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Introduction

DEMOCRACY UNDER SIEGE

President Barack Obama faced a momentous choice. By the summer of 2016, he knew that Russia was interfering in America’s upcoming election. He also knew that Vladimir Putin, the Russian president, was directing this operation. Obama now had to decide whether to retaliate against Putin before or after Election Day.1

That summer, Celeste Wallander, the top Russia expert inside the White House, submitted to her superiors a classified memorandum outlining ways to punish Putin immediately, in order to deter further interference in the election.2 “We wanted to do light deniable countermeasures early, in July,” said Victoria Nuland, an assistant secretary of state who collaborated closely with Wallander. “All of my Soviet and Russia training told me we had to deter with a strong set of measures up front and have them calculate the costs of continuing to attack us, particularly with a player like Putin.”3 Nuland, Wallander, and other officials proposed a range of options: sanctioning Russia, leaking damaging information about Putin, even suffocating Russia’s economy. James R. Clapper, then the director of national intelligence, recalled considering “all kinds of nasty things we could have done to the Russians,” such as “cutting them off from the international financial system.”

But, Clapper continued, the risks were too high: “What would the retaliation have been?”4

The answer was unknown. Russian intelligence had already stolen and released emails damaging to the Democratic Party, in an effort to influence voters’ minds. But Russian hackers had also breached electoral systems, which Washington could not systematically defend. States and localities, not the federal government, purchase and manage America’s electoral infrastructure. In some states, voter registration databases were unencrypted and insecure.5 “[Russia] could have done things as far as voter registration rolls; they could have done things as far as tallies,” said John Brennan, then the director of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA).6 Jeh Johnson, the secretary of homeland security, worried that Russia “could screw around with voter registration lists to a sufficient degree” to alter the outcome of the election, by making Democrats in swing states like Florida unable to cast their ballots on Election Day.7

Retaliating against Putin could provoke him into disrupting the voting process itself. With Hillary Clinton favored to win the presidency, and with Donald Trump alleging that the election would be rigged, Obama delayed punishing Russia. Restraint seemed prudent. Instead, at a summit in China in early September, he warned Putin, “You fuck with us and we’ll take you down,” as one of his senior advisers put it.8 Of this encounter, Lisa Monaco, Obama’s homeland security adviser, said, “We delivered the message to Putin and others in response to what we were seeing in the state systems. That was our focus.”9

By October, Russia was still targeting America’s electoral infrastructure. Obama’s team considered efforts to manipulate these systems “a redline of sorts,” said Avril Haines, the deputy national security adviser, and formulated “a series of very significant responses in the event that the Russians engaged in vote tampering.” On Election Day, parts of the federal government secretly braced for such an assault. “We did, in fact, have an entire crisis team set up in the White House,” said Michael Daniel, Obama’s cybersecurity coordinator. “There were teams at all of the respective agencies,” he continued, monitoring for a Russian cyberattack.10

The worst-case scenario did not arrive: Voting unfolded without interruption. But Russia’s operation had by no means failed. Hacked emails had already dominated the news cycle for months, and Russian propaganda had reached tens of millions of Americans on social media. Obama had prioritized protecting the ballot box from direct manipulation, but at a cost: Russia had brazenly manipulated voters’ minds. Victoria Nuland lamented the White House’s redline mentality. “That is what they were focused on,” she said, regarding the threat of vote alterations. “They were not focused at all on what we knew had been very effective elsewhere: the influence campaign, changing public opinion.”11

Obama, near the end of his presidency, retaliated against Russia with economic and diplomatic countermeasures.12 Too little, too late, many of his advisers now say. “We did not do enough, at an early enough point in our tenure,” said Jon Finer, then the State Department chief of staff. “I would have done more sanctions sooner.” The then deputy secretary of state Tony Blinken said that, as he has learned more about Russia’s operation, he has asked himself: “Did we do enough in terms of punishment? And I think clearly, we didn’t.” Even James Clapper said it was a mistake to impose costs on Russia only in December: “I would have preferred that been done before the election.”13 (President Obama, through a representative, declined to be interviewed for this book.)

By waiting to retaliate, Obama effectively permitted a degree of foreign interference in an American election to avoid making an already-bad situation worse. A previous generation of U.S. policy makers—who themselves interfered in many elections overseas—would have found such a scenario unimaginable: the United States, the world’s most powerful democracy, unable to secure its own elections. But Obama was operating in a new world, a digital one, that had left America vulnerable.

The story of Russia’s attack on the 2016 election is, in part, a story of difficult choices, made inside the Situation Room based on imperfect information and incomplete intelligence. In this environment, Obama had settled for a policy of managed interference, working to contain but not stop Russia’s operation. Rather than impose costs on Putin in real time, he had focused on preventing one form of electoral interference—changing actual votes—while neglecting another: changing minds.

In these critical months, Obama had tried but failed to preserve America’s sovereignty. The theorist Hans Morgenthau described sovereignty as the “impenetrability” of the nation; others have argued that sovereignty means being “free from all foreign authority” and is “violated when external actors influence or determine domestic authority structures.”14 Covert electoral interference targets a democracy’s process of succession and therefore targets the electoral sovereignty of that democracy. When such activity is discovered, the benefiting candidate is plagued with electoral insecurity, or a fear that citizens will consider him illegitimate and indebted to a foreign actor.

Can a democracy maintain its electoral sovereignty in the twenty-first century? Obama’s intelligence chiefs are skeptical. “It would have been impossible, given the nature of this world, for the Obama administration to do something that would have led to a complete cessation of Russian efforts,” John Brennan insisted. “It’s not the way the world works. It’s not the way the Russians work.”15 Other officials disagree. “Bullshit. That’s just bullshit,” said one of Obama’s senior advisers, who requested anonymity to speak freely, when presented with Brennan’s argument. “There were things we could have done to protect U.S. national security that [Obama] chose not to do.”

Since 2016, Russia’s operation has received ceaseless attention, but much of it remains misunderstood. Basic questions have been left unanswered: What is covert electoral interference? For how long have states executed such operations? When did America’s elections become so exposed? Just how exposed is America? And, in the digital age, what can democracies do to defend themselves?16

This book seeks to answer these questions by analyzing not just interference in America’s 2016 election but also what came before. Politicians, policy makers, and commentators today often act as though Putin were the first leader to manipulate a foreign election. In this vacuum, covert electoral interference is Russian interference in the 2016 election, in favor of Donald Trump. This ignorance is dangerous. To understand what Russia achieved in 2016, and to prepare for what’s ahead, this book looks beyond the daily news cycle. After Trump won, high-profile investigations into his campaign distracted from the issue that spawned them: a massive foreign operation to undermine a presidential election.

Back in the summer of 2016, Avril Haines and other senior Obama administration officials sought a more complete picture. They requested a report on Moscow’s previous attempts to covertly influence U.S. elections.17 The briefing they then received, presumably from the U.S. intelligence community, remains classified.

