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Melvyn P. Leffler

Remembering  
George Kennan
lessons for today?

Summary
•	 Kennan’s thinking and policy prescriptions evolved quickly from the time he wrote the 

“Long Telegram” in February 1946 until the time he delivered the Walgreen Lectures 
at the University of Chicago in 1950.

•	 His initial emphasis was on the assessment of the Soviet threat. With new documents 
from the Soviet archives, we can see that the “Long Telegram” and the “Mr. X” article 
contained both brilliant insights and glaring omissions.

•	 After he was appointed by Secretary of State George C. Marshall to head the newly 
formed Policy Planning Staff, Kennan’s thinking evolved from a focus on threat assess-
ment to an emphasis on interests. Believing that the Soviet threat was political and 
ideological, and not military, Kennan stressed the importance of reconstructing West-
ern Europe and rebuilding western Germany and Japan. The key task was to prevent 
the Kremlin from gaining a preponderance of power in Eurasia.

•	 Kennan always believed that containment was a prelude to rollback and that the 
Soviet Union could be maneuvered back to its prewar borders. Eventually, the behavior 
of the Kremlin would mellow and its attitudes toward international relations would 
change. 

•	 The United States needed to negotiate from strength, but the object of strength was, 
in fact, to negotiate—and compromise. It was important for the United States to 
avoid overweening commitments.

•	 American insecurity stemmed from a mistaken emphasis on legalism and moralism. 
The United States could not transform the world and should not seek to do so. Goals 
needed to be modest, linked to interests, and pursued systematically.

• Kennan would have nothing but disdain for a policy based on notions of a “democratic 
peace.” But the empirical evidence of social scientists cannot be ignored. Should the 
pursuit of democracy no longer be seen as a value, but conceived of as an interest?
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introduction
It is a very appropriate time to remember George F. Kennan, arguably the most influential 
Foreign Service officer in United States history. He died on March 17, 2005 at age 101. 
There were many extensive obituaries at the time, and all of them correctly stressed that 
Kennan was the father of the containment policy, the strategy that shaped U.S. diplomacy 
throughout most of the Cold War. Kennan first outlined that strategy in a confidential 
dispatch he sent from the U.S. embassy in Moscow in February 1946. He repeated it in 
an article, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” that he published under the pseudonym “Mr. 
X” in the July 1947 issue of Foreign Affairs. Now, on the sixtieth anniversary of the so-
called “Long Telegram,” I want to place it in perspective and compare it to some of the 
new information we have since the end of the Cold War about Soviet foreign policy. I also 
want to assess the ways in which Kennan quickly adjusted his thinking to the challenges 
he faced when he became the director of the State Department Policy Planning Staff in 
1947. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, I seek to reflect on the lessons that Kennan’s 
prescriptions and strategy may have for our own time.

the “long telegram”
Kennan was the number two man in the U.S. embassy in Moscow at the end of World War 
II. He was often ill and irascible. He felt isolated in Moscow and ignored in Washington. 
He believed that America’s plans and commitments for the postwar world “were based on 
a dangerous misreading of the personality, the intentions, and the political situation of 
the Soviet leadership.”1 In Kennan’s view, that leadership, headed by Joseph Stalin, was 
intent on exploiting its victory over Nazi Germany to gain preponderance in Europe. Yet 
American officials, in Kennan’s view, did not have the guts, the “political manliness,” to 
thwart Stalin’s ambitions.2 

In mid-February 1946, Ambassador W. Averell Harriman was out of the country. Kennan 
was in charge of the embassy. But he was bedridden. “I was taken,” he recalled, “with 
cold, fever, tooth trouble, and finally the aftereffects of the sulpha drugs administered for 
the relief of these other miseries.” His secretary brought to his sickbed a bunch of mes-
sages, one of which reduced him “to a new level of despair—despair not with the Soviet 
government but with our own.” The Treasury Department, in its naïveté, in its “anguished 
cry of bewilderment,” was seeking to understand why the Soviet government was reject-
ing the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. The issue was trivial, Kennan 
thought, compared to so many others. But the more he pondered the situation, “the more 
it seemed to be obvious that this was ‘it’.” For eighteen months, he had been talking to “a 
stone.” Now, “it would not do to give them [his superiors in Washington] just a fragment 
of the truth. Here was a case where nothing but the whole truth would do. They had asked 
for it. Now, by God, they would have it.”3

