
A KENNAN FOR OUR TIMES: 



105

Editors:  We’d like to ask you to expand on a legacy that must have 

been a daily presence for you at Princeton as well as at the Of�ce 

of Policy Planning and then to comment on the various issues in 

which George Kennan played a big role, from Russia to global grand 

strategy to the interplay between American domestic affairs and our 

role in the world.

Anne-Marie Slaughter: George Kennan is a legend for anyone who 

came of age during the Cold War and studied international relations 

because international relations really was U.S.-Soviet politics and the 

rami�cations of U .S.-Soviet politics.

He set the terms of U .S. policy and the Soviet response, not as he 

actually intended it to be, which is a large part of the irony of George 

Kennan; but containment was certainly the frame.

I would have said containment and engagement, although we paid 
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Indeed, I knew about the director of Policy Planning because of 

George Kennan.

In that role, he’s the icon for all of us. But if you are the director of 

Policy Planning, and if you are as I was, the �rst woman director 

of Policy Planning, I felt a particular need to try to do important or 

lasting work. And if you’re a Princeton graduate working in foreign 

policy, then he is doubly venerated as a great Princetonian. You can’t 

move without thinking about George Kennan.

Indeed, immediately after I was named, I was given a copy of a 

photograph in the archives at Princeton of Kennan being sworn in 

as ambassador to the Soviet Union which I kept in my of�ce when I 

was at Policy Planning and still have in my of�ce now . 

The shoes are even bigger to �ll because, as director of Policy 

Planning, George Marshall said to Kennan: “Avoid trivia,” which is 

the informal motto of the policy planning staff . Kennan acted on that 

advice by creating the Marshall Plan.

He was a towering �gure, and his of�ce was the nerve center of 

some of the most important policy initiatives of the 20 th century; I’m 

not sure anyone has ever lived up to that.

Some of those stories are probably apocryphal, but let’s just say 

Kennan’s shadow looms very large indeed.

E: You were not only the �rst woman to occupy the post of which 

George Kennan was the inaugural holder, but you were one of a rela-

tively smaller number of scholars who served in this position.

AMS: Yes.

E: Kennan has an interesting mixed background. He had a very tradi-

tional scholarly grounding in Soviet affairs, Russian history, etc.

At the same time, he was a man who spent his career in gov -

ernment in the Foreign Service until he moved to the Institute of 
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Advanced Studies at Princeton. What are your thoughts about the 

balance between the role of scholar in policy planning and that of a 

policymaker?

AMS: I think it’s gotten harder and harder in the intervening decades 

to straddle those two worlds. If you think about the OSS in World 

War II, plenty of the top diplomats and professors went in and out 

much more readily than they do now in large part because of the 

hyper specialization and quanti�cation of what we now call political 

science. In Kennan’s day the �eld would have been called politics or 
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gree, a doctoral degree—it’s often from Britain, not from the United 

States—generally do not meet the criteria of academic departments 

in a particular discipline. The academics do more basic research; 

think tankers focus more on the details of policy, whereas Kennan 

really focused on history and culture and politics in a deep sense to 

inform policy. I think that’s gotten harder to do.

E:  We’d would like to ask about the possible difference in sensibility 

between yourself and Kennan. Educated as a historian and a Rus-

sianist, he always strikes me as an intelligent pessimist.

AMS: Yes.

E:  We’d think that there’s a certain optimism in the way you look at 

international politics. Is Kennan distant in that respect or do you feel 

a strong sense of that intellectual connection to him?

AMS:  Yes, I think Kennan and I are—we’re not opposites but we line 

up differently in the different schools of international relations. He’d 

call me a legalist/moralist. He would associate me with people who 

get the United States into trouble because we are too optimistic 

about human nature and about the United States and the potential of 

its power. And he would be right that I am more optimistic than he 
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come of age in the 1960s and 1970s and the early 1980s. The 1970s 

were a time of malaise and disarray. But fundamentally the United 

States had won the two great wars of the 20th century, �ghting 

on the right side. The full implications of Vietnam had not yet been 

internalized.

