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AN EMPTY SKY
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Passport photograph of George Kennan, May 1924, when he was a student at Princeton.

(Courtesy of Joan Kennan)

1.

When George Kennan composed the documents that would be received as the rationale for American Cold War foreign policy—the Long Telegram, written in Moscow in February 1946, and “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” the so-called X Article, published in Foreign Affairs in July 1947—he did not imagine he was prescribing a new attitude for a new time. He was stating what he thought the American attitude toward the Soviet Union should always have been. He was saying something that he had been trying to say for years but that he felt few people wanted to hear. He produced those documents out of exasperation, not inspiration.

Kennan never understood why people talked about the Cold War as something that began at the end of the Second World War.[1] He thought that Stalin was a particularly brutal and cunning dictator, but that

Soviet paranoia and insecurity were not products of the Russian Revolution and had, at bottom, nothing to do with Communism. They had to do with Russia’s peculiar relation to the West, which had its roots in the eighteenth century. That Russian power would someday present a problem to the rest of Europe and the United States was always, as he put it, “in the cards.”[2] He therefore devoted enormous diligence and eloquence to the business of persuading the American government to de-ideologize its differences with the Soviet Union. He did not have much success. This did not surprise him. He was always dubious about the ability of democratically elected politicians to run a sensible foreign policy.

Kennan is sometimes taken to be a member of what was eventually known as the Establishment, or (a term that similarly mixed respect with mild sarcasm) the Wise Men. These were the pragmatic and largely nonpartisan internationalists who played a major role in the running of American foreign policy in the first two thirds of the twentieth century. It was a clan-like group. Most were graduates of Yale, and most had successful careers as Wall Street bankers and lawyers. They believed in something that a later generation would regard as a hypocritical oxymoron: the altruistic use of American power. They wanted the United States to promote its interests abroad; but they also believed that this was for the world’s good. They did not conspire to open foreign markets to American business and “the American way of life,” because there was nothing conspiratorial about them. They were just what they seemed to be: representatives of an American conception of prosperity and an American sense of global responsibility.

The line can be traced back to the time the United States became an imperial power, during the presidencies of William McKinley and Theodore Roosevelt.[fn1] A founding figure was Elihu Root, secretary of war under McKinley and Roosevelt and secretary of state under Roosevelt, a creator of the Council on Foreign Relations, and the winner, in 1912, of the Nobel Peace Prize. Root’s protégé Henry Stimson (Andover, Yale, and a partner in the Wall Street firm Root and Clark, founded by Elihu Root’s son) was secretary of war under William Howard Taft, secretary of state under Herbert Hoover, and secretary of war again under Franklin D. Roosevelt. Stimson’s protégé Robert Lovett (Hill School, Yale, Brown Brothers Harriman) was Truman’s secretary of defense; another protégé, John J. McCloy (Peddie, Amherst, Cravath and Cadwalader, Wickersham and Taft), was assistant secretary of war under Roosevelt and Truman, president of the World Bank, and high commissioner for Germany. Others in the mold include two men Kennan worked closely with: Averell Harriman (Groton, Yale, Brown Brothers Harriman), who was made ambassador to the Soviet Union by Roosevelt, and Dean Acheson (Groton, Yale, Covington & Burling), who became Truman’s secretary of state.[3]

Kennan had affinities with these men and he was comfortable around them. He had a patrician temperament. But he was not a lawyer or a banker, and he did not get called to public service through connections formed in school. He was a professional diplomat, a lifetime civil servant with practical experience in the field of foreign affairs. He was unlike the others in another, more significant, way, too. He did not believe in the virtues of Americanization.

For one of the peculiar things about Kennan, a man not short on peculiarities, is that he had little love for the country whose fortunes he devoted his life to safeguarding. He realized very early in his career that his loyalty to the United States “would be a loyalty despite, not a loyalty because, a loyalty of principle, not of identification.”[4] What Kennan admired about the United States was the value it placed on the freedom of thought—the supreme good for Cold War intellectuals. Toward American life generally, though, he had the attitude of the typical midcentury European: he thought that Americans were shallow, materialistic, and self-centered. He was firmly anti-majoritarian, not only in foreign affairs, where he considered public opinion a menace, but also in governmental decision-making generally.

In the draft of a book begun in 1938, when he was thirty-four, he advocated restricting the vote to white males and other measures designed to create government by an elite.[5] Even after the war, and in his most widely read books—American Diplomacy, published in 1951, and the first volume of his Memoirs, which came out in 1967 and won a Pulitzer Prize—he was frank about his estrangement from American life and his problem with democracy. He believed that the form of government has little to do with a nation’s quality of life, and he admired conservative autocracies, such as prewar Austria and Portugal under António Salazar.[6] “Democracy, as Americans understand it, is not necessarily the future of all mankind,” he wrote in 1985, when he was eighty-one, “nor is it the duty of the U.S. government to assure that it becomes that.”[7]

To make the irony complete, the country he felt closest to was Russia. “Russia had been in my blood,” he says in the Memoirs. “There was some mysterious affinity which I could not explain even to myself.”[8] He liked to imagine that he had lived in St. Petersburg in a previous life.[9] When he visited Tolstoy’s estate, Yasnaya Polyana, it made him feel, he said, “close to a world to which, I always thought, I could really have belonged, had circumstances permitted.”[10][fn2]

He had no sympathy for, or much interest in, Marxism, and he had no illusions about Stalin. He despised the whole Soviet apparat, in part because its minions prevented him from associating with ordinary Russians when he worked at the American embassy in Moscow. Still, he thought that even under Communism, Russians maintained a resilience of character that was disappearing in the West. When he imagined the day the Iron Curtain was lifted, a day his own policy recommendations were intended to bring about, he dreaded what would happen to the Russians once they were exposed to “the wind of material plenty” and “its debilitating and insidious breath.”[11] Though he had advocated the reunification of Germany, he took little satisfaction when, in 1990, it finally occurred. It was just the result, he thought, of agitation by young East Germans motivated “by the hope of getting better jobs, making more money, and bathing in the fleshpots of the West.” He wondered whether that was what the United States had really wanted when it set out, more than forty years before, to wage a cold war.[12]

2.

Kennan’s father was a Minneapolis tax attorney who was fifty-two when his son was born, in 1904. Kennan’s mother died of peritonitis from a ruptured appendix when he was two months old. (There is a story that the doctor refused to operate without permission from the husband, who was away on a fishing trip.)[13] He went to St. John’s Military Academy, in Wisconsin, and then to Princeton, where he landed squarely in the role of outsider, a role that was partly cultivated and partly thrust upon him.

Kennan had read This Side of Paradise in high school, but preppiedom was a foreign land. “[M]y college career bore little resemblance to Fitzgerald’s,” as he put it in the Memoirs.[14] He told of being left behind while his classmates all went off to the Yale game. In desperation, he hitched a ride to New Haven, but since he didn’t have a ticket, he couldn’t get into the stadium, and he returned to Princeton as solitary as when he left it.[15] In his freshman year, he had an attack of scarlet fever, which set him back socially and seems to have triggered a lifelong susceptibility to illness.

