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~ CONCEPT

Harvard,Today}'AutUmn, 1967

George F. Kennan

W ssx ong crances back at the past, oné’ occa-
sionally sees clear and coherent elements of concept

in the thinking of the Federalist statesmen, and fairly

clear elemenis in the thinking -of some of “their
successors down through the middle of “fhe” igth
century. The rounding out of the territory of the
United States on the North American continent—
just or unjust, moral or immoral —was at least a clear
and rational concept. And the Monroe Doctrine, in
itself more of a principle than a purpose; answered 10
the same description. These concepts had their foun-
dation in evident and concrete interests of our society.
They bore a rational relationship-both to ‘the needs
oFour society's internal life and to the circumstances
of its external environment. They wete dirécted to
obvious considerations of pational security.
'Obsturity — obscurantism, if you will —began to
creep in, it séems 10 me, towards the end of the cen
tury, as'the task of rounding out our territory on this
continent was completed, as the frontier disappeared,
as those dangers of new European activity in the New
World that had.attended the Napoleonic wars and

their aftermath receded into the past.

* With that great transition, there crept inte the ideas
of Americans about foreign policy something that had

ot been there in the earlier days. ‘It was 2 histrionic

note—2z note’of self-consciousness, of pretension.
Theré was 2 desire not just to be something but to
appear as something: to appear as something greater
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hat _'ax‘ned s mto pOSsesswn QE awail andi thi

‘sentimental preoccupanon » 'with Chifna- 4nd the Asian.

'mainland, —2 preoccupation quite divorced from cons:

siderations of real national interest:
And it manifested itself as well in & curious’ en-
thusiasm fot the establishment of Yegalistic criteria for

 the solytion of international prob]ems The essence
of this enthusiasm was an- attempt to~t splant to

o ‘tbe plane of international life thie principles of legality
on the basis' of which-(as the people of that time -

Fondly thought) violence had been successfully
‘banished from out own national. life. If,
:thought Jegal noims and procedares could be agreed

upon in advance to govem the ad)udlcanon and setele- | -

ment of mtematwnal disputes, ;then there would be
" something to which. you. could. fake appeal: The
3 so:dld substance of, interpational conflict —the spec-
; 18 ués and bones of contcnnon = would havc to

stiiny thc rhu‘ty fve years from 1898
tes: goverpment negotiated,

ilateral): ppowdmg for the

.of %ueh etmnent Secretanes

“~~:~Phﬂxppxnes, Puerto’ Rico’ and. the’ Caﬁal Zone~al]
~ places not .contiguous to our. national teritory. It -

. manifested-itself also; strangely enoigh; in the growth - -
. - among ymany Americans of 2 peculiar_ emqtional -and -

it was. : .~

.total of g7 international agree-.

tcmatxonal dlSPuEGS I)y arbitration and .
; iplomatxc .effort- oc-'

-fbehavm We saw’ ‘e powaers oE Eutope as wxcked

e saw them, as’ Bent -on mtngué dnd- aggrandize:
. ment. Tl'us "Ccncqgt had ‘as.an’ ideal for the future,
" its_gttcactive, its- appea]mg, ‘gides.” But inteivening.
events have demonstrated xf they l'xavc'. dcmanstrated




calcu]atzon of oitr own mterests In each case we bad
210 be kicked ‘inito it. In the case of World War I we'
“did not enter until the Japanese attacked us and the
Germans declared war on us: Jn-each case, before
_ entering the war wé siw in its issues nethmg that
- would justify our participation. ** .7 .. -
Having entered, albeit mvoluntanly, we -at once
discovered ‘that the -issues were of positively apoc-
a]yptzc importance. It was inconceivable' that -any -
war in which we were involved could be less than
momenfous - and decisive for. the . entire future of

humanity.. And ot of -this-prew,-then, the-charac- -

terfstic emotionalism of xmhtancy —an emotionalism

to which the democratic seciety, with its Trsorrigible -

tendency to self-love, is particularly prone: a state of
_collective hystena in which you see your own side as-
the repository of all virtue and the adversary as the
embodiment. of all that is evil and inhuman. . -

I do not. mean to overdo this. Thers were, in both
: wars; sensible people i this countxy who saw and

tried to hod in mind the real implications’ “for our .

national security. At the time of ‘World War I, for
example, some. people. saw c]early the stake we Liad i
" preserving Britain as a major factor in European and,
world affairs, and therefore favored our Parumpanon.
But sisch considerations did not figure strongly in our
"total national reaction. And they seémed, in each
case, too. modest,, too garthy; too disillusioned: and

