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ertrand Russell, like several
other eminent philosophers,
lent his name to the Consress

for Cultural Freedom, an internation-
al organization of liberal intellectuals
opposed to Soviet totalitarianism. But
Lord Russell also was under the
impression that freedom was in a bad
way in the United States. Indeed, he
stated in 1956 that America had come
to resemble "other police states such
as Nazi Germany and Stalin's Russia."
He made that feverish comparison in
a published letter expressing his out-
rage at the continued incarceration of
Morton Sobell who, five years earlier,
had been sentenced to thirty years in
prison after having been found guilty
of conspiring with Julius and Ethel
Rosenberg to steal nuclear secrets and
transmit them to the Soviet Union. The
octogenarian British lord was sure that
Sobell was an innocent victim of
American injustice.

To the American Committee for
Cultural Freedom, an independent af-
filiate of the Congress for Cultural
Freedom, however, it seemed that the
outrageous injustice was being com-
mitted by the Congress's honorary
chairman himself. In a published letter
to Russell, the committee's executive
board strongly objected to his "extra-
ordinary lapse from standards of ob-
jectivity and justice" and denounced his
attack on American justice as "a ma-
jor disservice to the cause of freedom
and democracy...and a major service
to the enemies we had supposed you
had engaged in combat." This prompted
Russell to indicate that he intended to
resign his position with the Congress.

It was then, as Peter Coleman re-
lates in his wise and scrupulous histo-

ry of the Congress, the tum of Michael
Josselson, the Congress's executive
director, to be angry-not with Russell
but with the American committee.
Although Josselson privately charac-
terized Russell as "an old fool." he

thought that the philosopher's resigna-
tion from the Congress would be a coup
for the Communists. To avoid that, he
instructed Sidney Hook of the Ameri-
can committee, it would be necessary
for the Congress's executive commit-
tee in Paris to rebuke its American
affifiate. "You don't seem to realize,"
Josselson told Hook, "what Russell's
name on our masthead has meant to
our intemational reputation, nor how
very severely the loss of his name will
affect the Congress and our friends who
work for the Congress in non-commit-
ted areas where his name has helped
offset some of the initial reluctance of
people to associate with us...."

Thus did the nefarious Central In-
telligence Agency, in the person of
Michael Josselson, seek to corrupt such
staunchly independent intellectuals as
Sidney Hook and Diana Trilling. The
effort, of course, was yet another CIA
failure. The "obnoxious" Americans (as
Hook later described the attitude in Par-
is toward him and the others on the
American committee) were not at all
persuaded that the use of Russell's name
was really vital to the Congress's la-
bors in freedom's behalf. "Surely," Mrs.
Trilling pointed out, "those who are
won to the support of the Congress
by Russell's present-day (anti-America)
opinions and activities may turn out
to be very uncertain friends of what
Congress stands for tomorrow." She and
the American committee refused to
bend to the Congress's will and modify
their criticism of Russell's crackpot
statements.

In the end, the Congress lost both
Russell's name and the American
committee's active services. If the latter
loss was undoubtedly a source of re-
lief to Josselson and his colleagues, it
still could hardly be construed as a
triumph for their larger cause.

Yet it was not for its efforts to get
certain liberal intellectuals to turn down
the flames of their anti-Communist con-

victions and speak less than the full
truth in response to falsehood, that the
ClA-funded Congress was to be ve-
hemently condemned in the late 1960s.
It was rather its putative comrption of
liberal intellectuals who misht other-
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wise have been heroically throwing
themselves into the path of America's
war machine. That such comrption
evidently did not take place, that the
editors and writers for the Congress's
chief magazine, Encounter, for in-
stance, were as free as the editors and
writers for any such magazine would
ordinarily be, was of little consequence
to the radical critics. It rvas the superfi-
cial appearance that mattered.

"Whatever the intellectuals may have
thought of the relationship," radical
Christopher Lasch wrote contemptu-
ously in the Nation in 1961, "the CIA
regarded them exactly as the Commun-
ist party regarded its fronts in the '30s

and '40s-as instruments of its own
purpose." Such a shocking violation of
Kant's categorical imperative may well
have taken place. And there is no doubt
that there was deception about the
funding. But there, I think, the similar-
ity ends. The CIA did not lead the
intellectuals involved astray. "I never
heard of anyone, not a single person,
who did anything in connection with
the undertakings of the Congress for
Cultural Freedom [that] wasn't entire-
ly consonant with his beliefs," Mrs.
Trilling has reported.