He was not an outstanding student, but he had ambition. He joined the Foreign Service in 1926, a year after graduating from Princeton, with an initial posting to Hamburg by way of Geneva. Two years later, he was quick to take advantage of a State Department offer to pay the way for any member of the Foreign Service who wanted to achieve fluency in Chinese, Japanese, Arabic, or Russian. In 1928, the United States did not recognize the government of the Soviet Union and there were no diplomatic relations between the countries. But there were Americans who did business in the Soviet Union—Averell Harriman, for example, owned a manganese concession in the Caucasus in the 1920s—and Kennan saw that the freeze could not last forever. He felt destiny operating as well in the form of a distant cousin, also named George Kennan, who had written an important book on Siberia and the exile system under the tsars.[16]

It was in the language-training program that Kennan discovered his special feeling for Russian life. He was one of just seven men chosen to learn Russian in the ten years the program ran, from 1926 to 1936. His studies were supervised by the head of the State Department’s Division of Eastern European Affairs, Robert Kelley. Kelley was a formidable figure, and his attitude toward the Soviet Union almost certainly influenced the views of many of the officers who passed through the program, including Kennan and the man, also a Soviet specialist, who became Kennan’s closest friend in the Foreign Service, Charles (Chip) Bohlen.

Kelley had spent a year after college at Harvard working on his Russian at the École Nationale des Langues Orientales Vivantes in Paris, then returned to Harvard to begin work on a PhD. He joined the State Department in 1922.[17] Kelley understood that Communism was a subject that stirred up passions, and he was scrupulous about thoroughness and objectivity in running his division. The reports his office produced were noted for their scholarly rigor.[18] But he took a legalistic view of Soviet behavior. He regarded the government as an outlaw regime whose word could not be trusted, dangerous to its neighbors and a defaulter on its debts. And he took a hard line on recognition.[19] Even in 1933, when it was clear that Roosevelt, a man with little patience for legalism, intended to open diplomatic relations with Moscow, Kelley, though only a junior official in the State Department, delivered combative testimony before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on the matter and composed a vigorous opposing brief, which was duly transmitted to the president.[20]

To begin his language training, in 1928, Kennan was sent to Tallinn, in Estonia, for a preliminary tryout in the consulate (and “to make sure that we could cope with the local liquor and the local girls,” he later said), and then, briefly, to Riga, in Latvia.[21] Since he was already fluent in German, he chose Berlin to study in. (Five of the other trainees went to Paris; one went to Prague.)[22] In 1929, his first year there, he took Russian-language classes at the Seminar für Orientalische Sprachen, a school established by Bismarck for training diplomats, and with private tutors. He also took courses on Russian subjects at the Hochschule für Politik, a private academy created to support democracy and the Weimar Republic. He spent his second year as a student at the Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität (now Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, also long referred to as the University of Berlin).[23] And he met the woman he married, Annelise Sørensen, who was Norwegian.

Kennan’s tutors in Berlin were Russian émigrés. They read Russian classics together, and he became friendly with some of them.[24] His studies entirely avoided Marxism, Communism, and the Russian Revolution. This was by Kelley’s design. It happened that excellent courses on subjects such as Soviet finance and Soviet political structure were offered at the university, and Kennan wrote to Kelley to ask if he should take them. Kelley said no, he wanted him to get the same education that a Russian who attended one of the tsarist universities before the Revolution would have had.[25] “It was wise direction, for which I have been always grateful,” Kennan wrote in his Memoirs.[26] What all of this meant, of course, was that he was acculturated into the pre-Revolution Russian world that the Bolsheviks had overthrown.

Kennan’s views on the Soviet Union were more supple than Kelley’s.[27] Kennan was not disposed to be legalistic in analyzing international relations, and he discounted the ideological pretensions of Soviet policy declarations. He thought that subversion and talk of world revolution were things to be taken seriously, but he was not alarmed by them. He shared with Kelley a conviction that Soviet leadership was perfectly untrustworthy, and he opposed opening diplomatic relations. “The present system of Soviet Russia is unalterably opposed to our traditional system,” he wrote to a friend in 1931. This means that “there can be no possible middle ground or compromise between the two … that the two systems cannot even exist together in the same world unless an economic cordon is put around one or the other of them, and that within twenty or thirty years either Russia will be capitalist or we shall be communist.”[28] When he wrote those words, Kennan had never been to the Soviet Union and he had met only a handful of Soviet officials.[29] But “[n]ever,” he wrote in the Memoirs, “—neither then nor at any later date—did I consider the Soviet Union a fit ally or associate, actual or potential, for this country.”[30]

After two years in Berlin, Kennan was posted to the American legation in Riga, which was used by the State Department as a listening post for intelligence about the Soviet Union.[31] In 1933, Roosevelt opened diplomatic relations, and Kennan and Bohlen were assigned to accompany the American ambassador, William Bullitt, to Moscow, where Kennan helped set up the new embassy.[32]

Bullitt began his ambassadorship with enthusiasm, but regular dealings with the Kremlin quickly soured him on the Soviet experiment. In 1936, he quit, and was appointed ambassador to France by Roosevelt.[fn3] Bullitt’s successor, Joseph Davies, also started out with friendly feelings, and although he attended, with Kennan translating for him, the last of the Moscow show trials—the trials, with their forced confessions, that Stalin used to exterminate his rivals among the old Bolsheviks—Davies elected not to be disabused.[33] During Davies’s term, the Division of Eastern European Affairs was shut down and Kelley was reassigned to the American embassy in Ankara, where he remained until the end of the war. Kennan was transferred to Washington. He spent a year manning the new Russia desk in the State Department, and then was dispatched to Prague.

He arrived there on September 29, 1938, the day Neville Chamberlain, the British prime minister, announced the Munich Agreement, handing to Hitler the part of Czechoslovakia the Germans called the Sudetenland. Kennan was in Wenceslas Square when the agreement was announced. “[O]ne of my first impressions of the post-Munich Prague,” he later wrote, “was thus the sight of crowds of people weeping, unabashedly, in the streets at this death knell of the independence their country had enjoyed for a brief twenty years.”[34] Within six months, the German army had occupied the rest of Czechoslovakia.

When Germany invaded Poland, in September 1939, Kennan was transferred to Berlin. He had little contact with Nazi officials, and he thought that most Berliners seemed detached from the country’s military adventures.[35] On December 11, 1941, four days after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Germany declared war on the United States, and the American legation was taken from Berlin by sealed train to the town of Bad Nauheim, where it was interned, incommunicado, under the supervision of the Gestapo. Kennan was in charge of the hundred and thirty Americans. Kennan recalled the Bad Nauheim quarantine with distaste. “The details of this ordeal would alone make a book,” he wrote in the Memoirs.[36] He was not referring to the Gestapo; he was referring to the Americans, who he thought behaved like spoiled children. When everyone was released, after five and a half months, he wrote a satirical poem about his fellow inmates.