This book can be understood as the unclassified and expanded version. Traveling across six countries, I spoke with foreign heads of state and intelligence chiefs, eight former CIA directors and many more CIA officers, twenty-six former advisers to President Obama and eleven former advisers to President Trump, and a host of leading journalists and technology experts. I also learned from the work of historians and other scholars, and I analyzed hundreds of pages of KGB and Stasi archives, many thousands of pages of declassified CIA files, and as many government reports, official testimonies, and meeting transcripts as I could get my hands on.

My aims are twofold: to examine a century’s worth of covert electoral interference, and to analyze Putin’s 2016 operation as the evolution of a practice rather than its creation. For democracies today, the stakes of grappling with this hidden and revelatory history could hardly be higher. The twin processes of globalization and digital connectivity have empowered hostile actors to manipulate democracies everywhere. The evolving threat of covert electoral interference is a symptom of a still more momentous challenge: the exposure of democracies in the age of the internet. “[Russia] is taking advantage of our free and open societies in using these capabilities,” said H. R. McMaster, Trump’s former national security adviser. “It’s important for us to develop better means of defending ourselves against this kind of sustained, really sustained campaign of political subversion.”18 If democracies do not meet this challenge, foreign actors—for now Russia, but soon others—will erode them from within.

Some definitions are needed to keep my arguments precise. The words “covert,” “interference,” and “electoral” determine the scope of this book. An operation is covert only if the hand of the interfering actor is meant to be hidden; a public endorsement by a foreign leader, for example, does not qualify, but stolen emails released by a third party do. An operation amounts to interference only if the foreign actor deploys active measures, defined as “activities intended to influence a person or government that are carried out in coordination with, or at the behest of, political leaders,” including through the “establishment or funding of a front group … covert broadcasting … media manipulation … disinformation and forgeries … funding agents of influence … [and] assassinations.”19 And an operation qualifies as electoral only if it targets a vote that determines who becomes another country’s leader. Covert electoral interference can thus be defined as a concealed foreign effort to influence a democratic vote of succession. Staged coups d’état do not involve votes of succession and therefore fall outside the bounds of this book.

“Democracy is a procedure to change rulers,” writes historian Timothy Snyder. “Democracies die when people cease to believe that voting matters. The question is not whether elections are held, but whether they are free and fair.”20 Many factors can undermine an election, from voter suppression to voter intimidation. My focus is on foreign disruptions to electoral processes and on the power those operations have to corrupt democratic governments.

This book advances four core arguments. First, the story of covert electoral interference is, above all, a story of Washington and Moscow. This story has spanned the past century, beginning with the end of World War I, when old empires collapsed and vulnerable democracies emerged. The Soviet Union, but not the United States, seized the opportunity to manipulate elections overseas. A break occurred between 1941 and 1945, as a result of a U.S.-Soviet alliance during another world war. The next phase of this history arose thereafter as Moscow rigged elections in Eastern Europe, and the world witnessed an explosion of covert electoral interference. Between 1948 and 1991, the CIA and the KGB, competing in a global Cold War, targeted elections aggressively and frequently. After the Soviet Union collapsed, a divergence took place. The United States moved away from covert electoral interference as a policy option, while Putin’s Russia, empowered by the internet, doubled down on the practice, marking its second global explosion. Today, as in 1919, Moscow is covertly interfering in elections abroad while Washington sits on the sidelines—only now Russia possesses a digital arsenal to which the United States is profoundly vulnerable.21

Second, American operations to interfere in elections are comparable but not identical to Russian efforts to do the same. Every instance of covert electoral interference can be understood across two planes. One has to do with individual change: whether the intention of an operation is to promote a friendly candidate, defeat an unfriendly candidate, or exhibits no preference. The other has to do with systemic change: whether the intention of an operation is to strengthen, weaken, or not at all impact the internal functions of a democracy. Washington and Moscow are equivalent across the first plane. Both have used covert electoral interference to advantage specific candidates. But Moscow and Washington are not equivalent across the second plane. Putin and his predecessors have long believed they could use covert electoral interference to weaken foreign democracies, while American presidents, sometimes wrongly, have long believed they could use covert electoral interference to strengthen foreign democracies.

Some operations detailed in this book exclusively involved individual change, as when the KGB supported major-party candidates in Cold War–era U.S. elections, not to weaken American democracy, but to promote friendlier American governments. Other operations exclusively involved systemic change, as when Russia covertly spread propaganda in favor of the Leave campaign in the United Kingdom, in order to weaken British democracy. And certain operations involved both systemic and individual change, as when the CIA, in 2000, supported the opposition to Slobodan Milošević, a murderous tyrant, not just to establish a more conciliatory Serbian government, but also to strengthen Serbian democracy. “The guy was a war criminal,” President Bill Clinton told me, in explaining why he authorized the CIA to interfere in this election. “I didn’t consider Milošević to be a democracy candidate; I thought he was trying to get rid of democracy.”22 In this sense, covert electoral interference is a more tense policy option for Washington—which has purported to manipulate democracies in order to solidify those democracies—than for Moscow, which has manipulated democracies in order to tear them apart.

Third, Russian interference in the 2016 election marked a direct continuation of old ideas. Covert electoral interference has always taken two forms: changing ballots and changing minds. The former can range from falsifying vote counts and buying votes to blackmailing voters and hacking into voting systems; the latter, from influencing foreign media and disseminating propaganda to leaking salacious information and funding political campaigns. The purpose of Russia’s 2016 operation is not new, either: assisting a friendly candidate, undermining a threatening candidate, and sowing discord within a foreign democracy. Voters, once aware of a covert campaign to influence them, have always struggled to accept that they might have been played. And across history, as in 2016, the mere discovery of such an operation can divide a nation. From Britain’s 1924 election, to Chile’s 1964 election, to America’s 2016 election, this book recognizes and learns from these patterns.

Fourth, the digital age has irrevocably enhanced the weapon of covert electoral interference. The internet has enabled hostile actors to penetrate the ballot box in new and more accessible ways, as Barack Obama learned in 2016. It has also empowered interfering actors to target voters based on their personal profiles. A new battlefield has emerged in social media, where foreigners can suppress, turn out, and frighten voters while avoiding real-time detection and sidelining traditional news outlets. Today, the press has less influence over what information—and, importantly, disinformation—reaches citizens.23 “We’re no longer the filter we once were,” said Peter Baker, the chief White House correspondent for The New York Times.24 Platforms like Facebook and Twitter don’t just enhance modern interference operations; they enable them. “The truth is Facebook did fuck up [in 2016],” said Alex Stamos, then the company’s chief security officer, “but we fucked up in the context of a lot of [other] people making mistakes.”25

Newer democracies were once more vulnerable to covert electoral interference than their more established counterparts. The internet has leveled the playing field. All democracies are exposed. In this anarchic environment, Putin foments discord as an end in itself. Valery Gerasimov, a top Russian general, has commented that “the information space opens wide asymmetrical possibilities for reducing the fighting potential of the enemy.”26 Gerasimov and his colleagues have weaponized the digital sphere to strike at the heart of democracies: their elections.