Kennan dictated his thoughts to his secretary, and the words comprised what became 
known as the “Long Telegram.” Clearly organized and evocatively argued, Kennan exam-
ined the Soviet outlook, analyzed the Kremlin’s prospective policies, and deduced lessons 
that he hoped policymakers in Washington would absorb and follow. The Soviet Union, he 
insisted, was motivated by traditional Russian insecurities and Marxist-Leninist dogma. 
Stalin sought to preserve his totalitarian system at home and expand Soviet power abroad. 
The United States could not negotiate with or placate Soviet leaders. They had a “neu-
rotic” view of the world. They “were a conspiracy within a conspiracy.” They had no sense 
of the real world outside Russia’s borders, no sense of “objective truth.” They would exploit 
every Western vulnerability, seeking to foment disunity and hoping to stimulate violence: 
“poor will be set against rich, black against white, young against old, newcomers against 
established residents, etc.” Beyond Europe, the Kremlin would seek to erode the power 
and influence of the Western powers over colonial and dependent peoples. “In summary,” 
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Kennan said, “we have here a political force committed fanatically to the belief that with 
U.S. there can be no permanent modus vivendi, that it is desirable and necessary that 
the internal harmony of our society be disrupted, our traditional way of life be destroyed, 
the international authority of our state be broken, if Soviet power is to be secure. . . . 
Problem of how to cope with this force is undoubtedly greatest task our diplomacy has 
ever faced and probably the greatest it will ever have to face.”4 

Yet Kennan insisted there was no need to despair. The problem, he advised, is “within 
our power to resolve—and that without recourse to any general military conflict.” “Soviet 
power,” he emphasized, “was neither schematic nor adventuristic. It does not work by 
fixed plans. It does not take unnecessary risks. Impervious to logic of reason, . . . it is 
highly sensitive to logic of force.” The Soviets were basically weak. When faced with 
resistance, they would retreat. “Gauged against the Western world as a whole, Soviets are 
still by far the weaker force.” Their expansion would be thwarted if the West acted with 
“cohesion, firmness, and vigor.”5

More than thwarted! Kennan intuited that the Soviet system itself was vulnerable. 
Stalin might not be able to digest the lands he annexed and the countries he occupied. 
He might not even be able to retain the loyalty of his own peoples. Most Russians, Ken-
nan said, were more emotionally removed from the doctrines of communism than ever 
before. Communist ideology no longer served as an emotional inspiration. “Thus, internal 
soundness and permanence of movement need not be regarded as assured.” What the 
United States had to do, Kennan pronounced, was to educate its own citizenry, tackle key 
domestic problems, maintain its self-confidence, and act with patience.6 

Looking back, the “Long Telegram” contained brilliant insights and glaring omis-
sions. There was no discussion of U.S. interests; no enumeration of U.S. priorities; no 
real prescriptions, except to contain Soviet power. As a summary of the variables and 
conditions bearing on immediate postwar Soviet policy, there were notable blanks and 
misleading innuendos. Soviet peoples had suffered horribly from Nazi aggression and 
German occupation. Twenty-seven million people were dead; tens of millions homeless; 
millions more injured and incapacitated. The misery, hunger, and desolation of the war 
bequeathed incalculable hardship as well as a deep hatred and fear of the German enemy.7 
New documents and books not only illuminate the suffering of the Soviet peoples, but 
also the preoccupations of Soviet leaders with the prospective and inevitable revival of 
German and also Japanese power. In conversation after conversation at the end of the 
war, whether these conversations were with his Kremlin comrades, or his East European 
minions, or Western statesmen, Stalin time and again talked about the recrudescence 
of German power. “I HATE THE GERMANS,” he declared, but it was impossible to destroy 
them permanently. “In 1871,” Stalin recalled, “Germany attacked France. . . . Forty years 
later, in 1914, Germany attacked again. After the last World War, Germany restored its 
strength and began to wage war in 1939. Germany possesses an immense regenerative 
capability.” Fear of Germany, and fear of the possibility of a revived Germany uniting with 
its former Western foes in an alliance against the Soviet Union, was a factor bearing on 
the thinking of Stalin and his successors for the entirety of the Cold War.8

Kennan, of course, was fully aware of Soviet security concerns. But he treated them as 
if they were unfounded, “neurotic,” and “instinctive.”9 He made no effort to place them 
in the context of the aftermath of a terrible, bloody, and cruel war whose strategic lessons 
had to be pondered carefully if any lasting accommodation with the Soviet Union were to 
be reached. But in the “Long Telegram,” Kennan discounted any such possibility. Hence 
he did not address ongoing U.S. initiatives that were agitating Soviet leaders, like Secre-
tary of State James F. Byrnes’ practice of atomic diplomacy at the first postwar conference 
of foreign ministers or General Douglas MacArthur’s insistence on excluding the Soviets 
from any role in the postwar governance of Japan.10 Nor did Kennan dwell on the sources 
of Western vulnerabilities, like the socio-economic unrest and political turmoil in Western 
Europe, the vacuums of power in Germany and Japan, and the emergence of revolutionary 
nationalist unrest in the Third World. Rather than explain these vulnerabilities, Kennan’s 
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aim was to highlight the intent and ability of the Soviet Union to capitalize on these 
vulnerabilities. The Kremlin’s “political action,” Kennan wrote a year later in the “Mr. X” 
article, “is a fluid stream which moves constantly wherever it is permitted to move, toward 
a given goal. Its main concern is that it has filled every nook and cranny available to it 
in the basin of world power.”11

