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      Introduction


      A STRATEGIC VISION INTERRUPTED

    

    
      On 21 August 1950, two months into the crisis that was sparked by the outbreak of the Korean War, US diplomat
      George F. Kennan—then serving as a senior adviser to Secretary of State Dean Acheson (having postponed a
      sabbatical leave to help the Truman administration deal with the crisis)—wrote a memorandum to Acheson expressing
      his alarm about the overall direction of American policy in East Asia. “The course upon which we are moving
      today,” Kennan wrote, “is one, as I see it, so little promising and so fraught with danger that I could not
      honestly urge you to continue to take responsibility for it.” Washington’s objectives and strategy in Korea, he
      argued, were not clear and were thus inviting potential escalation of the war. Meanwhile, the apparent decision
      to retain US military forces in Japan risked undermining the long-term US relationship with Tokyo. Washington’s
      ambiguous position between the rival Chinese regimes on the mainland and Taiwan risked alienating both sides as
      well as other countries in the region. Finally, Kennan observed, the emerging US support for France in its
      efforts to thwart Vietnam’s bid for independence was almost certainly a losing bet.1
    


    
      Kennan was especially dismayed because he had spent the previous three years, as director of the State
      Department’s Policy Planning Staff (PPS), attempting to avoid precisely these dilemmas by establishing a US
      strategic approach to East Asia that minimized US commitments and even attention there. As the department’s top
      expert on Russia and the intellectual author of the policy of “containment” of the Soviet Union, Kennan was
      focused almost exclusively on the Soviet threat to US interests, which he thought was not significant in the Far
      East and could be readily contained there by a “perimeter defense.” The centerpiece of his
      framework was a revitalized but demilitarized and neutral Japan. His primary recommendation to Acheson thus
      echoed a position he had formulated during his tenure at the PPS: “We should make it an objective of our policy
      to terminate our involvements on the mainland of Asia as rapidly as possible and on the best terms we can get.”
      Kennan added the extraordinary proposal that Washington should offer to withdraw militarily from both Japan and
      Korea in exchange for Russia’s agreement to arrange the retreat of North Korean forces from the South.2
    


    
      These recommendations were ignored, as Kennan anticipated in his cover message to Acheson: “I am afraid that,
      like so many of my thoughts, they will be too remote from general thinking in the Government to be of much
      practical use to you.”3 Kennan
      had grown frustrated with his marginalization within the State Department under Acheson (which had prompted his
      decision to take a sabbatical at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, New Jersey). Many of his ideas
      had indeed become “too remote from general thinking in the Government” to prevail in policy deliberations. This
      was particularly the case in East Asia, where Kennan—after playing a profoundly influential role on China and
      Japan between 1947 and 1949—subsequently saw US policy incrementally shift toward what he considered ill-advised
      commitments and military strategies in the region. Starting in the summer of 1950, he watched grimly as the
      Korean War accelerated this trend, which eclipsed and ultimately destroyed Kennan’s own nascent strategic vision
      for US policy in the Far East.
    


    
      This book chronicles the rise and fall of that strategic vision, and the legacies of Kennan’s engagement with
      East Asian affairs. Although his name is rarely associated with the region, his involvement and influence were by
      no means limited to the policies toward the Soviet Union and Europe for which he is best known. Indeed, historian
      Wilson Miscamble has observed that Kennan’s impact on East Asia policy “may well have exceeded his influence on
      American policy in Europe”—which was substantial, given that Kennan is widely credited with a central role in
      formulating the postwar European Recovery Program (the Marshall Plan).4 His impact on East Asia was profound even though much of it appears
      at first glance to have been ephemeral.
    


    
      Although the book focuses largely on Kennan’s tenure as PPS director (1947–50), it also carries the story beyond
      his time in government—from which he retired in 1953—tracking how his views on East Asia evolved (or in some
      cases evidently did not) for the remainder of his long life (1904–2005) as a public intellectual. What emerges is
      a record of surprisingly broad and deep involvement in an area in which Kennan previously had little knowledge or
      experience, a surprisingly distinct and enduring set of ideas about what he believed was the appropriate scope
      and direction for US policy there, and some lessons that are applicable to the dilemmas US
      foreign policy still confronts in East Asia today.
    


    
      Kennan’s substantial involvement with policy toward the Far East coincided with his formulation of the
      containment doctrine in the early, formative years of the Cold War. During this period, he was one of the primary
      architects of Washington’s decision to disengage from involvement in the Chinese civil war—a role that his
      “official” biographer, John Lewis Gaddis, has deemed “pivotal.”5 In Japan, he was the primary agent of Washington’s
      redirection of its postwar occupation policy away from a punitive approach and toward economic reconstruction.
      Kennan was less successful in his subsequent efforts to influence policy toward Korea and Southeast Asia, but in
      both cases he gave advice that was overruled but later vindicated: he played a key bureaucratic role during the
      US response to the North Korean invasion—where he was almost alone in warning against military intervention north
      of the 38th Parallel—and he was among the first US officials to warn against a commitment of US resources and
      inheritance of the French role in Indochina.
    


    
      Kennan’s impact on East Asia policy was almost entirely a product of his role as PPS director. When General
      George Marshall—who as army chief of staff had been credited as the architect of the Allied victory in the Second
      World War—was appointed secretary of state in January 1947, he established the PPS to replicate the role of the
      Army Department’s war plans division, as the formulator of strategic policy direction. He selected Kennan as its
      director. Like most policymakers, Marshall was focused on the emerging Soviet challenge and had been deeply
      impressed (along with many others in Washington) by a now famous “Long Telegram” that Kennan had written in
      February 1946—when he was serving at the US embassy in Moscow—assessing the Soviet Union’s strategic worldview
      and objectives.6 Marshall
      delegated to the PPS a central role in policy formulation that has never since been replicated, and the influence
      of which was probably reinforced by his personal stature in Washington as a revered statesman and military hero.
      As long as Marshall was secretary of state, the policy papers generated by Kennan and the PPS carried Marshall’s
      weight in interagency policy deliberations—which was often decisive—and thus frequently became the foundation for
      overall US policy direction.
    


    
      Appropriately for Kennan, the Soviet threat became the prism through which he and other US policymakers viewed
      the postwar challenges they faced in East Asia. During the war, Soviet leader Josef Stalin had agreed to
      intervene in the fight against Japan after the defeat of Germany, in exchange primarily for Soviet access
      to ports and railroads in the northeastern Chinese region of Manchuria. He also promised
      to continue supporting Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist (Kuomintang, or KMT) regime as the government of China,
      notwithstanding Soviet links to Mao Zedong’s Chinese Communist Party (CCP). The Japanese surrender in August 1945
      cut short Russian intervention in the Pacific War, but not before Soviet troops established a presence in
      Manchuria and the northern half of the Korean Peninsula, pursuant to a US-Soviet agreement to jointly but
      temporarily supplant Japan’s colonial occupation there. This postwar Soviet military presence set the stage for
      the East Asian component of the Cold War.
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        East Asia in 1947.
      


      
        Source: Bill Nelson Cartography
      

    


    
      In China, neither the Nationalists nor the Communists were wholly comfortable with the Soviet presence—the former
      because it compromised Chinese sovereignty and created opportunities for Stalin to shift material support to the
      Communists, which he soon did; and the latter because they too resented Stalin’s territorial power play in the
      region, but also his nominal neutrality up to that point in their rivalry with the KMT. For its part, the United
      States gradually embraced the Nationalists—as representatives of the ostensibly democratic Chinese with which
      Americans had a long-standing political and sentimental relationship—while maintaining a pragmatic dialogue with
      the Communists. Most importantly, President Harry Truman in December 1945 had sent Marshall to China in an
      attempt to mediate the civil war there, which had renewed immediately after the defeat of Japan. Marshall
      returned to the United States (to become secretary of state) in January 1947—over a year later—having largely
      failed in this mission. The Chinese civil war continued to escalate, and the tide was turning in favor of the
      Communists.
    


