	Is covert action acceptable as an instrument of foreign policy?  During the Cold War, the United States and the Soviet Union both used various forms of covert action in order to execute the campaigns of the Cold War.  Yet the Soviet Union now lays in ruins, and the United States stands as the sole global superpower.  This American hegemony has brought with it global responsibilities, but the loss of the enemy because of which the United States and the "Free World" had rallied together made it very difficult to justify American actions abroad.  Working in multilateral frameworks had domestic political ramifications, and unilateral action brought down international condemnation.  The result?  Somalia.  Rwanda.  In the post-Cold War era, the United States has not had the most success in its attempts to maintain international peace and security.  International organizations are weak, alliances lack a common threat around which to bind, and unilateral action is condemned by both Americans and those abroad.  There are other options to explore, however.  One is covert action.  While this may call to mind the heady days of the 1950s when the Central Intelligence Agency was seen as running its own government, the world has changed, as has the structure of the intelligence community.  It is possible, albeit difficult at times, to execute covert actions given the current framework of intelligence oversight and the political constraints on executive action.  Covert action in and of itself may be distasteful to the international community at large, but its byproducts may not be.  Covert action requires prudence and thoughts of what the future ramifications of policy would be.  However, this does not rule it out as an instrument of foreign policy.  If covert action can be feasible, applicable to a given scenario, acceptable to domestic constituencies and deniable to international ones, it can be used as an instrument of national policy, although there ramifications that must be considered.





	Some forms of covert action are more "acceptable" than others.  Yet it is important to recall that there are many forms of covert action.  While covert action is not the gathering of intelligence, it spans a wide range from influencing elections to paramilitary action, and should not be seen as but one option.  By definition, covert action is not entirely secret.  In this way it also differs from the clandestine collection of information, which at its best should be entirely unknown.  Covert action's effects will be felt at some point.  However, while it may not be unknown, it must be untraceable in some ways.  Covert action is best applied as an instrument of national policy when it is unnecessary for the world to know what the United States is doing.  Are there cases when this can be useful?  Yes.  For example, declaration of the discovery of nuclear weapons in Iran could be seen as destabilizing for the Middle East.  By its definition of security, Israel could be impelled to attack, leading to general war or worse.  On the other hand, an overt military action could set off an uncontrollable conflagration.  Covert action, such as disabling the nuclear weapons (if this is possible) has the benefit of eliminating the threat without the escalatory ramifications, especially when the action is untraceable.  Yet the above example proves that there can be  workable forms of covert action, arenas within which covert action, if feasible, acceptable, applicable and deniable, would serve US national security interests.


	A look at some historical examples of "successful" covert actions during the Cold War shows that in some ways, they were just that -- unsuccessful, especially when examined through the rigorous lens of modern oversight.  Because of the "supreme emergency" of the Cold War, long term consequences were shunted aside as the focus remained on the overall struggle against the Soviet Union.  In Iran and Guatemala in the 1950s, and Afghanistan throughout the 1980s, this would prove to be problematic.





IRAN


	The covert action undertaken by the Central Intelligence Agency in Iran due to the nationalization policies of Muhammad Mossadegh were a clear demonstration of covert action apart from the popular conception of paramilitary activity.  Its success also led to its use as a model for future covert actions.  However, there were unique circumstances which allowed the Iranian case to be successful, and even its success can be called into doubt.


	When Iranian premier Mossadegh nationalized the property of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, the United States was in the throes of the Cold War.  In addition, Britain had been in the midst of withdrawing its primacy in the Middle East, as the United States stepped in.  Kermit Roosevelt executed a covert political action in Iran which led to the destabilization of the regime, and the overthrow of Mossadegh.  The Shah was placed back on the throne, more indebted than ever to the United States and the West, and solidified his position as an American ally for another twenty-five years.