The democratic model is not guaranteed to exist. It is a human creation maintained by human actors. Today, Moscow is working to corrupt democracies by assisting illiberal and divisive candidates of any political leaning. This campaign is unfolding not by land, sea, or air but across the internet.27 The first part of this book, spanning chapters 1 through 8, tracks the origins and evolution of covert electoral interference, from Vladimir Lenin’s creations, to the battles of the Cold War, to Putin’s modern strategy. The second part, spanning chapters 9 through 13, examines Russian interference in the 2016 election, illuminating President Obama’s struggle to defend America’s electoral sovereignty, as well as President Trump’s refusal to recognize this threat.

Central to this book is an idea: that the lessons of the past can and must be used to protect democracies in the present.


Part One

THE HIDDEN HISTORY


Chapter 1

ENTER LENIN

In 1952, Oleg Kalugin, then seventeen years old, graduated from a Soviet high school seeking meaning, adventure, and the chance to combat capitalism. So he joined the KGB, his state’s security and intelligence service. Kalugin spent the next six years training at spy facilities in Leningrad and Moscow, after which he moved to America. He was stationed in New York until 1964 and then, after a brief interlude, was transferred to Washington, D.C., where he worked through 1970, eventually as acting station chief. (As his cover story, Kalugin presented himself as an inquisitive foreign correspondent.) He then returned to Moscow, rising to become the chief of counterintelligence and, in 1974, the KGB’s youngest-ever general. His job was to penetrate the “intelligence and security organizations of the world,” he told me, “and, of course, number one was the United States.”1

One summer day in 2019, I spent four hours with Kalugin in Rockville, Maryland, about sixteen miles from the White House. His home is modest, nestled in a quiet neighborhood. Paintings and memorabilia line the walls. On display are a photograph with William Colby, a former CIA director, and a signed copy of a book by Michael Hayden, another former CIA director. Since Vladimir Putin came to power in Russia, Kalugin has criticized aspects of his regime. The feeling is mutual: In 2002, a Russian court tried Kalugin for treason and sentenced him in absentia to fifteen years in prison.2 If Kalugin lived in any other country, he coolly pointed out, Putin would have him killed.

Sitting in his living room, however, Kalugin had many stories to tell about covert electoral interference. The roots of such operations run deep, he explained—back to the very founding of the Soviet Union. To any leader in Moscow, foreign elections present opportunities to redirect nations. The democratic process of succession practically invites interference. “What we did all around the world,” Kalugin said, “was provide money and support to people who we thought would be friendly and would change the foreign and domestic policies of their countries.”3

The Soviet Union first targeted foreign elections a century ago. The historian Tony Judt argued that the Cold War began in Europe after World War I, when Vladimir Lenin consolidated control over the ruins of the Russian Empire and Communist Moscow first clashed with Western democracies.4 Lenin, who distrusted the United States, possessed a comparative advantage in the area of covert action: Unlike Moscow, an isolationist Washington had no peacetime foreign intelligence agency.5 As Americans looked inward, Lenin surveyed the globe. His grand ambition was for foreign Communists to seize power, shed their preexisting governments, and abolish their nations’ borders. Through covert electoral interference, he could help.

Secret funding is perhaps the oldest form of covert electoral interference. It enables political campaigns to better target, turn out, and manipulate the masses. In March 1919, Lenin laid the groundwork for such operations at a pivotal conference in Moscow. The summit attracted delegates from more than two dozen countries, who together established the Communist International (Comintern), a transnational organization charged with uniting the Communist Parties of the world—and fomenting revolution abroad. “Particularly for the majority of the western European countries, spreading of the soviet system is a most important task,” Lenin told his guests. “America is the country that is most ripe … for a real socialist revolution,” said Boris Reinstein, the only American citizen present.6 The attendees, despite their limited means, had set their sights on a historic end: toppling the international system.

“The purpose of the [Communist] International is shown to be to propagate revolution and communism throughout the world,” warned a front-page New York Times article in 1920. That year, as the Red Army marched westward, the Comintern’s Second Congress attracted over two hundred representatives from thirty-seven countries.7 Lenin seemed poised to change the world.

The Comintern’s mission was publicly known, but its finances were shrouded in mystery. We now know that its Department of International Communication covertly distributed directions, propaganda, and money to foreign Communist Parties. The Soviet government provided the funds. In return, Lenin expected obedience. “Any person taking money” from the Comintern, Lenin said, “is warned that he is obliged to implement absolutely scrupulously all instructions of the [Executive Committee of the Communist International].”8 Beginning in the spring of 1919, the Comintern financed various Communist groups, including in the United States, Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Germany, Italy, Yugoslavia, Austria, Poland, Holland, and Britain.9

But a global Communist revolution was not, in fact, imminent. The Comintern’s early operations coincided with an ongoing war between Polish and Soviet soldiers. In August 1920, the Red Army lost at Warsaw, preventing Lenin’s forces from advancing across Europe. The Treaty of Riga instead forced the Soviet Union to establish itself as a state with defined borders. Western democracies, meanwhile, had not abandoned their political model for Lenin’s. Now seeking to deter foreign interference in its affairs, Soviet intelligence spread disinformation exaggerating the strength of its military.10 With this deception campaign under way, Lenin died in January 1924, not knowing where his Communist experiment would lead.

Lenin’s successor, Joseph Stalin, initially forbade foreign Communist Parties to ally with social democrats. This strategy proved self-defeating. In parliamentary democracies, politicians often obtain power through coalition building. By insisting on ideological purity, Stalin inadvertently empowered his rivals by isolating his friends. In Germany’s July 1932 and March 1933 elections, for example, Adolf Hitler’s National Socialists succeeded at the ballot box in part because Germany’s Communist Party would not stand with the Social Democrats.11

After Hitler’s rise, the Comintern shifted its strategy: It began supporting electoral alliances against fascists. At its Seventh Congress in 1935, the Comintern endorsed so-called popular front coalitions of antifascist parties. Some successes followed. In Spain, the Communist Party, whose Comintern representative had written Moscow requesting its “promised sum … for the [1936] electoral campaign,” joined a Popular Front coalition, which prevailed at the polls in February of that year.12 In France, where the Comintern was funding as much as one fourth of the Communist Party’s budget, a Popular Front that included the Communist, Socialist, and Radical Parties also won in 1936. Outlawed Communist groups received covert assistance, too, as the Comintern smuggled funds into fascist Italy and Germany.13

Still, the Comintern struggled. None of its foreign Communist Parties, with the exception of China’s, had more than thirty thousand or so members.14 In the interwar period, the specter of Russian interference thus mattered more as an idea than as an actual mechanism for change. “The call of the Comintern,” writes the historian Odd Arne Westad, “was heard throughout a world that was tired of war and colonial oppression.” The Soviet Union was founded on the premise of catalyzing global revolution; the Comintern sought to execute this mission. As foreign governments searched for signs of its meddling, prudence gave way to paranoia. In the United States, the first Red Scare unfolded from 1919 to 1920.15 A few years later, a similar crisis enveloped the United Kingdom.

