
A curmudgeon claimed by the Right and the Left 

UNDERSTANDING 
GEORGE K E N ”  

by Thomas M. Magstadt 

On February 16, 1984, George Frost Kennan, the eminent 
historian, Russianologist, and antinuclear gadfly, reached 
eighty, that milestone at which former high-ranking Amer- 
ican diplomats are customarily canonized as “elder states- 
man.” Mr. Kennan is now a certified elder, but the nature 
of his statesmanship raises interesting questions-not sim- 
ply because of Kennan’s great notoriety but because any 
serious attempt to answer them cuts to the very core of 
the most profound issues facing the nation in the final 
quarter of the twentieth century. 

For over thirty years now Kennan has been one of the 
most controversial public figures in the West. His critique 
of American diplomacy, especially in the areas of Soviet- 
American relations and strategic arms control, has had an 
ironic edge, emanating as it does from the architect of 
containment-America’s historic response to the Soviet 
challenge. Unhappily, the implications of containment (the 
term itself was coined by KeMan in his famous “X’ article 
of 1947 in Foreign Affairs, “The Sources of Soviet Con- 
duct”) were not clearly spelled out at its inception. En- 
shrined as a doctrine, containment-which Kennan 
maintains was misunderstood from the start-soon ac- 
quired a military character. The North Atlantic Treaty Or- 
ganization (NATO), established in 1949, became its 
embodiment. If Kennan is correct, the founding of NATO 
represented a fateful policy shift, from primary reliance 
on internal strength measured by such standards as eco- 
nomic vitality, social and psychological stability, and moral 
integrity to reliance on external power and influence mea- 
sured in crude military capabilities. 

According to this view, Kennan’s conceptual tour de 
force had the unintended outcome of preparing the way 
for what Daniel Yergin has called the “national security 
state,” whose hallmark was a heavy reliance ,on nuclear 
weapons apotheosized in the “massive retaliation” doctrine 
of the 1950s. As the Soviets acquired the wherewithal to 
strike directly at American targets, however, the brink- 
manship strategy of John Foster Dulles became increas- 
ingly absurd and untenable. The arms control agreements 
of the 1960s and the budding of dCtente in the early 1970s 
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reflected an awareness on both sides of the East-West 
divide that nuclear war would be an unmitigated disaster, 
the avoidance of which could never again be left to chance. 
But the decade that began propitiously with the enactment 
of SALT I ended acrimoniously with the defeat of SALT 
Il in the U.S. Senate. 

As presidential hopeful, Ronald Reagan dusted off a 
nuclearized version of containment reminiscent of the Dulles 
era; as president, he restored it with the care of an ar- 
chaeologist who has unearthed an ancient artifact of sur- 

. passing theological significance. Robert E. Osgood, the 
most distinguished intellectual in Secretary of State George 
Shultz’s inner circle, wrote in Foreign Affairs: America 
andrhe World 1981 that “the revitalization of containment” 
constitutes the “central goal” of American foreign policy. 

Kennan argues that, in point of fact, such a revitalization 
has been going on at least since the passage of the Jackson- 
Vanik amendment to the 1974 Trade Reform Act, which 
linked most-favored nation tariff treatment to an easing of 
Soviet emigration policy. However, far from taking a posi- 
tive view of such steps, Kennan calls this “nothing but 
one long dreary process of retrogression” in which there 
has been a “reckless acceleration of the arms race” and 
“shrill denunciations” of the Soviets by the Carter and 
Reagan administrations. “Of the list of constructive prin- 
ciples agreed upon eight years ago by Nixon and Brezh- 
nev,” Kennan wrote in 1982, “...not one is left that Mr. 
Nixon’s successors have not denounced or abandoned, or 
both.” 

What this t2te-h-tt!te between Kennan and the current 
administration demonstrates most clearly is that our foreign 
policy has now come full circle. At the onset of the cold 
war the central issue was whether the strategy of contain- 
ment should be predicated on strengthening America’s al- 
lies economically or outclassing its enemies militarily. The 
same basic questioo-What is the ultimate source of power 
in contemporary world politics?-lies behind the present 
controversy over America’s global purpose. Oddly enough, 
Kennan has supplied the principal arguments on both sides 
of this debate. In 1984, his vintage 1947 analysis of Soviet 
motives is embraced as gospel in the highest echelons of 
the U.S. Government. By the same token, his critique of 
the big-stick diplomacy that “military containment” has 
spawned provides much of the intellectual inspiration be- 
hind the call for a new foreign policy. Because Kennan 
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has defined the terms of the discussion, it behooves us to 
take a close look at what he has actually been saying. 