Not that the intellectuals involved
were completely in the dark about the
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funding. Hook wrote later that he had
"had no doubt that the CIA was mak-
ing some contribution to the financ-
ing of the Congress, but I was never
privy to the amount or to the mech-
anism of its operation. Everyone in-
volved in the activities of the Congress
had heard the rumors of covert CIA
support. If anyone had deep moral scru-
ples about it, he should have dropped
out. If he did not, he did not want
to know."

Dwight Macdonald, for instance,
who served as an associate editor of
Encounter for a year (1956-57), had
heard the rumors. When he took the
job, some of his radical friends warned
him that the foundations behind the
Congress were probably fronts for the
U.S. govemment. But as he later wrote,
he had "pooh-poohed their warnings
because they were based on nothing
more substantial than the fact that the
Congress was openly anti-Commu-
nist-as, for that matter, was and am
I." Macdonald said he would have had
no moral objections to working or writ-
ing for Encounter if it had been openly
financed by the CIA, but he wasn't
pleased to leam that he had unwitting-
ly been "a part-time CIA operative. Or
perhaps stooge would be more accu-
rate." Still, to apply Hook's logic, if
Macdonald regarded being in the co-
vert employ of the CIA as morally so
terrible, shouldn't he have quit when
he apprehended that that was at least
a possibility? One suspects that at the
time he did not really think it was so
terrible.

How the Congress looked at any
given time depended very much on how
the world looked then. When, in an
April 1966 article about the CIA, the
New York Times divulged in the nineti-
eth and ninety-first paragraphs that the
agency had supported the Congress
and, indirectly, Encounter, the reaction
in the West (if not everywhere else)
was relatively calm. A year later, how-
ever, when the leftist magazine Ram-
parts went on the attack, the reaction
was much greater. "What had changed,"
writes Coleman, "was public (and the
intellectuals') opinion on the Vietnam
War. Early in 1966 there had still been
little public opposition to the war, but
by 1967 the opposition to it (and to
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the CIA's role in it) was mounting,
including among writers once associ-
ated with the Congress, such as Dwight
Macdonald and Mary McCarthy." And
those disillusioned by America's ex-
panded involvement in Vietnam did not
include only former associates of the
Congress: Josselson himself then re-
garded "our deepening military in-
volvement in Vietnam (as) the most
regrettable diplomatic, political, and
moral failure in our national history."

Josselson's Congress for Cultural
Freedom was hardly what its leftist
critics made it out to be. In later years,
Mrs. Trilling found "ironic amusement
in the fact that among anti-anti-Com-
munists this same Congress for Cultur-
al Freedom, which in many of its prac-
tices though not in basic principle was
often even to the left of usual liberal
opinion, should have become so stir-
ring a symbol of illiberalism!"

The Congress had looked very
different when it was first founded in
1950. The Cold War was then at its
height and the possibility that France
and Italy might succumb to commun-
ism was no mere figment of the U.S.
government's imagination. "The fear of
Communist power in the l0 or 15 years
after the Second World War was real,"
socialist Irving Howe has recalled. "It
was a warranted fear....Wherever Stal-
inism conquered, freedom vanished. It
was necessary, therefore...to support the
Marshall Plan as a strategy for rebuild-
ing the Westem European economy;
to help, if possible, the liberal anti-
Communist forces in Italy and France;
and to acquiesce, though somewhat
nervously, in the Westem military
response to the Berlin crisis."

In that context, the creation of an
international organization of intellec-
tuals of the democratic anti-Commun-
ist Left to counter the propaganda of
the Communists and their fellow-
travelers seemed wholly justified, aud,
indeed, long overdue. For years, Cole-
man notes, "liberal opinion had excused
the continuing expansion of Soviet to-
talitarianism and justified its relentless
suppression of democratic possibilities
in Central and Eastem Europe as either
necessary for Soviet security against
Western imperialism or in any case a
progressive alternative to the restora-

tion of reactionary powers." But now,
as Arthur Koestler exultantly cried out
to a throng in Berlin on 28 June 1950,
the final day of the intemational con-
ference that gave birth to the perma-
nent Congress: "Friends, freedom has
seized the Offensive!"

