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Charles E. Bohlen’s criticism of the Soviet intentions detailed in NSC-68 illustrates that the report was an inaccurate and hasty analysis of the Soviet Union because of its attempt to simplify and exaggerate the Soviet threat in order to obtain a quick clearance from the American government to increase military spending.
A.        Plan of Investigation

The investigation will analyze the weaknesses of NSC-68 as an American policy document prior to the Korean War based on the opinions and suggestions of Charles E. Bohlen, a former Counselor of the Department and a renowned expert on the Soviet Union.
 To do so, the memorandum from Bohlen to Nitze in 1950 regarding NSC-68, and NSC-68 itself are analyzed.
 Additionally, books that investigate the motives and text of NSC-68, as well as the validity of Bohlen’s arguments, will be used to evaluate Bohlen’s criticism.
 The memorandum from Bohlen to Nitze on April 5th, 1950 is evaluated for its origins, purposes, values, and limitations regarding the arguments of the investigation. 

The investigation only analyzes the limitations of NSC-68 up to the outbreak of the Korean War on June 25th, 1950 because the Korean War largely confirmed what NSC-68 advocated: increased military expenditures to contain the Soviet Union and the rising tide of communism.
 Additionally, the investigation solely focuses on the views that Bohlen had regarding the Soviet intentions as detailed in NSC-68. While Bohlen did have other reasons for disapproving of the document, his primary arguments stemmed from his disagreement with NSC-68’s inaccurate and sweeping portrayal of Soviet intentions.
B.        Summary of Evidence
In January of 1950, President Truman requested a comprehensive reexamination of United States objectives in light of the nuclear capability of the Soviet Union.
 In its introduction, NSC-68 states that the Soviet Union is “animated by a new fanatic faith […] and seeks to impose its absolute authority over the rest of the world.”
 NSC-68 proposed four courses of action, but argued that the best resolution to contain the influence and power of the Soviet Union was to implement a “rapid build-up of political, economic, and military strength in the free world.”
 This plan of action brought with it the necessity to carry out a “substantial increase in expenditures for military purposes.”
 
Rather than accurately define the scope and intensity of the Soviet threat, NSC-68, according to Nitze, was supposed to “provide an effective argument for lifting the budget ceiling of the national military establishment.”
 Dean Acheson, the Secretary of State at the time, openly stated that the purpose of NSC-68 was to “bludgeon the mass mind of ‘top government’.”
 Thus, it was clear that NSC-68 would present the Soviet threat and the courses of action in such a way that most appealed to American elites and would also push for increased military spending by any means necessary. 
The fundamental divergence in viewpoints between NSC-68 and Bohlen was that of Soviet intentions and Bohlen’s opinion that NSC-68 both simplified and exaggerated the Soviet threat. NSC-68 states that the Soviet design was a “society whose end is absolute power.”
 Upon his initial review of the draft of NSC-68, Bohlen stated that defining the Soviet primary motive as world domination “tends to over-simplify the problem and, […] leads inevitably to the conclusion that war is inevitable.”
 Contrary to NSC-68, Bohlen was tenacious in his belief that the primary motive of the Soviet Union was solely to maintain security and power within its internal regime, and secondly to extend throughout the world so long as it does not pose a threat to the internal regime.
 Bohlen felt that NSC-68 was inaccurate in depicting the Soviet intention as nothing more than an isolated focus on spreading the Communist system throughout the world.
 The Soviet atomic test in August of 1949 did demonstrate Soviet capabilities, but Bohlen felt that these capabilities did not automatically translate into an immediate and absolute threat to the security of the United States. Bohlen’s basic argument was that the dangers that the NSC-68 detailed were simplified and that the Soviet threat was more complex than a nation bent on world domination. 
Even though Bohlen was discontent with the nature of the Soviet intentions described by NSC-68, he agreed with the basic tenet of NSC-68 that increased military spending was necessary for the security of the United States.
 Bohlen agreed that there was an “absolute necessity in the present world situation of a strong and adequate U.S. defense position.”
 While Bohlen was content with the policy goals and increased military spending that NSC-68 advocated, he opposed the logical backing that NSC-68 used to support these goals. He saw it fundamentally necessary that the military readiness advocated in NSC-68 “be grounded in a clear understanding of Soviet intentions.”
 

Although Bohlen did acknowledge the importance of the NSC-68 study of “focusing and setting clearer directions for policy decisions,”
 he was worried that the portrayal of the Soviet threat in the document would brainwash American elites into making an extensive commitment in terms of defense capabilities.
 Additionally Bohlen felt that NSC-68 compressed complex issues and by doing so, distorted those issues, and would eventually threaten the decision making process because of the aggression and rigidity it advocated against the Soviet Union.

