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On September 17, 2002, President George W. Bush formally issued his National 

Security Strategy, which set forth the “Bush Doctrine” that the United States would stop 

rogue states and the terrorists that they support before they could use weapons of mass 

destruction (wmd) against the United States or its friends by unilateral pre-emptive war if 

necessary. Ten days later, Sen. Edward Kennedy harkened back to his brother’s actions 

during the Cuban missile crisis. Taking “preventative military action,” was as ill advised 

in 1962 as it is today, he said. “Might does not make right. America cannot write its own 

rules for the modern world. To attempt to do so would be unilateralism run amok.”1 

Former Vice President Al Gore joined Sen. Kennedy, also castigating the doctrine of pre-

emption: “[H]e is proclaiming a new, uniquely American right to pre-emptively attack 

whomsoever he may deem represents a potential future threat…. The doctrine of 

preemption is based on the idea that in the era of proliferating WMD, and against the 

background of a sophisticated terrorist threat, the United States cannot wait for proof of a 

fully established mortal threat, but should rather act at any point to cut that short.”2 

Presidential historian, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., who was a special assistant to President 

John Kennedy, called pre-emption “a tragically mistaken notion,” which “I regard with 

deep gloom.” Such faulty policies, he said, came because Bush and his administration 

“lack a sense of history.”3 Schlesinger said that it would have been “‘unthinkable’” to 

follow such a strategy during the Cold War.4 
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 Pre-emption did not begin with George W. Bush. In Guatemala and Iran, Dwight 

Eisenhower used the CIA to remove governments he feared were on the verge of turning 

Communist, and in the Congo, the CIA helped to overthrow its radical prime minister, 

Patrice Lumumba. President John Kennedy expanded pre-emption. In a pre-emptive pre-

emption, he used the CIA, the Voice of America, and cuts in assistance to encourage the 

overthrow of South Vietnamese president Ngo Dinh Diem, despite Diem’s strong anti-

communism, because Kennedy believed that his inept rule was leading to Communist 

conquest. 

 During the Cuban missile crisis, Kennedy claimed the pre-emptive right to 

remove weapons of mass destruction if they were obtained “under a cloak of secrecy and 

deception” in defiance of American and Western Hemisphere policy.5 Although Kennedy 

did not use the right of national self-defense as a justification, he told the world that with 

nuclear weapons, any sudden and secret change in their deployment or added likelihood 

for their use “represents a sufficient challenge to a nation’s security to constitute 

maximum peril. Nuclear weapons are so destructive, and ballistic missiles are so swift, 

that any sudden change in their deployment may well be regarded as a definite threat to 

peace.” 6 The State Department’s legal counselor, Abram Chayes, said that the president 

had made “some international law for the nuclear age.”7 

Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara starkly reiterated that pre-emption was 

U.S. policy for preventing a nation like Cuba from secretly obtaining nuclear weapons. 

When a congressional committee questioned him about rumors that the United States had 

traded the Cuban missiles for Turkish missiles, McNamara lied. He said that Khrushchev 

knew that if he did not remove the missiles quickly, the United States would invade Cuba 



 3 

and, if he tried to escalate, nuclear war could follow. “[W]e faced that night [October 27] 

the possibility of launching nuclear weapons and Khrushchev knew it, and that is the 

reason, and the only reason, why he withdrew those weapons,” McNamara said.8 

 The least known of Kennedy’s attempts at pre-emptively removing a leftist 

government took place in British Guiana, today Guyana, Great Britain’s only South 

American colony. Governed by Cheddi Jagan, a handsome and charismatic East Indian 

Marxist and friend of Fidel Castro, the colony was due to receive its independence by 

1963. The prospect terrified President Kennedy and his men, who feared that Jagan 

would become a Castro on the South American mainland. Following Kennedy’s 

assassination, Lyndon Johnson’s administration shared Kennedy’s concern. The story of 

Kennedy, Johnson, and British Guiana was obscured until 1996 when the U.S. 

government finally released the Kennedy administration’s Guiana files, and 1998 when it 

began releasing key Johnson files.9 

 Jagan was elected premier in 1953, but the British ousted him 133 days later 

because Winston Churchill’s government concluded that he was a Communist. Despite 

the Guianese independence movement splitting along racial lines after his ouster, Jagan 

was overwhelmingly elected again when democracy was restored in 1957. His 

government ruled more moderately and toned down its pro-Soviet rhetoric.10 By the time 

he was preparing to run for re-election in August 1961 – the winner would presumably 

lead Guyana to independence – the British told the Kennedy administration that Jagan’s 

recent performance showed that he had learned from his mistakes and was an older and 

more responsible man. Furthermore, they said, he had the votes and could not be defeated 

in a fair election.11 
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President Kennedy was unhappy. He saw British Guiana through the prism of 