- . old-fashioned, to sexrve as comxderanons on which to

found our approach to the problems of the peice.’ As
each war ended, and it becamé necessary to talk about .’
the wor]d polmcal Fuiture, we took appeal to univer-
utopaax? ideals, relited not to the specifics of
'natm:ial saterest, but to legalistic and moralistic con-
- topty that seemied hettet to accord with the'pietentious
. ~szgmﬁcance we had attached to-our war effort. .
.1 vas inevitable, of coutse, thatthese‘unreal ideals
. ,s’hould be.'- frusttated by pmtwar reahucs. Faced wuh

“nor was, what the

, thxs fmstrabon after Woﬂd War I we " Wete% Je- to’ .

- yetire rapidly into the .dreary xmlanomsm bk the -
1020's. ‘After World War 11 this was not poss:blc Ie
was clear that dur 1mmedxate retiremient from mvolve- E
ment in Burope could Jead to d!sasters scarcely,smaller '
than those we had fought to-ayert. s
We had not fought Hitler- only to enthrone Stalm
as the dictator of Europe,” We felt’ oblxged 0. témain
in Europe to resist.” But-in the naine . of wh 't., xieas :
were we ‘fo’ Thount this resxstancc?'. We‘;. ede
officially ‘at war ‘with:Rusgia; Watime eroti
'as we had just expgncnced it conld indt:
‘quickly from an.éx‘epemy to an ostchsxb]e. I
]cgal and moral “nofms . would not‘do- ¢ither. “The .
- comumunists could” not. be. appaaled to” on ‘this: bas}sg
vere . daing'. suscep?ff:le 10 ‘easy
the: establxshed catcgones

ciassxﬁcatzon undcr <dn

~After a lng and dzs&mgmsked "ar . in: dzpiommﬁy,'
mcludmg the directorshlp of i golicy plcmnmg fq_the
_State Depaﬂment ‘and-theanibassadorship 'to the.

*U.8.8 R George F: Kennaniis How piofessor ok the
Instituie; for Ay Stiicly, Pnnceton, and Uni-

versity Féllow;- Harvatds This:last, a:unique positian,
 resémblés in many. resyecis a University Professorship.
" His éssay is.an abbrevigied version: of an’ address at
Harvard iit the Spring; ,delzvereﬂ 1imder ihe. auspices

' of the Charles. Warren Center for Swd’es in Amen-

- ean H»story,_




........

r "‘\ o
& (3‘7-#! St
E}M“ 183';:9

' of propnety ‘or !egahty Sovmt—comroﬂcd communism _'
wasy, for s, @ new sort of challenge, and it called for .

it . theﬁrst ehrector, was estabhshed exactly twenty years
- 4go’; g}us'-" ast April; dnd- it ‘was io the filling of the
need: 6 i‘aew_ratlonale of . fotelgn policy that the

P TR0 .. . -~

mtellecmal effort must. But it may qervc
T2 tration —a model, if you. prefer =

Bhged ito: dl:ect its. éfforts over the threé :

itions. With orie:possible excopion- that of Coloriel
“House's:socalled, Ikxqmry of 1918 esigned t6 help -
: -Woodfo j Wllson in-his corxfronmnon thh the prob-

n ucfed over g prolonged pemod o£ fime b,y a smgIe,
p’oup of. responmble péople, within governinent.
i - Niow. the. concépt we-evolved i the Planning, St :
. ‘at that time’ would ndt -be fully valid” today. It was
' directed, #s every workable and realistic: concq:t must
5 be, to thc sxtuat:on of the moment. Bes:des, it had,

v Human
ﬁ'p illus--
of _what auconcept
-+ of foreign policy might look like: ¥:cin:siimmarize

here only thise elements that telacec] 6 ma;or aspects

of natxonal secunty ' it

Dzsbal”ance of Power .. '
The concept was addressed. pnmanl "to the gi‘cat-
disbalance in” woxld’ “power- vith whichthe Woﬂd
War had ended and the danger thig ptesented to our
security. It recognized: that ‘there were, By:and large,
four areas of the. globé, aside, frum ot oWn country,
where industrial potenal, Sxisted in. sufﬁcilénbslrcngd! '
" to produce the. sinews of ‘modern war. ~One’ was
 Britaim; a second iwas- Germ fiy; with_thé’ conuguousj
_ indystrial centers of- thc Rhme valley, a thxrd was the
" Soviet Union; a. Eoﬁrt.h was }ap,
- axeas whibse fate was. vitally i :
did not’ ﬁgure. The mainlind o Asxa infdet;
- figure.There. was—no—plaee— 'niam]&nd-efﬂAs:a .
where. .industdal” strength:coul o )

. scale Mg e'nough v do us sxgmﬁ&mt harm; "
A¢ the nme w undem:ok pur ivotk onIy one of

nene of-—the otlxer ihree' huc partxculatly not the,

contxguous ones of Gctmany and }apan—s}muld £all
de;Sovxet ‘influence as We]l and thus becomt asso-

mﬁted wub Sovxet mdusmal and m1h{'ary potehtial.