	The Iranian covert action was successful because of the particular circumstances.  While Mossadegh had a great deal of personal appeal, he sowed the seeds of his own destruction by allying with the Tudeh, the Iranian communist party.  Before 1953, Mossadegh had been an independent liberal nationalist, yet the alliance with the Tudeh shifted the Iranian crisis into the framework of the Cold War, justifying a covert action.  However, this was a tactical error particular to Iran, given the relative weakness of the Tudeh in the country and the importance of Islam as a unifying factor.  The CIA was able to exploit religion in order to bring Mossadegh down, by sending agents into mosques disguised as Mossadegh supporters in order to scare the religious elements of the populace into action against the prime minister.  Also, Mossadegh lacked a popular legitimacy lost by his own decision to ally with the Tudeh, a move which was brought on entirely independently of American action.  The downfall of Mossadegh was not simply a case of covert action -- economic pressure played a significant role (Painter 13) as well as Mossadegh's rejection of a role for the monarchy or the military in political decision making.


	The aftereffects of the Mossadegh downfall were essential as well.  Because of the US role in the coup, the Shah became dependent on American goodwill.  In the short run, this was ideal because it guaranteed a steady supply of oil as well as a strategic partner in the Middle East. (Painter 1)  However, in the long run, it destroyed any domestic legitimacy which might have been held by the Shah in the past, having needed Western "imperialists" to return him to power.  The populist elements within the Islamic revolution of 1978 were able to exploit this, as well as the later linkages which developed between Iran and the West throughout the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s.  From a counterfactual standpoint, Mossadegh's nationalization of AIOC was detrimental to the British, and could have played a problematic role in the rebuilding of the global economy.  However, had the United States been able to reach out to the liberal nationalists, the Islamic Revolution could have been avoided.  A stricter analysis of the domestic factors in 1953, rather than a strict reliance on the Cold War framework, could have provided this result.


	The problem with the Mossadegh intervention was that it was analyzed from a Cold War standpoint, when the conflict was not in fact a Cold War conflict.  The Soviet Union had nothing to do with the rise of Mossadegh, and while they did not object to any problems to be faced by the West during this time period, the Iranian communist party lacked any real legitimacy among the populace.  Until 1953, this was strictly a nationalist action - anti-Western, perhaps, but nationalist rather than Communist.  Mossadegh was supported by wealthy landlords rather than the "proletariat" and, according to T.E. Vadney, "was not interested in radical reform." (Vadney 213)  The analysis of this conflict as a Cold War conflict is problematic, therefore.  Even the alliance with the Tudeh party was seen from the standpoint of monolithic global Communism, when in fact the Tudeh had little to do with the Soviet Union.  The Iran crisis of 1947-48 demonstrated the lack of support for the Soviet Union among nationalists in Iran.  However, the United States viewed Iran through its Cold War blinders.





GUATEMALA


	American intervention in Guatemala in 1954 was tied in with the Iranian intervention of 1953 as proof that covert action could be successful during the Cold War as an instrument of national policy.  Yet like the Mossadegh case, the Guatemalan case was indigenous rather than a reaction to the Cold War, and the shortsighted reaction of the Eisenhower administration and the CIA led to a great deal of long-term problems which could have been avoided in theory.


	The 1954 covert action was triggered by a nationalization crisis, similar to that in Iran.  The difference was that in Guatemala, the resource was far less critical to the strength of the global economy, but the company was a powerful American firm, United Fruit.  While the Iranian intervention can be justified from the perspective of maintaining Western control of strategic resources, the Guatemalan case was more of domestic politics and the anti-Communist framework in the United States.  The legacy of McCarthyism by 1954 was to vilify anything in the world that could be perceived in the United States as "Communist." (Vadney 278)  Therefore, when Guatemalan President Arbenz allowed Communists political freedoms and nationalized the land of the United Fruit Company, the US felt compelled to take action.  While an overt military strike was out of the question, covert CIA support for Castillo Armas, a military officer opposed to Arbenz, led to a coup in 1954 where Armas swept into power and returned to United Fruit all of its previous privileges.


	From a short-term perspective, the 1954 coup was quite successful.  It returned to the United States that which had been sought - economic hegemony through United Fruit.  In addition, it appealed to domestic political pressures by denying the penetration of "international Communism" into the Western Hemisphere.  And it proved to the Eisenhower Administration that covert action could be an acceptable form of national policy.  However, as in the Iran case, the specific situation in Guatemala allowed the coup to succeed as it did.  First, the Soviet Union had no vested interests in Guatemala, akin to the situation in Iran. (Vadney 277)  The United States was facing a far weaker foe than it would have had it conducted a covert operation against a state fully supported by the Soviet Union -- the Bay of Pigs invasion comes to mind.  Also, the Guatemalan operation "PBSUCCESS" worked because of errors on Arbenz' part, not necessarily because of US actions.  Arbenz made the fatal error of turning to the Communist world for aid when plans of the Castillo Armas army were made known to him through a Panamanian double agent.  Going to the Soviet bloc and asking for arms gave the United States the political and popular justification to condemn Arbenz, then, discreetly, support the coup.


