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1. INTRODUCTION 
This analysis traces the evolution of U.S. interventionist 
thinking during a critical period of the Cold War, from the 
early 1950s to the 1980s. The findings are drawn exclusively 
from two distinct types of declassified intelligence 
documents: a detailed historical account of a specific 
covert operation and a comparative strategic memorandum on 
post-insurgency policies. By juxtaposing these sources, we 
can map a significant strategic shift in U.S. foreign policy, 
from a focus on the mechanics of regime change to a more 
complex understanding of post-conflict stabilization: 

 Operation PBSUCCESS (1952-1954): This comprehensive 
CIA historical account, authored by Nicholas Cullather, 
provides a narrative of the covert operation to 
overthrow the government of Guatemala. It details the 
rationale, planning, execution, and perceived success 
of the 1954 coup d'état against President Jacobo Arbenz 
Guzmán, offering a granular view of a single, 
definitive intervention. 

 Intelligence Memorandum on Reintegration of 
Insurgents (1965): This CIA comparative analysis 
examines the post-insurgency strategies employed in 
Greece, the Philippines, Malaya, South Korea, and 
Indonesia. The memorandum moves beyond the initial 
conflict to focus on the long-term methods of 
pacification and reintegration, such as amnesty, 
rehabilitation, and resettlement programs, reflecting 
a broader strategic perspective forged by over a decade 
of Cold War experience. 

Many other documents are analysed related to covert and overt 
operations (Panama, Contra, Bolivia and so on) that were led 
by the U.S. during the Cold War era. 

2. COMMON THEMES IN COLD WAR 
INTERVENTIONS 

The documents reveal a consistent, albeit evolving, mindset, 
driven by a common set of perceived threats and employing a 
comprehensive toolkit of overt and covert actions. This 
section dissects the common drivers and methodologies 
present across the different case studies. 

The motivations behind U.S. actions, as described in the 
sources, were a potent combination of geopolitical fear and 
economic interest. In Guatemala, the perception of a 
burgeoning Communist threat was the primary justification 
for intervention. CIA analysts viewed the Arbenz government 



as "a potential threat to US security" and a "potential 
Soviet beachhead in the Western Hemisphere." This 
assessment was made despite acknowledging that the 
Guatemalan Party of Labour (PGT) had a relatively small 
membership, with total party numbers never exceeding 4,000 
in a nation of nearly three million. The disproportionate 
nature of the U.S. response to this numerically minor threat 
underscores the powerful role that economic interests and 
geopolitical anxieties played over a demonstrable Communist 
presence. 

This geopolitical concern was inextricably linked with U.S. 
economic interests, particularly those of the United Fruit 
Company. The company's significant conflict with the Arbenz 
government over land reform, codified in Decree 900, became 
a flashpoint. United Fruit’s powerful lobbying efforts in 
Washington, which portrayed attacks on the company as 
attacks on the United States itself, successfully merged 
corporate interests with national security concerns. As the 
company’s public relations director advised, this created a 
narrative where the two were interchangeable: 

Whenever you read ‘United Fruit’ in Communist propaganda... 
you may readily substitute ‘United States. 

This fusion of anti-Communist ideology and the defence of 
American commercial assets provided a powerful impetus for 
intervention, moving the discussion from why an operation 
was needed to how it should be executed. 

The "Status of PBSUCCESS" memorandum from October 1953 
illustrates the comprehensive, multi-layered approach to 
covert action. The operation was not a simple military plot 
but a sophisticated campaign integrating paramilitary, 
psychological, diplomatic, and economic warfare to achieve 
its objectives. 

 Paramilitary Action: 

o The core of the military plan involved arming and 
supplying the opposition force led by Carlos 
Castillo Armas (code-named RUFUS). An "initial 
shipment of approximately 15 tons of arms and 
ammunition" was prepared. 

o This effort was supported by a regional 
infrastructure, including the establishment of a 
"Nicaraguan training center" for RUFUS's forces 
and planned military assistance to Nicaragua, El 
Salvador, and Honduras to ensure their 
cooperation. 