His next posting was to Lisbon, where he negotiated with the prime minister, António Salazar, for the use of bases in the Azores by Allied aircraft. In January 1944, with the end of the war in sight, Kennan served as political adviser to the American ambassador to the United Kingdom, John G. Winant, at meetings of the European Advisory Commission in London, set up to discuss the political problems of postwar Europe.[37] Bohlen, who had been in Tokyo when Pearl Harbor was attacked and was interned for six months, remembered Kennan returning to Washington from the meetings “appalled by the behavior of American soldiers—their reading of comic books, their foul language, and their obsession with sex, among other things. He wondered whether the United States was capable of being a world power.”[38]

Back in Washington, Kennan got his first major break. It was completely unexpected. As a hard-liner on Soviet relations and a protégé of the warehoused Kelley, he had every reason to assume that he would never see Moscow as an American diplomat again. But Bohlen was now chief of the State Department’s Soviet Section, and Roosevelt had made Harriman his ambassador to the Soviet Union. Bohlen introduced Kennan to Harriman, who, it turned out, had read the elder George Kennan’s books on the Siberian prison system.[39] (It happened that that Kennan had also written a biography of Harriman’s father, E. H. Harriman, the railroad executive who ran the Union Pacific.) Harriman offered Kennan the position of minister-counselor—essentially, second-in-command. Kennan arrived in Moscow on July 1, 1944, just in time to witness an endgame he had long anticipated: the liberation of Eastern Europe by the Red Army.

3.

Although Stalin had ordered a special translation for himself of Mein Kampf and had underlined the passages in which Hitler laid out his vision of expansion into Russia and the destruction of Bolshevism, he seems to have been blindsided by Germany’s invasion of the Soviet Union.[40] It began on June 22, 1941, twenty-two months after the two nations had signed a nonaggression pact, splitting up Poland—the start of the Second World War. By the middle of November, German troops were within forty miles of Moscow. Parts of the Soviet government, including the foreign ministry, were evacuated to Kuybyshev, on the east bank of the Volga, six hundred miles to the east.[41]

Then, in a strategic miscalculation, Hitler delayed his advance on Moscow and the German army was caught in a Russian winter for which it was unprepared. Temperatures fell to –45F. At the cost of more than six hundred thousand lives, the Soviets were able to stop the German advance and save Moscow.[42] After an extraordinary mobilization that produced, in a nation of 170 million people, a total force of more than 34 million, the Soviets began to push the Germans out. The counteroffensive at Stalingrad in the winter of 1942–1943 and the German defeat in the epic tank battle at Kursk in July 1943 turned the tide of the war in Europe.[43] The Soviets rolled the Germans back through western Russia, Moldova, Ukraine, Belorussia, and the Baltic states and into the German-occupied nations of Eastern Europe. By the time Kennan arrived in Moscow in the summer of 1944, the Red Army had crossed into Poland and was within a hundred miles of Warsaw.[44]

Kennan flew in via Stalingrad. The battle there had lasted two hundred days, and from the air, everything but the airport building seemed to have been destroyed. He could see dumping grounds filled with wrecked planes and tanks.[45] The damage in the war between Germany and the Soviet Union was staggering. Hitler’s wars in Western Europe were militarily conventional affairs aimed at the capitulation, always swift, of the enemy government. The war in the east was different. Hitler was not trying to knock the Soviet Union out in order to protect his conquests in Western Europe; he had made those conquests precisely so that he would not be distracted from the main goal of his foreign policy: ethnic cleansing, the enslavement of the Slavs, and the creation of Lebensraum in the east.[46]

The war in Russia was therefore a Vernichtungskrieg—a war of extermination—and, once the Soviets saw what the Germans were doing, that is how both sides fought it. Prisoners were starved, shot, or sent to slave labor camps. When the main fighting in a region was over, the two armies’ political units, the NKVD and the Einsatzgruppen, rounded up local leaders, who might someday form resistance movements, and executed them or sent them to camps. The Soviets killed prisoners of war and deported “anti-Soviet elements”; the Germans wiped out Jewish communities on the spot and transported captured Jews to the death camps in the former Poland.[47] In retreat, both armies pursued a scorched earth policy. What could not be expropriated was sabotaged or demolished. In the USSR alone, more than 1,700 towns, 70,000 villages, 32,000 industrial plants, and 65,000 kilometers of railroad track were destroyed. Total Soviet deaths, military and civilian, are estimated to have exceeded 26 million, 15 percent of the population.[48]

The defeat of the Wehrmacht in the east is what made the liberation of Western Europe possible. Roosevelt and Churchill understood the military logic from the moment the Soviet Union was invaded, and they did not hesitate to ally themselves with Stalin—a man who, less than two years earlier, had made an agreement with Hitler to divide up Poland. Roosevelt liked to quote a Balkan proverb: “It is permitted you in time of grave danger to walk with the devil until you have crossed the bridge.”[49] Both nations immediately undertook to provide the Soviets with enormous quantities of matériel, even though the United States was not yet a combatant.[50]

From the start of what Churchill called the “Grand Alliance,” the question was what the price would be. Stalin’s own view was uncomplicated. “This war is not as in the past; whoever occupies a territory also imposes on it his own social system,” he explained to a group of Communist officials when the Red Army was bearing down on Berlin. “Everyone imposes his own system as far as his army can reach. It cannot be otherwise.”[51] That is exactly how Kennan thought the Soviets understood the matter, and he regarded Soviet intentions in Eastern Europe as the toad in the Allied garden. As long as the Soviets needed the Americans and the British in order to destroy the Third Reich, Stalin would act the statesman. Once Germany was defeated, the Kremlin would revert to prewar form and the United States would have very little leverage. But Kennan felt that he could not get anyone to acknowledge that the toad was there.

When they split up Poland in 1939, the Germans and the Soviets had taken measures to eliminate nationalistic threats, imprisoning or executing tens of thousands of Poles. But a hundred thousand Poles managed to evade capture, and they formed the core of the Polish Home Army, the Armija Krajowa—the second-largest national resistance movement, after Josip Broz Tito’s Yugoslav Partisans, in Europe. The Polish government-in-exile, which directed the actions of the Armija Krajowa, was based in London. Stalin therefore knew, as his army approached Warsaw in the summer of 1944, that the job of eliminating nationalistic elements in Poland was not finished. On July 27, he recognized the Polish Committee of National Liberation, based in Chelm, near Lublin, as the true representatives of the Polish people. The Committee was a collection of political figures willing to accept Soviet authority. The production of the Lublin Poles was effectively an announcement that after the Germans were driven out, the Soviet Union did not intend to recognize the claims of the Poles in London.[52]