	Similar to the Mossadegh covert action, there were long-term negative reactions to the Guatemalan coup.  Anti-American sentiments in Latin America exploded, to the point that when then-Vice President Richard Nixon visited Caracas, he was met by riots and crowds attempted to stone him.  In addition, Evan Thomas notes that Che Guevara was in Guatemala studying Arbenz's domestic reforms when the coup came, and that it prompted him to take up arms against imperialism. (Thomas 126, Immerman 187)  Was it possible for the United States to know this?  Perhaps not.   Yet at the same time, Operation PBSUCCESS was undertaken without a great deal of forethought as to what the international and domestic ramifications would be for the Arbenz government to fall.


	There are some significant similarities in the Mossadegh and Arbenz coups.  Neither involved direct US intervention - proxies were used, as were indirect political motivations.  The Guatemalan operation was more daring than its Iranian predecessor, shipping in American arms and executing a military operation, yet both operations featured political aspects of covert action.  The operations fed each other -- the Iranian operation and its success led to the Guatemalan coup. (Immerman 135)  However, both operations shared similar flaws.  They were both remarkably risky.  Looking back on Operation PBSUCCESS, many of the participants at the time felt themselves lucky to have pulled it off.  There was a level of luck inherent in both operations which made them dangerous to use as templates for other operations.  The situational circumstances were ignored, and the operations were displayed in the abstract as models for future actions.  Ignored was the critical error in both the Iranian case and the Guatemalan case of an appeal to the Soviet bloc, in regions and conflicts where the Soviet Union saw no pressing interest.  Mossadegh and Arbenz both brought down the wrath of the United States by appealing to the extreme left - Mossadegh by working with the Tudeh, Arbenz by asking for East Bloc arms.  What happened when these templates were applied to situations where the circumstances were different?  The Bay of Pigs invasion - where a CIA-trained exile army, similar to the Guatemalan case, was used to invade, in addition with actions taken to bring down the Castro government, similar to the Iranian case.  The difference was that Castro had developed a far stronger power base than that enjoyed by Arbenz or Mossadegh.  Also, by 1960 Khrushchev was firmly in power and in support of Communism in the Third World, a position not held by the Soviet leadership earlier in the 1950s.  The end result of taking the Iran-Guatemala template and applying it to other cases was the fiasco at the Bay of Pigs.





AFGHANISTAN


	A wholly different sort of case was that posed by the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979.  This was clear-cut Soviet aggression, albeit more in the Soviet sphere of influence than Iran or Guatemala.  This also led to a different sort of covert action, one which could be seen as more successful than any other covert action undertaken during the Cold War by the CIA, but one which still worked within a Cold War framework, leading to long-term repercussions which distracted from the luster of the short-term gains.


	The dynamic of the situation in Afghanistan was far different than in Iran and Guatemala.  In the 1950s, the leaders against whom the United States was agitating were nationalists, populists whose nationalization programs had won them popular acclaim.  In Afghanistan, on the other hand, the Soviet invasion demonized the Red Army, as populist and Islamic militias sprung up to combat the "godless" Soviets.  This gave the CIA a remarkable advantage which it had not enjoyed in the previously mentioned covert actions -- widespread popular support.  Also, the geography and type of warfare gave an advantage to the insurgent forces.  While many more Afghans were killed than Soviets, the Soviets could not afford the casualties, nor were they motivated to fight in the same way as the mujaheddin.  The CIA operation to funnel weapons to the mujaheddin and train them in insurgency warfare was wildly successful.  Soviet casualties rose, especially after supplies of Stinger anti-aircraft missiles began circulating among the Afghans.  By 1988, the war had bled the Soviet Union dry, and Gorbachev decided to pull forces out of Afghanistan in order to focus on the repair of the domestic economy.  It is impossible to state which factor was most important in the downfall of the Soviet Union, but the losses in the Afghan War, without question, accelerated the end of the Soviet Union, and the CIA's operation is justified in taking credit for that.