Cuba. Jagan freely admitted that he was a Marxist, and Kennedy suspected that he was a 

Communist or at least a fellow traveler under the control of his Svengali wife, Janet, a 

U.S. native who had been a member of the Young Communist League while attending 

college in Detroit.12 A week-and-a-half before the Bay of Pigs invasion, Secretary of 

State Dean Rusk warned the British foreign minister, Lord Home, about U.S. concern 

that Jagan might create “another Castro-type situation” once the colony was 

independent.13 In August, Rusk told Home, “[W]e are not inclined to give people like 

Jagan the same benefit of the doubt which was given two or three years ago to Castro 

himself.”14 He warned Home that failure to remove Jagan “would cause us acute 

embarrassment with inevitable irritations to Anglo-American relations.”15 

President Kennedy himself tried to persuade British Colonial Secretary Iain 

Macleod to postpone independence so that they could have time to find an alternative to 

Jagan. “‘Do I understand, Mr. President, that you want us to decolonize as fast as 

possible all over the world except on your own doorstep?’” Kennedy laughed and said, 

“‘Well that’s probably just about it.’”16 Despite this personal intervention, the British 

remained unmoved. Elections went ahead as scheduled and Jagan won a sweeping 

victory despite receiving a plurality of votes. 

Kennedy decided to see for himself if the British were right about Jagan. He 

invited Jagan to the White House for an October 1961 visit. The meeting was a disaster: 

Jagan was mealy-mouthed about whether he was a Communist, was insatiable in his 

demand for economic assistance, and after he returned home, his deputy premier, 
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Brindley Benn, declared, “It is easier to stop tomorrow than Communism.” Schlesinger 

wrote that the president was now “increasingly skeptical” that Jagan was salvageable.17 

 If the president had any remaining doubt about supporting Jagan, it vanished in 

February 1962, when Guianese trade unions launched a week-long general strike in 

protest against Jagan’s tax and civil service policies. The strike turned violent and rioters 

burned the capital’s business district. Kennedy ultimately concluded that Jagan was a 

Communist. A month after the Cuban missile crisis, Kennedy told the Honduran 

president that “experiences with Jagan, the Chinese, and Castro demonstrate that 

Communists frequently take over a Government in the guise of enlightened, democratic, 

revolutionary leaders, and not as Communists per se.”18 British Prime Minister Harold 

Macmillan neatly summed up Kennedy’s concerns after an April 1962 meeting: “This 

colony is now ‘ripe for independence’. But this means ‘ripe for Communism’. Jagan is 

half-Communist; his wife is full-blooded and dangerous Communist…. If ‘independence’ 

comes he will be a second Castro. This naturally concerns us and fills the Americans with 

intense alarm.”19 

 Three days after the February strike ended, Rusk informed the British: “I have 

reached the conclusion that it is no longer possible for us to put up with an independent 

British Guiana under Jagan.” Warning that Jagan could become another Castro, Rusk 

emphasized: “[T]he continuation of Jagan in power is leading us to disaster in terms of 

the colony itself, strains on Anglo-American relations and difficulties for the inter-

American system.” Jagan had to go.20 

 The letter amazed Macmillan for its “cynicism which I would have thought Dean 

Rusk could hardly put his pen to. He, after all, is not an Irishman, nor a politician, nor a 
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millionaire; he has the reputation of being an honourable and somewhat academic figure. 

How can the Americans continue to attack us in the United Nations on colonialism,” he 

wondered, “and then use expressions like these which are not colonialism but pure 

Machiavellianism.”21 Lord Home wrote the icy British reply. He blamed the United 

States for communism’s advance: “Now it was your historic role to have been for long 

years the first crusader and the prime mover in urging colonial emancipation. The 

communists are now in the van. Why? Amongst other things because premature 

independence is a gift for them.” As a result of U.S. rhetoric, he wrote, decolonization 

could no longer be held back: “cancelling [sic] the ticket for independence” would not 

slow communism, especially if the British tried to make British Guiana a “special 

case.”22 

 Schlesinger later tried to shield Rusk’s Irish millionaire politician boss from 

responsibility for the letter, writing in his Kennedy biography, A Thousand Days, “The 

State Department at first thought we should make the try [to work with Jagan]; Rusk 

personally reversed this policy in a stiff letter to the British early in 1962.”23 This is an 

odd charge from a man who had proudly claimed that President Kennedy had hired Rusk 

to be his detail man so that he could act as his own secretary of state, and claimed that 

Kennedy had ultimately become disenchanted with Rusk because of the secretary’s 

inability to make decisions.24 In fact Rusk was pursuing the president’s policy. On March 

7, Kennedy told his friend, British Ambassador David Ormsby-Gore, that “he was 

worried about the future of British Guiana.” He asked to meet with another friend, Hugh 