    
      In Japan, the surrender of the imperial government and the totality of the US victory had opened the door for a
      US-led military occupation under the auspices of General Douglas MacArthur as supreme commander of the Allied
      powers (SCAP). This was nominally overseen by the interallied Far Eastern Commission (FEC), which included
      representatives of the Soviet Union and was ostensibly responsible for advising occupation policies in line with
      the terms of the Japanese surrender. However, Washington’s commanding position and leverage allowed it to largely
      exclude the Soviets from any substantial role. From the outset the occupation administration focused on punishing
      the Japanese militarists deemed responsible for the war and dismantling Japan’s military and industrial capacity
      to ever wage war again.
    


    
      In Korea, the peninsula had been divided into two zones occupied by the Allies that accepted the Japanese
      surrender there: the Soviets in the north, and the Americans south of the 38th Parallel. The plan was to withdraw
      both occupation forces after establishing a UN trusteeship for Korea as a transitional stage to Korean
      independence, but Washington and Moscow could not agree on the terms of the trusteeship
      and the Koreans themselves wanted immediate independence. Through 1946 and into 1947, this stalemate allowed an
      incremental polarization to develop between the two zones of Korea—and their two occupying powers.
    


    
      In Southeast Asia, the defeat of Japan had created a vacuum in which indigenous nationalist movements emerged in
      a bid to preempt the restoration of European colonial rule. Most problematic were French and Dutch efforts in
      Indochina and Indonesia, respectively, to reestablish their prewar control. During the war, President Franklin
      Roosevelt had embraced the idea of national self-determination in Southeast Asia; but after his death and the end
      of the war, Washington was constrained from promoting this by the need for cooperation elsewhere from its
      European allies—especially the French—and by the emerging fear that nationalist movements in Southeast Asia might
      be exploited by the Soviets or the Chinese Communists. For its part, the United States tried to set an example in
      the Philippines—which it had acquired in 1898 after the Spanish-American War—by granting its independence in
      1946. But a subsequent bilateral agreement in March 1947 left a substantial US military presence in the
      Philippines.
    


    
      This was the security environment the United States confronted in the Far East when Marshall became secretary of
      state and Kennan the director of the PPS. However, Washington’s overwhelming focus was on Europe and the emerging
      Soviet threat there—as reflected in the promulgation in March 1947 of the Truman Doctrine, which essentially
      committed the United States to resist efforts by the Soviet Union to extend its influence further into Europe,
      and the announcement in June 1947 of the Marshall Plan, which aimed at rebuilding the Western European economies
      to bolster them against any such Soviet efforts. East Asia was a lesser priority, in terms of both attention and
      resources. Nor was it clear that the United States faced imminent dangers in the Far East comparable to those
      perceived to be present in Europe. Moreover, to the extent that strategic dilemmas in East Asia were recognized,
      no quick or easy solutions were apparent. Accordingly, there was little focus in Washington on developing a
      strategic plan for East Asia and little sense of an urgent need to do so.
    


    
      When Kennan was able—and soon required—as PPS director to turn his attention to the region, his approach to East
      Asia predictably drew first and foremost on his focus on the Soviet Union, both because that was the foundation
      of his expertise and because he—like most policymakers in Washington—viewed the Soviet Union as the primary
      strategic threat the United States faced. Accordingly, his perspective on East Asia centered primarily on
      assessing the nature and extent of the Soviet challenge there. Within that framework, Kennan would apply the same
      realist principles that he applied in other parts of the world to assess what US interests were at risk and
      where, and what the relative capacity of the United States was to protect those interests. This led to judgments
      about what Kennan thought was strategically vital to the United States in East Asia, and
      where and how Washington should draw the line in defining and securing its position there. What emerged was a
      strategic concept for US policy in the region that was based on Kennan’s assessments of the relative power—and
      importance to the United States—of the key countries in East Asia, the limits on the resources and attention
      Washington could devote to the region, and the ability of the United States to influence developments there.
    


    
      As will be seen, Kennan was inconsistent in both his application and his advocacy of the strategic concept he
      devised for the region. Moreover, his policies toward East Asia—like many of the policies he developed toward the
      Soviet Union and other parts of the world—were not always well developed, realistic, consistent, or politically
      viable. They sometimes reflected a condescending and even racist attitude toward Asian peoples. Nor were his
      recommendations for East Asia policy uniformly accepted by his superiors and colleagues—especially after Marshall
      was replaced as secretary of state by Acheson. Perhaps most importantly, Kennan was never able to resolve some of
      the dilemmas posed by his own strategic calculus in the region—especially the tension between his assessment of
      what was strategically important to the United States and his simultaneous view that US credibility and prestige
      should not be compromised.
    


    
      Nonetheless, it is remarkable how often Kennan’s advice on East Asian affairs was validated, both in those cases
      where it was followed (as in China and Japan) and in those where it largely was not (as in Korea and Indochina).
      He was sometimes right about East Asia when his bosses and some of the Asian experts were wrong. And even when he
      didn’t have the answers, Kennan usually focused on the right questions, which are equally valid today: How should
      the United States define its interests and goals in East Asia? What capability does the United States have to
      pursue those interests and to influence developments there? What are the implications of the limits on those
      capabilities? And based on those elements of the equation—especially the limits—what policies should the United
      States be pursuing in East Asia that are most realistic and most likely to maximize achievement of US strategic
      goals?
    

  


  
    
       
    


    
      1


      ENCOUNTERS WITH EAST ASIA


      Inheritance of a Strategic Perspective

    

    
      Kennan had almost no experience with East Asian affairs before he became director of the Policy Planning Staff
      (PPS) in May 1947. He had never been in the Far East, nor, by his own account, had he ever been particularly
      interested in it. Even after he left the PPS in 1951, he claimed he had “no personal familiarity with that part
      of the world” and had “read no more [about it] than a busy person, not an expert on Far Eastern affairs, can
      contrive to read in the face of other interests and obligations.”1 Kennan nonetheless had forged elements of a strategic
      perspective on East Asia—and some preconceived notions—that were largely derived from professional colleagues who
      greatly influenced his initial thinking about the region.
    


    
      He was aware that his distant relative and namesake George Kennan (1845–1924)—whose career the younger Kennan
      emulated in part—had some experience with the Far East. The elder Kennan (the first cousin of George F.’s
      grandfather) was an explorer and writer best known for his travels in Russia, especially Siberia, but was also
      engaged as a journalist during the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–5. Citing the similarities between their careers,
      George F. Kennan noted in his memoirs that both he and his distant cousin “had occasion to plead at one time or
      another for greater understanding in America for Japan and her geopolitical problems vis-à-vis the Asian mainland.”2 But this influence on Kennan’s perspective on the region was superficial at best, and
      his own pleading on Japan’s behalf came only later.
    