Much of the new literature on Soviet foreign policy at the end of World War II presents 
Soviet policy in a more textured way. Without discounting Stalin’s large share of responsi-
bility for the Cold War and without trivializing the ideological framework that shaped his 
thinking, historians also emphasize the manifold strategic and security factors bearing 
on Soviet policies. In fact, the crosscutting nature of diverse ideological and strategic 
factors contributed to the inconsistency and ambiguity of Soviet policy.12 At the time, 
many U.S. analysts were aware of these inconsistencies and they puzzled some. The great 
appeal of the “Long Telegram” was due in no small part to Kennan’s masterful ability to 
simplify reality. Rather than tackle deep-seated problems in different parts of the globe, 
Kennan urged his superiors in Washington to approach all issues from the standpoint of 
competition with the USSR. Since Soviet fears and insecurities were said to be irrational 
and neurotic, U.S. officials need not agonize over accommodating legitimate Soviet inter-
ests; there were none. Policymakers need not scrutinize avenues for compromise; it was 
futile. Policymakers need not be dismayed by Soviet power; the Kremlin was a paper tiger. 
“I was conscious,” Kennan wrote a year later, “of the weakness of the Russian position, 
of the slenderness of the means with which they operated, of the ease with which they 
could be held and pushed back.”13

The “Long Telegram” made Kennan’s career. His message was circulated widely around 
the corridors of power in Washington. Top officials, like Secretary of the Navy James 
Forrestal, who were already fearful of Soviet power, used it to push forward their own 
agendas.14 Kennan was called back to Washington, given a position at the National War 
College, and then selected by incoming Secretary of State George C. Marshall to head his 
newly formed Policy Planning Staff at Foggy Bottom. “My official loneliness,” Kennan 
recalled in his memoir, “came to an end. . . . My reputation was made. My voice now 
carried.”15

Kennan, of course, shrewdly grasped that his message commanded attention because 
it arrived at precisely the right moment. Six months earlier, he reminisced, the telegram 
would have been greeted “with raised eyebrows”; six months later, “it would probably 
have sounded redundant, a sort of preaching to the convinced.”16 In fact, Kennan did not 
realize the extent to which the administration of Harry S. Truman was already heading in 
the direction of containment.17 Most illustrative of that fact was the memorandum that 
the president himself wrote in preparation for a meeting with Secretary of State Byrnes 
after the latter returned from a meeting in Moscow at the end of December 1945. Truman 
was growing irritated with Byrnes for not consulting him more closely and for taking posi-
tions that were engendering criticism at home without doing much good abroad. Many 
years ago, the historian Robert Messer fleshed out the context of this meeting between 
the president and the secretary of state.18 There is no reason to discuss it at length here. 
But Truman’s memorandum reflected the trend of his thinking: he was fed up with the 
behavior of the Soviets in the Balkans, angry about their actions in Eastern Europe, and 
furious over their refusal to withdraw troops from Iran, as they had been obligated to 
do. “There isn’t a doubt in my mind,” Truman wrote, “that Russia intends an invasion 
of Turkey and the seizure of the Black Sea Straits to the Mediterranean. Unless Russia 
is faced with an iron fist and strong language another war is in the making. Only one 
language do they understand—‘How many divisions have you?’ I do not think we should 
play compromise any longer. . . . I’m tired of babying the Soviets.”19

Kennan’s message clearly arrived at the right time. His “Long Telegram” simplified real-
ity and obfuscated the ambiguities and inconsistencies of Soviet policies. But his message 
also contained brilliant insights into Soviet policy and the international situation. Most 
of all, he stressed that the Soviet Union was not a military threat. The Soviets had “no 
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fixed plan” and would respond to “strong resistance.” If the United States maintained 
sufficient force and demonstrated that it was ready to use it, the Kremlin would back 
away from confrontation. The West, he stressed, despite all its problems was much stron-
ger. Even though the appeal of communist ideology in the aftermath of depression, war, 
and holocaust was widespread, Kennan insightfully saw that the communist system was 
alienating its own people, that its economic achievements were superficial, and that its 
people were sullen and demoralized.20

A year later, in “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” Kennan wrote even more emphatically 
that the Russian people were “physically and spiritually tired.” Soviet power might still 
radiate abroad and communist ideology might still attract allegiance from demoralized 
and destitute peoples in many lands, but Russians knew their system’s fragility. So long as 
their economic problems were not overcome, the Soviet regime would remain vulnerable. 
“If disunity were ever to seize and paralyze the party, the chaos and weakness of Rus-
sian society would be revealed in forms beyond description. . . . Soviet Russia might be 
changed overnight from one of the strongest to one of the weakest and most pitiable of 
national societies.”21 Hence Kennan believed that the United States could do more than 
hold the line. “It is entirely possible for the United States to influence by its actions the 
internal developments, both within Russia and throughout the international communist 
movement. . . . [T]he United States has it in its power to increase enormously the strains 
under which Soviet policy must operate, to force upon the Kremlin a far greater degree 
of moderation and circumspection than it has had to observe in recent years, and in this 
way to promote tendencies which must eventually find their outlet in either the break-up 
or the gradual mellowing of Soviet power.”22 In other words, Kennan always believed that 
within the strategy of containment, there resided a positive thrust to roll back Soviet 
power and transform the Kremlin’s approach to international affairs.