	Again, as with the Iranian and Guatemalan cases, it is impossible to apply the "Afghan mold" to other covert actions.  There were so many positive factors in Afghanistan in order to benefit the American intervention, from terrain to a religious zeal binding the fighters to the support of states such as Pakistan and Saudi Arabia to the willingness of the Soviet Union to keep quiet the American aid which the Soviet government knew was being funneled to the rebels.  The Soviets' willingness to limit the conflict also aided in the final successful result - had the mujaheddin bases in Pakistan, for example, been subject to Soviet attack, the covert action might have been less successful, and certainly far less deniable.


	The Afghan War cannot be considered an overall sweeping success, either.  While it was very effective in bleeding the Soviets white, there were many economic problems in the USSR throughout the 1980s before its breakup in 1991.  It can be postulated that the Soviet Union would have been forced to retreat from Afghanistan without aid from the Americans because of internal political wrangling, although the problems caused by the insurgents made the decision more pressing.  The most important long-term side effect, however, has been the long-term effect of training the mujaheddin.  From a Cold War perspective, to give Islamic militants weapons training and expertise was ideal, because it allowed them to be used against the Soviet Union, rather than waste American lives.  However, the politics of militant Islam have not always meshed well with the politics of the United States, especially after the Cold War when the US became the symbol of hegemonic cultural imperialism.  The US had trained men whose skills could be turned against it -- the World Trade Center bombing and the rise of Usama bin Ladin as the two primary cases where this has been the case. (Cooley 215-216)  Afghanistan is the case study of short term goals outweighing long-term possible problems.





	In the analysis of these three cases, it is clear that none of them were, in hindsight, a true success.  All of them were viewed through a narrow spectrum - the Cold War - which ignored or conveniently forgot underlying tenets in the states which should have given pause.  In Iran, it was the importance of liberal nationalism which could have been harnessed to provide a far more legitimate government than that which remained, reliant on American aid.  In Guatemala, it was the quashing of what was in many ways a moderate "revolution," spurring far more radical movements such as those in Cuba.  In Afghanistan, it was the importance of Islamic radicalism, set aside in favor of the greater struggle against the Soviet Union.  However, the problem was that none of these cases could be seen outside of the Cold War.  To look at the Iranian case as a question of decolonization and national liberation would have been to alienate the British, critical allies in the rebuilding and rearmament of Europe against the Soviets.  To allow Arbenz his nationalization in Guatemala would not only have been problematic from an economic standpoint but also from a political one -- the tide of McCarthyism had not yet ebbed, and the Eisenhower administration was attempting to avoid the accusations which had surrounded former President Truman of being "soft on Communism."  As for the Afghan conflict, it had signaled the end of detente with the Soviet Union, and action against Soviet aggression was consistent with the new period of hostilities which highlighted the end of the Carter years and especially the first term of the Reagan Administration.  From a political standpoint, if not from a long-term strategic one, these covert actions made sense.  While not entirely deniable, they avoided overt US intervention which could have forced an escalation, most important in the Afghan case.  In addition, the threat posed by the Soviet Union throughout the Cold War made covert actions, especially successful ones such as these three, far more acceptable.  The American people was willing to accept a coup in Guatemala if it was "anti-communist," as were they willing to accept "freedom fighters" in Afghanistan.  However, their long-term ramifications were critical for regional relations and stability.  As such, they cannot be considered out-and-out successes.





THE CURRENT SITUATION


	A historical analysis makes the picture for covert action in the present environment seem rather grim.  With the end of the Cold War, the justification for covert action seems to disappear with the supreme emergency posed by the Soviet Union.  Also, even those operations run during the Cold War had lasting negative effects, still felt -- Iran radicalized, Latin American nations such as Cuba opposed to the US, and Afghan mujaheddin posing a critical threat to the United States.  However, the criteria mentioned earlier about the utility of covert action - feasibility, acceptability here and abroad, and deniability, are still possible, if more difficult to achieve.  Covert action is unacceptable as a catch-all panacea, and it cannot function outside of a coherent foreign policy framework.  But within such a framework, covert action maintains a certain utility as an instrument of national policy.