    
      The MacMurray Memorandum


      
        Of more profound importance in framing Kennan’s mind-set toward East Asia was the influence of a senior US
        Foreign Service colleague and fellow Princeton graduate, John Van Antwerp MacMurray (1881–1960), who had served
        as US minister to China from 1925 to 1929. MacMurray was a generation older than Kennan, but they briefly
        served together abroad in 1933, when MacMurray was appointed minister to the Baltic States, resident in Riga,
        Latvia—where Kennan was then serving in his first diplomatic assignment. Almost immediately, however, Kennan
        was transferred to the newly opened US embassy in Moscow.3
      


      
        Washington, meanwhile, was grappling with the crisis in East Asia that had been sparked by the Japanese
        invasion of Manchuria (northeastern China) in 1931. In 1935, MacMurray was tasked by the State Department to
        contribute an assessment of the situation there, based on his long-standing experience and expertise on the
        region. The memorandum he produced—“Developments Affecting American Policy in the Far East” (1 November
        1935)—was largely neglected at the time it was written but was later recognized both inside and outside the
        State Department as a seminal document.4 Indeed, MacMurray’s memorandum and Kennan’s own February 1946 “Long Telegram” from
        Moscow assessing Soviet foreign policy were considered by some to be the two best analytical reports ever
        produced within the department.
      


      
        Although it is not clear precisely when Kennan first encountered the MacMurray memorandum, records show that it
        was circulating among State officials involved with East Asia policy during the years 1947–50, when he was PPS
        director; Kennan shortly thereafter told MacMurray he “stole” a copy as an “indispensable aid” when he left the
        department. Kennan later acknowledged that the memorandum made a “deep impression” on him, and it became an
        enduring foundation for his approach to East Asia.5
      


      
        The central thesis of MacMurray’s memorandum was that the Far Eastern crisis of the 1930s was largely the
        result of China’s failure to abide by its commitments in the framework for regional security cooperation that
        had been embodied in the Washington Naval Conference treaties of 1922, and Washington’s failure to press China
        to do so.6 Those
        commitments included China’s obligation to avoid discrimination in “dealing with applications for economic
        rights and privileges from Governments and nationals of all foreign countries.”7 In MacMurray’s view, Japan had acted
        militarily to secure its interests in northern China only after repeatedly but unsuccessfully seeking the help
        of the United States and other Western powers in forcing the Chinese to act responsibly. In his prescient
        conclusions, MacMurray predicted that war between the United States and Japan was
        inevitable if Washington chose to oppose Japanese domination of China.
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          John Van Antwerp MacMurray as assistant secretary of state, 1924. MacMurray was the primary source of
          Kennan’s assessment of the relative strategic importance of China and Japan.
        


        
          Source: Library of Congress / Prints and Photographs Division
        

      


      
        Many of the themes outlined by MacMurray in the 1935 memorandum would later be echoed repeatedly in Kennan’s
        own thinking and writing. Foremost among these was MacMurray’s characterization of US attitudes toward China
        and the extent to which the Chinese exploited them. He observed that Americans harbored strong sentimental
        attitudes toward China that were “based upon rather naive and romantic assumptions” whose “vigor and intensity
        seemed out of all proportion to the average citizen’s concern with Chinese affairs.” This popular attachment to
        the Chinese was “based in part upon a somewhat patronizing pride in the belief that our Government had borne
        the part of China against selfish nations, but still more upon the fact that our church organizations had
        through several generations cultivated a favorable interest in China in support of their missionary enterprises
        therein.”8
      


      
        MacMurray considered the missionaries and other adherents of a sentimental attachment
        to China to be dupes for the Chinese inasmuch as they became a powerful lobby pressuring the US government to
        defend China’s interests. The Chinese, for their part, were more than willing to accept the favor—but without
        incurring any obligations or showing any gratitude. Indeed, MacMurray felt that the Chinese had virtually asked
        for whatever pain they suffered at the hands of Japan and other outside powers:
      


      
        
          The Chinese … had been willful in their scorn of their legal obligations,
          reckless in their resort to violence for the accomplishment of their ends, and provocative in their methods;
          though timid when there was any prospect that the force to which they resorted would be met by force, they
          were alert to take a hectoring attitude at any sign of weakness in their opponents, and cynically inclined to
          construe as weakness any yielding to their demands. Those who sought to deal fairly with them were reviled as
          niggardly in not going further to satisfy them, and were subjected to difficulties in the hope of forcing
          them to grant more; so that a policy of appeasement and reconciliation, such as that with which our own
          Government attempted to soothe the hysteria of their elated racial self-esteem, brought only
          disillusionments.9
        

      


      
        Nor did MacMurray believe that US efforts to extract Japan from China would endear the Chinese to the United
        States:
      


      
        
          The Chinese always did, do, and will regard foreign nations as barbarian enemies, to be dealt with by playing
          them off against each other. The most successful of them might be respected, but would nevertheless be
          regarded as the one to be next put down.… If we were to “save” China from Japan
          and become the “Number One” nation in the eyes of her people, we should thereby become not the most favored
          but the most distrusted of nations. It is no reproach to the Chinese to acknowledge that we should have
          established no claim upon their gratitude.… They would thank us for nothing,
          and give us no credit for unselfish intentions, but set themselves to formulating resistance to us in the
          exercise of the responsibilities we would have assumed.10
        

      


      
        Strategically, MacMurray believed that US policy toward China, starting with the “Open Door Notes” of then
        Secretary of State John Hay in 1899–1900, had been based on a specious assumption of the potential value of US
        trade with China and on Washington’s consequent but unenforceable support for China’s territorial integrity as
        a prerequisite for ensuring free access to trade with it. This, in MacMurray’s view, overestimated China’s
        strategic importance and underestimated the risks of engaging with it by failing to recognize that China was
        not a consequential nation but instead “a mere congeries of human beings, primitive in its political and
        economic organization, difficult and often troublesome to deal with in either aspect, and by its weakness
        constantly inviting aggressions that threatened such interests as we might have or hope for.” As far as US
        interests were concerned, Washington needed to recognize that China had “ceased to be, for us, a field of
        unlimited opportunity, and seems in the way of becoming a waste area” and “an almost negligible factor” in East
        Asia.11
      


      
        In contrast, MacMurray insisted that Japan was the consequential nation in East Asia and should be the center
        of US policy there: “a working theory of the relative importance of the various objectives in our Far Eastern
        policy” would dictate that “Japan has come to be of paramount interest to us.” Accordingly, Washington needed
        to “write off our claims to leadership” in China and acknowledge that the “virile people” of Japan were the
        strategic key to the region. MacMurray acknowledged that Japan itself was potentially volatile and that a
        precipitous US abandonment of China “would buy us no reconciliation with the Japanese, gain us no respect, and
        ease none of our difficulties.” Accordingly, he advised that Washington should “be meticulously careful not to
        lose the wholesome respect with which the Japanese at heart regard us, by any attempt to ingratiate ourselves
        with them by compromising our own national power or dignity or principles.” Nonetheless, MacMurray’s bottom
        line was that the United States needed to “write down our interest in China to its present depreciated value,”
        adjust US policies to accommodate the real balance of power in East Asia, and acknowledge the limits of US
        interests and influence there.12
      


      
        The central themes and the analysis contained within MacMurray’s memorandum have been the subject of persistent
        debate among historians, particularly those focused on the origins of World War II in East Asia.13 However, an assessment of
        the validity of his judgments about Chinese and Japanese policies during the 1920s and 1930s is beyond the
        scope of this book. In any event, much of his analysis was overtaken by subsequent events and the Pacific War
        itself.
      