At the American embassy in Moscow, in conversation with a diplomat who suggested that Stalin might be willing to compromise on this matter in the interest of good relations among the Allies, Kennan was caustic. “The Russians have a long-term consistent policy,” as he recorded his comments in his diary. “We have—and they know we have—a fluctuating policy reflecting only the momentary fancies of public opinion in the United States. We are incapable of conceiving and executing a long-term consistent policy. The Russians know from this that if they only wait long enough they can always find, sooner or later, a situation in which they can get what they want from us … In their opinion, as one of them recently told me, nothing is impossible.”[53]

Stalin did not compromise, and the denouement was more terrible than even Kennan could have imagined. On August 1, with Soviet troops now on the outskirts of Warsaw, the Armija Krajowa, led by General Tadeusz Bór-Komorowski, staged an uprising against the city’s German occupiers.[fn4] Taken by surprise, the Germans found themselves in a pitched battle with the Polish fighters, but within a week, the counterattack began. Hitler, who had barely survived an assassination attempt less than two weeks earlier, put Heinrich Himmler in charge; the operation was carried out by the SS under the command of Erich von dem Bach-Zelewski, a specialist in anti-partisan warfare who had supervised, for Himmler, the extermination of Jews in Belorussia. The SS massacred populations in the suburbs they captured; hospitals were burned down; partisans seeking to flee in the sewers were killed with gas grenades; citizens were thrown out the windows of their apartment buildings; wounded men and women were soaked with gasoline and burned to death.[54]

From the first days of the insurrection, the London Poles pleaded with the Soviets for the Red Army, sections of which were encamped just across the Vistula River to the east, to enter Warsaw. But the Soviets did nothing. The British and the Americans asked Stalin to air-drop supplies to the partisans. He refused. The uprising, he told Churchill, was “a reckless and fearful gamble … Soviet headquarters have decided that they must dissociate themselves from the Warsaw adventure since they cannot assume either direct or indirect responsibility for it.”[55]

Harriman met with Andrei Vyshinsky, a subordinate of Vyacheslav Molotov, the foreign minister, who informed him that the Soviet Union wished to have no hand in the Warsaw revolt, and that the American request to refuel in Soviet air bases after air-dropping supplies to the insurgents was denied. Harriman pressed his case and was given an audience with Molotov, who explained, again, that the Soviet Union could do nothing to save the Home Army and the London Poles from their own folly.[56] “For the first time since coming to Moscow I am gravely concerned by the attitude of the Soviet Government in its refusal to permit us to assist the Poles in Warsaw as well as in its own policy of apparent inactivity,” Harriman wrote to the secretary of state, Cordell Hull.[57] But Roosevelt was annoyed with the Poles, who had not notified the Allies in advance of their plans and who were now driving a wedge into the Alliance, and he declined to make a personal appeal on the matter to Stalin.[58]

On September 13, Soviet aircraft began dropping matériel into Warsaw, though the drops were made without parachutes, damaging some of the supplies.[59] American planes were permitted to use Soviet bases for supply runs over Warsaw. But it was too late. On October 3, Bór-Komorowski surrendered. After sixty-two days of fighting, 15,000 Polish partisans and some 200,000 civilians had been killed. The delay of the Soviet advance allowed Himmler to ship almost all of the 67,000 Jews held in the ghetto in Łódż to Auschwitz, the last remaining death camp, where most were killed.[60] When the fighting was over, half a million Warsaw Poles were sent to concentration camps. The rest were deported to do forced labor in Germany. On Hitler’s orders, the city was razed. Warsaw had had the largest concentration of Jews of any city in Europe.[61] When the Red Army finally entered it, in January 1945, the streets were filled with dead bodies. Not a single living person, Jew or Gentile, remained.[62]

The Warsaw uprising was a bad miscalculation, but for the plan to have worked at all, the timing would have had to have been exquisite. The Poles needed the Soviets to apply just enough pressure on the German forces in the city to make their own job successful, but not enough to make it unnecessary. The rising was intended to set up a confrontation with Stalin over the future leadership of Poland. The Home Army hoped to present Stalin with a fait accompli.[63] Stalin’s order to his army to halt at the banks of the Vistula and wait for the uprising to play itself out was mainly a political decision.[64] And he timed carefully the aid he eventually did extend to ensure that it would be ineffective. As Churchill put it, the Soviets “wished to have the non-Communist Poles destroyed to the full, but also to keep alive the idea that they were going to their rescue.”[65]

This was the game into which Roosevelt refused to be drawn. But Kennan thought that the United States should have forced the Soviets to show their hand. “I was personally not present at this fateful meeting with Stalin and Molotov,” he wrote in the Memoirs (Stalin did not, in fact, meet with Harriman on this issue); “but I can recall the appearance of the ambassador and General Deane [John R. Deane, head of the military mission] as they returned, in the wee hours of the night, shattered by the experience. There was no doubt in any of our minds as to the implications of the position the Soviet leaders had taken. This was a gauntlet thrown down, in a spirit of malicious glee, before the Western powers.”[66]

For the rest of his life, Kennan cited the Warsaw crisis as the moment when Soviet leaders “should have been confronted with the choice between changing their policy completely and agreeing to collaborate in the establishment of truly independent countries in Eastern Europe or forfeiting Western-Allied support and sponsorship for the remaining phases of their war effort.”[67] Kennan didn’t think that calling the Kremlin out would have stopped Stalin; he considered the creation of a Soviet “sphere of influence” inevitable. But he thought that it would have ended the impression of American acquiescence to Soviet designs on Eastern Europe and possibly served as a check on Soviet expansion elsewhere.

The Warsaw disaster inspired Kennan to produce his first major treatise on the nature of Soviet society and Soviet power, an essay entitled “Russia—Seven Years Later.” (The seven years referred to the time between Kennan’s two Moscow postings.) He handed the essay to Harriman in September 1944, who took it with him to Washington later that fall. Kennan never heard from Harriman about it, but Harriman seems to have read it and to have given a copy to Harry Hopkins, the man closest to Roosevelt.[68] Harriman must have realized that Kennan had something to say that the president needed to hear but that he did not want to tell Roosevelt himself. Seventeen months later, though, Harriman gave Kennan his big chance to speak directly to Washington.

4.

Even though the Warsaw crisis had momentarily shaken his confidence, Harriman believed that he could talk turkey with Stalin. Kennan emphatically did not believe in personal diplomacy, and he thought the idea that Stalin was someone the United States could cut reasonable deals with was delusional. In some ways, this made for a productive relationship. Harriman was happy to let Kennan write his opinionated and sometimes unsolicited reports, since if they didn’t interest him, he simply ignored them. He didn’t care if Kennan’s views diverged from official policy, either, because he didn’t negotiate strictly from policy anyway. He flew by the seat of his pants. Although he affected brusqueness—he was known as the Crocodile: somnolent until provoked—he admired Kennan and respected his intellect. “I’ve never been able to work with anyone as closely as I did with him,” he said many years later.[69]

Kennan didn’t just disapprove of diplomacy by intuition and of idealistic policy talk; he deeply loathed them. Declarations about the self-determination of peoples or international economic cooperation—the things Roosevelt and Churchill announced as Allied war aims in the Atlantic Charter—seemed to him not only utopian and unenforceable but also dangerous restrictions on a government’s scope of action. The Polish question was a perfect example. The United States did not want to jeopardize the fight against Germany in order to decide which group of partisans should form the government of a liberated Poland. The fate of Poland was not something that affected the national interests of the United States. In Kennan’s view, it was better to be frank about this and stop pretending that the United States was fighting for a democratic Poland, or that Moscow and Washington had the same goals and values. But the American government wants to appear virtuous for domestic political reasons, Kennan thought, so it continued to say that self-determination was its goal and to call the Soviets comrades and allies, even as those allies were preparing to walk all over the Atlantic Charter.