DENIABILITY


	The question of deniability in an information age is critical.  The media and the Internet make it quite easy for information to disseminate quickly. (Berkowitz and Goodman 41)  However, covert actions operate on a different standard than intelligence gathering.  The clandestine collection of intelligence must be entirely secret in order to protect sources and methods, and also so as to not tip the hand of the victim of espionage.  On the other hand, covert action is meant to be deniable rather than secret.  For example, if an insurgent group receives an influx of weapons, that state fighting the insurgents will know of the new supply for the opponents.  However, the source of said weapons may be less certain.  This is critical in order to prevent escalation.  When an operation is deniable, it becomes difficult if not impossible for the victim state to place blame and escalate conflict.  A comparison of the shoot-down of Gary Powers' U2 reconnaissance plane and the American supply of the mujaheddin demonstrates this.  The United States denied any connection to the mujaheddin.  The Soviets knew that the US was involved, yet never escalated the conflict, because there were no pressures to do so.  An overt action invites public outrage and pressures toward conflict.  When the shoot down of Powers' U2 became public knowledge, Khrushchev was forced by political pressures to cancel the summit previously scheduled for him and President Eisenhower.  Before the shoot down, the Soviets had known of U2 flights over their territory.  Their radars had managed to track American reconnaissance planes over the USSR; however, the United States denied any overflights, and without sufficient evidence, the Soviets were unable to bring any pressure to bear.  This is the essence of deniability in the covert action realm.  By definition, a covert action maintains a certain level of ambiguity about its sourcing.  This may be difficult when attribution is desirable; however, if notoriety and publicity are the ends, then covert action is an improper means.  Covert action is a proper tool of national policy when the ends are desired, yet without the fanfare that would come with an overt action.  For example, the backing of democratic political parties in semi-democratic states, such as covert action against Alexander Lukashenko in Belarus, would need to be deniable because if it were known that the US was backing a Belorussian political party, the domestic backlash would be enough to thwart any monetary or political assistance.  Lukashenko could charge that the US was backing his opponents; however, if the operation was deniable, there would be a paucity of evidence and such calls would be more likely to fall on deaf ears.  Another current example where this is pertinent is in the recent "velvet revolution" in Serbia.  To the United States, the Kostunica regime is far preferable to the Milosevic regime; however, overt aid to Kostunica detracts from his legitimacy in the same way that aid to the Shah destroyed his legitimacy in the early 1950s.  Deniable aid, on the other hand, serves the same end while maintaining the standard which would prevent those opposed to democratic reform in the former Yugoslavia from revealing an American hand.


	Deniability is therefore a necessary requirement.  However, the question remains - can a covert action be deniable, given the strictures placed around covert action?  While it may be difficult, and intentionally so, deniability can be maintained.  The House and Senate intelligence committees, while imperfect, maintain a sense of security around their proceedings emphasized every time an intelligence operation is blown.  In addition, there is always a reason for every leak.  Senators and representatives leak operations which could be politically problematic or objectionable.  Therefore, the pressure of leaks forces covert actions to fit along stricter guidelines, which is a good.    Also, there is a difference between perfect secrecy and official deniability.  Perfect secrecy would involve zero chance that the target of a covert action would know who had executed an operation on it.  This is unnecessary in a covert action.  While the target of a covert action might have a strong suspicion of who had targeted it, official deniability includes setting up an operation so that there is not enough evidence to tie the United States, for example, to the operation.  Is this possible?  If not, it can be made possible.  Deniability is possible - it takes a bit of work and a shift in mindset where the goals of a project are more important than their political appeal.  In the current political environment, this may appear an ivory-tower pipe dream, yet the idea behind a professional intelligence service is to work in a nonpolitical fashion, and if nothing else, deniability provides an ideal toward which to work.