      
        Nonetheless, when Kennan encountered the MacMurray memorandum, probably more than a decade after it was
        written, he was wholly won over by MacMurray’s analysis and the power of his prose. He considered the
        memorandum “extremely thoughtful and prophetic” and wrote to MacMurray: “I know of no document on record in our
        government with respect to foreign policy which is more penetrating and thoughtful and prescient than this one.
        It was an extraordinary work of analysis and of insight into the future; and it is a disturbing reflection on
        the ways of our government that it failed to leave a deeper mark than it did on the minds of those to whom it
        was presented and who had access to it at the time. It has done a great deal to clarify my own thinking on Far
        Eastern problems.”14 Decades later Kennan wrote that he “would put M[acMurray]’s paper among the rare
        great state papers of this century, comparable to Sir Eire [sic] Crowe’s famous memorandum of 1907 in
        the British Foreign Office documents—but even better.”15 He quoted MacMurray on multiple occasions, and ideas and
        even language traceable to the MacMurray memorandum are clearly evident in Kennan’s analysis and commentary on
        East Asian affairs from the beginning of his tenure as PPS director and indeed through the rest of his life.
        His own analytical and writing style may even have been influenced by MacMurray’s.16
      


      
        Kennan first cited MacMurray publicly in his 1951 lecture “America and the Orient”—later published in
        American Diplomacy—which borrows multiple themes from MacMurray’s 1935 memorandum. In assessing the
        evolution of US policy toward China from the Open Door Notes forward, Kennan highlighted what he considered an
        ill-advised emphasis on moral principles and emotional sentiment rather than strategic calculations in dealing
        with East Asia in general and China in particular. In criticizing the Open Door Notes—none of which, as he had
        observed in an earlier lecture, “had any perceptible practical effect”—Kennan lamented that the “tendency to
        achieve our foreign policy objectives by inducing other governments to sign up to professions of high moral and
        legal principle appears to have a great and enduring vitality in our diplomatic practice.” In the Far East, he
        observed, this “seems to have achieved the status of a basic diplomatic method, and I think we have grounds to
        question its soundness and suitability.”17
      


      
        Echoing MacMurray, Kennan argued that the Open Door Notes’ principled emphasis on upholding China’s territorial
        and administrative integrity was bound to conflict with valid Japanese interests in China—and thus risked
        alienating Japan in favor of China, which did not merit US patronage and protection. He thus credited MacMurray
        with predicting the war with Japan, which might have been avoided: “I can only say that if there was a
        possibility that the course of events might have been altered by an American policy based consistently, over a
        long period of time, on a recognition of power realities in the Orient as a factor worthy of our serious
        respect … then it must be admitted that we did very little to exploit this
        possibility.”18
      


      
        Both Kennan and MacMurray appear to have somewhat misperceived or miscalculated the drivers of US policy toward
        China prior to World War II. As historian Warren Cohen has observed, the Open Door Notes were largely prompted
        by a desire to sustain and maximize US trading opportunities in the Far East, rather than any sentimental
        attachment to China or particular concern for China’s own interests or its territorial integrity. It was only
        during negotiation of the Washington Conference treaties that the United States began to invoke a commitment to
        upholding Chinese sovereignty, which in any event it was never in a position to
        enforce. Moreover, Kennan’s criticism of a US emphasis on “high moral and legal principle” in dealing with
        China overlooks the fact that MacMurray himself insisted that China needed to comply with its treaty
        obligations before the United States would surrender its extraterritorial privileges there. Finally, the
        eventual decision by the United States to go to war with Japan was almost certainly driven more by “a
        recognition of power realities” and a calculation of US strategic interests than by an altruistic desire to
        protect and defend China.19
      


      
        Notwithstanding these flaws in their perspective, Kennan absorbed MacMurray’s assessment of the weaknesses and
        failures of the US approach to East Asia in the prewar period. He also adopted several other core elements of
        MacMurray’s thinking. Most fundamental among these was MacMurray’s assessment of the relative strategic
        importance of China and Japan—the former being marginal, and the latter crucial. Kennan’s later contributions
        to East Asia policy would consistently reflect this view; indeed, his internalization of MacMurray’s view of
        China as a “waste area” may be one of the reasons Kennan later in his life continued to downgrade China’s
        strategic importance well after it was realistic to do so. He also adopted MacMurray’s cynical attitude toward
        both the Chinese and the Americans who did their bidding, as well as his relative respect and admiration for
        the Japanese. As will be seen, these too would be recurring themes throughout Kennan’s involvement in East
        Asian affairs.
      

    


    
      John Paton Davies


      
        Whereas Kennan may have derived many of his fundamental ideas about the Far East from MacMurray, it was another
        Foreign Service colleague—John Paton Davies Jr.—who would become the greatest and most sustained influence on
        Kennan’s approach to East Asia policy. Davies (1908–99) was the primary Asian affairs expert on the PPS during
        Kennan’s tenure as its director. Accordingly, most—but not all—of Kennan’s contributions to Far Eastern policy
        drew heavily on Davies’s expertise. Indeed, Kennan has described Davies as having been his “mentor” on Asian
        affairs during this period.20 Their personal and professional relationship was unusually close and was characterized by a
        high degree of mutual respect and admiration—and a sense of loyalty that would endure the destruction of
        Davies’s career at the hands of McCarthyism.
      


      
        Davies was one of the State Department’s “China hands”—the small group of China experts in the Foreign Service
        (including John Carter Vincent, John Stewart Service, Owen Lattimore, and O. Edmund Clubb) who became the
        scapegoats for the supposed “loss of China” by the United States because of their allegedly pro-Communist reporting from China during the late 1930s and early 1940s.21 Davies, who had been born
        in China to missionary parents and studied in Beijing, served in several posts in China after joining the
        Foreign Service in the early 1930s. After the outbreak of World War II, he was a political adviser to General
        Joseph Stilwell in the China-Burma-India Theater before being assigned to the US embassy in
        Chungking.22
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          John Paton Davies Jr. as a member of the Policy Planning Staff. Kennan had a very close professional and
          personal relationship with Davies, whom he later called his “mentor” on East Asian affairs.
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        Davies’s personal experience with and in China generated a perspective that echoed
        MacMurray’s, both in its attitude toward the Chinese and in its assessment of China’s strategic importance.
        Summarizing it later in his autobiography, Davies characterized the US approach to China during World War II as
        “largely subjective.”
      


      
        
          It was a product of one hundred years of missionary compulsions and involvement, spiritual and emotional, of
          a sense of guilt that the United States had not gone to the rescue of China under attack from Japan
          … and of propaganda portraying the Chinese as heroically fighting on our behalf
          and wanting only American arms and know-how to drive the enemy into the sea.…
          The widespread mythology about China meant that more than facts and logic went into the making of American
          wartime policy toward China. The surcharged sentimental attachment to the Chinese raised the importance of
          China in strategic planning all out of proportion to its real military and immediate political
          worth.23
        

      


      
        This was the context in which Davies became immersed in the Chinese war against Japan and eventually the civil
        war between the Chinese Nationalist regime (Chiang Kai-shek’s Koumintang, or KMT, government) and the Chinese
        Communist Party (CCP). He became a central player in Washington’s efforts to navigate between the KMT and the
        CCP when he was sent from Chungking in July 1944 as a member of the “Dixie Mission” of US observers to CCP
        headquarters at Yenan in northern China.
      