1989 was this de�ning moment for my generation, a time of great 

hope, optimism, and human potential. I was 31 in 1989; the Cold 

War had ended essentially on Western terms; the peoples of East-

ern Europe were rising up and claiming their universal rights. One of 

my very �rst scholarly articles was called “Revolution of the Spirit,” 

about the profoundly human dimension of those revolutions.

But I will say that 30 years after 1989 I’m probably more of a Kennan 

disciple.
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I think Kennan had very little time for. It focuses on geopolitical 

structures of hegemony, bipolarity, and multipolarity and assumes all 

state behavior can be deduced and predicted from that structure. I 

think the domestic dimensions of Kennan’s thinking, which are also 

the historical dimensions of his thinking, don’t get enough attention.

What he’s really saying about Russia, or the Soviet Union, is: con-

tain them and in the end they will destroy themselves because 

domestically they will not be able to succeed either economically or 

socially and, relatedly, they will not preserve their legitimacy with the 

Russian people.

The �ip of this is that in designing the Marshall Plan he was not saying 

we will remake the world in America’s image by re-imposing democ-

racy. He’s saying: let us enable these countries to chart their own 

course and then let us empower them to do that. And that’s a really 

different view . It’s the opposite of something like structural realism.
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organizing 70,000 Egyptians on a Facebook page, you think, yes, this 

is now the Arab version of the ball—it’s not Kennan, it’s Jefferson—

the ball of liberty rolling around the world.

This is subconscious as much as conscious, because it really was 

the mood. I was in the Obama administration for the �rst two years, 

and I left just as the Arab Spring was beginning. I left right after 

Tunisia; Egypt was happening as I was leaving; Syria began to erupt 

a month later. But we were on the right side of history, we thought. I 



114



115

fellow members of global communities striving for the values and 

rights embedded in the UN Charter.

I think we do need to support them, but I am much warier about how . 

We lead people along, and that’s a terrible thing. Kennan saw this in 

Prague and Hungary. That’s what we’ve done in Syria in many ways.  

Who knows what would’ve happened if Barack Obama had not said, 

“It’s time for Assad to go,” if we had instead made clear to the Syrians 

that we were not prepared to help them in their struggle?

If you are a dissident in another country and a country as mighty as 

the United States says, “I support your movement,” then you think 

they’ll help. And I’ve come to believe that is immoral. If we are not 

going to actually provide the help that those groups believe they 

need, we need to very clear about what we mean when we say we 

support them.

To the point about the Web world: I think it’s critical that we engage 

the world in which there are af�nities of all kinds, for good or ill, be it 

hate or racism or violent religious ideology or be it women’s empow -

erment and democracy and human rights and lots of good things.

The kind of work that Kennan and many, many, many other Americans 

who have served of�cially in Russia or in non-governmental organiza-

tions have done with Russians who want a better country is right, but 

the question is not just how we manage expectations—that’s such a 

gray, bureaucratic word or phrase. The question is how our obligation 

to our own people limits the amount of support we really can give to 

other people, and how we can be clear about this.

Again, I think I started out a Wilsonian and I’m creeping towards Jef-

fersonianism in upholding the power of our example more than the 

example of our power, a phrase Obama borrowed from Bill Clinton 

and used in his inaugural address. 
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E:  We’d like to follow up with a question related to Russia. In the 

1990s, Bill Clinton used to pressure his staff, Strobe Talbott and oth-

ers, to come up with a doctrine as pithy as containment.

AMS: Yes, he did.

E:  We can imagine that when you became the director of Policy 

Planning that Russia was one of several important issues but that it 

wasn’t predominant. Of course, we’re speaking about Medvedev’s 

Russia, but could you speak about your own strategic thinking, that 

of your of�ce, Secretary Clinton’s, and the president’s strategic think-

ing about Russia at that time? 