But, somewhat curiously, neither in the “Long Telegram” nor in the “Mr. X” article did 
Kennan define U.S. interests or discuss U.S. priorities. He simply stated that the United 
States should contain Soviet power. The United States, he said in the “Mr. X” article, 
should practice a policy of firm containment, designed to “confront the Soviets with 
unalterable counter-force at every point where they show signs of encroaching upon the 
interests of a peaceful and stable world.”23 Later, he would regret this vague phrasing, 
which suggested the use of military force everywhere.24 But whereas in both the “Long 
Telegram” and the “Mr. X” article he was vague about what the United States should 
actually do abroad, he was emphatic that the United States should never lose sight of 
the home front. “Much depends,” he wrote at the end of the “Long Telegram,” “on the 
health and vigor of our own society. World communism is like a malignant parasite which 
feeds only on diseased tissue. This is the point where domestic and foreign policies meet. 
Every courageous and incisive measure to solve internal problems of our own society, to 
improve self-confidence, discipline, morale, and community spirit of our own people, is 
a diplomatic victory over Moscow worth a thousand diplomatic notes and joint commu-
niqués.” The deficiencies of our society, he stressed, must not be treated “with fatalism 
and indifference.”25

the architecture of Containment
Once Kennan assumed the leadership of the Policy Planning Staff, he was forced to figure 
out the architecture of containment. What he advocated in the years 1947–49 was actu-
ally far more important than anything he wrote in the “Long Telegram.” He buttressed 
containment with a concrete foundation based on a careful calculation of Western vulner-
abilities and U.S. interests. In other words, he quickly filled in and clarified the glaring 
omissions that existed in both the “Long Telegram” and “Mr. X” article. U.S. security, 
he argued, depended on preventing any adversary from gaining control of the power 
centers of Eurasia. Other than the United States, there were four centers of power in the 
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world: the British Isles, Germany and Europe, Russia, and Japan. The key to U.S. security 
was to insure that Soviet Russia not lure or co-opt the other centers of power across the 
Eurasian land mass.26 Kennan’s greatest fear was a joining of Russian and German power. 
“The only really dangerous thing in my mind,” he wrote in April 1947, “is the possibility 
that the technical skills of the Germans might be combined with the physical resources 
of Russia.”27 In a speech to the National War College in September 1948, he laid out his 
definition of interests with even more clarity. If Russia and European power were joined 
together even for a few years, he warned, “there would be the possibility of mobilization 
and employment of such tremendous economic and military strength from that side as to 
constitute a real threat to the security of the North American continent.”28 

Kennan calculated (correctly) that the Kremlin did not seek to use force to gain con-
trol of the resources and manpower of Germany and Western Europe. In Kennan’s view, 
Stalin was betting that he could lure Germany into the Soviet orbit and capitalize upon 
the appeal of communist parties in France and Italy.29 During the very first meetings of 
the Policy Planning Staff in May 1947, Kennan stated that the problems facing the United 
States were political, not military, and that the political problems needed to be addressed 
through economic policies. He championed the allocation of economic aid and played a 
key role in formulating the Marshall Plan. The focus of attention, he insisted, must not 
be on the communist threat, but on restoring the health and vigor of European society. 
Moreover, occupation policies in Germany and Austria needed to be configured so that 
their resources could make a maximum contribution to overall European recovery. The 
place to begin, Kennan advised, was the coal-producing areas of the Rhine River Valley. 
Coal production, in Kennan’s view, was the key to reviving production in Western Europe, 
overcoming the dollar gap, generating hope, and undercutting the appeal of indigenous 
communists.30 

Kennan emphasized that he was against allocating resources wherever communists 
were active. In the Truman Doctrine, the president had declared that “it must be the policy 
of the United States to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by 
armed minorities and by outside pressures.”31 Kennan recoiled at such indiscriminate com-
mitments. In his view, U.S. interests needed to be defined much more carefully.32 Money 
needed to be used selectively where it was likely to achieve maximum results.33 His focus 
was on the centers of world power, areas where there existed natural resources, industrial 
infrastructure, and skilled manpower. The western zones of Germany and Japan were of 
critical importance. Turning his attention to East Asia in early 1948, he emphasized that 
“The security of the United States must never again be threatened by the mobilization 
against us of the complete industrial area there as it was during the Second World War.” 
The Japanese economy needed to be rehabilitated. Risky reforms must cease. Indigenous 
communists must not be allowed to capitalize on the dire economic situation. The Soviets 
must not be allowed to lure Japan into their orbit. Nothing else was really important in 
Asia. If the United States could keep Japan out of a communist sphere and maintain its 
own bases offshore, for example, in the Philippines and on Okinawa, the United States 
would achieve its overriding security goals.34