      
        Even before going to Yenan, and largely because of his involvement with Stilwell’s dealings with Chiang, Davies
        had developed a profound skepticism about the reliability of the KMT and the utility of US engagement with it.
        In February 1944 he assessed that “a strong, independent, and democratic China” would be a valuable asset for
        the United States in the event of postwar tensions in the region. But he had little confidence in that
        prospect: “We must recognize that while China is at present independent it is neither strong nor democratic;
        that the Chiang regime is unsound and unstable; that it has been singularly uncooperative with us in
        prosecuting the war against Japan; [and] that counting on American help, it threatens to engulf China in a
        calamitous civil war against the Chinese Communists.” Davies concluded that “we therefore have little to gain
        from supporting the Chiang regime in its present attitude.”24 Based on this experience and assessment, Davies advised
        flexibility in Washington’s approach to China, and especially avoidance of an exclusive attachment to Chiang,
        which might leave the United States “discredited and our ends defeated” if Chiang was overthrown by another
        coalition that had popular Chinese support.25
      


      
        Davies was already speculating that the CCP might lead such a coalition. Yenan gave him the opportunity to
        compare firsthand the relative strengths of the KMT and the CCP. His assessment was
        contained in a series of reports in November 1944 that described the Communists as “the toughest, best
        organized and disciplined group in China.” Moreover, unlike Chiang’s KMT, the Communists had widespread popular
        support because their local governments and armies were “genuinely of the people.” Davies concluded that “the
        Communists are in China to stay. And China’s destiny is not Chiang’s but theirs.”26 Nonetheless, he was obliged to suggest a
        tactical approach: “We should not now abandon Chiang Kai-shek. To do so at this juncture would be to lose more
        than we could gain. We must for the time being continue recognition of Chiang’s Government and give him nominal
        support.… But we must be realistic.… We must not
        indefinitely underwrite a politically bankrupt regime.”27 In the meantime, Washington should try to “capture
        politically” the Chinese Communists—partly to prevent them from falling completely under the influence of the
        Soviet Union—by bringing them into a coalition government with the Nationalists.28
      


      
        These reports came back to haunt Davies during the “who lost China?” debate that erupted in 1950 and focused in
        part on the alleged pro-Communist inclinations of Davies and other State Department China hands who—according
        to the conspiracy theory—had willfully undermined the Chiang regime and facilitated its defeat by the
        Communists in the civil war. Davies later acknowledged mistakes in his analysis of the CCP and attempted to
        clarify its intentions:
      


      
        
          I obviously underestimated the commitment of the Chinese Communist Party at that time to ideology and the
          dexterity with which Mao and company manipulated it. At the same time, if I was correct in my supposition
          that in the [CCP] oligarchy two latent factions existed—doctrinaires headed by Mao and pragmatic moderates
          potentially under some of the generals—an American policy of collaboration with the Communists would probably
          at least have exposed the schism and strengthened the moderate elements.… In
          retrospect, the idea of politically capturing the Chinese Communists was unrealistic.… Better grounded was the calculation that American aid to the Chinese Communists, who I
          assumed would take over China in any event, could free them of materiel dependence on the Soviet Union and
          thereby reduce the Kremlin’s influence on them.29
        

      


      
        These subtleties, however, did not protect Davies from the political buzz saw.
      


      
        Davies’s ideas in 1944–45 about the relative strengths of the Nationalists and Communists—along with similar
        observations by other China hands—ran afoul of General Patrick Hurley, then ambassador to China and an
        unwavering advocate for the Nationalist regime. Hurley had taken it upon himself to mediate cooperation between
        the KMT and the CCP and traveled for that purpose to Yenan—where Davies warned him
        “against expecting the Communists to agree to what was acceptable to Chiang.” The ambassador balked at Davies’s
        advice and sent him back to Chungking. Predictably, Hurley’s efforts to forge a working relationship between
        the two parties accomplished little. Instead, he became “thoroughly entangled and exploited by both sides,” as
        Davies described it unsympathetically: “Driven by vanity, ignorance, gullibility, and recklessness, Hurley
        would not withdraw to a detached position.”30
      


      
        Back in Chungking, Davies—unwilling to work for an ambassador whose “approach to the problem was both
        uninformed and deluded”31—contacted friends in Washington for help in arranging a transfer. Hurley, who was already
        under pressure from Chiang’s foreign minister and brother-in-law, T. V. Soong, to have Davies replaced, was
        more than willing to let Davies go. Their parting, in January 1945, was less than warm: “In my farewell call to
        the Ambassador I wished him luck in his endeavors. As I recall on that occasion, I also said that I hoped that
        he would not be entrapped by Chinese intrigue in case his negotiations failed. His career had been so
        distinguished that this would be a deplorable culmination. Hurley flushed, then turned florid and puffy. He
        would break my back, His Excellency warned. ‘You want to pull the plug on Chiang Kai-shek,’ he shouted over and
        over again. Indignantly I remonstrated with him. But Hurley was in no mood for reason, the tantrum had to run
        its course. It did and ended with a civil handshake.”32 Ten months later, Hurley resigned as ambassador, publicly
        blaming his failure to negotiate a CCP-KMT coalition on Communist sympathizers within the State
        Department—thereby planting the seeds of the “who lost China?” debate five years later.
      


      
        Davies, in the meantime, had been transferred to the US embassy in Moscow, where he had begun working for
        Kennan. The two men had first met in Moscow in 1937, during one of Kennan’s earlier assignments to the embassy
        there. Davies was transiting the Russian capital en route to home leave in Washington via the Trans-Siberian
        railroad. On that occasion, Kennan had described to Davies over lunch the proceedings of the Stalinist show
        trials then under way. “This was the first lesson in Russian psychology and Communist politics that I was to
        receive from an extraordinarily gifted colleague, teacher, and friend,” Davies later wrote.33 By 1945, Kennan was
        minister-counselor at the Moscow embassy, and Davies’s primary responsibility working under him—as the only
        East Asia specialist at the embassy—was to help analyze Soviet relations with China and Japan; Davies, however,
        eventually assumed responsibility for “all political reporting, including on internal Soviet
        developments.”34
      


      
        It was in Moscow during the years 1945–46 that the Kennan-Davies partnership was forged, and the two men’s
        mutual admiration and close friendship developed. Davies recalled that working for Kennan was “an exhilarating
        experience, for his was an intuitive and creative mind, richly stored with knowledge,
        eloquent in expression, and disciplined by a scholarly respect for precision”; he was also “an exceptionally
        illuminative teacher” whose “intellectual zest and his subtle insights, penetrating the Soviet phenomenon,
        found expression in fluent, stylish communication, both in writing and conversation.”35 For his part, Kennan described Davies as
        “a rock of strength to us at that time in the Moscow embassy.” Referring to both then and later years, Kennan
        wrote: “I owe largely to him whatever insight I was able to muster in those years into the nature of Soviet
        policies toward the Far East. He was a man of broad, sophisticated, and skeptical political understanding,
        without an ounce of pro-Communist sympathies, and second to no one in his devotion to the interests of our
        government.”36
      


      
        The issue that brought Kennan and Davies together, appropriately, was the strategic mystery of Sino-Soviet
        relations. At the beginning of 1945, little was known but much was feared about the relationship between the
        Soviet and Chinese Communist parties. The Cold War had not yet begun, nor was a Communist victory in the
        Chinese civil war a foregone conclusion; nonetheless, policymakers in Washington were already uncertain about
        postwar policy in China and skeptical about Soviet intentions there. They were particularly uncertain about
        whether the Communists in Yenan were inclined to take orders from the Communists in Moscow.
      