 Psychological Warfare: 



o An extensive propaganda campaign was central to 
the operation. This included publishing the RUFUS-
controlled student bulletin CEUAGE, preparing a 
book titled "I Accuse," and producing hundreds of 
thousands of colored stickers and stamps 
emblazoned with the slogan "God, Country, 
Liberty." 

o The operation also involved the "Development of 
Intelligence Nets and Rumor Nets," the creation 
and dissemination of anti-Communist propaganda, 
and even planning for an "operation designed to 
ridicule the October National Fair" to undermine 
government morale. 

 Diplomatic and Economic Pressure: 

o The U.S. government adopted a "stronger, more 
critical attitude" toward Guatemala, publicly 
demonstrated by Assistant Secretary Cabot's 
critical speech in October 1953. 

o The plan incorporated "Economic Warfare" by 
tasking the Director of Security with obtaining 
background information on key Guatemalan business 
figures, leveraging economic intelligence to 
support operational goals. 

This detailed blueprint, focused on leadership decapitation 
and psychological shock, represents a tactical model for 
seizing control of a state apparatus. Its inherent 
limitations—namely, its failure to address the underlying 
political and social conditions—would necessitate the far 
broader, population-centric strategies for post-conflict 
management detailed a decade later. 

3. FROM COUP D’ÉTAT TO COUNTER-
INSURGENCY 

The very creation of a comparative memorandum like the 1965 
review of reintegration strategies signifies a profound 
shift in the Agency's understanding of conflict. It marks a 
departure from the "mission accomplished" mindset of the 
Guatemala era toward an institutional recognition that the 
period after a conflict's kinetic phase was often more 
critical to securing U.S. interests. While the CIA deemed 
PBSUCCESS a model, subsequent experiences forced a 
broadening of strategic perspective from the tactical 
overthrow of a single regime to the complex analysis of 
managing the socio-political aftermath of insurgency. 



The PBSUCCESS operation was characterized as an "intensive 
paramilitary and psychological campaign to replace a 
popular, elected government with a political nonentity." 
Its apparent success was seen as a major victory, leading 
senior intelligence officials to view it as a template. The 
foreword to the CIA's internal history of the operation 
notes: 

...the apparent triumph in Guatemala... made PBSUCCESS a 
sound model for future operations. 

However, the same historical account, written with the 
benefit of hindsight, highlights the profound dangers of 
this thinking. The foreword critically observes why this 
very model "later failed so disastrously as a guide for an 
ambitious attempt to overthrow Fidel Castro at the Bay of 
Pigs in 1961," underscoring the critical flaw of applying 
lessons from one operation to "new and different 
circumstances." This self-critique from within the CIA 
reveals a core lesson of the era: the danger of 'template 
thinking' in covert operations and the failure to appreciate 
that each intervention possesses a unique political and 
social context. 

4. FOCUS ON REINTEGRATION AND 
PACIFICATION 

By 1965, the strategic focus evident in the Intelligence 
Memorandum on the reintegration of insurgents had shifted 
dramatically. This document moves beyond the mechanics of 
overthrow to address the long-term challenge of stabilizing 
a nation after an insurgency has been suppressed. It 
analyses a wide variety of approaches, demonstrating a new 
appreciation for the diverse political and social factors 
that shape post-conflict environments. 

Country/Region Reintegration Strategy 

South Korea Policy of "total extermination" with no 
effort to capture or rehabilitate 
guerrillas. 

Indonesia Successful amnesty program; "sympathetic 
propaganda," promising reinstatement to 
dissident officers and troops. Rebels were 
seen as "returning to the fold of the 
Revolution." 

The 
Philippines 

Major rehabilitation programs under 
Magsaysay, including the Economic 



Development Corps to resettle Huks and 
their families. Addressed root causes 
through land redistribution and rural 
development. 

Greece A combined policy of "gradual repatriation 
and rehabilitation" with a "strict 
prohibition on Communist activities." 
Included propaganda and pressure on left-
wing elements. 

Malaya Focused on the entire Chinese community. 
Resettled rural Chinese into controlled 
"new villages" for surveillance and 
protection. Utilised indoctrination camps 
and extensive psychological warfare. 