Kennan grasped that U.S. initiatives in the western zones of Germany, Western Europe, 
and Japan would provoke a Soviet reaction. When Stalin launched the Cominform, incited 
riots and strikes in France and Italy, and helped to orchestrate a communist seizure of 
power in Prague, Kennan was not surprised. Soviet actions, he wrote, “were a quite logi-
cal development . . . in the face of increasing American determination to assist the free 
nations of the world both economically and politically.” Subject to a squeeze play, the 
Kremlin was desperately trying to undercut the Marshall Plan before it became a reality. 
“The halt in the communist advance in Western Europe has necessitated a consolidation 
of communist power throughout Eastern Europe,” Kennan wrote in November 1947. “It will 
be necessary for them, in particular, to clamp down completely on Czechoslovakia.”35 

Kennan, however, calculated that the Soviets did not want war. Should war come, “it 
will be against their will and not as a result of their design.”36 Stalin, he insisted, wanted 
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to bore from within and capture Western Europe and western Germany through politi-
cal subversion, not through war. The United States, meanwhile, needed to keep focused 
on priorities, like the recovery of Western Europe, western Germany, and Japan. Kennan 
grasped that the United States had limited means; the key was to unleash the natural 
forces within western European societies that were resistant to communism. If the United 
States catalyzed those forces, eventually it could turn its attention to the liberation of 
Eastern Europe. But priorities were priorities, and they should not be confused.37

Kennan did not think the Soviets wanted war, but he recognized that the United States 
needed military capabilities to support its diplomacy. The initiatives Washington was 
taking in Western Europe and in western Germany could not help but be seen as provoca-
tive in the Kremlin. The Kremlin must not be allowed to thwart the achievement of U.S. 
priorities. Stalin had to be deterred from going too far, and potential friends in Western 
Europe had to be reassured that the United States would support them should the Soviets 
overstep the bounds of their existing sphere of domination in Eastern Europe. The United 
States, Kennan emphasized in early 1948, needed forces-in-being so that everyone would 
know that “we could pack a mean punch in a short time on any limited theater of opera-
tions, even if far from our shores. . . .” Friends and foes alike also needed to know that 
the United States had the will and the capacity to mobilize quickly for a major armed 
conflict. The shadow of U.S. armed forces needed to support a risk-taking diplomacy that 
was designed to shore up the balance of power in Europe and prevent the Kremlin from 
achieving its goals through intimidation, subversion, and political warfare.38 Elsewhere, 
U.S. credibility had to be preserved. Countries like Greece and Italy could not be allowed 
to fall to domestic communists, lest such developments have a bandwagon effect on more 
important centers of power.39

Once the United States had achieved a position of strength, Kennan changed his 
attitude toward negotiations. And this happened with surprising swiftness. After the com-
munist coup in Prague, the U.S. Congress passed the Marshall Plan and modestly boosted 
defense expenditures. The communists lost the elections in Italy. Their strikes and dem-
onstrations in France petered out. The processes of recovery, already under way before the 
Marshall Plan, became much more visible. Stalin blockaded Berlin, but the United States, 
Britain, and France did not deviate from their intentions to merge the three western zones 
in Germany, carry out currency reform, raise the level of industrial production, and orga-
nize self-governing institutions in western Germany. Stalin blustered and threatened. He 
blockaded Berlin, but did not dare to interfere with the airlift. Kennan continued to think 
that Stalin would not go to war. “The danger of political conquest,” he wrote in November 
1948, “is still greater than the military danger.”40

Kennan, therefore, boldly pushed for the opening of negotiations over the future of 
Germany. He was willing to contemplate unification and neutralization, provided the Krem-
lin withdrew its forces not only from eastern Germany, but also from Eastern Europe.41 
Kennan was impressed by the split between Tito and Stalin, and intuited that it opened 
additional possibilities in Eastern Europe. He supported modest covert operations and 
was a great champion of the dissemination of information throughout the eastern bloc. 
Titoism, he thought, provided opportunities to intensify the strains between the Russians 
and their satellites and to nurture centrifugal forces. Kennan wanted the United States to 
calibrate its actions carefully, seeking to avert war, yet hoping to experiment with political 
warfare, as well as with innovative negotiating strategies. His aim was to liberate Eastern 
Europe from the Soviet yoke and to force the Soviets back to their approximate prewar 
borders. In a talk at the National War College in September 1948, he stated clearly that 
our aim was “to maneuver the Russian bear back into his cage and keep him there where 
he belongs.” Now that the United States had succeeded in thwarting the Kremlin’s politi-
cal offensive in Western Europe, the national security goal of the United States was to get 
Russia to return to its “natural” borders, “to a place where it can no longer threaten to 
seize and command the power of Europe as well as of Russia.”42
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In order to do this, Kennan wanted to negotiate a mutual withdrawal. He believed that 
the key was to pull back American and Soviet power while nurturing European union. He 
did not want to risk the possibility of allowing Germany to resume its mastery over Europe, 
but he wanted to absorb German power in a united Europe that could operate indepen-
dently of American and Soviet power. This vision revealed both his intent on containing 
and retrenching Soviet power as well his skepticism of the capacity of the United States 
to play a long-term role in Europe. The task was to nurture the restorative forces in the 
Old World and promote its unity in order to balance Soviet power and allow the United 
States to escape the trap of overweening commitments abroad that would sap its energy 
and risk maladroit adventurism.43