Although the strategy that the
Congress before long adopted was less
militant than Koestler wanted, it still
was entirely serious: to build, in
Coleman's words, "a kind of 'united

front' with the democratic elements of
the European Left and gradually win
it over to the Atlanticist cause." In the
succeeding years, the Congress brought
into existence a family of distinguished
magazines (including the Australian
quarterly Quadrant, of which Coleman
is now editor), held intemational sem-
inars, arranged intemational protests
against the oppression of intellectuals
in the Soviet bloc and elsewhere, or-
ganized festivals and helped refugee
writers. Above all, Coleman writes, the
Congress in those years "helped to
shatter the illusions of the Stalinist fel-
low travelers. It did not have the im-
pact of Nikita S. Khrushchev's 'secret

speech' [denouncing Stalin's crimes]
and the Soviet suppression of [the
revolution inl Hungary in 1956 (or of
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn later), but it
prepared the ground. The Congress was
a success; in Raymond Aron's blunt
summary, it carried out its task."

Having done that, the Congress
moved on to more complicated tasks.
In the late 1950s and early 60s the
Congress sought, with less success, to
create a worldwide community of lib-
eral intellectuals. "In a time of 'peace-

ful coexistence,' Italian polycentrism,
Polish revisionism, a continuing Soviet
'thaw,' and a Sino-Soviet split," Cole-
man writes, "the Congress somewhat
moderated its public anti-Communism,
cultivated 'cultural contacts,' and tried
to encourage'liberalization' behind the
Iron Curtain. It had its greatest success
in Polarrd and Hungary. In the Third
World, its program of seminars. mag-
azines, and books helped keep liber-
alism alive in Sukamo's Indonesia and
enjoyed a modest, brief success in
Africa, as well as a limited success in
Latin America."

Then came the period of retreat, as



the 1960s continued and the Congress
(or its Secretariat), as Coleman relates,
had to operate "under the shadow of
the now inevitable exposure of its
funding by the CIA in a new age when
the CIA and all of its works (especial-
ly in Vietnam) were being presented
as expressions of evil." Finally, there
was the "scandal" and the dissolution
of the Congress. (An Intemational As-
sociation for Cultural Freedom took its
place, but could not really be as ef-
t'ective.)

Perhaps the judgment expressed at
the time by George Kennan was the
best: the Congress, he wrote, was "an
institution of great value...The flap
about CIA money was quite unwar-
ranted, and caused far more anguish
than it should have been permined to
cause. I never felt the slightest pangs
of conscience about it. from the stand-
point of the organization. This country
has no ministry of culture, and CIA
was obliged to do what it could to try
to flll the gap. It should be praised
fbr having done so, and not criticized.
It is unfair that it should be so bit-
terly condemned fbr its failures, and
should then go unpraised when it does
something constructive and sensible.
And the [Congress] would itself have
been remiss if i t had failed to take mon-
ey which came to it from good intent
and wholly without strings or condi-
tions."

Although it was anti-Communist, the
Congress fbr Cultural Freedom was al- I burden was a heavy one. In his last
so of the political Lefi. As a result, report as executive director, Josselson
it was unable in the beginning to find wrote: "Although the Congress fbr
adequate funds from sources outside Cultural Freedom has worked in entire
the CIA. The arrangement with the CIA independence from the CIA, the con-
had to be kept secret, Coleman notes, dition of secrecy imposed upon me has
"since otherwise European intellectu- been a grievous one to bear, since it
als would refuse to cooperate with the placed me in the position of having
Congress." The political mistake that to deceive the people I most respect-
was made was in unnecessarily pro- ed, admired and liked, and who gave
longing the arrangement beyond the me their trust wholeheartedly."
early years. Although, in the circumstances

It was Michael Josselson who bore, morally justified, the deception ulti-
in Raymond Aron's words, "the dou- mately had its price. In 1978, the
ble responsibil i ty fbr the success of the organization he had built no longer in
Congress and for the original l ie." The existence, Michael Josselson-an Es-
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tonian-born American intellectual who,
Louis J. Halle said, had "l ived a unique-
ly useful l i f 'e, l ike that of no one else
I have ever known"--died in Gene-
va, an embittered man. Although there
were many deeply felt tributes fiom
such people as Halle, Kennan, Hook
and Ignazio Silone, the larger world,
generally unaware of what Josselson
and the Congress for Cultural Freedom
had accomplished, took l itt le notice of
his passing. I
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