THE TWO-CENTURY MAN 
Kennan’s critics charge him with flagrant inconsistencies. 
Kennan replies that the problem is not his but his detrac- 
tors’. They consistently misunderstand him, misrepresent 
his views, and just plain miss the point. There is truth on 
both sides. Kennan is inconsistent at times and his critics 
do misrepresent or misconstrue his views at other times. 
As a consequence, what the semi-attentive public (i.e.. 
those who read some of his articles but none of his books) 
knows about George Kennan is that, having done an about- 
face on the subject of the “Soviet threat,” he now believes 
the nuclear arms race is out of control and the fate of the 
earth is hanging in the balance. To some ears, this prophecy 
of doom sounds like so much apocalyptic nonsense; to 
others it is like a warning blast from Gideon’s trumpet. 

Preoccupation with the nuclear issue has obscured the 
fact that Kennan’s views on Soviet-American relations and 
the arms race represent but two facets of a comprehensive 
critique-a critique not only of American foreign policy 
but also of contemporary American society. It is this larger, 
all-embracing view that has been largely ignored by Ken- 
nan’s critics. 

Kennan’s contention that our military-political strategy 
v is -h is  the Soviets is fundamentally unsound turns out, 
on close inspection, to be three-dimensional. First, he is 
saying that in the Mutual Assured Destruction (MAD) 
calculus of modem weaponry, adding to our nuclear stock- 
piles paradoxically subtracts from national security because 
it inevitably accelerates the strategic arms race and ex- 
acerbates superpower tensions. This point, by no means 
original. stresses the fact that we cannot defend ourselves 
with ballistic missiles-indeed, that the protective value 
of these weapons has been illusory for well over two dec- 
ades now. 

Second, Kennan argues that we need nor defend our- 
selves from nuclear attack because the Soviet Union has 
no intention of launching such an attack. Here he excoriates 
the “hard-liners” for assuming that the Soviet leaders “lack 
all attributes of humanity and are motivated by nothing 
but the most blind and simple-minded urge of destruction 
towards the people and substance of the United States and 
its allies.” 
Finally, Kennan is suggesting that beyond a certain point 

we should not defend ourselves-at least not if “defend” 
means getting into situations of confrontation where the 
stakes are sufficiently high to raise the specter of nuclear 
war. This argument may appear preposterous to some, but 
1 believe that it lies at the root of Kennan’s recent pohticd 
thought; that it alone can resolve the seeming contradiction 
between Kennan the late nineteenth-century Tory and Ken- 
nan the twentieth-century semi-pacifist; and, most impor- 
tant, that it points to an issue perhaps more vital to national 
survival than that of nuclear war itself. 

The essential thrust of Kennan’s dissent cannot be ap- 
preciated without some reference to his perspective on 
democracy and modernity. Whereas Kennan’s critics, with 
snapshot vision, tend to see the world only in terms of the 
immediate present, Kennan sees it emerging from its past. 
It is this Gibbonesque quality that more than anything else 
accounts for another anomaly: the fact that, despite ex- 
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traordinary gifts as a writer and lecturer, Kennan has failed 
to put his ideas across clearly whenever he ventures out 
of the relatively safe haven of historiography and into the 
realm of contemporary public (most notably, foreign) af- 
fairs. 

Tocqueville’s observation that democratic man has a 
short memory is especially true in the Computer Age. 
Adaptation to new discoveries, not fidelity to old principles 
and practices, is the key to success in today’s fast-paced 
society. Or is it? Kennan suggests that the very success 
of our efforts at adaptation,’ particularly in the area of 
modem technology, now threatens to destroy us; he insists 
upon taking his bearings from the past and gauging the 
present against the standards of our predecessors rather 
than our progeny. It is this stodgy, old-fashioned, cur- 
mudgeon’s eye view of the world, not some crackpot pen- 
chant for apocalyptic prediction, that explains two of 
Kennan’s most controversial proclivities: his neo-isola- 
tionism and his dalliance with unilateral nuclear disar- 
mament. 