We tend to look back nowadays and think that the reconstruction of Western Europe 
and integration of western Germany were part of an inevitable trajectory once the Marshall 
Plan was implemented and the Soviet blockade of Berlin was overcome. But that was not 
the case at all. During 1949, Kennan and his colleagues agonized over the seemingly 
intractable problems they faced. The communists took power in China, revolutionary 
nationalist strife mounted in Indochina and Southeast Asia, and the Soviets tested their 
first atomic weapon. But nothing worried U.S. officials more than their floundering occu-
pation policies in Germany and Japan. Kennan and his new boss in the State Department, 
Dean G. Acheson, lamented conditions and ruminated over the prospect that German 
demoralization could set back all their efforts. British financial weakness and French fears 
of a revived Germany complicated their planning. Stalin’s bluster and Soviet power were 
only a small part of the larger configuration of problems they faced. The whole structure 
of the Western world, Acheson conceded at one tense and frustrating planning session, 
could fall apart unless U.S. officials could decide how to grapple with the interrelated 
problems of European reconstruction, British devaluation, German integration, revolution-
ary nationalism, and atomic strategy.44

Kennan, along with his colleagues, pondered the intractable issues. There were no clear 
answers. There were frightening uncertainties and scary scenarios. Kennan sought to rivet 
attention on key priorities. He did not think his colleagues should dwell on Mao’s seizure 
of power in China or Stalin’s acquisition of atomic capabilities. There were greater threats. 
Most important were the occupation policies in Germany and Japan. “Any world balance of 
power,” he wrote the year before, “means first and foremost a balance on the Eurasian land 
mass. That balance is unthinkable as long as Germany and Japan remain power vacuums.” 
He lamented the diffusion of authority in Washington and the bureaucratic conflicts. He 
struggled to enhance the State Department’s control of overall policy and he warned that 
Germany and Japan could still wind up working with the adversary.45 He pondered the 
architecture of the non-communist world and concluded that European union needed to 
be based on French leadership and Franco-German cooperation. Washington should not 
push for British leadership; London exerted a negative influence on prospects for Euro-
pean integration. The British, Canadians, and Americans could form their own configura-
tion and work out their own arrangements for developing and handling atomic weapons. 
Meanwhile, opportunity must be left for the possibility that East Europeans might be lured 
westward. If the satellites could be weaned from the Kremlin, their form of government 
was of no great consequence. Nor did Kennan think that the United States should develop 
a hydrogen bomb. The struggle with the Kremlin was essentially a political one, and the 
overriding task was to assure the vitality of representative governments and democratic 
institutions in Western Europe and the United States.46

the Walgreen lectures
During 1949, Kennan’s differences with Acheson grew and his influence waned. He 
resigned in early 1950, and soon thereafter gave the most famous series of lectures ever 
delivered on American diplomacy. How did the United States come to feel as insecure 
as it now did, Kennan asked in the Walgreen Lectures at the University of Chicago. His 
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answer was straightforward. America’s moralistic and legalistic attitudes were the source 
of American ineptitude and insecurity. Looking at the history of American diplomacy 
from the Spanish-American War to the end of World War II, Kennan focused particular 
attention on America’s open door policy in East Asia and Wilsonian diplomacy at the end 
of World War I. His indictment was scathing. Americans had “made themselves slaves of 
the concepts of international law and morality. . . .” They had given little thought to the 
strategic sensibilities of other great powers and ignored their own interests. They were 
infatuated with notions of their own superiority. U.S. officials bowed to domestic opinion 
and ignored calculations of power. They allowed war hysteria and impractical idealism 
to shape policy. They “indulged in the colossal conceit of thinking that you could sud-
denly make international life over into what you believed to be your own image.” They 
“dismissed the past with contempt, rejected the relevance of the past to the future, and 
refused to occupy [themselves] with the real problems that a study of the past would 
suggest.” They foolishly assumed that “if [their] principles were commendable, their 
consequences could not be other than happy and acceptable.” They naively believed that 
their foreign policy goals could be achieved by “inducing other governments to sign up 
to professions of high moral and legal principle. . . .”47 

Nothing Kennan would ever write again would have the impact of the “Long Tele-
gram,” the “Mr. X” article, and the Walgreen Lectures. Subsequently, he would serve briefly 
as ambassador to the Soviet Union (1952) and to Yugoslavia (1961–63). He would write 
two Pulitzer Prize–winning books and several volumes of memoirs that rank among the 
best ever written in America. He would become a critic of the policies he helped birth, 
ridiculing U.S. policies in Vietnam and remonstrating against the nuclear arms race. He 
would lament the abuse of the environment and ruminate about the foibles of demo-
cratic governance. He remained a thorn in the side of virtually every U.S. presidential 
administration from Dwight D. Eisenhower to George W. Bush. Officials grew tired of his 
criticism, but never could dismiss or ignore him. After all, Kennan had been the father of 
containment, predicting from the very outset of the Cold War that the United States could 
vanquish Soviet communism without war, that totalitarianism was vulnerable because of 
its own shortcomings, that the Kremlin’s influence could be contained, and that victory 
was achievable if the United States replenished the vitality of its own society. Moreover, 
he buttressed his initial ideological assessments with brilliant policy prescriptions and 
analyses once he was tasked with helping to design the architecture of containment. Not 
all his recommendations were adopted, and many remain controversial to this day, but 
nobody can reread his policy planning papers without an appreciation for his intellect, his 
capacity to weigh the pros and cons of different options, his sensibility to the concerns 
of adversaries as well as allies, and his careful calculation of U.S. interests. 