Fraser of the Colonial Office, to talk about the colony after Fraser completed a Guianese 

fact-finding mission.25 They met for over two hours and Fraser reported to London that 
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Kennedy “makes it clear that the problem of B.G. in American eyes is regarded as one of 

critical importance.”26 After Macmillan met with Kennedy in late April 1962, he 

informed his advisers, “They are probably moved by internal political considerations as 

much as by genuine fear of Communism. It is surely to our interests to be as co-operative 

and forthcoming as we can.”27 

 In U.S. foreign policy, the spring and summer of 1963 saw what Schlesinger 

called “the great turning” that followed the Cuban missile crisis. Schlesinger and 

numerous subsequent scholars have argued that for the first time since the nuclear age 

began, the possibility of slowing or even stopping the nuclear arms race seemed real, as 

did the chance to reduce tension at international flash points. President Kennedy, they 

argue, responded with bold and quiet steps toward détente: Kennedy’s American 

University “peace speech” on June 10, proposing and pushing through the Limited 

Nuclear Test Ban Treaty, planning for the gradual withdrawal from Vietnam, and even 

taking first steps toward accommodation with Fidel Castro.28 

 Contemporaneously with the “Great Turning,” Guianese unions launched a 

second general strike, this time to stop Jagan’s effort to take over the union movement. 

The strike lasted 80 days and again led to arson and violence.29 Strike relief was provided 

by the AFL-CIO, costing around $1 million. The money for strike relief was secretly 

funneled to the AFL-CIO by the CIA, or as J.C. Stackpoole of the British Foreign Office 

called them, “the AFL/CIA.”30 The intervention was apparently called “Operation 

‘Flypast.’”31 At what stage the CIA began to work with U.S. labor in British Guiana and 

whether they did anything beyond funding and organizing the strike is unclear because 

the documents have been destroyed or withheld from the public and because nobody 
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involved is talking. The U.S. government had previously denied to the British that the 

CIA had played any part in the February 1962 strike and violence,32 but it is suggestive 

that Howard McCabe, a labor organizer who worked with the CIA, was in British Guiana 

the entire week assisting the strikers,33 and was also in British Guiana throughout the 80-

day strike of 1963.34 

 Although Macmillan had agreed to work with the president in British Guiana and 

was helping to maintain the “strike pressure,”35 he began to lose his nerve as the racial 

violence, international opprobrium and financial expense grew. To restore his resolve, 

Kennedy asked for a meeting at the end of his Summer 1963 European tour. Ambassador 

Gore warned Macmillan that British Guiana was causing the Americans “the gravest 

concerns in the whole context of the ‘Cold War’’ they see it as the most vulnerable point 

where Communists might easily take over and start a landslide in Latin America.”36 

 Two days before the summit, Rusk met with Home and Colonial Secretary 

Duncan Sandys. Home told Rusk that direct intervention would ruin “Britain’s image as a 

decolonising power and would cause the Africans to demand direct rule over Rhodesia.” 

Sandys added that the British were loath to intervene at such cost in a place with no great 

interest to Great Britain. Rusk replied that there was a profound British interest: U.S.-

British relations. Sandys asked how the United States would be willing to help the British 

with their decolonizing hotspots. Rusk refused to be drawn in.37 

The president met with the prime minister at Macmillan’s home on June 30, 1963. 

Twenty days after Kennedy’s “peace speech” he baldly stated his fears about the danger 

posed by an independent Guyana ruled by Cheddi Jagan: 

 [The President said] It was obvious that if the UK were to get out of 
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British Guiana now it would become a Communist state…. He thought that Latin 

America was the most dangerous area in the world. The effect of having a 

Communist state in British Guiana in addition to Cuba in 1964 would be to create 

irresistible pressures in the United States to strike militarily against Cuba.38 

During the Cuban missile crisis eight months before, the president had refused to invade 

Cuba because he believed invasion would trigger a Soviet spasm response against Turkey 

or West Berlin, which would force the United States to strike back with nuclear weapons, 

thus starting World War III. Macmillan, who had been in almost daily contact with 

Kennedy throughout the crisis, had shared the president’s worry. Listening to the 

president, he would have clearly understood Kennedy’s underlying point: If Jagan led 

British Guiana to independence, the outraged reaction by Congress and the American 

people could set in motion a chain of events leading inexorably to World War III. 