Four days before Britain’s 1924 election, the Daily Mail published a letter that Grigory Zinoviev, the head of the Comintern, had allegedly sent the British Communist Party (which the Comintern had been covertly funding for years).16 Taken at face value, the letter constituted direct interference in the affairs of another nation. It instructed Communist Party officials to “strain every nerve in the struggle for the ratification” of a treaty between the Soviet government and that of Ramsay MacDonald, the first-ever Labour Party prime minister, and to “stir up the masses of the British proletariat.” The Daily Mail ran the headline “Civil War Plot by Socialists’ Masters … and Mr. MacDonald Would Lend Russia Our Money!”17

When covert interference is uncovered, the beneficiary is put on the defensive, regardless of whether he solicited the help. Because Zinoviev favored Labour, the right swiftly labeled MacDonald an instrument of Moscow and linked his party with foreign influence. MacDonald was left to fight for his political life. “All I say is this: So far as I know, the letter might have originated anywhere,” he said two days before the election. “How can I, a simple-minded, honest person who puts two and two together, avoid the suspicion—I will not say the conclusion—that the whole thing is a political plot?”18

MacDonald was right: Historians now consider the Zinoviev letter a forgery. To this day, it is a mystery who wrote it. But none of this was clear in 1924, so when the Conservative Party won the election, Labour attributed its defeat to the Comintern’s apparent interference in British politics (although scholars like A. J. P. Taylor are certain that Labour would have lost anyway).19 Regardless of whether the letter swung the election, it certainly divided voters. MacDonald’s opponents had cast Labour as sympathetic to Moscow, and the party’s supporters felt unfairly attacked as such. The mere appearance of covert interference had polarized a nation. Almost a century later, the legacy of the letter lingers. “This document—which may never have existed in the form of an original letter and was almost certainly not written by Zinoviev—has haunted politics, especially Labour politics, in the United Kingdom ever since,” writes Gill Bennett, the former chief historian of the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office.20

Foreign democracies assumed the Comintern had powers that it did not. By overtly calling for world revolution, the organization had developed an outsized reputation. The Comintern could not catapult Communists into power globally, but it could sow discord within democracies. A single letter had thrown British politics into upheaval. The Comintern’s perceived influence, though, came at a cost: It isolated Moscow on the international stage. Elected leaders distrusted the Comintern and, therefore, Stalin.

As Hitler strengthened Germany, Moscow needed allies. The Comintern, however, had alienated democracies like the United Kingdom and the United States. Lenin’s creation had become Stalin’s liability. “It would therefore be in the interest of Russia itself to dissolve the Comintern and to prove, by scrupulous abstention from interference abroad, that it can be treated on an equal footing with those democratic powers whose ideals it professes to share,” urged Franz Borkenau, an Austrian political theorist, in 1939.21

Stalin chose a different path. That August, he entered into a nonaggression pact with Germany. The German Wehrmacht and the Soviet Red Army then invaded, divided, and annexed Poland. The United Kingdom and France responded by declaring war on Germany. World War II had begun, but the treaty that kicked it off did not last. In June 1941, Hitler betrayed Stalin and invaded the Soviet Union. Fascism once again became the enemy of Communism. Stalin, now allied with democracies, provided the Comintern with fewer and fewer resources “for rendering assistance to foreign parties.”22

Stalin finally abolished the Comintern in 1943, as a gesture of goodwill toward Washington. “The dissolution of the Communist International is proper,” Stalin told Reuters, “because … it exposes the lie of the Hitlerites to the effect that Moscow allegedly intends to intervene in the life of other nations.”23 There was, of course, no lie to expose. The Soviet Union had interfered in foreign elections and would continue to do so. The Comintern’s fatal flaw was not its covert activities but its public mission, which had disturbed Moscow’s wartime allies and made its existence untenable.

The outcome of World War II left Stalin with means of which Lenin had only dreamed. During the interwar period, the Soviet Union had controlled its own territory, and the Comintern had funded foreign Communist Parties, but those parties were, for the most part, unpopular, illegal, or both. Moscow’s ability to shape other countries was limited. The results of the war changed what was possible. Four great powers—Nazi Germany, the Empire of Japan, the United Kingdom, and France—were either destroyed or severely weakened, creating a power vacuum for the Soviet Union and the United States to fill.

As the Red Army marched toward Berlin, its forces occupied the countries of Eastern Europe, which became a testing ground for electoral interference. After the war, most of these states held elections, but Moscow manipulated them so intensively that they hardly qualified as competitive. Whereas the power of the Comintern was its reputation, the power of these postwar operations was their scope, scale, and ambition. In East Germany, the Soviets directed the campaign of the Socialist Unity Party (SED), a coalition of Communists and Social Democrats. “All of the SED’s decisions,” a Soviet official said at the time, “must be agreed upon by the leadership of the Soviet Military Administration.” Moscow bolstered the SED’s electoral prospects through a variety of tactics, such as enabling its leaders to print more than a million leaflets and posters. But in October 1946, the SED still underperformed relative to Moscow’s expectations, so more aggressive forms of interference—arrests, intimidation, and threats—followed. In December 1947, the Soviets forced the resignation of Jakob Kaiser, the head of the rival Christian Democrats. He then went into exile in West Berlin.24

A similar story unfolded elsewhere as a mix of covert and overt tactics determined the outcomes of supposedly free elections. In Poland, ahead of the January 1947 election, opposition leaders were arrested, Communist officials falsely alleged that a rival candidate had died, and soldiers monitored polling places as voting unfolded. The Soviet-supported “democratic bloc” achieved an overwhelming victory, in part because ballots were falsified in its favor.25 Meanwhile, in Hungary, Mátyás Rákosi, the Communist leader, used so-called salami tactics to slice off his opposition. In February 1947, Soviet soldiers arrested Béla Kovács, the secretary general of the popular Smallholders Party, whose colleagues then went into exile. For the election that summer, hundreds of thousands of voters were purged from the rolls; many thousands more were too intimidated to turn out. On Election Day, special brigades traveled from district to district, some riding in Soviet vehicles, visibly stuffing ballot boxes. The Communist Party triumphed and, as in Poland and East Germany, consolidated control.26 More than four decades would pass until these countries again held contested elections.