The comparative analysis reveals a crucial evolution. The 
strategy employed in the Philippines, for example, stands 
as a direct counterpoint to the conditions that 
precipitated the Guatemalan coup. Where the Arbenz 
government’s Decree 900 and its conflict with the United 
Fruit Company provided the U.S. with a pretext for 
intervention, the Magsaysay government’s programmes for land 
redistribution and rural development were embraced as tools 
to eliminate the root causes of the Huk insurgency. This 
represents a powerful strategic lesson: socio-economic 
grievances could no longer be merely exploited for tactical 
gain; they had to be resolved to achieve lasting stability. 
This shift from a singular focus on eliminating a threat 
to a more complex understanding of winning the peace is 
the central theme of this strategic evolution. 

 

4.1 Wrap up 

The U.S. CIA has shifted its focus from changing a 
regime to securing the change. It has evolved 
differently in its near abroad (Western Hemisphere) 
where it prefers direct intervention and 
involvement. Overt operations are key. The build-up 
of armies nourished by opposition members and exiled 
population are dismissed. 

However, in far abroad areas it prefers prompting 
local insurgencies in order to promote change. Covert 
actions are key here, as well as local support. 



5. CONCLUSIONS 
The decade separating the Guatemala coup from the 1965 
strategic review reveals a significant evolution in U.S. 
interventionist thinking. The direct, multi-pronged covert 
action model of PBSUCCESS in 1954 was a tactical playbook 
for swift regime change, combining paramilitary force with 
psychological and economic warfare to achieve a singular, 
decisive outcome. By contrast, the 1965 memorandum on 
insurgent reintegration demonstrates a far more mature and 
nuanced strategic perspective, concerned not with the coup 
itself but with the long, arduous process of building 
stability in its wake. 

This evolution reflects a growing recognition within the 
U.S. intelligence community that military or paramilitary 
victory was insufficient for achieving long-term strategic 
goals. The focus expanded to include the tools of "softer" 
power and socio-economic statecraft—such as the land reform 
programs in the Philippines, amnesty in Indonesia, and 
population control in Malaya—to achieve lasting stability 
and prevent the resurgence of insurgency. This demonstrates 
a clear learning curve, moving from the singular, often 
simplistic goal of removing a hostile government to the far 
more complex and enduring task of shaping the post-conflict 
environment to secure American interests. 

Although lessons were written, the Iraq and Afghanistan 
operations were not aligned with the lessons learnt. Both 
were overt operations carried out in the far abroad. 
Uncharted waters. And both could be depicted as failures. 

In the most recent cases like Venezuela and Iran, we can 
better understand how differently the U.S. has acted upon 
relatively favourable situations. 

Venezuela is the near abroad. Trump deployed an important 
military force in the Caribbean. The U.S. warned every 
move in advance. It held conversations with the 
dictatorial regime to prompt it to peacefully leave. The 
U.S. told the adversary’s allies (Russia mainly) to test 
the waters of their likely reaction. Trump administration 
also contemplated the opposition capability to control the 
country if no local military support was expected. 

The U.S. government concluded that Venezuela was going to 
be more stable if a transitional government took over 
Maduro. While military support in favour of the opposition 
seemed unlikely, a negotiated transition with members of 
the Maduro regime at the helm seemed the most likely option 
to be successful. So, it was. 



In Iran, Trump faced a different situation. It was the far 
abroad. Opposition was inexistent. He could only refer to 
the Crown Prince with an unclear internal support, but he 
was the only chance. 

Local military support is definitely in favour of the 
regime, underpinning its survival which, in the end, is 
the survival of the military elite itself. 

So, it seemed appropriate to leave the change of the regime 
in the hands of the protesters as it was unclear that a 
limited military support would be sufficient to overturn 
the government. In addition to it, there was no strong 
replacement to lead the transitional period if the regime 
was toppled. 

It is also very likely that Russia and China had sent 
messages of disapproval if a direct intervention occurred. 
Russia is very dependent on Iran for keeping its sanctions-
evading system running and Iran is providing Russia with 
important services such as the maintenance of the air 
fleet. 

So, explicit support was dropped. 

If conditions change in Iran, the U.S. is likely to take 
action. But internal situation must develop so that IRGC, 
Basij militia and MOIS forces are weakened and show cracks 
from within. 
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