Kennan put all of this in a long letter to Bohlen in January 1945. The United States, he argued, should abandon Eastern Europe to the Soviets, accept the division of Germany, and give up plans for the United Nations, which he considered a classic case of political wishful thinking. When he received the letter, Bohlen was busy at the Yalta Conference, where the Allies were negotiating the future of Europe, and his reply to Kennan was curt. “Foreign policy of that kind cannot be made in a democracy,” he said.[70]

A year later, on February 9, 1946, Stalin delivered an election speech, broadcast from the Bolshoi Theatre in Moscow. (Stalin was “running” for deputy to the Supreme Soviet, a powerless body.) In it, he described the Second World War as the “inevitable result of the development of the world economic and political forces on the basis of monopoly capitalism.”[71] The statement was perfectly doctrinal: that capitalist countries will always go to war was a basic tenet of Marxism-Leninism, and saying so was unusual only in the context of the brief period of the wartime alliance, which was now, for all intents and purposes, at an end. Kennan didn’t think the speech was worth more than a summary in his regular report. He called Stalin’s remarks about the causes of the Second World War a “[s]traight Marxist interpretation,” though “more militant and oratorical in tone” than customary.[72]

But in Washington, Stalin’s words were read with alarm. The secretary of state, James Byrnes, asked the embassy in Moscow for an analysis. Harriman had finished his appointment as ambassador and was leaving Moscow for good, so he gave Kennan his blessing to reply as he saw fit. Kennan seized the day. “They had asked for it,” as he put it in the Memoirs. “Now, by God, they would have it.”[73] The result was reputedly the longest telegram in State Department history, 5,500 words in five numbered parts. Not uncharacteristically, Kennan was ill and lying in bed when he dictated it.

The Long Telegram was Kennan unbound. Yes, he said, American capitalism and Soviet Communism were incompatible systems; Washington shouldn’t have been surprised to hear Stalin say so. But Stalin’s speech had more to do with the nature of Russia than with the nature of Communism. Russian foreign policy had always been motivated by fear of the outside world, and Marxism gave the current regime an ideological fig leaf for its insecurity and paranoia. What the world was seeing was simply “the steady advance of uneasy Russian nationalism, a centuries old movement in which conceptions of offense and defense are inextricably confused. But in new guise of international Marxism, with its honeyed promises to a desperate and war torn outside world, it is more dangerous and insidious than ever before.”[74] Whatever it might say, the Soviet Union would always seek to undermine the West. That was just Russian nature.

Still, Kennan suggested, the Soviet Union was weak. It had suffered catastrophic damage; it was territorially overstretched; and it did not want a war. It only wanted to take advantage of opportunities to extend its power. The policy of the United States, therefore, should be vigilance against allowing such opportunities to arise. “Soviet power, unlike that of Hitlerite Germany, is neither schematic nor adventuristic,” Kennan explained. “It does not work by fixed plans. It does not take unnecessary risks. Impervious to logic of reason, and it is highly sensitive to logic of force.”[75] If the United States showed resolve whenever Moscow made threatening noises, if it extended aid to the European democracies so that they would know who their friends were, and if it otherwise tended its own garden, there was no reason to expect World War Three.

Byrnes was pleased with Kennan’s telegram. Harriman, back in Washington, found it “a little bit slow reading in spots,” but showed it to James Forrestal, the secretary of the navy—and this turned out, for better or worse, to be the key to Kennan’s postwar fortunes.[76]

Forrestal (Princeton; Dillon, Read) was a dedicated anti-Communist.[77] Paul Nitze (Hotchkiss; Harvard; Dillon, Read), whom Forrestal had brought into the government from Dillon, Read and was now a mid-level official in the State Department, had come to the Pentagon to warn Forrestal that Stalin’s February 9 speech amounted to a “delayed declaration of war on the U.S.”[78] Forrestal later claimed that Supreme Court Associate Justice William O. Douglas had called the speech “the Declaration of World War III.”[79]

In fact, there was nothing in Stalin’s speech suggesting a declaration of war. His prediction, entirely theoretical, was of a war between capitalist powers, which he thought would present a danger to the Soviet Union. But Forrestal interpreted Kennan’s telegram as a confirmation of his own reading of Soviet intentions. He had the telegram mimeographed and circulated to members of the cabinet and senior military officials. Whether Truman read it is unknown, but the telegram took the capital by storm. Within weeks, Kennan was recalled to Washington and installed, with Forrestal’s help, at the new National War College with the title Deputy Commandant for Foreign Affairs.[80] His job was to give lectures on international relations to military, State Department, and Foreign Service officials. The State Department also dispatched him on a speaking tour to instruct the public on the true nature of the Soviet threat. “I seem to have hit the jackpot as a ‘Russian expert,’” Kennan wrote to one of his sisters, Jeanette. “You’d be amazed, what seems to be coming my way.”[81]

In the beginning of his presidency, Truman, too, had imagined that he could talk turkey with Stalin, who he said reminded him of Tom Pendergast, the Kansas City political boss who was his patron back in Missouri.[82] Truman’s theory was the same as Harriman’s: wise guys keep their word. But his confidence did not last much beyond the end of the war. The Soviet Union was slow to withdraw its troops from northern Iran, in defiance of earlier agreements; in January 1946, it refused to join the newly established World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, set up at the Bretton Woods conference.[83] And in February, the American public learned of a major Soviet spy ring in Canada, which had been exposed the previous fall by a defector named Igor Gouzenko.[84] The spies had been stealing atomic secrets.

In a meeting on the same day as his election speech, Stalin assured listeners that Soviet scientists would soon be able to create atomic weapons. (The remarks were reported in Pravda and may have been on Kennan’s mind when he wrote the Long Telegram.)[85] The comity of the Grand Alliance was unraveling, but there was no consensus in Washington about how a Soviet policy should be constructed. In this context, Kennan’s telegram looked like a blueprint.

Forrestal was a classic anti-Communist: he believed that Stalin’s actions could be explained by Marxist philosophy and that the goal of Soviet foreign policy was world revolution. He took the ideology seriously, in other words—just the view that Kennan had taken pains to debunk. But Forrestal must have felt when he read the telegram that he had finally found someone in the State Department who was willing to take a hard line on the Soviet Union.