      
        The first opportunity Kennan and Davies had to address these questions was thrust upon them in April 1945—only
        a few months after Davies’s arrival in Moscow—when Hurley himself, as Davies later described it, “blew in” to
        take the matter up directly with Stalin. On the eve of Hurley’s visit, Davies prepared a memo for Ambassador
        Averell Harriman assessing the nature of the Sino-Soviet relationship. He began by reiterating his view of the
        Nationalist regime as “venal, inefficient, and stale” and probably incapable of reforming itself. As for the
        Chinese Communists, Davies believed they had started out as an instrument of the Kremlin but had “been left
        pretty much to shift for themselves” after Moscow advised them to accept a united front with the KMT in the
        late 1930s. In Davies’s estimation, Chinese Communist leaders “would scarcely be human if they did not feel
        some resentment” at the “shabby treatment” that they had since received from the Kremlin.37
      


      
        Hurley, accompanied by Harriman, met with Stalin and Soviet Foreign Minister Molotov on 15 April. The latter
        assured Hurley that Moscow did not support the CCP; indeed, when Hurley said he interpreted remarks Molotov had
        made previously to mean that Moscow did not consider the Chinese Communists to be Communists at all, Molotov
        assented. Molotov also said the Soviet Union did not want civil war in China. Stalin himself assured Hurley
        that Moscow fully supported the “National Government of China” under Chiang, as well as Washington’s policy of
        unifying all Chinese military forces—including the Communists—under Chiang’s leadership. Hurley accepted these
        assurances at face value and cheerfully reported them back to Washington.38
      


      
        Kennan and Davies were deeply troubled by Hurley’s report on his meeting with Stalin, which was drafted and
        transmitted after Harriman himself had left for a trip to Washington. “It did not check at all,” Kennan later
        wrote, “with the view of the Soviet outlook on Chinese matters” that he and Davies had formed. Hurley’s
        assessment was “much more optimistic than anything warranted by the situation as we knew it,” and Kennan and
        Davies suspected that it conflicted with Harriman’s views as well. Consequently, the two men prepared a
        follow-up telegram for Harriman after Hurley left Moscow for Chungking.39
      


      
        The Kennan-Davies commentary was intended as a corrective to Hurley’s report. “In Ambassador Hurley’s account
        of what he said to Stalin,” they wrote, “there was of course nothing to which Stalin could not honestly
        subscribe, it being understood that words mean different things to the Russians than they do to us. Stalin is
        of course prepared to affirm the principle of a unification of the armed forces of China. He knows that such
        unification is practically feasible only on terms acceptable to the Chinese Communists.… Russia [similarly] is entirely ready to support the principle of a ‘united’ China, knowing
        that this could be achieved in reality only if the demands of the Chinese Communists, which would ultimately
        amount to domination of the government, could be realized.”40 Kennan predicted that the Soviets would in fact persist
        with a “fluid, resilient policy, aimed at the achievement of maximum power with minimum responsibility” in East
        Asia. To that end, Moscow probably would be willing to work either through surrogates within a nominally
        independent national Chinese government—such as that proposed by Washington—or through dissident local
        elements, where necessary.41
      


      
        Perhaps more problematic than Soviet intentions and tactics in East Asia, however, was the corresponding
        question of where the Chinese Communists placed themselves with regard to the Soviets. This became a crucial
        policy issue in December 1945, when Marshall began his mission to China to mediate a settlement to the civil
        war and the establishment of a united Chinese government. Here Davies’s expertise was fully brought to bear. In
        another telegram from Moscow, sent over Kennan’s signature in January 1946, the two men again examined the
        nature of the Sino-Soviet relationship, this time from the Chinese perspective. They stated frankly that the
        evidence was inconclusive on whether Yenan took orders from Moscow. Most Communist parties were subservient to
        the Soviet Union, but the Chinese Communists’ relations with Moscow were “more subtle and obscure” than those
        of any other Communist party. Accordingly, Kennan and Davies were willing to entertain the possibility of a
        surprising degree of independence for the CCP.42
      


      
        They gave four reasons for this judgment. First, the Chinese Communists owed little to
        Moscow; on the contrary, they had “survived and grown not because of but despite relations with Moscow,” which
        had in the past given them orders that led to disaster. Second, the Chinese party was the “most mature of all
        Communist parties,” having developed its own strain of Marxism-Leninism. Third, the Chinese Communists “are no
        fugitive band of conspirators”; they had years of experience operating a de facto regime with its own army and
        bureaucracy. Finally, they had made nationalism a key element of their ideology. Nevertheless, Kennan and
        Davies cautioned that Yenan had little latitude in its foreign relations and that events had tended to keep it
        within the Soviet orbit. They calculated that Moscow thus retained “enormous” possibilities for exercising
        decisive influence over the Chinese Communists.43
      


      
        Acheson later wrote that “brilliant as this analysis was, it failed as a prophecy” because Moscow ultimately
        did not persuade—or even try to persuade—the Chinese Communists to enter a coalition with the KMT.44 But it was only Kennan and
        Davies’s concluding caveat that failed as a prophecy. The thrust of their analysis—that the Chinese Communists
        were largely independent of Moscow—later proved to be correct. Kennan’s identification with this view is
        particularly noteworthy. Referring to the ideas expressed in the January 1946 telegram, W. Walton
        Butterworth—one of Kennan’s closest associates in the Foreign Service, who had extensive experience in both
        European and Asian affairs—later said Kennan was an exception among the State Department’s European experts,
        “including most of our Russian specialists,” in understanding that the CCP—unlike the Communist parties of
        Western Europe—was a functioning government and had to be dealt with as such. Butterworth similarly credited
        Kennan with recognizing that both nationalism and xenophobia were ingrained Chinese characteristics.45
      


      
        Kennan, of course, owed much of what he understood about China to Davies, and many of his ideas about the Far
        East in general grew out of his collaboration with Davies in Moscow. (Butterworth, as a close personal
        associate of both, no doubt recognized this.) As 1946 began, however, that chapter in their partnership was
        about to close, and each of the two men’s careers was about to take a dramatic turn. For his part, Davies
        parried the first assault in what would become a long battle to save his professional career. In December 1945,
        as noted above, Hurley appeared before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee to assign blame for his failure
        to preempt civil war in China; Davies was among those Hurley singled out and accused of pro-Communist
        sympathies. Davies was inclined to “roar on back home and shoot the works” in his defense. His wife Patricia
        and Kennan, however, dissuaded him: “They told me to wait and see how the thing shaped up.”46
      

    


    
      Prelude to the PPS: The National War College


      
        Kennan, meanwhile, experienced the big breakthrough of his career. His “Long Telegram” of February 1946
        assessing Soviet foreign policy had an effect in Washington that was, in Kennan’s own words, “nothing less than
        sensational.… My reputation was made. My voice now carried.”47 It led to his assignment
        in April as the first “deputy for foreign affairs” at the newly established National War College (NWC) in
        Washington.
      


      
        Kennan’s year as a lecturer at the NWC gave him an opportunity to expand his reputation and influence and to
        flesh out his ideas for national security policy. During this year, as with the rest of his career, his efforts
        were focused primarily on interpreting Soviet foreign policy and how the United States should address it. (This
        led, at the end of his NWC tenure, to the July 1947 publication in Foreign Affairs of Kennan’s famous
        “X” article, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” which introduced the doctrine of containment.)48 But developments in East
        Asia did not escape his attention, and his lectures at the War College occasionally revealed elements of his
        emerging strategic approach to East Asia, especially China.
      