The brazenness of these electoral operations was extraordinary. The Red Army’s physical presence enabled their most aggressive components, such as Béla Kovács’s arrest. But other tactics, like manipulating voter rolls, altering vote counts, and disseminating propaganda, have since remained central to Moscow’s approach to covert electoral interference.

American policy makers worried that the Red Army would push farther, past Berlin and into Western Europe. Stalin did little to assuage such concerns. In October 1947, just four years after dissolving the Comintern, he established another international body with the express purpose of uniting foreign Communist Parties. The Communist Information Bureau (Cominform), as it was called, was scathing in its rhetoric. In one communiqué, the organization denounced Americans as “imperialist warmongers” working toward the “forcible establishment of Anglo-American world domination, the enslavement of foreign countries and peoples, the destruction of democracy and the unleashing of a new war.”27

In practice, the Cominform was more bark than bite. It rarely met, and it lacked the resources, mandate, or infrastructure to support foreign political parties. While Lenin’s Comintern had been outward facing, aiming to catalyze world revolution, Stalin’s Cominform faced inward; its purpose was to help solidify his sphere of influence across Eastern Europe.28 Moscow would henceforth use its main intelligence service, renamed the KGB, rather than an international institution to interfere in elections overseas.29

From America’s perspective, the fall of Eastern Europe prompted alarm. Stalin’s plans were unknown; seemingly nothing was off-limits. “The idea was to eventually advance the Soviet system across the world,” said Oleg Kalugin, the former KGB general.30 Having mostly sat on the sidelines after World War I, Washington had to decide whether, and how, to lead abroad after World War II.


Chapter 2

THE CIA IN ITALY

President Harry Truman’s administration responded to the Soviet threat with a strategy of containment: structuring its foreign policy around preventing the further spread of Communism.1 Some of the initiatives that followed were well-known, from massive aid programs to a sustained military presence in Western Europe. Others were meant to be hidden. In 1947, Truman authorized the newly formed Central Intelligence Agency to engage in covert action. The White House, like the Kremlin, finally had a peacetime intelligence service capable of deploying active measures abroad.2

From world war had emerged a global competition for influence; elections, more than anything, drew its dividing lines. As Moscow established Communist regimes across Eastern Europe, Washington charted a different course in Western Europe, where a set of democracies developed and soon prospered. The openness of America’s allies meant that any of their elections could become a contest between East and West.

The first of such battles took place in Italy, where, in 1948, a fight for security and ideological alignment unfolded in the country’s general election. Italy’s economy was struggling, and its Communist Party was surging.3 In Washington, the Truman administration hoped to preserve Italy’s centrist government. What followed was a novel idea: electoral interference executed, in part, by the CIA.

In early 1948, Huntington Smith, a New York Times correspondent, traveled to Gravina, a small town in southern Italy. He found a village in disarray. Residents had stable jobs only three months each year, during the olive harvest. Families lived in cramped, filthy quarters. Tuberculosis was common. Smith visited a bedroom in which ten people, including a baby, lived with a man dying of the disease; two shared his bed. “We are all Communists here,” one woman told Smith, gesturing to the deteriorating walls around her.4

These poor conditions were an aftereffect of World War II, when the Allied powers had occupied fascist Italy and forced its surrender. The fighting was over, but low incomes, inflation, and basic supply shortages still ravaged Italy. Working-class families spent more than 90 percent of their monthly paychecks on food alone.5 In villages like Gravina, widespread impoverishment empowered left-wing politicians.

By 1946, Italy had become a democracy, and its Communist Party, with some two million members, was the largest in Western Europe. In an election that year, the centrist Christian Democratic Party received 35 percent of the vote, compared with a combined 40 percent for the Communist Party (which received 19 percent) and the Socialist Party (which received 21 percent). Also in 1946, the Italian people voted to replace their monarchic system with that of a republic, further breaking with their political past.6 Ahead of the next election, in 1948, much of what made Italy vulnerable to foreign interference was the newness of its political institutions, as well as the polarized nature of its electorate.

The United States and the Soviet Union each had a horse in this race. The White House favored the Christian Democrats and their leader, Alcide De Gasperi, who, while visiting Washington in early 1947, had met with Truman and told reporters that Italy and America were “bound by so many ties of history and civilization.”7 Joseph Stalin, meanwhile, exerted influence over the Italian Communist Party, which did not hide its affinity for Moscow.8 One Communist campaign poster, for example, contrasted depictions of American imperialists and Soviet friendship.9

At first, De Gasperi led an antifascist coalition that included his Christian Democrats, the Communists, and the Socialists. But this arrangement proved dysfunctional. In May 1947, De Gasperi dissolved Italy’s governing coalition and established a new one that excluded the left. Chaos followed. Palmiro Togliatti, the Communist Party leader, called for an “intensification of agitation against the Government.” By the end of 1947, more than eleven hundred strikes had taken place across Italy. Responding to this instability, Truman successfully lobbied Congress for an emergency aid package, partially for Italy, which he signed into law in December.10

The Italian Communist Party, already formidable, announced at the start of 1948 that it would stand with the Socialist Party in the April election as a popular front, echoing the Comintern strategy of the mid-1930s.11 Togliatti aimed to take control of the government through coalition building. It seemed as if he might prevail. “It is not outside the bounds of possibility that the Communists and left-wing Socialists plus a few minor left-wing parties and groups may succeed in obtaining 51 percent or more of the votes at the next general election,” The New York Times reported. “It must be admitted that at present the Communists are riding high, wide and handsome.”12

From Italy, James Clement Dunn, the U.S. ambassador, cabled Secretary of State George Marshall, a war hero and five-star general, that the “present electoral situation justifies grave concern and calls for serious consideration.” The Front’s strategy, Dunn explained, was to corral specific constituencies—youth, veterans, labor, and farmworkers—and to inspire voters, especially women, to turn out.13 Dunn also believed the Soviets were covertly funding the Front’s campaign. He told Marshall the Communists had “unlimited funds” as a direct “result of Soviet support.”14 The CIA concurred. “The Communist Party of Italy was funded, in the first place, by black bags of money directly out of the Soviet compound in Rome,” F. Mark Wyatt, a CIA officer stationed in Italy in 1948, said decades later.15

For Washington, electoral interference seemed necessary precisely because the worst-case scenario—a Communist victory—seemed so plausible. In one classified memorandum, the CIA warned that the Communist Party was planning an “all-out” election effort involving “legal and semi-legal methods.”16 In another, the CIA elaborated upon the perceived stakes of the election. In the Cold War’s emerging battle of ideas, a Front victory would mark the “first instance in history of a communist accession to power by popular suffrage and legal procedure” (discounting, presumably, recent elections across Eastern Europe as illegitimate). Were the Front to win, the memorandum continued, civil war might ensue. Matters would only worsen once the Communists took office, because the Soviet Union would establish influence over Italy’s foreign policy, economy, and military bases, from which Moscow could then threaten shipping across the Mediterranean. Ultimately, the CIA portended, Italian democracy would collapse “by processes made familiar in Eastern Europe,” replaced by “a fully developed police state under open and exclusive Communist control.”17