AMS: It’s striking because Russia was not really on the radar beyond 

engagement, which is hard to believe now . But engagement was 

a basic principle of Obama’s foreign policy. In the beginning of the 

1990s, when Clinton was pushing everybody to come up with an 

alternative grand strategy, the equivalent of containment, they came 

up with enlargement, which didn’t exactly capture either the popular 

or bureaucratic imagination.

Enlargement meant enlarging the sphere of liberal democracy, and 

I remember Anthony Lake’s speech on it at Harvard: it landed with 

a thud. And then Obama had engagement, which I have come to 

think of as a statement of philosophy . It was not a statement of 

strategy, but of a core belief that engaging countries is better than 

isolating them. Indeed, with Myanmar and Iran and Cuba, there were 

important diplomatic victories; many of which sadly have now been 

undone.

But engagement certainly applied to Russia. I was at the dinner in 

Switzerland and Geneva where Secretary Clinton presented the 

reset button to Foreign Minister Lavrov . Of course, we had mistrans-

lated reset, but we were determined to reset relations with Rus-

sia. Obviously, with Medvedev there, there was an opportunity to 

engage positively.
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But beyond that Russia was not a force. That’s very important to 

understand because I remember in the 1990s giving talks about the 

world and not even mentioning Russia. I would mention China and 

the BRICS countries like Brazil and India and South Africa, but Russia 

had fallen off the global map, which for Russians was deeply, deeply 

humiliating. That humiliation is still driving Putin and the support for 

Putin today. 

When I think back to what we were all thinking about, was there 

a doctrine? I remember Secretary Clinton gave a speech on a 

multi-partner rather than a multi-polar world. That didn’t exactly cap-

ture public imagination either.

We actually had a debate within Policy Planning about whether it 

was a good idea to try to search for one overarching doctrine—we 

called it “the containment obsession. ” Derek Chollet, my deputy 

who had been in the Clinton administration, had written about this 

effort to live up to Kennan, and said that this is a fool’s errand. The 

world’s too complex; let’s forget about trying to look for one encap-

sulated strategy and recognize we’ve got lots of different strategies 

for different places.

I still felt that there was a way to capture overall themes of our 

policy, but I’m not sure we ever got there. It was not so much about 

speci�c countries, and to the extent it was it was certainly not about 

Russia.

I would say the biggest set of issues on the table in 2009 involved 

engagement with the Muslim world. The biggest foreign policy 

speech that Obama gave in his �rst year was his call for a new begin-

ning with the Muslim world in June of 2009, which is interesting to 

think about in relation to the Arab Spring.. The 
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I think there was a desire to engage the Muslim world very different-

ly. And Obama himself saw that as a region where he could make 

progress.

And the other focal point for us was China. The Obama administration 

really came in thinking that we were not paying nearly enough atten-

tion to China. China and the Paci�c are going to be the most important 

arena in this century, and we need to pivot from the Middle East and 

Europe to the Paci�c basin. A tremendous amount of attention was 

paid to the strategic and economic dialogue with China and how we 

were going to engage China.

Russia was not really a focal point which, I think, has been a large 

part of Putin’s desire: once again to make Russia unavoidable in U.S. 

strategy.

E:  We would like to go back in time to a more prosaic question. 

This is about Kennan’s criticism of NATO expansion and his criticism 

of the Iraq War. Could you offer your thoughts on these two issues 

from the vantage point of 2018?

AMS: As for NATO, I was part of a Council on Foreign Relations task 

force on NATO enlargement. I was invited to join by Charlie Kupchan, 

who was the executive director .

As a Russianist—I’d studied Soviet politics and Russian history in 

college—I knew far more about Russia than I did about Central 

and Eastern Europe. My starting point was to be opposed to NATO 

enlargement for all the reasons that Kennan and other Russianists 

said: that this would in�ame the Russians, that our relationship with 

them is critically important and we’re building it, and to do this will 

strengthen hardliners in Russia.