FEASIBILITY


	Linked to the question of deniability is that of feasibility.  Apart from keeping an operation secret, can an intelligence agency execute a proper covert action?  A covert action must be able to implement a nation's (in this case, the United States') foreign policy while maintaining deniability.  There are issues and threats to the national security of the United States which are better dealt with by covert action, and which can be dealt with through the use of covert action.  For example, transnational security threats such as organized crime, narcotics trafficking and most importantly international terrorism pose a threat which cannot be dealt with through conventional military means.  All of these are criminal threats, and can be treated as such.  However, if they are judged to be security rather than criminal threats, covert action provides an excellent tool. (Berkowitz and Goodman 38)  Because all three of these threats are sub-national (or transnational), actions at the state level such as diplomacy and military force are problematic.  Special military operations bear the cost that they violate the sovereignty of whichever state within which the terrorists, drug traffickers or criminals are resident.  Covert action too violates said sovereignty, but is a far more limited action even in its paramilitary forms than military intervention.  Godson for one labels intelligence sharing and liaison work as forms of covert action, (Godson, Covert Action in the 1990s 6-7) and with that expanded definition, covert action is without question an integral part of fighting these transnational security issues.  Apart from this, there is the case of Colombia, for example, where all the above transnational security issues thrive.  Colombia is a fragile democracy which has recently been granted a great deal of American aid.  An alternative to this aid, which in some respects threatens the political autonomy and legitimacy of the Colombian government, would be covert aid to Colombia in order to aid it in the fight against narcoterrorism and organized crime.  This would allow for the maintenance of sovereignty as well as aid being funneled to a government desperately in need.  On the other hand, paramilitary action against narcotics trafficking may not work, given the need to cut demand rather than supply in the "war on drugs."  This demonstrates that not all forms of covert action work for all cases, but in those cases where covert action is called for, one of its most attractive qualities is a particular flexibility.


	Another example of where covert action can serve a critical purpose is in the fight against the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction.  There are international treaties such as the Nonproliferation Treaty, Chemical Weapons Convention and Biological Weapons Convention which prohibit the production and stockpiling of weapons of mass destruction.  However, states have been known to develop weapons of mass destruction in contravention of these treaties, Iraq in the 1980s and early 1990s as the ideal case.  Reliance on treaties can be problematic, and overt military or even diplomatic action can prove escalatory, a problem exponentially magnified when in the context of weapons of mass destruction.  Covert action can involve sabotage which would render these weapons harmless, or to completely destroy the stockpiles of weapons of mass destruction as well as their component elements, could prove to prevent a cataclysmic war.  In addition, the deniability aspect limits escalation.  (Berkowitz and Goodman 42)  Counterproliferation strategies have been examined by the American government, and while imperfect, present a viable alternative to overt military force.





ACCEPTABILITY - THE DOMESTIC ISSUE


	While the questions of whether or not covert action can work, as well as whether or not it can remain secret, are critical in the analysis of covert action as an instrument of national policy, the most important question is that of acceptability.  The United States is not a polity governed under strict realpolitik.  The politics of covert action are critical, and have been especially since the 1970s when Congress was brought into an oversight role.  This was reinforced by the Iran-Contra crisis, when Congress was left "out of the loop" on covert action.  There are three constituencies to examine when questioning the domestic acceptability of covert action: the Executive, the Congress, and the American public.


	From the perspective of the executive, covert action is politically dangerous, but also remarkably tempting.  Covert action is an executive province, a force that the President can use for political claims, although this can backfire in many ways.  By using covert action as a political tool, the President, DCI, National Security Advisor and other senior executives run the risk of sacrificing deniability and feasibility - both critical points - for potential political gain.  This potential gain can transform into political disaster as deniability disappears and the US is caught "red-handed" in an operation doomed to failure because it was infeasible from the start.  In this respect, covert action must be handled carefully by the President, not abused.  It can be a tool for the execution of a coherent foreign policy, if a foreign policy is already in place. (Godson, Covert Action in the 1990s 21)  A look at the Iran and Guatemala cases, and why they were partial failures in the long run, was a lack of application into a long-term foreign policy plan.  Combating the Soviet Union was a foreign policy plan, yet the Eisenhower Administration's method was flawed, relying at times on rollback, at other times on massive retaliation, and at other times on simple containment.  Yet neither the Iran nor the Guatemala cases fit the strict definition of the Cold War conflict.  At their origins, both were nationalist.  Both reached out to the Communists only when prodded.  In fact, it was noted that the movements against both Iran and Guatemala were to suffocate the spread of Communism at its birth in these countries, before it had a chance to take root.  This was not standard policy, however; more of an ad hoc approach to foreign policy decision making which does not suit the restraints demanded by the use of covert action as an instrument of national policy.  The use of covert action requires the preparedness of the executive to forgo the short-term political benefits of disclosure in return for the long-term benefits of a successful action.  If a covert action is advertised, it is not only no longer covert, but it is also unlikely to succeed.  In the end, the use of covert action by the Executive Branch requires a level of prudence and farsightedness difficult, although not impossible.