The call to action was evident; the question was how the Truman administration would respond. On December 14, 1947, Major General Lawrence C. Jaynes and America’s other remaining soldiers in Italy—some 1,600 in all—completed their scheduled withdrawal from the country. The troops set sail from Livorno for Brooklyn, following a ceremony in which an American flag was lowered and replaced with an Italian one. General Mark W. Clark, formerly the U.S. commander in Italy, transmitted a farewell message that read, in part, “I decry, as do my countrymen, the evil influences at work both from outside and from within Italy to foist upon her yet another ‘ism’—communism.” As America’s forces departed, Truman issued a statement renewing his commitment to “the preservation of a free and independent Italy.”18

In his statement, Truman had said that if necessary he would “consider what measures” to take in Italy’s defense.19 Secret plans were, in fact, already in motion. The National Security Council (NSC), in its first-ever directive, dated November 14, 1947, had concluded that America “has security interests of primary importance in Italy” and that “measures … to safeguard those interests should be strengthened without delay,” including to “combat Communist propaganda in Italy by an effective US information program and by all other practicable means.”20 For this mission, U.S. officials recommended covert action. Dwight D. Eisenhower, then the army chief of staff, suggested that a list of possible Italian assets be assembled for future operations.21

But who would oversee them? Until this point, America had possessed no formal mechanism for covert action during peacetime. Italy inspired change. Initially, the State Department was to carry out covert operations, but Marshall refused the mandate. He believed such programs would be uncovered and thus undermine his department’s work elsewhere.22 Marshall, at least, understood the risks of manipulating a foreign election covertly while advocating liberal ideals publicly.

Truman next turned to the CIA. During World War II, the Psychological Warfare Branch of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) had spread propaganda across Italy. As the OSS’s ultimate successor, the CIA would now do the same. In December 1947, as America’s troops left Italy, the White House issued directive NSC 4-A, which authorized the CIA to “initiate and conduct … covert psychological operations” abroad.23 Truman also sanctioned secret shipments of arms to Italy.24 A generation later, the U.S. Congress would conclude that NSC 4-A “was the President’s first formal authorization for covert operations in the postwar period,” and that “it was used to undertake covert attempts to influence the outcome of the 1948 Italian national elections.”25

The starting point of CIA covert action would be electoral interference.

While the CIA manipulated Italy’s election in secret, the State Department did the same in the light. Overt interference inevitably provokes a backlash—because it is visible and attributable, the benefiting party can be portrayed as a foreign puppet—but Dunn, the ambassador, still felt that such action was worthwhile. In February, he told Marshall that the “full implementation of US policy is essential to an electoral decision by the Italian people for democratic as against totalitarian government.” Italians valued America’s economic support, Dunn explained, and wanted it to persist. “The issue of friendship with the US will in Italy play fully as great a role in the forthcoming elections as will the internal domestic situation,” he wrote. “Every action of the US will have a direct bearing on the outcome.”26 Marshall agreed, cabling that he “concur[s] US actions will have direct bearing on elections, and will take all feasible steps to evince firm US friendship toward Italy.”27

Much of Washington’s leverage came from the European Recovery Program, a massive economic program for Western Europe. Marshall had announced the policy, today known as the Marshall Plan, in June 1947. The Front’s leaders claimed that if they won, Italy could still take part in the initiative, even though the Soviet Union had declined to participate and ordered its Eastern European satellites to do the same. In early 1948, Dunn urged Marshall to rebut the Front’s claims publicly and loudly, and, in the process, turn the Marshall Plan into a tool of electoral interference.28

After receiving Dunn’s cables, Marshall declared in a March speech at the University of California, Berkeley, that a Communist-led Italy would not receive Marshall Plan aid. “If [the Italian people] choose to vote into power a Government in which the dominant political force would be a party whose hostility to this program has been frequently, publicly and emphatically proclaimed,” Marshall said, “this Government would have to conclude that Italy had removed itself from the benefits of the European Recovery Program.”29

Marshall’s message reverberated across Italy, reaching impoverished voters who believed a better future was contingent upon American assistance. “His language is crystal clear,” observed Italy’s Il Tempo newspaper, which reported that a Front victory would result in the “suspension of American aid with resulting economic catastrophe in Italy.” Italy’s left-leaning publications reacted scathingly. “Marshall’s language clearly shows how [the] US intends to use aid as electoral weapon of blackmail against [the] Italian people,” read the Communist-affiliated l’Unità paper. For the Christian Democrats, Marshall’s speech was a political gift. The Italian government worked with American officials to produce six million posters and, with the Vatican’s approval, ten million prayer cards about the benefits of American aid.30

Italian voters had a choice: America’s open hand or its closed fist. Back in Washington, other parts of the government raised the stakes still higher. In conjunction with Marshall’s announcement, the Department of Justice, citing a decades-old law, announced that it would not permit Italians who supported the Communist Party to enter the United States. “There sh[oul]d be no doubt left [in the] minds [of] Ital[ian]s that policy [in] this regard [is] unchanged,” Marshall wrote to the U.S. embassy in Italy. This rule had the potential to influence millions of voters; the State Department estimated that as many as fourteen million Italians wanted to move to the United States.31

With these sticks also came carrots. American aid continued to flood Italy. In February, Dunn urged Marshall to ensure that the United States kept providing Italy with wheat; otherwise, De Gasperi’s government would have to reduce bread rations. The following month, Truman signed an order transferring twenty-nine merchant ships to the Italian government. As more and more assistance arrived, Dunn, recognizing its psychological power, personally welcomed every hundredth delivery.32

This overt interference had costs, which Marshall recognized. In a cable to Dunn’s embassy, he emphasized the importance of “offset[ting] possible communist attacks against US ‘interference.’ ” De Gasperi often had to rebut accusations that he was a tool of the United States. On one occasion, he told Italian lawmakers that “there is nothing servile in accepting American aid,” which he described as a “free gift.” Directing his comments at Communist politicians, De Gasperi said, “You should explain this to the working masses. If, after giving them the facts, you should decide to do without American help, you should say so and assume full responsibility for your attitude.”33 Italy’s struggling economy offered De Gasperi much-needed cover.

But there were limits to what Washington could accomplish overtly. All of its tactics had a common weakness: None targeted voters personally, based on their individual views and biases. The State and Justice Departments, at least, lacked the means to engage in such behavior.