You had people like Zbigniew Brzezinski being very open about the 

Russian bear rising again and that we had better get the NATO line 

as close to its border as we possibly can.
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I started that way. I changed my view because Richard Holbrooke 

came and gave a presentation to our study group where he said, 

“Look, you’ve got countries in the Balkans coming apart and govern-

ments that are trying to beat back nationalism, racism, authoritarian-

ism, some of which we are seeing again today . Those governments 

need to have something to offer the people, and it’s going to take a 

long time for EU membership,” which I knew was true.

NATO is the umbrella of the West and if you don’t allow NATO to 

expand, these countries are going to come apart, he argued. We had 

already seen the war in Croatia and then it was in Bosnia.

When he talked about Romania and Hungary, Budapest and greater 

Hungary, that was persuasive to me. I still think that was right be-

cause in the end, if you measure success in terms of the number of 

people whose lives are better as a result of the expansion of NATO 

and then the expansion of the EU, I think that was worth it, even 

though it alienated Russia.

I have a view that says you don’t look at the international system 

only in terms of great power politics, You look at it in terms of peo-

ple, and states are legitimate to the extent that they represent and 

serve their people, which is why the Chinese government—just as 

an aside—is not fully legitimate. But it’s a lot more legitimate than 

many governments in the world. It has lifted its people out of pover -

ty, just as an aside.

So, I still feel that expanding NATO was the right thing to do, but not 

as a geopolitical strategy so much as a way of stabilizing Central and 

Eastern Europe; and I think that was worth it.

As for the war in Iraq, it was an unmitigated disaster . I opposed the 

war in Iraq absent a UN resolution. But had the UN supported the 

war, I would have been for it.

I did believe there were weapons of mass destruction, and I believed 
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that the Iraqis would greet us as liberators. There were a lot of things 

that I thought were true that were not, and I think the Iraq War is the 

best example of Kennan’s attack on the Vietnam War, on legalism, 

moralism. Even though I don’t actually think that George W . Bush 

was motivated by legalist moralist reasons, I think there was an illu-

sion of our power that has had terrible, terrible consequences.

E:  Kennan concludes “The Long Telegram” with lines that charac-

terize the challenge from Russia—he says Russia, not the Soviet 
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that plenty of defectors �ed from Russia to the West; I don’t know 

any other than spies who went the other way .

And I think that in my own life this is why I have moved from foreign 

policy to domestic policy, to running an organization called New 

America that is really about American renewal. I deeply believe we 

cannot be the force for good that we hope to be in the world without 

renewing ourselves at home— deeply, radically renewing ourselves 

at home—that our democracy is broken and we are going through a 

period of our history that is testing us the way the Civil War tested 

us. Fortunately, it is not as violent or bloody, but the stakes are com-

parable. Can we make it to a majority minority country, or better, a 

country of multiple pluralities because that’s really what we will be? 

There will be a time when the default of “American” will no longer 

be a white Protestant person. It will be a person of any number of 

colors and any number of faiths. Can we get there and still be the 

country we say we are in terms of our Constitution and the Declara-

tion of Independence, our founding values, our civic creed?

To the extent that Kennan understood that we face rot from within 

as much as conquests or con�ict from without, I think he was exact-

ly right. Right now, in many ways America is its own worst enemy, 

and we have to renew ourselves. I believe we can.

I use the term renew very advisedly because it is a question of �lling 

those great words and ideals of Abraham Lincoln, of Martin Luther 

King, of Susan B. Anthony, and of the many, many, many Americans 

who have taken that founding creed and said, “Well, what does this 

actually mean and we’re not living up to it and we must live up to it. ”

We’re in that moment. I believe we’ll prevail. I believe the country 

will renew itself, but I don’t think it’s a sure thing . I think right now 

we should be devoting more of our energies to making good on our 

values at home than to spreading them around the world. 