	Because of the Congress' role in covert action and in intelligence oversight in general, the acceptability of covert action to them is critical.  Earlier was mentioned the moderating influence Congress can play through the threats of leaks.  Congress is also responsible for the funding of covert actions without which the President cannot run effective operations.  Can covert action be acceptable to Congress?  In short, yes.  If the Congress is engaged in the covert action sphere, involved in the oversight and acceptance of operations while understanding the extreme sensitivity and timeliness of such operations, it is plausible to imagine a Congress acting in concert with the President in using covert action as an instrument of national policy.  The critical point is for the Congress, be it the leadership or the Select Committees, to understand how sensitive and how timely covert actions tend to be.  One move by the executive branch which would poison this would be to use covert action as the President's "personal shotgun."  This would serve only to alienate the Congress, which could use its powers of budgetary approval, oversight, and arguably most importantly to leak information to the media in order to stifle any usage of covert action.  Congress also serves to force covert action into a coherent foreign policy rather than as a haphazard tool.  If the Congress understood - and this is certainly possible - the high standards which must exist before a covert action should be undertaken, it could act as a mediator, checking the impulses of a President to use covert action as a "quick fix."  In this sense, the Congress serves a necessary and vital role.  As long as covert action remains limited and within guidelines understandable and acceptable to Congress, covert action in and of itself can be an acceptable tool of policy from the congressional perspective.


	The final court of opinion in the United States on the use of covert action is the court of public opinion - the American people.  In the media and elsewhere, "covert action" has a negative connotation of CIA assassinations and coups, paramilitary operations and sabotage, the sorts of operations which were run during the dark days of the Cold War.  The most important job of the executive in making "covert action" acceptable to the American public - which can be done - is to clarify what exactly covert action is, and why it is sometimes necessary.  There is a strain of opinion in the American public that openness is necessary for everything, and to an extreme, that all secrets are inherently evil. (Godson, Covert Action in the 1990s, 13)  Here is where the "bully pulpit" can come to some good use.  The President, his senior advisors, and congressional leaders are in a position where through a simple speech they can have an impact on national policy, if a focus is put on policy rather than politics and if enough weight of intellect and rhetoric are put behind the issue.  Case in point: the Persian Gulf War.  In retrospect it can be difficult to recall that at the onset of hostilities American estimates of coalition casualties were remarkably high.  Yet the American people were solidly behind the conflict.  Why?  Because President Bush explained to the American people that yes, there could be casualties, but that the conflict in the Persian Gulf was important enough, that the cause was important enough to fight for.  And the American people followed for the most part.  There are strong aversions to actions such as "covert action" among the American people, but if the bully pulpit is employed to explain that there are issues such as nuclear proliferation and international terrorism where occasionally, extraordinary means which have been cleared by the President and by Congress must be used in order to protect the lives of innocent Americans, it is possible if not probable that the court of public opinion could swing in favor of the use of covert action as an instrument of national policy.  Public opinion generally rests on spin, and covert action has not received the spin it could use in order to make it acceptable.


	While this is a study on the use of covert action from a political and policy perspective rather than a moral and ethical perspective, norms and beliefs play a major role in both politics and public opinion.  Thus, moral and ethical conceptions on covert action play a role in the politics of covert action as well as the acceptability of covert action in the public arena.  Again, perception plays a critical role here because people automatically equate "secret" with "evil."  If this misconception is allayed, it is easier to show the root moral and ethical bases of covert action.  From a strictly utilitarian standpoint, covert action offers greater results for fewer costs, and is therefore desirable.  From a stricter standpoint, there are many who state that covert actions are "unsportsmanlike."  Aside from the fact that most other major powers in the world undertake covert actions of one sort or another, ranging from Britain's SAS to Israel's Mossad to France's DGSE to the myriad of Russian security agencies, the more important argument is to cede that yes, covert action may appear distasteful at times.  However, it is the best option to use in dealing with critical security issues - proliferation, terrorism, etc. - and these issues present a "supreme emergency."  More important than the actual moral and ethical issues behind covert action, however, is their method of presentation to the general public and whether or not it becomes politically viable to use covert action.