In December 1945, Forrestal asked one of his consultants, a Smith College professor named Edward Willett, to prepare an analysis of Marxist theory. Willett knew nothing about Marxism, and the paper he produced, on his third try, “Dialectical Materialism and Russian Objectives,” did not entirely satisfy Forrestal. Forrestal asked Kennan to rework the paper. Kennan was not particularly interested in Marxism himself, and he did not believe that Soviet behavior had anything to do with dialectical materialism. But in January 1947, he handed Forrestal an essay of his own called “Psychological Background of Soviet Foreign Policy.”

“Soviet pressure against the free institutions of the western world,” Kennan explained, “is something that can be contained by the adroit and vigilant application of counter-force at a series of constantly shifting geographical and political points, corresponding to the shifts and maneuvers of Soviet policy, but which cannot be charmed or talked out of existence.” This was the doctrine of containment. Containment need not be a stalemate, Kennan said; for “the possibility remains (and in the opinion of this writer it is a strong one) that Soviet power, like the capitalist world of its conception, bears within it the seeds of its own decay, and that the sprouting of these seeds is well advanced.”[86] Forrestal was pleased with the paper and sent it to the secretary of state, George Marshall. When the editor of Foreign Affairs, Hamilton Fish Armstrong, asked Kennan for a contribution to his journal, Kennan requested permission to publish his paper. It was agreed that since Kennan was a State Department official, it would be published pseudonymously. This was the X Article, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct.”[87] It came out in July, three months after Truman delivered his “alternative ways of life” speech.

In the X Article, Kennan suggested that Marxism presented itself to the Soviets as “a highly convenient rationalization for their own instinctive desires,” and that it continued to justify measures—hostility toward the outside world, for example, and the retention of the dictatorship—that were consistent with the behavior of the Russian state in the time of the tsars.[88] After that, the article was a restatement of the Long Telegram: it stressed the Soviet Union’s present weakness, the likelihood of its eventual internal collapse, and the unlikelihood of military aggression against the West.

The Marxist-Leninist belief in the inevitability of world socialism provided Kennan with his key metaphor. The Soviet Union was in no hurry to reach that consummation, since, according to the theory, the work is being done by history. The Soviets only needed to keep the pressure on, to act as “a fluid stream which moves constantly, wherever it is permitted to move, toward a given goal.” The policy of the United States must therefore be one of “long-term, patient but firm and vigilant containment of Russian expansive tendencies.”[89] In the long run, the Soviets might not smash up the car, but they would go broke paying the tickets. The aim was to keep Communism in its box until that happened. That is what “containment” boils down to.

When the X Article appeared, Kennan had started in what would be his most influential government post. Marshall had appointed him chief of the new Policy Planning Staff, created in an effort to think ahead in the area of international relations—not something the United States had had much practice with. The Staff became the principal source of policy ideas for Marshall, and thus for the president. Kennan dominated the meetings, did most of the writing, and worked in the office next to Marshall’s. For two years, he essentially formulated American foreign policy.[fn5]

The circulation of Foreign Affairs was under twenty thousand. But on July 8, United Press identified Kennan as the author of the X Article, and thirteen days later, Newsweek, a vigorously anti-Communist publication with a circulation of half a million, published a lead story on Kennan. The X Article, Newsweek said, illuminated “the reasons behind the Truman Doctrine,” and its publication represented the triumph of the State Department’s Soviet experts who, having managed to survive “the appeasement and war years,” had been trained back in the 1930s by Robert Kelley.[90] The hard-liners had won.

In September, Kennan was attacked in the New York Herald Tribune by the political columnist Walter Lippmann.[fn6] In a series of twelve columns, Lippman, too, identified the article as the rationale for the Truman Doctrine, and he criticized Kennan for failing to recognize the Soviet Union’s genuine national security interests in Eastern Europe. The policy of containment, Lippmann said, called for an impractical deployment of military forces; it handed the Soviets the advantage of picking the sites of confrontation; and it forced the United States to devote resources to areas of minor importance on the periphery of the Soviet Union rather than to its allies in Western Europe. He called the policy a “strategic monstrosity.”[91]

Kennan was appalled. He believed that he had proposed a policy of selective diplomatic and economic confrontation, an asymmetrical response to Soviet actions, not a state of global military preparedness.[92] He wrote a letter to Lippmann explaining that he had been misinterpreted but he could not bring himself to send it.[93]

Nor did he wish to be identified with the Truman Doctrine. He had been shown a draft of Truman’s speech, written by Dean Acheson, and had objected to the conversion of a policy recommendation to provide aid to Greece and Turkey (the ostensible purpose of the speech) into an anti-Communist crusade.[94] The first report Kennan wrote for the Policy Planning Staff, two months later, included a request that steps be taken to make it clear that the Truman Doctrine was not a “blank check.”[95] Steps were not taken. Kennan was now suddenly on the other side of the anti-Communist issue. He had gone from being a little too hard to being a little too soft.

The Long Telegram and “The Sources of Soviet Conduct” had similar contents but dissimilar contexts. The Long Telegram could not have been read as an intellectual peg for the Truman administration to hang its policy hat on because when Kennan wrote it, the White House did not really have a policy toward the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. There were hard-liners in the administration, like Forrestal, but there were also accommodationists, like Henry Wallace, the secretary of commerce. Kennan’s telegram provided Washington with a middle path, a way to be anti-Communist without going to war. Kennan didn’t say that the Soviets were reasonable or democratic or decent in any way; he did say that the United States did not need to drop the bomb on them.[96]

When the X Article appeared, almost a year and a half later, the United States did have a policy, and it was well on its way down a non-accommodationist road. On March 21, 1947, nine days after his speech, Truman signed an executive order establishing the Federal Employees Loyalty Program, which assigned the FBI and other agencies to undertake investigations of government workers suspected of disloyalty.[97] Between 1947 and 1953, 4,765,705 federal employees filled out forms initiating loyalty investigations; 26,236 were referred for further scrutiny and 560 (proportionately a small haul) were fired or not hired. Some 1,700 cases were left pending when the program expired. The loyalty program had a chilling effect on federal employees who remained in government and who identified themselves with the tradition of New Deal progressivism. The program discovered no espionage.[98][fn7]

On June 5, in a commencement speech at Harvard, Marshall announced the European Recovery Program—the Marshall Plan, which Kennan had been instrumental in designing.[99] Marshall’s speech, drafted by Bohlen, was short, just under eleven minutes, and it was interrupted by applause twice, both times in response to lines implicitly criticizing the Soviet Union.[100] At Kennan’s suggestion, Marshall aid was open to all countries, including the nations of Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. Kennan knew that Stalin would refuse the aid and would compel his satellites to refuse it as well—which he did, thereby assuming some of the blame for the Cold War division of Europe.[101]

On July 26, Truman signed the National Security Act, establishing the CIA, the National Security Council, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff. On September 17, Forrestal became secretary of defense. And on October 20, 1947, the House Un-American Activities Committee began its investigation into Communists in Hollywood. In the context of these events, the X Article read not as a wake-up call but as a gloss on existing policy. Washington was already awake.