'_';"_-"entered initoth patte E Soviet ‘otitlooks andinten:

. togs: We saw very strong.--ewdence ehiat it did imior.
 We, ;.dxd see 2’ danger “that- firther mdustna - dreas
. mighe fall under Sovier control by virtue of. iitérnd

. . political changes—as a result, that is, of -the ‘seizize]"
" of power by communist mmonnes ‘We cbserved the-
intensive efforts that wete. being: made by various -
communist - parties, with. ‘Moscow’s encouragement

. and support, in just this direction, particularly in

Western Europe It was our Judgment that these -

efforts; if successful, wou]d -jeopatdize American
strategic and political interests. And it-wes to, this
primarily, that we addressed our attention, *
Precisely because we did not attenipt-to judge these
things  legalistically or ‘moralistically;  we were in a
position to discriminate geographically in assessing
. the degree of danger these communist_sefforts pre-
scnted for us. We were at libeity to regard the-
‘possibility of a communist take-dver in one' of the
world's’ great industrial countries a5 more dangerous
- fo us than a ‘similar take-over in a small Weak country
“whose resources could scarcely play an inipottant part
"in the power balance, We werc at liberty, in areas
.that seemed to us important, to concentrate on’ the
_ Communis{ threat or, in areas that did not, to réact
Jess decisively or even to igndre it.
And jist as'we did not see-the danger of :he sprearl

..of ‘communism as a danger of military attack across

- borders, so we did not see-the answer to it in military

; intervention on our: part. We, thought that the dis ..

.+ paich’ of American forces to any-of thése thieatensd
“dréas would, in fact, be se]E-de’ieatmg ~Fhe idea of -
 strategic bombmg as a weapon :against communist
. infiltratict and subversion -would. bave been stiange ~

b us: What seemed to us desirable was to stimulate

- and.:enceuxage the rise of indlgenous political Yesis-
to . communist *‘pressures in :the threatened
ol nttes. -We -believed that unless ‘the people and
.- gévetriments of- t.hos¢ ‘countries: operating
w}i Pohhcal systems, cotfld be induced to pick.

b IlkEIY FDL' us to" attempl‘_ to mr:y that burden WOUld

through -

- ‘great buiden of this load, ‘success .was.not

..for theni

o

_-'.;tht Marsha} P

"speak for all the Staff hete) 0pposed thes
" Atlantic approach the: mtegral aqsocxanon, J'mt is,.
.of the United States” with the. coutiiries’ ‘of Wesiern

¢ Wh:chwould tend !;c defeat the punn A ‘
was largely for t}us J:eason that w st
Ta ﬂm Spe omé up

owhi organgtxon anH take(’ull mydi:]%:hty :
it ‘we oursclves riot.-Be':a_ part ‘of ‘the -
proganior the. orgamzanon* bue onIy the fnend and :
supporter, of ‘bothi > o

" It was for ‘the saime ; reason that Iatér, when the K
probleitis of NATO. atid European ‘unification’ came
up for consideration, I myself at'any. rate’(1 shall not

*f%ealle&

‘Eurdpe in‘a &ominon alliance ‘or‘a‘commbn ‘effort-of .
political union. To me, as to Gerieral de Gatllé today;

'this seemed - to suggest’ a Tole for; ‘thie: Uhited; Stafes. .
in Eurcpean affairs to6 preponderant for th g dof - .
the ob]ectxves at stake I Beheve*d that the Umted e

voom
0

“A pohcy unght. reasonably 3 .80 "have..