 In the face of the president’s apocalyptic fears, Macmillan finally agreed. Jagan 

would go. His government “fiddled” with the Guianese constitution, as opposition leader 

Harold Wilson put it, so that Jagan was legitimately voted out of office in a special 

December 1964 election. Afterward, Macmillan explained to Colonial Secretary Reginald 

Maudling that “in a world context the Anglo-American relationship was of much more 

importance … than the future of British Guiana.”39 He told his diary, “It is, however, 

rather fun making the Americans repeat over and over and over again their passionate 

plea to us to stick to ‘Colonialism’ and ‘Imperialism’ at all costs.”40 

 A week later, the U.S. Ambassador, David Bruce, told a top Macmillan aide that, 

“nuclear tests apart, British Guiana was the issue of far the greatest importance to the 

President. If British Guiana became independent under a leader commonly believed in 
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the United States to be a Communist, the President would be vulnerable to damaging 

attack from all those who were far from content with the present position in Cuba.” Bruce 

concluded with a veiled warning about what would happen to Macmillan’s longed for test 

ban if Kennedy were defeated for re-election because of British Guiana: “It would be of 

no avail to us whether the President’s view coincided with our own or not on a variety of 

foreign policy issues if he was unable to be re-elected next year. It was as simple as that.” 

In September, the president thanked Macmillan for his “most helpful understanding of 

my special concern” about an issue “when there is so little advantage in it for you.”41 

 British Guiana marked a turning point for Kennedy. On November 18, 1963, he 

formalized his policy of pre-empting communism in Latin America when he publicly 

announced his “Kennedy Doctrine”: “‘Every resource at our command’ must be used ‘to 

prevent the establishment of another Cuba in this hemisphere.’”42 Four days later he was 

dead, and public memory of the doctrine disappeared in the trauma that followed. 

National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy did not forget though. The Johnson 

administration continued Kennedy’s Guianese policy (although documents at the Johnson 

Library evince almost no evidence of presidential interest) and Johnson expanded the 

policy to Brazil, where he did take a personal interest.43 After the Dominican invasion in 

1965, launched to pre-empt a possible Communist take-over, the president announced the 

“Johnson Doctrine”: it was the “Kennedy Doctrine’s” virtual twin.44 

 British Guiana may also have forced a change in U.S. policy toward British 

decolonization. In Lord Home’s reply to Rusk’s controversial 1962 letter, he 

mischievously wrote, “You will know our present concern over Kenya, the Federation 

and other territories in East Africa. I take comfort from your letter to think that you will 
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be ready to understand and support us in solving these problems.”45 Along with the 

sarcasm, Home had clearly put down a marker for the United States. Two days later J.D. 

Hennings, the Washington embassy’s colonial attaché, wrote to the Foreign Office that 

the United States was frightfully serious about British Guiana – he posited that Rusk’s 

brusque tone might be attributed to U.S.-British relations, which were at a “tipping point” 

that the colony could topple – and suggested that British Guiana should be a “bargaining 

chip” to impel the United States to support British decolonization policy elsewhere and to 

encourage the United States to create a “really imaginative aid programme [sic]” in 

British Guiana and the Caribbean.46 

 Americans also saw Home’s statement as a ploy. A State Department paper on 

British Guiana shows that the U.S. government understood, noting that the British would 

probably want a “quid pro quo with respect to other British colonies, that is, U.S. support 

should Britain for its own reasons judge it desirable to slow down progress towards 

independence, e.g., in Kenya,” in exchange for their assistance in British Guiana.47 When 

Kennedy met with Macmillan in April 1962, the British reported that “President Kennedy 

said that he was not aware that the United States Administration had been critical of 

British Colonial policy. He would be interested to hear of any recent expressions of 

responsible American opinion which had embarrassed the United Kingdom Government 

in the discharge of their Colonial responsibilities.”48 The following year at Birch Grove, 

Home again implied that the British wanted a deal: “People would say that if the UK 

could resume power in British Guiana, why would it not be able to do the same thing in 

Southern Rhodesia.’”49 Sandys made “Mr. Sandys asked whether the United States 

Government was prepared to give the UK real support in the United nations and publicly, 
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if the UK were to resume direct rule in British Guiana. ‘It would be a pleasure,’ said the 

President, ‘we would go all out to the extent necessary.’ ‘You didn’t give us that much 

support on Southern Rhodesia,’ piped up Lord Home. ‘Well, for that matter,’ said the 

President, in a light tone of banter, ‘you haven’t given us that much support on the MLF.’ 

The President added that he would be willing to review our stand on the resolution of the 

Committee of Twenty-four.”50 

 At the risk of exhibiting a Guyo-centric worldview: British Guiana was the unique 

colony that President Kennedy did not want decolonized, it was the impetus for the 

Kennedy Doctrine, it may have been the break in the U.S. anti-colonial tide, it threatened 

the Special Relationship, and it was even harbinger for the apocalypse. Historians of the 

Cold War, the Kennedy administration, the Special Relationship, international labor, 

secret intelligence, and decolonization have almost ignored the story. It is time for 

scholars to take another look at British Guiana. 
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