The first of these, neo-isolationism. seems especially 
incongruous in light of the fact that the containment doc- 
trine he helped formulate was predicated on the assumption 
of an open-ended American engagement in global affairs. 
Indeed, the fact that the publication of the “ X ’  article was 
approved by the State Department suggests that it reflected 
the Truman administration’s posture of combatting isola- 
tionism in the Congress and the country as a whole. Re- 
alizing that this tradition was deeply embedded in our 
political culture, the administration believed that the new 
geopolitical realities of the postwar era made America’s 
active defense of freedom a moral imperative. Obviously, 
Kennan thought so too. 

It should be noted at the outset that what Kennan has 
in mind is not an immediate retreat from all responsibility. 
As he explained in 1979: 

When I say I am an “isolationist”-which in a sense I am- 
I do not advocate that we should suddenly.. .abandon our West 
European allies. I don’t even mean that we should do anything 
abruptly to curtail our commitments anywhere. ,. .But.. .we 
should not accept new commitments,.. .gradually reduce our 
existing commitments to a minimum even in the Middle East. 
and get back to a policy of leaving other people alone and 
expect to be largely left alone by them. 

In the late 1970s he dismissed the dangers posed by 
Soviet-sponsored Cuban intervention in Angola as “egre- 
giously exaggerated.” Today he would no doubt say the 
same thing about the Eastern bloc aid to Nicaragua. Even 
the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979, while certainly 
not applauded by Kennan. can nevertheless be largely dis- 
counted in his view, because Moscow was merely mani- 
festing its historical sensitivity to instability on its periphery. 

THE FOREIGN POLICY ENVIRONMENT 
In The Cloud ofDanger (19771, Kennan noted what every 
American president in recent history has found to be all 
too true (although all, in Kennan’s view, have failed to 
draw the obvious conclusion): 

The sharp division of power, which represented in the eyes of 
the founding fathers the very cornerstone of the American 
governmental system, already goes far to rule out the privacy, 
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the flexibility, and the promptness and incisiveness of decision 
and action, which have marked the great imperial powers of 
the past and which are generally considered necessary to the 
conduct of an effective world policy by the rulers of a great 
state .... If, therefore, the country was poorly fitted even in 
Tocqueville’s day for a well-coordinated and purposeful par- 
ticipation in the hurly-burly of world politics, it is even less 
well-fitted today. 

Congressional reaction to Vietnam and Watergate com- 
pounded the problem to such a point that the institutional 
environment in which American diplomacy must now op- 
erate “deprive[s] the policy-maker of the possibility of 
initiative, the advantage of surprise, and the capacity for 
sensitive response to the unexpected.” Furthermore, when 
Congress gets into the act, pressures from ethnic and other 
parochial interests are given free play, the power to conduct 
diplomacy is “abused and distorted for domestic-political 
purposes,” and our foreign’ policy tends to become “in- 
coherent and either ineffective or self-defeating.” 

As recent events in the Middle East and Central America 
attest, the weaknesses built into our political system can 
place severe limits on the power of any American president 
to pursue a bold foreign policy even when the public mood 
is generally favorable. Vietnam is a classic example of 
what can happen when a broad consensus does not exist. 
Consistent with his unrelenting realism, Kennan argues 
that we should avoid a strategy of military intervention in 
the Third World, not only because it is morally repugnant, 
but also-and more important-because we cannot pull it 
off. Greatness is beyond the reach of any society that places 
constitutionalism above conquest and subordinates collec- 
tive values to commercial ones. So long as we refuse to 
face what may be unpleasant facts, we will continue to 
“move through the forest of international events like a man 
with some sort of muscular affliction, [obliged] ... to per- 
form purposeless and self-defeating movements.” In fine, 
the true democratic statesman recognizes the limitations 
inherent in the nature of the political system he serves. 