4 reason—or, since there cin: never be 2 qngle. reaso

for somethmg so’ complcx as* a~£emgn 'pohcy, then,

bugdle of feasons, coharendy interrelated, ‘which

- miight call in theic entirety.a rationale,” Mr. Ken

beheva "What I am mlkmg about, in, o{hcr wq
£\

. time: ‘what’ petplé, tlsi %
create ity what purptma ﬂ'\ey chmk t]wy dte:
. to’what pnnc:ples thdy 'beheye them Ives -

iprinciple
ptnnupl: but quits de :
{ i usuaiiy characmns.‘e ‘ofan

pré e empbasxs 10 be ”
‘s, coramon 'prejudice ‘of the
essionsl diplomat. +1f -is ‘best; unquesnonably, ©
i have-'s bn of"both. “And it is"the-combination of the |-
1 two that I have in: mmd when I q:enk o§ ooncept




Only Resisting Commisnion

they must not be directed, or'appesr to be directed,

only or even primarily to.the negative objective of .

_ Tesisting communism, This would Tierely . give- the
- recipient peoples the impression ‘that they were being
. made pawps in a great-power rivalry. Tt would under-

mitie their sense of 'selfinferest. " Aid had- to. be

directed —not just appedr .to be..dix"&cted, but réally ‘

==

be directed —to- positive, constructive purposes, s in-

the Marshall Plan. The political effects~would -have
‘to be 'indirect, nof direct. People ¢ould be successfully -

- encouraged to resist communism only to the. extent
they.could be shown a higher; more lasting, and more
constructive’ purpose then inere political defense.

In shott, we in'the Planning Staff were ‘concerned.
to restore an adequare balance of power in Europe
- and eventually in Asia; We -thought that once such

" @ balance had béen restored, we would negotiate a

+ military and political Soviet tetirement from Central

* Europe:in return for a similer retirement on our patt.

: “We:saiv 110 virtue in keeping our military forces riose
%0 niose with those of Russia. .We welcomed the pros:

: pect of the emergence, between Russia and ourselves,
-, ofa Europe’ that wounld be rieither an extension of
<.~ Soviet vpower hor of ofir own. We thought

vat if we coild make progress along
haye. described, -there would be a .good

s, ."»'.‘

éer Fully indétstood by those

e .

Sertour 6w - their

' seemed, furthermoye, to us in the Plannifig: ‘-
o StaE, -that if our :::H"o:'-ts of assistance. to- others; p"af-ﬁ' g
* ticulatly economi assistance; were o be effective, .

Contaiinmient and Vietnam ... - .-

chieved. by indirect, politiczl méans, *

. ’ was' rathet.the ‘result o
‘tlie’ - world: wonld: be-carried. successfully-

~/vistas. not Visible at that time ~~
of oitr, great national stréngthi o -

0 ithe ‘extént ‘that it was Wnderstood, it

. 3

Aol st of palcy” conily i

it is "o, .2 2 gudé o, polcy,
“before- it “was -Completely formulated.
“essential icloments were abanidoned

ore ! military. céncept’of the"'cold  war; some to

- désire on’the part-of leading ‘political figiizss for more
... preentious - and - impressive’! forfnnlas’ of - American
* objectives;. some to. 2-'Séntimental- belief i ‘the ‘preat
. destiny of Amiefica’ 6 the mainland 6f Asis; sorhé to

- the- domestic-political ‘interests of favored: allies.,

T i

The: Vietndm involvement, s you ‘know; sharches

‘ undgr_fhg, same sémantic banner as that"qn&fé.f-whi‘ch
 ouir Planning Staff marched just twenty years ago this

spring — namely,  the banner: of “containment.” So
b g : N

myself being asked the puzzled quicstion: “Bitt jou

. are the author of the docttine: why are you not-en-

thusiastic about’ Viefnam?”?- . - .

“The answer will be xeadily aﬁplaréit,’. Ithmk,to ;

‘of : decision i matiers ‘of ‘Améri- -

‘sécpied ‘or Impleinented.  The' Marshall

-over thé ‘comitig"years:  Some. became: canualties 0.2 -

similar is“the stated purpose ‘thar | ‘sometimes find.-

anyone Who glances at. the official rationalé: and
methodology of: our Vietnam "policy .and ‘tompares it -

point, there is no cortespondence. . .

.. with the concept T have: just exposed o you. Point-for.