Italian Americans picked up the slack. Between 1876 and 1930, five million Italians had immigrated to the United States; many retained connections to their native country.34 As April approached, the sizable Italian American community became a weapon of electoral interference, participating in a project that at the time seemed spontaneous.

The public face of this effort was Generoso Pope, the owner of the largest Italian-language newspaper in the United States. Ahead of Italy’s April election, Pope executed a clever idea: to use his newspaper to influence Italian voters. He urged readers to mail anti-Communist letters back home, into the mailboxes of their friends and relatives. “I knew that the only way to beat the Communists was to have the people of Italy know the truth,” Pope said at the time. “I started the campaign, realizing that the people of Italy would believe the truth when it was told by a brother, or a friend, or a blood relation.”35

The idea spread quickly. Other non-state actors, from the Roman Catholic Church to more Italian-language newspapers, pressed their followers to take part in what became known as the “Letters to Italy” initiative. Victor Anfuso, a New York–based lawyer and OSS veteran, distributed 250,000 pre-written form letters for Italian Americans to sign and mail home. Anfuso’s letter read, in part, “We implore you not to throw our beautiful Italy into the arms of that cruel despot Communism.” Another form letter, distributed in New Jersey, warned, “If you should vote for the Communists or the Left-wing Socialists you will become the slaves of Russia.”36

As letters poured into Italy, American officials were euphoric. Even the typically pessimistic Dunn was uplifted. “Surge of letters and packages mainly to southern Italy from America definitely is harming Front vote prospects to extent that loud protests have been made,” he told Marshall on April 7. The State Department encouraged Italian Americans to keep writing letters, and just before the election the U.S. government expedited mail deliveries to Italy.37

In all, Italian Americans sent an estimated ten million messages to Italy. In one town in New York, more than 40 percent of Italian American residents took part in the campaign. John Ellis, a Republican politician who traveled to Italy in April, found that the letter writing was “heard all over” the country, in what can best be understood as a primitive form of micro-targeting. In 1948, loved ones could influence voters on a personal basis. The major cost of the initiative, as with Marshall’s speech, was that it was not a secret. Italy’s Communist leaders swiftly denounced the letter writing as foreign interference.38

The letter writers were not alone in influencing Italy’s politics. In an open statement, luminaries such as Eleanor Roosevelt and Henry Stimson expressed solidarity with Italians struggling against “the threat of oppression and slavery.” Famous Italian Americans like Frank Sinatra, Rocky Graziano, and Joe DiMaggio broadcast similar messages across Italy. (One Christian Democratic campaign poster read, “Even Hollywood stars are against Communism.”) And private American companies sent anti-Communist films to cinemas in Italy. Just before the election, an estimated five million Italians were watching them each week.39

Italians’ psyches were under assault from all angles as a result of American efforts to influence their opinions ahead of the election. In their mailboxes were letters begging them to vote against the Front; in their theaters were anti-Communist productions; on their radios were celebrities urging them to back De Gasperi; and in their newspapers was a clear warning: Voting Communist meant sacrificing Marshall Plan aid and the ability to enter the United States.

Events beyond Washington’s control shaped aspects of foreign interference in Italy’s election. The most important had unfolded in February 1948, when Communists staged a coup d’état in Czechoslovakia. The value of the Italian lira plummeted in reaction to fears that Italy’s Communist Party would similarly seize power. Christian Democrats used these concerns to highlight the stakes of the election. The party’s manifesto stated, in part, that the “recent tragic experiences” of Eastern European countries had elucidated the treachery of Communism and that Italians had to decide between “Bolshevik totalitarianism and sincerely democratic parties.”40

In the United States, the Czechoslovak coup assured the passage of the Marshall Plan. Truman urged a joint session of Congress to approve the plan, citing “the tragic death of the republic of Czechoslovakia” as well as the ongoing effort of a “Communist minority to take control” of Italy. Lawmakers voted in favor of the bill, and on April 3 Truman signed it into law at a high-profile ceremony, just fifteen days before Italy’s election.41

The Czechoslovak coup also alarmed the Roman Catholic Church, which, alongside the United States, had been influencing Italy’s election. Not only did the Vatican instruct its clergy to vote, but Church leaders also encouraged their followers, especially women and nuns, to turn out on Election Day in opposition to the Front.42 On March 10, Pope Pius XII issued a directive to priests. “In this grave moment,” he said, “it is your right and duty to draw the attention of the faithful to the extraordinary importance of the forthcoming elections.” All citizens who could vote, he stressed, must do so. “Anybody who abstains, especially because of laziness or cowardice, commits a grave sin—a mortal transgression.”43 The pope had “placed the whole weight and influence of the Catholic Church behind the Christian Democratic party,” The New York Times reported. On March 28, in his Easter address, the pope gave what the U.S. media described as “one of the most political speeches he has ever uttered.” Appearing in St. Peter’s Square, he told more than 150,000 worshippers that “the great hour of Christian conscience has struck.”44

The interests of Washington and the Vatican were aligned. Moscow saw only conspiracy. A leading Soviet newspaper reported that “the subversive activity of the Vatican is inspired in every way by American military authorities in Italy.” Knowing the Roman Catholic Church held immense influence in Italy, the Christian Democrats took advantage of its support. One of the party’s slogans was “God can see you in the secrecy of the election booth, but not Stalin.”45

The CIA, meanwhile, closely tracked this confluence of overt electoral interference. The agency recorded internally how the Vatican and the State Department were working against the Front. One CIA report said that “to assure the defeat of the Communists,” Dunn wanted America to send more supplies to Italy in support of De Gasperi’s government. Another explained that the State Department had recommended taking “every opportunity” to illustrate the “close support being given to the Italian people by the western powers.”46 When overt and covert mechanisms are deployed jointly, intelligence officers often study the former to enhance the latter.

Behind the scenes, CIA officers—with limited time, experience, and tradecraft—were interfering in the election covertly. By the end of 1947, the CIA had dispatched a special operations team to Italy. “We very hastily moved to support the Christian Democrats,” F. Mark Wyatt, who participated in this effort, said in retirement. In January 1948, Defense Secretary James Forrestal pushed Roscoe Hillenkoetter, the CIA director, to expand operations in Italy.47 The CIA’s methods had to be unattributable; otherwise, they would backfire. “The United States saw fit to conduct a covert operation in Italy,” Clark Clifford, then the White House counsel, later testified. “Had they done so openly, it not only would have been counterproductive, but I think it would have assured a Communist victory.”48

What the CIA did in Italy during those crucial months has long been kept secret. More than seven decades later, many files relating to the operation remain classified. Inside the CIA, however, the History Staff has full access to these documents. The head of this department is David Robarge, who became the CIA’s Chief Historian in 2005. Robarge spends much of his time writing classified histories based on classified sources. One summer morning in 2019, he met me at a coffee shop near Langley, Virginia, where we spent several hours discussing the CIA’s history of electoral interference, including and especially in Italy.