Faithful to the choreography of Cold War geopolitics, Moscow’s steps were virtually synchronous. On March 28, 1947, seven days after Truman ordered the loyalty program for federal employees, the Central Committee of the Communist Party established a Court of Honor charged with investigating Western influences on Soviet art and science. This was an institutionalization of Zhdanovshchina, the Zhdanov Doctrine, a campaign against artistic formalism and other evidence of creeping Westernization that had been implemented in 1946 by the Kremlin’s chief ideologist, Andrei Zhdanov.

On September 22, 1947, the first meeting of the Communist Information Bureau—Cominform—was held in the resort town of Skłarska Poręba in Polish Silesia, a region from which hundreds of thousands of ethnic Germans had recently been deported. The Cominform was Stalin’s response to the Marshall Plan. Delegates were told that the goal of the meeting was to organize resistance to “attempts by American imperialism to enslave economically the countries of Europe.”[102] “A new alignment of political forces has arisen,” Zhdanov told representatives of the Communist Parties of France, Italy, the Soviet Union, and six Eastern European nations. “The more the war recedes into the past, the more distinct become two major trends in post-war international policy, corresponding to the division of the political forces operating on the international arena into two major camps: the imperialist and antidemocratic camp”—led by the United States—“on the one hand, and the anti-imperialist and democratic camp, on the other.”[103]

It was the Truman Doctrine in a mirror. European Communists interpreted Zhdanov’s speech as a command to exchange the policy of national unity for one of confrontation and subversion.[104] The United States responded in turn by designing its own program of covert psychological warfare run out of the CIA—a time bomb that would explode twenty years later.[105] In November 1947, Lippmann collected the columns he had written on Kennan and containment and published them as a book. He called it The Cold War. Lippmann was correct. It had begun.

5.

Kennan was not in the habit of citing his contemporaries in his work.[106] The impression he gave, that he was simply describing things the way they struck an intelligent and unsentimental observer, was one reason for his effectiveness as a writer. But Kennan did not form his views in an intellectual vacuum. He was an eloquent and exceptionally well-placed exponent of the theory of international relations known as realism.

A realist is someone who thinks that a nation’s foreign policy should be guided by a cold consideration of its own interests, not by some set of legal or moral principles. This is because although in domestic politics conflicts can be adjudicated by a supreme law of the land, in international politics, no such law exists. When Germany invaded Poland, Poland could not take Germany to court. The essential condition of international politics is anarchy. There are just a lot of nations out there, each one attempting to secure and, if possible, extend its own power. That is what nations do. It’s their nature. Establishing courts of international justice, or outlawing wars of aggression, or making pacts of collective security are simply attempts, dressed up in the language of human rights and self-determination, by the stronger powers to lock in the status quo. They instantiate winner’s normativity.

What makes this complicated, and, to a non-realist, confusing, is that nations ordinarily justify what they are doing, and object to what other nations are doing, in legal and moral terms. On one level, they do this in order to win popular support at home and respect in the eyes of the world. But it’s more than that. For nations tend to believe their own stories. Hitler believed that the punitiveness of the Treaty of Versailles entitled Germany to violate agreements about rearmament and territorial expansion. Stalin believed that the Soviet Union had historical precedent and legitimate national security reasons to install puppet governments in Eastern Europe.

In the international sphere, in other words, morality and legality are relative. Many Americans (not to mention many Eastern Europeans) considered Soviet justifications for interfering in the affairs of countries on their borders to be transparent fictions, but the Soviets felt similarly about, for example, the Marshall Plan. From the American point of view, the plan was the humanitarian act of a generous nation that had the best interests of its beneficiaries at heart; from the Soviet point of view, it was a means of buying loyalty, of opening markets to American business, and of suppressing a rival economic system, socialism. From the realist point of view, both nations, the United States when it offered the aid and the Soviet Union when it refused it, were only doing what they thought was in their own national interest.

Two books were responsible for helping people see the world this way, and both benefited from timing. The first was The Twenty Years’ Crisis, by the British historian E. H. Carr, published in September 1939, just as the United Kingdom and France were declaring war on Germany. The second was Politics Among Nations, by the émigré academic Hans Morgenthau, which was published nine years later, after the Cold War had begun. Both were theories of realism, and both had a major influence on the understanding of international relations among American academics and intellectuals.

Technically, Morgenthau was not a refugee, since he had been living outside Germany—in Geneva, Madrid, and Paris—before he immigrated to the United States in 1937. But the reason he had been teaching and writing abroad—his field was international law—was that as a Jew, he had no future in German academia. The United States was his choice of almost last resort. (He did turn down a job in Venezuela.) His English was poor, and when he disembarked, he had no prospect of work. After five months, during which he was told at an agency for émigré scholars that he might have luck looking for a position as an elevator operator, he managed to get a temporary teaching appointment at Brooklyn College.[107]

In 1939, he moved to the University of Kansas City, and in 1943, he accepted a six-month replacement position at the University of Chicago. When the professor he was filling in for, Quincy Wright, who had gone to Washington to serve as a consultant in the State Department, stayed away longer than expected, Morgenthau was given a regular appointment.[108] He made the most of it. Between 1946 and 1951, he brought out three major books, including Politics Among Nations; he edited or co-edited three more books, among them an important textbook, Principles and Problems of International Politics; and he published thirty-four articles. Within a year of its publication, Politics Among Nations  had been adopted as an introductory text at Harvard, Columbia, Yale, Princeton, and ninety other colleges. Within four years, it was being used by more instructors in North American universities than all other international relations textbooks combined.[109] By 1954, the year of the second edition, Morgenthau was the preeminent figure in the field.

The key term in Morgenthau’s theory was “power.” “Man’s aspiration for power is not an accident of history,” he wrote in an essay a year before the big book appeared; “it is not a temporary deviation from a normal state of freedom; it is an all-permeating fact which is of the very essence of human existence.”[110] Liberal internationalists, or “idealists,” such as Woodrow Wilson, think that war and conflict are aberrations, consequences of bad governments, and that human nature can be improved or overcome by democracy, rational policies, and goodwill. They think that nations share “a harmony of interests”—that they understand that what is bad for one nation is for all nations. Morgenthau’s Chicago colleague Quincy Wright’s major work, for example, was A Study of War (1942), two massive volumes ending with a chapter called “Toward a Warless World.” Morgenthau thought this was a fantasy. “[T]he struggle for power is universal in time and space and is an undeniable fact of experience,” he wrote in Politics Among Nations. “The desire to dominate, in particular, is a constitutive element of all human associations.”[111]

The term “realism” did not appear in the first edition of Politics Among Nations. It was with the second edition, six years later, that Morgenthau positioned his book as both the foundation for an academic field and a primer for policy makers—a double identity that has always characterized the field of international relations. The new edition opened with a section entitled “Six Principles of Political Realism,” along with a map showing resources for the manufacture of nuclear bombs in Communist and non-Communist areas of the world, and it incorporated new references to containment and the Cold War.