Kennan’s legacy and the Democratic Peace
Consequently, it is worth pondering whether there is anything to extrapolate from Kennan 
that might apply to the present dilemmas of U.S. foreign policy. Kennan began his “Mr. 
X” article by stressing that Soviet power was a product of ideology and circumstances. 
Circumstances today are far removed from those that existed in the aftermath of World 
War II. The contemporary terrorist threat does not emanate from a sovereign state. Bor-
ders today are more porous; people are more mobile; and weapons of mass destruction are 
more plentiful and more susceptible to proliferation. The ideology of the adversary today, 
to the extent that there is an ideology, is a form of Islamic fundamentalism that, how-
ever popular in North Africa, the Middle East, and Southeast Asia, is much less appealing 
than communism was after World War II. Everywhere, then, as U.S. officials themselves 
acknowledged, liberal capitalism was on the defensive.

Notwithstanding these salient differences in circumstance and ideology, the advice, 
prescriptions, and policies that Kennan formulated and espoused at the height of his 
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influence retain considerable resonance. His emphasis was on threat perception. The key 
was to understand that the United States faced a political and ideological threat, not 
a military one. The task was to define interests and priorities in relation to the threat. 
Threats, moreover, should not be exaggerated. Emotion should not take over. Democra-
cies had great difficulty formulating constructive policies, and political partisanship and 
paranoia must not supplant reason and calculation. Most of all, American officials should 
not become infatuated with their own values and institutions and think they had univer-
sal application. “We should stop putting ourselves in the position of being our brothers’ 
keeper and refrain from offering moral and ideological advice. We should cease to talk 
about vague and . . . unreal objectives such as human rights, the raising of the living 
standards, and democratization.”48 Even in the West, according to Kennan, liberal values 
remained tenuous and uncertain, as they collided with the forces of modernization, indus-
trialization, and technology. 

Democracies, Kennan believed, often exercised power foolishly. U.S. power, therefore, 
needed to be conserved, nurtured, and applied prudently and sparingly. No nation, least of 
all a democratic nation susceptible to the whims of a volatile electorate, could transform 
the world. Goals needed to be more modest, linked to interests, and pursued systematically 
over a long period of time. War waged to do away with war and to eradicate violence often 
make “violence more enduring, more terrible, and more destructive to political stability 
than did the older motives of national interest. A war fought in the name of high moral 
principle finds no early end short of some form of total domination.”49 

Kennan wanted officials to grasp the underlying roots of the threats they faced and 
to deal with the vulnerabilities within Western societies. Officials needed not so much to 
attack communists as to tackle the circumstances that permitted communism to flourish. 
Hence economic reconstruction assumed more importance than military rearmament. Fill-
ing vacuums of power and allaying the grievances of disaffected peoples in key areas was 
more important than flaying the monster in Moscow. That monster would perish from its 
own disease once it was deprived of nourishment abroad.

Terrorists today, like communists in the 1940s, Kennan would be thinking, would 
encounter insuperable obstacles if they were deprived of the conditions under which they 
flourish, that is, if they could not capitalize on regional rivalries, thwarted aspirations, 
and truncated modernization efforts. In the same way that Kennan grasped that the 
intractable Franco-German rivalry had to be overcome if Western Europe were to be secure, 
policymakers today might realize that the intractable Palestinian-Israeli problem must be 
resolved if the adversary is to be deprived of fertile ground for its recruitment purposes. 
Just as Kennan recognized that refugees fleeing from Eastern Europe and eastern Germany 
needed an outlet for their aspirations, European officials today must muster the imagina-
tion and determination to provide Muslim minorities in Europe with avenues to advance. 
Just as Kennan always claimed that the Russian people would reject communism, he would 
be assuming today that Islamic peoples would rebuff fundamentalism if the United States 
exercised prudence and wisdom. To achieve its goals, the United States must serve as 
an exemplar of a vibrant liberal society rather than as a proselytizer of democratic ideals 
abroad. From a position of strength, Kennan would be advising that the United States 
ponder the feasibility of negotiating with rogue regimes and maybe even with terrorist 
factions, much as he came to favor negotiations with the Soviet Union after spurning 
opportunities in 1945 and 1946. For Kennan, negotiation was possible because his goals 
were limited and calibrated. But negotiation never meant retreat from priorities or the 
compromise of interests; nor should they today.