      
        Kennan’s experience with Davies had dovetailed with his reading of MacMurray’s 1935 memorandum and led him to
        develop strong doubts about the rationale behind Washington’s involvement in China. Recalling themes from
        MacMurray’s memorandum, he began to ask whether China was really strategically important to the United States,
        and thus whether it was worth either the heavy commitment of political and economic resources or the
        frustration of dealing with the Chinese themselves. Kennan concluded that it was not. As an illustration, in
        March 1947 he told NWC students that three criteria were then driving US involvement in Greece and Turkey—where
        the recently announced Truman Doctrine had justified a US commitment to support anti-Communist political forces
        in those countries. The three prerequisites were (a) solving the problem at hand was within US capabilities,
        (b) failure to act by the United States would result in clear benefits to “our political adversaries”
        (understood to be the Soviet Union), and (c) positive US action would have favorable long-term consequences not
        just for the region at stake but for the free world as a whole. Kennan suggested that none of these conditions
        was met by the situation then prevailing in China. He expanded on this theme in another NWC lecture two months
        later. “China,” he said, “could take all of the national budget we could divert to it for the next 25 years,
        and the problems would be worse at the end of that time than they are today.”49
      


      
        His NWC lectures also drew on his work with Davies in Moscow analyzing China’s relationship with the Soviet
        Union. In May 1947 he speculated that the Chinese Communists would “dance to the Moscow tune” only as long as
        they remained “a little minority movement fighting for its life.” On the other hand,
        “if they were to become a majority, if they were to come to control, let’s say, a large portion of the
        territory of China, I am not sure their relations with Moscow would be much different than those of [the
        Nationalists] today because they would be much more independent, much more in a position to take an independent
        line vis-à-vis Moscow.” Eventually, Kennan said, the Russians—no less than the
        Americans—probably would “come a cropper” in China “just as everybody else has for hundreds of
        years.”50
      


      
        He similarly told an audience at the University of Virginia that the Soviet Union probably would have a
        difficult time maintaining any influence over Beijing. Borrowing from Davies’s analysis, Kennan said the
        Chinese Communists almost certainly were “made of sterner stuff” than the Nationalists and were less
        corrupt—and thus were likely to expand their sphere of control in China. Even if they came to dominate all of
        China, however, they were unlikely to be Soviet puppets. On the contrary, he thought, Moscow “would suddenly
        discover that this fluid and subtle oriental movement which they thought they held in the palm of their hand
        had quietly oozed away between their fingers and that there was nothing left there but a ceremonious Chinese
        bow and a polite and inscrutable Chinese giggle.”51
      


      
        Kennan also opined at the NWC on the situation in Japan and Southeast Asia, again speculating on the Soviet
        perspective. He saw little possibility of Moscow using military force in an effort to expand its influence in
        East Asia because the Russians had “little hope of accomplishing radically important objectives at an early
        date in the Asiatic sphere,” and because conditions there were arguably already conducive to Soviet interests:
        “The people in Moscow can be quite content … with the situation that exists in
        Japan, which they must figure is going to leave a Japan after the occupational period more vulnerable to their
        [own potential pursuit of Soviet] occupation than the Japan that existed before. They can be content with the
        situation in the colonial countries where a sort of groundswell of social revolution is doing their work for
        them and sweeping out the European powers.”52
      


      
        Kennan addressed the latter situation in Southeast Asia after the Viet Minh insurgents under Ho Chi Minh
        launched a major attack on French forces in Indochina in December 1946. Analyzing the insurgents in the context
        of the international Communist movement, he described Ho as “an old Moscow Comintern figure” who probably was
        still influenced by the Kremlin, although Kennan suspected that Ho’s ties to the Chinese Communists may then
        have been stronger and more direct. Indeed, he doubted that Moscow was behind the Viet Minh’s decision to fight
        the French because the Kremlin’s public response to the attack had apparently been one of embarrassment and
        confusion.53
      


      
        Kennan was asked by a member of his NWC audience what US interests were at stake in
        Indochina. Some officials and observers, he responded, believed that Washington should offer to mediate the
        conflict because French colonial rule had been “oppressive and unworthy” and that it behooved the United States
        to establish a “favorable reputation” with the native population rather than be identified with Paris. Kennan,
        however, was reluctant to see Washington play such a role, although he recognized the problems inherent in
        doing nothing: “So far our position has been the usual one; all we want is sweetness and light. We don’t want
        anybody to win, we hope they will compose their differences, and we want everybody to be happy. It is as though
        we said we hoped that neither the Army nor the Navy would win the Army-Navy game. I am afraid the time is going
        to come pretty soon in international politics when this government is going to have to make political choices
        in the world whether we like to or not.” He nonetheless concluded that the United States could and should defer
        making a choice in Indochina until the circumstances there were clarified. First and foremost—in an early hint
        of his dismissive and subtly racist attitude toward at least some Asians—he was not convinced that the
        Vietnamese were “fit to govern themselves.” It was always dangerous, Kennan argued, to support a nationalist
        movement that had not demonstrated the ability to resist becoming the instrument of a foreign power—and he was
        skeptical about the willingness and capacity of Ho and the Viet Minh to do so.54
      


      
        These intermittent comments on East Asian affairs during Kennan’s tenure at the NWC reflected both the impact
        on his thinking of MacMurray and Davies, and Kennan’s own assessment of Soviet strategic ambitions and
        capabilities as they pertained to the Far East. They also foreshadowed key elements of his subsequent approach
        to the region as PPS director—particularly his view that China was strategically expendable, his concern about
        Japan’s vulnerability to Soviet influence, and his belief that the United States should resist entanglement in
        Indochina.
      


      
        In any event, Kennan’s tenure at the War College was cut short when Marshall—who had initially offered the PPS
        director position to Kennan in January 1947—told him in late April that he was needed immediately. Kennan
        quickly set about the task of organizing the PPS. In a memorandum to then Undersecretary of State Acheson, he
        requested that only two persons be permanently assigned to the staff in addition to himself. One was an
        experienced State Department administrative officer, Carleton Savage, who would serve as PPS executive
        secretary. The other was John Paton Davies.55
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      CHINA


      “Minimum Aid” and “Maximum Flexibility”

    

    
      As noted earlier, Marshall had become secretary of state and chosen Kennan as director of the Policy Planning
      Staff (PPS) immediately after spending a year in China trying without success to mediate the civil war there.
      During that year, the tide had started to turn in favor of the Communists, and policymakers in Washington began
      to grapple with the advisability of their commitment to the Koumintang (KMT) and their uncertainty about what
      commitment—if any—Moscow had to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). Accordingly, when Kennan took charge of the
      PPS the overriding dilemma for US policy in East Asia was how to deal with the Chinese civil war.
    


    
      This challenge was considerably complicated by the US domestic political environment in which Washington
      confronted China policy in the late 1940s. Davies later summarized this in terms that echoed MacMurray and were
      absorbed by Kennan. The diminishing prospects for the Chiang government, “whom Americans fancied as the true
      Chinese—our Chinese,” fueled anxiety that was “preyed upon” by three groups: the Chinese Nationalists themselves,
      who launched a public relations campaign aimed at garnering US aid and support “in their decrepit and doomed
      struggle against the Communists”; the “China Lobby,” which Davies described cynically as “a mixed, unstructured,
      freewheeling, variously motivated lot of American publicists, businessmen, military officers, politicians,
      churchmen and apostate Communists” who advocated for the KMT; and the sympathetic “China bloc” in the US
      Congress. “It was, then,” Davies wrote, “in a national mood of mounting public apprehension, suspicion, and
      anxiety, exacerbated by Chinese agitators, American lobbyists and hostile members of Congress, that we China
      specialists of the Foreign Service went about our business during the decade following
      World War II.”1
    


    
      The PPS Confronts the China Problem


      
        This was Kennan’s perspective on China when he inaugurated the PPS on 5 May 1947. Davies, although his transfer
        to the staff had been approved, was still in Moscow and would not officially take up his duties with the PPS
        until the end of July.2 China policy, however, would not wait—even though the foreign policy community was
        preoccupied in the spring and summer of 1947 with the promulgation of the Truman Doctrine and formulation of
        the Marshall Plan. The failure of Marshall’s mission to China had only intensified the debate within the
        administration and with Congress over US policy toward the Chinese civil war. The State Department had taken
        the lead in arguing that aid to the Nationalist regime should be reconsidered and limited if possible. The
        Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), however, believed this approach was premature and insisted that military and other
        economic aid be continued. This divergence of views was precisely outlined in a memorandum to Marshall from
        John Carter Vincent, then director of the State Department’s Office of Far Eastern Affairs:
      


      
        
          The fundamental difference in viewpoint between our Far Eastern Office and the JCS … lies in the answer each would give to the following question: Is it good and feasible
          American policy to give direct and substantial military assistance to Chiang Kai-shek in his attempt to
          eliminate Communism from China by force?
        