Another limitation that Kennan identifies is the inability 
of the United States to pay the freight for the economic 
development of the entire Third World. In fact. anything 
the U.S. can contribute is at best a palliative. The devel- 
oping countries must rely on their own human and natural 
resources. Of c o m e  we can and should provide technical 
assistance to friendly regimes in the Southern Hemisphere; 
but Kennan scoffs at the notion that the West is somehow 
morally responsible for the plight of the poor nations simply 
because these were once colonies. Moreover, bitter ex- 
perience teaches us that as a political tool, economic aid 
is of extremely limited value. The more the donor gov- 
ernment gives, the more the recipient state expects. Foreign 
aid comes to be seen as a right rather than a privilege, and 
if the amounts are not steadily increased from one year to 
the next, ingratitude turns into scornful anger. 

But Kennan is not simply disillusioned by the ingratitude 
of our beneficiaries abroad or cynical about their claims 
against the resources of Western “imperialists.” His “main 
reason for advocating a gradual and qualified withdrawal 
from far-flung foreign involvements is that we have nothing 
to teach the world. We have to confess that we have not 
got the answers to the problems of human society in the 
modern age.” This is a recurrent theme in Kennan’s recent 
published works, one that has been obscured by his trendier 
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remonstrations against the nuclear anns race. In fact, it is 
impossible to reconcile Kennan’s position on specific for- 
eign policy issues with his practical knowledge of great 
power diplomacy or his passion for cold-blooded objec- 
tivity without taking full cognizance of this neglected facet 
of his political thought. 

When Kennan contemplates the condition of contem- 
porary America, he sees signs of decadence and decline 
everywhere. The student protest movement of the late 190s 
and early ’70s was the catalyst for much of his pessimism 
about the future of Western civilization. In Democrucyund 
the Shcdenr Leji (1968) he sternly reproached radical youths; 
and though he vehemently opposed the Vietnam war, he 
abhorred the methods of the radical student Left even more. 
He railed against those “who tried to storm the bastions 
of society in the name of utopian beliefs” and declared 
that, if push came to shove, he “would have no choice” 
but to place himself “on the other side of the barricades.” 

What the rampaging youth, like the Marxists, failed to 
understand, Kennan asserts, is that “the decisive seat of 
evil in this world is not in social and political institutions, 
and not even, as a rule, in the iniquities of statesmen, but 

, simply the weakness and imperfection of the human soul 
itself.” Citing Tocqueville, he stresses that “the success 
of society may be said, like charity, to begin at home.” 
According to this kind of logic, the reverse, presumably. 
would also be hue: that our failure abroad is a reflection 
of the breakdown of discipline and decency in our domestic 
life. 

Other signs of moral and social decay are painfully 
apparent to Kennan. He finds cause for concern not only 
in the degenerative effects of democracy and prosperity as 
evidenced by the deportment of youth, but also in the 
concomitants of modernity itself, especially the advanced 

P technology of which nuclear bombs and ballistic missiles 
are only two baleful examples. His reading of European 
and American history over the past century has led him to 
conclude that “the Industrial Revolution itself was the source 
of most of the bewilderments and failures of the modem 
age.” To be sure, there have been significant improve- 
ments, but “the revolution in technology should never have 
been allowed to go uncontrolled as it did.” 

It is surprising to discover that Kennan believes our 
“most shocking national failure” is not the inability to 
achieve a modus vivendi with Moscow but, rather, “the 
utter demoralization and deterioration of [America’s] urban 
areas.” In a 1979 interview he lamented: “I can’t see the 

’ answer to the problems of modem civilization in the frame- 
work of our highly urbanized industrial society.” Taking 
a page from Rousseau. he painted a picture of unrelieved 
gloom: 

This society bears the seeds of its own horrors-unbreathable 
air, undrinkable water, starvation-and until people realize 
that we have to get back to a much simpler form of life, a 
much smaller population, a society in which the agrarian com- 
ponent is far greater again in relation to the urban component- 
until these appreciations become widespread and effective-I 
can see no answer to the troubles of our times. 

Not only has the physical quality of life deteriorated, but 
our moral fabric as well: “Those of our forefathers who 
had their roots really back in the 18th century had more 
convincing values and better tastes than those whose roots 
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were in the society that issued from the Industrial Revo- 
lution.” 