C.        Evaluation of Sources

The “Memorandum by Mr. Charles E. Bohlen to the Director of the Policy Planning Staff (Nitze)” is a tremendously valuable source to the investigation. In the memorandum, Bohlen wrote directly to the most influential person involved in the drafting of NSC-68, Paul H. Nitze.
 In 1950, Bohlen was called back from Paris by the State Department to examine NSC-68 and offer his stand.
 Bohlen wrote the memorandum to Nitze on April 5th, 1950, after reviewing the draft of NSC-68 in order to offer both his concerns and agreements regarding the tenets of the report. Bohlen addressed each of his concerns about NSC-68 sequentially in the memorandum and summarized his suggestions and opinions at the end of the memorandum. 
The analysis of this source provides the fundamental base for the argument that Bohlen’s evaluation of NSC-68 highlights the flaws and generalizations of NSC-68. The memorandum provides a direct insight on Bohlen’s opinions and viewpoints, as well as his justification for his beliefs. Charles Bohlen can be used as a reliable source regarding NSC-68 because he was a realist who attempted to analyze Soviet motives “and to develop from this understanding an appropriate response for the U.S.”
 Bohlen’s entire scope of opinion regarding NSC-68 is seen in the memorandum, and as a result, it highlights that Bohlen’s discontent stemmed from his disagreement with the Soviet intentions despite his agreement with the fundamental point of NSC-68: that military spending had to be increased in the United States. The most valuable point of the memorandum is that it shows that Bohlen agreed with the primary goal of NSC-68, but not with the justification and logic used to achieve that goal. The Bohlen to Nitze memorandum is a key source in understanding how NSC-68 was an inaccurate portrayal of the Soviet threat and how this portrayal undercut the argument for a higher budget ceiling in terms of peacetime military spending. 
In relation to the study, the memorandum is limited in that it does not acknowledge that NSC-68 was attempting to persuade the American government to increase military spending. Additionally, the criticisms of Bohlen are by no means representative of any majority, and as a result, his opinions alone cannot be used as absolute evidence that NSC-68 inaccurately and hastily portrayed the Soviet threat. The testimonies of Acheson and Nitze are used to validate the former limitation, but the latter cannot be addressed because the investigation was limited to investigate only the opinions and discontent of Charles E. Bohlen regarding NSC-68.
D.        Analysis
Although Bohlen’s arguments and suggestions regarding NSC-68 were never translated into actual policy, they serve to show the potential dangers of inaccurately depicting the Soviet threat.
 To Bohlen, the simple arguments of NSC-68 made sense, but the basic beliefs of the Soviet threat were distorted and phrased in a way that could push the administration to carry out excessive actions. The administration sought to “present the issues in dramatic, even exaggerated terms,”
 but took a risk by doing so. The purpose of overstating terms and stating the conflict as one as an supreme and deadlocked conflict between the free state and the slave state was to push the American government into immediate action by permeating a feeling of urgency throughout the decision-making apparatus.
 However, these absolute and extremist terms had the ability to shape the policy in such a way that was unnecessary, costly, and overaggressive. 
Bohlen felt that the logical conclusion of increasing the peacetime military expenditures must derive from logical and coherent evidence; including realistic Soviet intentions. Bohlen felt that if it did not, the American government would be carrying out policies that were tailored to the specific Soviet intention of world domination, and thus, did not carry the doctrine of flexible response. Bohlen emphasized “flexibility and opportunism in Soviet policy,”
 because it was not beneficial to rest on a particular prediction regarding future Soviet behavior. Bohlen worried that the adoption of NSC-68 might induce stiffness and further “insisted that the effort at discussion and compromise should not be abandoned.”
 According to Bohlen, the Soviet Union was as reluctant to go to war as the United States and that it was a manageable threat.


The importance of studying the opposition of Bohlen to NSC-68 highlights the weak points and definite limits of NSC-68 as a policy document. NSC-68 presented the intentions of the United States and the Soviet Union in such a way as to place them in direct opposition and unable to compromise by any means other than war.  The outbreak of the Korean War “could hardly have come at a better time to ensure implementation of NSC-68.”
 In terms of the historiography, the importance of opposition to NSC-68 was largely negated due to the Korean War. The new phase of the Cold War that sparked the arms race and military tension between the United States and the Soviet Union was essentially predicted by the increased military spending that NSC-68 advocated. NSC-68 emphasized an East-West struggle and added fire to the intensity of the Cold War. Had Korea not come along, the opposition to NSC-68, including Bohlen and his objective approach, may have played a bigger role in mediating tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union. Additionally, this opposition would have curbed the necessity that NSC-68 placed on military coercion and demonstrative bullying by advocating an objective and logical analysis of the Soviet threat in order to effectively analyze the objectives of the United States, and the means necessary for achieving those objectives.
E.         Conclusion

Although Charles E. Bohlen agreed with the basic argument of NSC-68 that peacetime defense spending had to be increased significantly, he also pointed out fundamental flaws and misunderstandings of the report.  Bohlen’s primary critique of NSC-68 was that it simplified and exaggerated the Soviet threat. Bohlen felt, therefore, that the increased military expenditures were not justified by the evidence given in the report. Bohlen felt that NSC-68 advocated unnecessary deterrence and could potentially lead to over commitment and rigidity in American policy. This can be attributed to the fact that the NSC-68 drafters solely wanted to get the document cleared and accepted by a majority of the government. However, this method of drafting NSC-68 undercut the goals it was trying to achieve, and as a result, the report was an inaccurate and hasty portrayal of the Soviet threat. Through the views of Bohlen, it is clear that the American government did not have the unanimous support of its policy makers and advisors for NSC-68 nor the accuracy and justification it needed to carry out the policies and increased military spending it was advocating prior to the Korean War.
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