As our conversation progressed, it became clear that the CIA had been intimately involved with overt tactics that had appeared spontaneous. When asked about the makeup of the CIA’s operation, Robarge cited initiatives that ostensibly had nothing to do with the agency: “the letter-writing campaign from the U.S.” and “working with the church.” In March 1948, an NSC directive had said to “immediately initiate in this country … [a] letter-writing campaign by private citizens, regarding the political issues in Italy.”49 But still, wouldn’t the letter-writing initiative have happened without the CIA? “I can’t say whether anybody would have either come up with the idea or reinforced it the way we did,” Robarge responded, since the CIA was “facilitating it through American contacts, principally the church, but also the ethnic communities in New York and Boston and elsewhere.”50

The same went for the Roman Catholic Church’s propaganda campaign. The church opposed the Communist Party on its own initiative, Robarge said, but the CIA “piggybacked” on its efforts by “making them more expansive [and] more robust.” To Robarge, it was this synergy between the overt and the covert that made the CIA’s operation more effective than any funding from the Soviet Union. “Ours is much more tactically savvy because of the tradecraft,” he explained. “The Communists did not have a letter-writing campaign, the Communists did not work with the Catholic Church, etc., etc. You can just baldly see the differences.”

And then, of course, there was cash—lots of it. “We had bags of money that we delivered to selected politicians, to defray their political expenses, their campaign expenses, for posters, for pamphlets,” F. Mark Wyatt has said. With these funds, Christian Democrats and other anti-Front politicians could better reach and manipulate voters. “We bought that election,” Donald Gregg, who worked for the CIA from 1951 to 1982, told me. “It is a classic example of how really interfering in another country’s political system can pay off, if you’re convinced that it needs to be done, as we were.”51

Some historians have claimed that the CIA expended as much as $10 million interfering in Italy’s 1948 election (roughly $107 million in 2020 values), although no known source corroborates this figure. One report by the U.S. Congress in the mid-1970s pegged spending at just $1 million, far less. The truth, Robarge said, is in the middle. “It was several million,” he maintained. “It was a very high-priority operation and one that the U.S. was committed to seeing through.”52

Much of the propaganda that the CIA funded had a specific purpose: to frighten. “Mainly it was to scare the Italians into not voting for the Communists,” Robarge said, including by spreading disinformation. Some pieces of propaganda warned that the Communists would stage a coup d’état in Italy, as they had in Czechoslovakia. Others raised the specter of the Soviet military inside the country. “The point here was to get out the vote, in part by scaring people,” Robarge explained. “It was spending a lot of money, sending people to do the work to get people to vote: knock on doors, organize rallies to stir up pro-western voter centers, and scare people against the Communists.”53

In executing this operation, Wyatt claimed that the CIA worked directly with De Gasperi, the Italian prime minister. “Certainly, De Gasperi was witting and engaged with us,” Robarge confirmed. “He’s certainly aware the funding is coming in, he knows where it’s going, he’s approving its use and its distribution… . We haven’t recruited him, we don’t control him, but [there’s] a relationship.” The agency also collaborated with lower-ranking Christian Democratic officials. “You have an effective party with a ground structure, why not use it?” Robarge asked. The CIA relied on its party contacts, he explained, for “passing the money around, making sure it got into the right hands, letting us know about upcoming rallies, letting us know that they were in touch with certain media individuals, that kind of synchronization of activities.”54 The U.S. embassy was operating alongside the CIA. In the weeks preceding the vote, Dunn’s team functioned, by his own account, as a “political action committee” working to defeat the Front.55

The CIA focused on manipulating the psyches of Italian voters. Today, billions of people have uploaded their psyches onto the internet, exposing them to targeted manipulation. The platform is new, but the goal of shaping people’s views is not. For renowned diplomats like George Kennan, whose writings had provided a foundation for the strategy of containment, psychological tactics held immense promise.56 At a public lecture prior to Italy’s election, he said, “It would be a mistake to consider psychological measures as anything separate from the rest of diplomacy.”57

The CIA did have limits, though: Its officers focused on changing minds rather than changing actual ballots. The CIA has “hardly ever” altered votes directly, Robarge said, and the agency did not stuff ballot boxes or bribe election officials in Italy.58 With the CIA’s operational files still classified, some of the agency’s work has undoubtedly escaped the historical record. What is certain, though, is that the CIA enhanced overt tools, spread misleading and incendiary propaganda, and funneled millions of dollars into De Gasperi’s campaign.

But would it be enough? Because the CIA was influencing voters rather than altering votes, its work brought no guarantees. This uncertainty unnerved Kennan, who, during the Italian campaign, was serving as the State Department’s first-ever director of policy planning. On March 15, 1948, he sent Marshall, his boss, a top secret cable proposing even bolder action. “It would clearly be better that elections not take place at all than that Communists win in these circumstances,” he wrote. The message continued,

I question whether it would not be preferable for Italian Government to outlaw Communist Party and take strong action against it before elections. Communists would presumably reply with civil war… . This would admittedly result in much violence and probably a military division of Italy; but we are getting close to the deadline and I think it might well be preferable to a bloodless election victory, unopposed by ourselves, which would give the Communists the entire peninsula at one coup and send waves of panic to all surrounding areas.59

For Kennan, the question was how, not whether, to manipulate Italy’s democracy. His proposal—basically, to cancel the election—lacked the subtlety of electoral interference. His colleagues felt that such rash action would prove self-defeating. John Hickerson, a senior State Department official, scribbled onto Kennan’s memorandum the many reasons why he opposed this “drastic” and “unwise” recommendation. “Instead, U.S. Govt. should do everything it properly can to strengthen non-communist forces and parties,” Hickerson wrote, endorsing electoral interference anew.60 Kennan’s idea was a nonstarter, but it reflected Washington’s priority at the time: to defeat the Communists and maintain its influence over Italy, even if that meant violating the country’s electoral sovereignty.

Kennan’s letter points to a broader issue for interfering actors: the need for contingency planning. In any election that attracts foreign attention, the question lingers of what will come after the vote of interest. In this case, American officials feared that Italy’s Communists would claim in defeat that the race was “not free,” stage riots, and mount a coup d’état. Italians, too, braced for chaos. “There is no doubt that the Communists intend in the more or less distant future to plunge Italy into a frightful civil war,” the Tempo newspaper reported just before the election.61

There was also the possibility that the United States would stage a coup d’état if the Front prevailed. Kennan had already proposed canceling Italy’s election. In February, the left-wing l’Unità and Avanti! newspapers alleged that the Italian government intended to call off the contest. A CIA memorandum from March 1948 read that if the Front won, its “actual accession to power might be prevented by falsification of the returns or by force.” On Truman’s orders, the United States had been smuggling arms and supplies to the Italian military. “The
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