ACCEPTABILITY - THE INTERNATIONAL ISSUE


	While there are difficulties in the acceptability of covert action from a domestic standpoint, there are also serious international concerns to weigh, primarily the attack against sovereignty which comes from a covert action.  By its charter, the CIA is forbidden from undertaking intelligence activities within the borders of the US.  Therefore, any action taken either against another state or against a non-state actor shall occur within the borders of another state, and be a violation of territorial integrity.  However, there are some cases where a violation of sovereignty, no matter how covert or overt, is necessary.  This raises the "bar" for the use of covert action - a good thing, because the more limited covert actions are, the more deniable, feasible and acceptable they become.  There are cases where sovereignty must be sacrificed, however; the advent of "humanitarian intervention," among other issues, has shown sovereignty to be a relative rather than an absolute good, and issues of global peace such as weapons of mass destruction and narcotics may justify the abrogation of sovereignty.  However, international concerns about sovereignty force the United States to be circumspect in its actions, deniable in its plans, and executing covert actions which are feasible and which will be acceptable to the various domestic clienteles.  In addition, since there are varying levels of covert action, some levels may not even abrogate national sovereignty, such as government-to-government contacts, intelligence sharing and liaison, and other official linkages.  Thanks to the flexibility inherent in covert action, sovereignty is not an absolute, constant concern.  States are also considerate of the need for secrecy in some actions of statecraft, covert action among them, and even other democracies such as Britain, France and Israel use covert action as an instrument of national policy.





	Covert action is nothing if not controversial.  It strikes a chord within many policy makers, analysts, and in the general public.  However, covert action needs not be a "black art"; rather, it can be a useful and necessary tool, one tool of many, in the foreign policy arsenal of the United States.  Although the US has a long tradition of democracy and openness, there are threats in the world today so great that secrecy and deniability may be necessary in order to protect the lives and liberty of Americans.  From a policy perspective, covert action has many problems.  It must be feasible.  It must be deniable, otherwise it loses its effectiveness as well as the reason why it would be implemented rather than an overt military or diplomatic policy.  And given the domestic political structures in the United States, it must be acceptable in the very least to both Congress and the President, and if necessary to the public both in the general conception of the use of covert action and in the cases of specific covert actions were they to become public.  The problem with a historical analysis of covert action is that during the Cold War, the fear of the Soviet Union was so overriding as to blind American intelligence policy makers to the long-term ramifications of using covert action, of which there are many.  In Iran, twenty-five years of stability ensued, but it was a fragile, artificial stability propped up by American aid.  In Guatemala, a military dictatorship took hold, and America's reputation with the rest of Latin America was greatly tarnished.  In a classic example of the law of "unintended consequences," the repression of one "Communist" regime in Latin America led to the creation of a far stronger, far more Communist regime in Cuba.  And in Afghanistan, the decision was made to supply the mujaheddin with advanced weaponry despite fears of training potential enemies of the United States.  In the end, the three historical covert actions served their purposes from a policy perspective - all kept Communism out of the countries within which the United States operated.  But at what price?  These historical memories, if nothing else, should act as a warning to the United States when considering the use of covert action as a tool of national policy.  Covert action can be effective.  Given the structure of intelligence policy making, covert action is sufficiently controversial in and of itself that it should only be used in those situations where a true emergency exists, or at least where a consensus can be built between Congress and the presidency as to the need for covert action.  Most importantly, covert action must be thought through before its action.  Any situation where covert action might be applied is unique, and as useful as history may be, for every Iranian and Guatemalan coup, there is a Bay of Pigs and an attempt to assassinate some Third World leader.  Covert action must be circumspect, it must follow some sort of coherent foreign policy, and more than anything else, the situation must be well examined before hand.   Covert actions tend to work when the United States is acting in concert with the wishes of the populace, as in Afghanistan.  The reverse is the end result of all the covert actions undertaken since 1959 against Cuba -- one of the longest-serving rulers in the world remains in power.  Covert action, when done correctly, can be an excellent tool for US national policy.  The question remains as to whether or not the US government can measure up to the necessary standards in order to execute an effective covert action policy.
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