Remembering George Kennan does not mean idolizing him. As indicated above, much 
in the world has changed, and Kennan was not as prescient as some would like to think. 
He predicted the end of communism, but never appreciated the appeal of consumer capi-
talism, democratic values, and soft power, all of which were so important to the collapse 
of the Soviet empire. Yet remembering George Kennan means honoring his memory by 
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thinking about the issues that he deemed most salient: the interpretation of threat and 
the calculation of interest. 

Although Kennan stressed that the military threat was not the most salient danger to 
U.S. interests during the early days of the Cold War, it behooves us to ponder this mat-
ter. Might one argue nowadays that the principal threat, unlike the situation with Soviet 
Russia after World War II, is a military/terrorist threat, as illuminated by the events of 
9/11? Or must 9/11 be placed in a larger perspective, however horrendous the loss of 
life and prestige was on that mournful day? Threat perception is a key to policymaking, 
and calculating the magnitude of disparate threats is something that Kennan would be 
encouraging us to do.50 

Kennan would also be cautioning that actions to deal with threats should produce 
more good than harm. He intuited, for example, that the Marshall Plan would produce a 
clampdown in Eastern Europe. He accepted this tradeoff. But he warned that actions to 
thwart Soviet expansion should not end up allowing the Germans to become the masters 
of Europe. Nor should efforts to maneuver the Soviets back to their prewar boundaries 
be so crude as to ignite a war that would be disproportionate to the interests at stake. 
Threats needed to be handled in nuanced ways. For the latter half of his life, Kennan 
regretted that his “Long Telegram” and “Mr. X” article simplified threat perception and 
encouraged others to think in terms of military containment and zero-sum outcomes. For-
eign policy, in his view, demanded prudence and calculation, not lofty ideals and vacuous 
rhetoric about inchoate dangers. Only as he served on the Policy Planning Staff was he 
forced to translate the general policy of containment into an architectural achievement 
that would endure. 

To do this required an appreciation of interests. Kennan challenged his colleagues to 
think systematically about interests. In his days on the Policy Planning Staff, he defined 
them in terms of centers of industrial infrastructure, skilled labor, and natural resources. 
But how should America’s most vital interests be defined today? Securing access to the 
petroleum resources of the Persian Gulf and the Middle East is an indisputable interest. 
Removing governments that nurture or tolerate the breeding of terrorists is an indisput-
able interest. Kennan, I think, would appreciate those calculations. But he would be 
profoundly suspicious of the notion that those interests can be promoted most effec-
tively by seeking to transform societies and impose a democratic way of life. Like Francis 
Fukuyama, Kennan would be profoundly skeptical of the capacity of the United States 
to impose democracy through the assertion of its power. “By definition,” Fukuyama has 
written, “outsiders can’t impose democracy on a country that doesn’t want it; demand for 
democracy and reform must be domestic. Democracy promotion is therefore a long-term 
and opportunistic process that has to await the gradual ripening of political and economic 
conditions to be effective.”51

But given the nature of contemporary threats, many analysts would argue that waiting 
could be self-destructive. Democracy promotion, they insist, makes sense not for idealis-
tic reasons but for reasons of calculated interest.52 Democracies, they claim, would not 
harbor terrorists or wage aggressive war. Since Kennan’s “Long Telegram” and Walgreen 
Lectures, these analysts have mustered a salient intellectual tradition, one that goes back 
to Kant, but that has its more recent roots in the empirical research of social scientists.53 

Democracies, this research suggests, rarely wage war against one another. Shared norms 
and institutional constraints militate against conflict. Elected governments are con-
strained by their electorates, which seek to avoid the loss of life, the sacrifice of property, 
and the burden of taxation. Further, democracies learn habits of compromise that nurture 
accommodation in the conduct of foreign relations much as they require horse-trading at 
home. Hence the spread of liberal ideals and democratic institutions becomes a national 
security imperative itself, a vital interest, as President George W. Bush has argued again 
and again over the past few years.
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Kennan would be profoundly skeptical of such arguments. Ideals and interests, he 
would claim, should not be confused and conflated. Like many critics of the democratic 
peace theory, he would distrust the statistical data and look disdainfully on the proposi-
tion that democracies are less likely than other states to enter militarized interstate dis-
putes.54 He took a dim view of the capacity of people to govern themselves and exercise 
prudent self-discipline. He would sneer at President Bush’s homilies about the universal 
appeal and benign influence of democracy. In his view, societies possessed immutable 
cultural features and nations possessed permanent interests; neither of these were likely 
to be transcended or superseded by popular elections or self-governing institutions. 

Yet democratic peace theorists and writers have made a case that has catapulted an 
intellectual tradition and a scholarly debate into the very heart of policymaking. Is it a 
vital interest to spread democracy? Would external dangers diminish if more nations were 
democratic? Remembering George Kennan means that we should tackle these issues seri-
ously because they involve fundamental issues of threat perception and interest assess-
ment, matters that represent the core of Kennan’s legacy and that were at the very heart 
of the “Long Telegram,” the “Mr. X” article, and the Walgreen Lectures. 
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54 . For a brief summary, with citations, of the criticisms of the democratic peace theory, see John M. 
Owen, “Democratic Peace Research: Whence and Whither,” International Politics 41 (2004): 606–7.
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