over the issue of subversion in government.  More dangerously, it would constitute an admission that Republican attacks on the administration for its mismanagement of internal security affairs were fundamentally sound.  At best this would be tantamount to an admission of stunning incompetence.  At worst it would imply the administration’s collusion or complicity in what could easily be taken for treason, a concession that the most extravagant claims made by the more radical members of the conservative coalition were true.  This option would pose an even greater risk of losing the White House. 


Finally, if the President had a sword, he could metaphorically fall on it by admitting the GOP conception of the internal security problem as a domestic political crisis and accepting its solution of housecleaning.  This option would constitute a total surrender of the field of internal security politics to the Republicans.  It would also open the doors of the White House, which was at the top of the conservative coalition’s cleaning list, to the GOP.  

The Next Step in the Investigation

And so ends our account of  the two questions of this paper.
 The Truman administration, of course, chose none of these options.  It attempted to escape the dilemma by acknowledging an internal security problem but repudiating the GOP conception of this set of issues as politically motivated, fundamentally mistaken, and hysterical.  It rejected the Republican solution to the problem as dangerous, in itself subversive, and un-American.  The White House, therefore, used the fifth column tactic against its architects.  The members of the conservative coalition were the true subversives.  By deploying against the Republicans the weapon that the conservative coalition had forged to destroy the administration, the White House executed a reflexive deployment of the fifth column tactic.  The manner in which this strategy was executed and the consequences it produced for both parties as well as the American polity at the beginning of the Cold War obviously lie beyond the limits of this paper.*
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