Although Morgenthau characterized the conflict between idealism and realism as “the great debate,” there does not seem to have been much of a debate.[112] After Hitler and Hiroshima, the notion that what every nation really wants is peace did not have much purchase. So by the mid-1950s, the discipline of international relations had acquired a new profile: it was understood to operate with a realist paradigm, to be dominated by American academics whose interests responded to the changing state of American foreign relations, and to be a European import.[113] As Arnold Wolfers, a professor of international relations at Yale who had emigrated from Germany in 1933, put it: an Anglo-American “philosophy of moral choice,” which assumes that nations are free to pursue their goals and moral convictions, was in conflict with a European “philosophy of necessity,” which assumes that nations pursue their interests.[114]

This was something of a caricature. There had been realist thinkers in the United States since the late nineteenth century, even, arguably, since the time of Alexander Hamilton and the Federalists.[115] Lippmann’s criticism of Kennan was not a criticism of realism; on the contrary, it was a realist’s attack on what Lippmann took to be an expression of the crusader mentality. Still, Cold War realism presented itself as a European chastening of American naïveté. That was part of its attraction. The term derives, after all, from Realpolitik, and the modern statesman who personified European Realpolitik was Otto von Bismarck. Kennan’s first exposure to a realist way of thinking about foreign relations came in Berlin, at the Seminar für Orientalische Sprachen, Bismarck’s creation, when he studied there as a young man in 1929−1930.[116]

Kennan met Morgenthau during a visit to the University of Chicago in 1948; a year later, when he was director of policy planning, he invited Morgenthau and Wolfers to a conference with administration officials and other public figures at the State Department to discuss the desirability of a reduction of American presence in Western Europe (a suggestion the consultants rejected).[117] Morgenthau returned the favor by arranging for Kennan to give the Charles R. Walgreen Foundation Lectures at the University of Chicago. Kennan delivered these in the spring of 1951, and they were published that fall as American Diplomacy, 1900–1950. The jacket carried a reading title: “And the challenge of Soviet power.” The X Article was included as an appendix.

Does realism have moral content? Value relativism seems built into the theory. As Morgenthau put it, nations “meet under an empty sky from which the gods have departed.”[118] Criticism of other nations’ political behavior reflects only the contingent biases of the nation that criticizes. “German aggression and lawlessness were not morally obnoxious to France and Great Britain as long as they were directed against Russia,” Morgenthau pointed out in 1946. He was writing about the Nuremberg Trials, where German aggression (natural state behavior) was made a crime (a violation of legal and moral principles). He considered the trials “a symptom of the moral and intellectual confusion of our times.”[119] The Second World War “was a war for survival, undertaken by individual nations in their own national interest, not the punitive war of a morally united humanity for the purpose of making eternal justice prevail.”[120] Kennan, too, regarded the Nuremberg Trials with “horror.”[121] He thought the United States had no moral standing to judge what Germany had done in the East. In the single allusion to the Holocaust in the two volumes of his Memoirs, he says that it was not America’s business.

So is “the national interest” a morally empty category? Morgenthau was aware of this problem. In an otherwise admiring essay on Carr’s work, he complained that The Twenty Years’ Crisis “leads of necessity to a relativistic, instrumentalist conception of morality.” With no transcendent position from which to judge politics among nations, “the political moralist transforms himself into a utopian of power.”[122] Still, Morgenthau was hard pressed to define the proper transcendent position. He worried that such a position would become the justification for a crusade. A moralist, he said, is someone who thinks that “[w]hat is good for the crusading country is by definition good for all mankind, and if the rest of mankind refuses to accept such claims to universal recognition, it must be converted with fire and sword.”[123] Wilson’s mission to make the world safe for a democracy was such a crusade; Bolshevism’s aspiration to world revolution was such a crusade. And so, Morgenthau implied, was a policy designed to free the world from Communism. This was always Kennan’s worry, too—that the great danger for the United States in the Cold War was the temptation to combine power politics with a moral mission, to turn containment from a pragmatic foreign policy into an anti-Communist crusade backed by nuclear bombs.

The realist version of “the harmony of interests” is “the balance of power.” Realism is a Great Power theory of international relations. Smaller states, what George Orwell called “comic opera states,” don’t matter.[124] The goal is to keep the major powers happy enough with what they have and sufficiently intimidated by the other major powers that they don’t start going after weaker states—not because that would violate the sovereignty of weaker states, but because it would upset the balance of power. Carr thought that Chamberlain did the right thing at Munich when he handed the Sudetenland over to Hitler. He was acting as a realist: he exchanged part of Czechoslovakia for what he called “peace for our time.”[fn8] Kennan thought, similarly, that the only way to have prevented the Soviet occupation of Eastern Europe would have been for the American army to get there first. Great powers such as Germany and Russia have always had “spheres of influence.” It is unrealistic to pretend that states within those spheres have an absolute right to self-determination, or that, if they do, it is the business of the United States to secure it.

“Power always thinks it has a great Soul,” John Adams wrote to Thomas Jefferson.[125] After Europe destroyed itself in the Second World War, the United States had power over other nations to a degree unprecedented in its history, possibly in the world’s history, and it was natural for Americans to conclude that they deserved it—that their good fortune had moral validation. Kennan worried that such a belief could become a high-minded justification for interference in the affairs of other nations. He thought that Americans needed to be realists because they could not trust themselves to be moralists.




2

THE OBJECT OF POWER


[image: Image]


The view from Orwell’s bedroom at Barnhill, on the island of Jura, in Scotland, where he finished Nineteen Eighty-Four.
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Although it was Walter Lippmann who gave the term currency, the first writer to use “Cold War” to describe postwar international relations was George Orwell.[1] Orwell did not advocate a Cold War; on the contrary, he dreaded the prospect. He thought it would mean a world dominated by totalitarian monsters locked in an interminable and unwinnable struggle. All possible futures considered, he preferred a hot war, a nuclear exchange that wiped out most of the race and sent the planet back to the Bronze Age, where humanity could begin again with a clean slate.[2]

Yet after his death from tuberculosis in January 1950, at the age of forty-six, Orwell became an iconic figure not to pacifists or to people who believed that the Cold War was avoidable, but to Cold Warriors from virtually every point on the political compass. Ex-Communists, socialists, liberals, neoliberals, neoconservatives, conservatives, libertarians, and the far-right anti-Communist John Birch Society all identified with Orwell.[3][fn1] His name was turned into a description of the kind of future these people wanted the West mobilized to prevent: Orwellian. Even though his great contribution to the twentieth-century political imaginary, Nineteen Eighty-Four, published in 1949, was intended as a warning about what a Cold War might turn the world into, it was evoked for forty years as a warning of what the world might become without one.
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