' Now there inightbe some:ai ong-yoii ‘Who wwld

argue that the official srdtionigle” of .our: Vietnam “in-

istrafion’s views ight'B -the right one, and our’

volverhent. also. pep enwconccpt, ‘that the  Adrmiin-
- Fivieth
- of 1947}:}1'&_ wrong nc".['heorencaﬂy, this' 38" quite .-
- possible.’, Actually, T -hipk -i€-s: St s0¢ .
- knows - that 'out entry, into- the Viétnam irvolvement

ot 50:- Everyone

dnotqo:neasa £ E'iati"on'glgpeﬁeéﬁqn,—- that it

depthisiofsinvolvenient' to. whick they. were. bringing

) long "exercise: in.national -
-ipadvéctende; of 4 long sérles of partial decisions, none

ediatis erisis' of - instabiliey Howing.. « -..of themytaken’ with:any, clear comprehension of the .
efeae-8f Germiny and Japan.  Neiv. vistis -

us.. ' Decisions: were ‘inspired by -what you will = by

offended .pride, by Dhusions, of otmupotence, by per-
sohal. coinmhitment to. thé-effectiveness of ertain forrns
. f weaponty, by attachment to-the idea of. univer;al ;
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e 1918

legal and moral homms, by sentimental” enthusiasm
* about Asia‘dhid America’s role in Asia, by.an over-- -
. militarist view of the cold .war, by lack of discrimina- - -
tion with regard to the evolution of world communism.’ ~
I do not know — none ‘of ‘ws can know — whether
our involvement in Vietnam is going to ead in sich
* & Way as to permit us to-have another<chanee to con- ..
struce foreign policy on the basis of congept. It is
. difbcult to conceive, personally, of any:,\oﬁtco;he of.
our present efforts and approaches that would be less-

~ than disastrous. .
But ] have seen too much of international affairs to
suppose that just becaise no favorable sohition to a .
problem .is visible or conceivable at a-given moment,
. ‘none will ever be found; and I am too well aware of
.My own tendency to pessimism to place full trust -
.- in my poor powers of snalysis.. We inust continue to

- hope that this conflict will find jts termination in "

'some way that permits us to resume constructive con- -
- ceprual thinking, and we must be prepared for that

- eventuality if it does come., _ :
.. :It would be wrong, of course, to exaggerate the
“role that coficept” could play in the formulation .of .
Arnerican policy, even in. those happy circumstanices.

. Incyitably, in our democracy, the process of decision

.. is"a ‘confused" one, involving' the interaction of 2

éat Tngrly People each of whorn kas his ‘own ideas,
- hisiown butlésks, his ‘own rmotives — each of whom
appeax o'n"ljr.f episbdic_ally; often ‘biiefly, on the’ scene
.- of*go ernmental résponsibility. . In such- ‘a_political
. Systeril; éonedpt can never play the sathe commanding "~
ipliniatyiirole- that it might: play in " geperal staffs

- ey

" invartime

-

pinciples i hig feld
.- 0t ds here that i

 than. just yielding ourselves.to ‘be

- borders—a viewthat :tikes’

.'confine those incvil

appreciations and
fickd. Tr'is here thia

o S v Mo ’ .

inthis:  he t education tdmes . .
University -has. its place, Triis ™
blic " distussion, ' reasonable argy-. .

“here. that seriou§ pu

+ ment and debate; dre indispensable. . ..

ope . that if; the’ Vietnany situdtion

It remains ' my.
‘takes'a-tir  that permits.‘us.once ‘again t6 conduct
our affairs on the basjs of deliliecate intentiontiather .
j whip-sawed'by the .-
dynamics of a situation ‘beyond. ‘ot control3 il
-take-up-oficé -more the' quest; for ‘condept ‘us & basis
for national policy. - And T hiope that .when-we do,~ .
“what we will try .io’ evolye’ is, cofcept: based. om.a
modest urisparing view of ourselves; oh & catefyls ¢
examination of our- national: interest,  devoid: of- 4l
- utopian .and univétsalistic: prefenéionsy supon g ..
sober, discriminating \vicw ‘of ' dhe-/world: beyohd iour”

ent: .
that .

€10€es ¢ .

of relativity in-all -antagonisins ‘and friendshi

sees in others: nc:therangel nor.devils; n

nor. blackguards;: 4. concept,  finally, whit
as our purposé-niot o' abolishall viclerice-and injstice
from the workings”6F . intérnational  sosicey-but " to

able™coricoriitanits .of the: hiiman

hat'do: xiot 't

predicament;to Jevel :
‘the very existentce-of civilization
If- concept:éould be. :

T bt o the: which, .

" ih_reality; ‘out. whiolé; pblitical: tiadition i predicated,

thenT ‘could séethis “couritry some day. making, as it
has Heyer tnade: to date, 2 contribution o world sta- -
i -to huitrian’”. progréss, commensurate with its
comsiianding ‘physical powss. . ..o - -
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