This aversion to city life and its corruptions is pervasive 
in K ~ M ~ ’ s  thought. He notes that up to the end of the 
eighteenth century statesmanship was largely rural-based. 
Washington and J e f f e r s o w o t  to mention Abe Lincoln- 
personify this tradition in American politics. The very 
nam of the madem city militates against noble pursuits 
and stalwart character: “[The city] is a fearfully polluting 
environment; the mere sewage that flows from our p a t  
cities is becoming a great p h l e m .  I don’t think men were 
meant to Live in such monstrous accumulations.” The au- 
tomobile, with which Americans have had a long love 
affair, is a curse in disguise: 

The railway by its very nature tended to exercise a discipline 
on human habitation. It united people around railheads, caused 
these astonishingly creative concentrations-the 19th-century 
c i ty40  emerge where everythng from commercial to cultural 
life gathered in the vicinity of one or two natural points of 
arrival and departure. The motor vehicle carries exactly the 
opposite discipline: it tends to explode and fragment things- 
to reduce wholes into small pieces and to disperse these in 
every direction. You have only to look at New York which 
was a great and most enjoyable city sixty years ago; today it 
is unlit for civilized living .... 

The corrosive effects of urban-industrial wasteland have 
spread across America “like some great, slow moving flow 
of molasses”: 

There is in America hardly any countryside left in the social 
sense. The great cities impress their characteristics through 
television and the motor car....This has been a deplorable 
development. and I hate to see other people, whether under 
the Communist slogan of abolishing the differences between 
the city and the country or under the universal slogan of mod- 
emization, especially iqthe Third World, going the same way. 
It is a0 appalling regression. 

THE HEART OF THE MATTER - 
Although it may not be immediately apparent, Kennan’s 
pessimism concerning American culture goes far toward 
explaining his radicalism on the issue of nuclear disar- 
mament. Kennan believes that the nation’s moral and social 
substance has been so adulterated by the twin processes 
of urbanization and industrialization that America has lost 
much of what once made it worth fighting (and dying) for. 

Seen in this light, the question is not whether we ought 
to be willing to risk something to preserve what remains 
of the American dream but, instead, whether there is enough 
of that dream left to justify risking everything in a nuclear 
holocaust. 

Criticism of U.S. defense spending and calls for a major 
overhaul of our foreign policy proliferate these days. A 
rising chorus of critics has proposed a variety of solutions 
for which, alas, there appears to be no common denom- 
inator other than opposition to the prevailing policy as- 
sumptions of the Reagan administration. Kennan too has 
criticized defense spending and called for major changes 
in our foreign policy, but he has also offered an alternative 
vision of America’s future based on reverence for the past 
and recoil from the present. In place of the assertive, 
outward orientation of containment, which equated the fate 
of democracy in other countries with the future of our own, 
Kennan admonishes America to turn inward, to replace 
military intervention with moral introspection, and to rec- 
ognize that the inner strength-the spirit, if you will-f 
a society is more important in the long run than its physical 
prowess. 

There is no small irony in the fact that Kennan stressed 
the internal weakness of Soviet society in 1947 and now 
sees weaknesses at least as crippling in our own. In Real- 
ities of American Foreign Policy (1954) he observed that 

the conduct of foreign relations ought not to be conceived as 
a purpose in itself.. .particularly [for] a democratic society, but 
rather as the means by which some higher ...p urpose is 
se rved.... Surely, the essenti al...thing in the life of our own 
state is not what we do with regard to other nations, but what 
happens right here among us, on this American territory for 
which we are responsible. 

One can easily find fault with Kennan’s critique: He is 
too apologetic in his appraisal of contemporary Soviet 
conduct and too apocalyptic in his warnings about the 
consequences of American conduct; his unabashed uni- 
lateralism is unlikely to succeed in an age of proliferating 
universalism; his preferred future amounts to little more 
than a self-indulgent nostalgia for the past, etc. Notwith- 
standing, Kennan has forcefully raised what may well be 
the most important question on our national agenda in the 
decade of the ’80s: How much longer can America afford 
a global foreign policy that dissipates the moral and phys- 
ical substance u-mn which its future ultimately rests? 
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