        
          The answer of the Far Eastern Office has been and is “no” because such a course (1) would lead inevitably to
          direct intervention in China’s civil war; (2) would provoke the USSR to similar intervention on the side of
          the Chinese Communists; (3) would be inconclusive unless we were prepared to take over direction of Chinese
          military operations and administration and remain in China for an indefinite period; [and] (4) would invite
          formidable opposition among the Chinese people …
        


        
          The JCS answer would seem to be “yes” (1) because Chiang can be assured of success in his campaign against
          the Communists by American military and economic assistance and (2) because failure to assist Chiang would
          result in USSR domination of China. With regard to the second point … it is the
          opinion of the Far Eastern Office that a USSR-dominated China is not a danger of sufficient immediacy or
          probability to warrant committing ourselves to the far-reaching consequences which would ensue from our involvement in the Chinese civil war on the side of the National
          Government.3
        

      


      
        Marshall, eager to resolve this disagreement and to devise a positive course of action, began soliciting widely
        for suggestions on what to do about China.4
      


      
        The PPS’s initial response to Marshall’s request took the form of a 23 June memorandum from Kennan to
        Undersecretary of State Robert Lovett. Kennan acknowledged that the staff had not yet had time to address East
        Asian issues and did not expect to do so for several months; he nonetheless was prepared to forward some of his
        “personal views.” First and foremost, Kennan believed that de facto Russian control over Manchuria was a
        foregone conclusion of the Yalta accords; consequently, the United States had already surrendered that portion
        of China to Soviet Communism. Moreover, Kennan considered the territorial expansion of Chinese Communism itself
        to be “inevitable” in the absence of large-scale US support to the KMT. He added, however, that he thought the
        CCP was unlikely to take over all of China, or—if it did—to “retain the ideological fiber of their movement or
        the present degree of their dependence on Moscow” as their strength and power grew.5
      


      
        Kennan, no doubt drawing on ideas gleaned from Davies in Moscow, recommended that US policy toward the CCP be
        directed at “splitting” the party “in such a way as to leave the hard core … on
        one side and the genuine agrarian reformers on the other.” As for the KMT regime, he said he had “great
        misgivings as to the advisability of placing funds or goods at [its] disposal.” He believed a better approach
        would be to “support specific and limited projects having a clear social-economic purpose and to see that these
        are carried out with American technical supervision and assistance.”6
      


      
        Marshall was either unwilling or unable at this stage to make a ruling on the basis of the advice and
        recommendations he received from Vincent, Kennan, ambassador to China John Leighton Stuart, the military, and
        others. He agreed with Vincent that the JCS approach was “not quite realistic” and that the military’s
        recommendations were “somewhat impracticable.” But he was not ready to commit himself to completely disengaging
        from the Nationalists. As a result, he opted to defer the issue for further study. He forwarded the matter to
        President Truman for his consideration and simultaneously decided to send General Albert Wedemeyer on a mission
        to China “to make a survey of the situation.”7
      


      
        Wedemeyer left for China on 16 July and returned to Washington on 18 September; he delivered a report to
        Marshall the following day.8 In his conclusions, he declared that China was disintegrating and facing the threat of
        Soviet Communism. The country’s most urgent needs included internal reform of the KMT government, reduction of
        the military budget, and external assistance. Wedemeyer believed that a “program of
        aid, if effectively employed, would bolster opposition to Communist expansion, and would contribute to gradual
        development of stability in China.” Accordingly, he recommended that Washington provide “moral, advisory, and
        material support” to the KMT as long as the regime formally requested it through the United Nations and
        accepted US military and economic advisers to supervise its use.9
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          George C. Marshall. Kennan’s influence on US foreign policy was largely attributable to Marshall’s delegation
          of policy formulation—during his tenure as secretary of state (1947–48)—to Kennan’s Policy Planning Staff.
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        Marshall apparently did not find Wedemeyer’s recommendations to his liking and opted to suppress the general’s
        report—forwarding it to Truman but not releasing it to a wider audience. Instead, the secretary of state
        renewed his search for a viable China policy. It was at this stage that Kennan and the PPS became centrally
        involved. Kennan attended a China policy review meeting in Marshall’s office on 21 October and broached the
        idea of a full-scale PPS study of the China problem—an idea Kennan had been considering but had deferred
        pending PPS access to the Wedemeyer report. Marshall expressed his interest in a PPS paper on China, and Kennan
        instructed Davies—who by then had arrived in the PPS—to take the initiative in drafting.10
      


      
        By 29 October Davies had prepared a short memo on the problem of defining US policy toward China. In it, he
        reiterated the view—which he and Kennan had come to share—that it was doubtful the Nationalist regime was
        capable of implementing the kind of systemic reforms that would be required for the effective use of US aid. As
        a result, Davies suggested that the PPS recommend to Marshall “that the US should extend the minimum aid
        necessary to satisfy American public opinion and, if possible, to prevent any sudden and total collapse of the
        Chinese Government.” It was “not within the realm of feasibility” to ensure a total Nationalist
        victory.11
      


      
        From the outset, Kennan was eager to coordinate the PPS’s views on China with the State Department’s Office of
        Far Eastern Affairs (FE). Fortunately, the PPS and FE were then in the process of forging an unusually close
        and cordial relationship, based on strong personal ties. In September, Vincent was replaced as FE chief by W.
        Walton Butterworth, who had been serving as head of the US Mission in China. Butterworth, however, had
        originally been a European specialist and was an old friend of Kennan’s; the two had been classmates at
        Princeton University and had served together in Portugal in 1942–43.12 Davies later recalled that Kennan and Butterworth held
        each other in high regard and worked very well together. The relationship between the PPS and FE, however, was
        made especially strong by Davies’s own connections: whereas Kennan personally knew only Butterworth—who was
        himself relatively new to East Asian affairs—Davies had many “friends of long standing” in FE, especially the
        China experts, and he routinely coordinated PPS efforts on the Far East with them and with the East Asian
        specialists in the department’s intelligence and research divisions. This personal rapport effectively prevented the PPS and FE from developing the kind of adversarial
        relationships the PPS had with other geographic offices in the State Department, many of which resented the PPS
        poaching on their turf—an attitude Davies described as “quite acute” in some cases.13
      


      
        Borrowing heavily from Davies’s draft memo, Kennan prepared a short summary of PPS thinking on China that he
        showed to Butterworth14 before forwarding it to Marshall on 4 November as his personal “off-hand views.” Despite
        its informality, this memo was the first detailed expression of Kennan’s approach to China policy, and it
        established the framework within which the PPS addressed the issue through 1948. Kennan began by reaffirming
        his belief that, even if the Nationalist government were to collapse, it was unlikely that the Communists could
        assume effective control over all of China and still remain under Soviet control. Consequently, Kennan argued,
        a Nationalist collapse “probably would not be a catastrophe for American interests in China.” As for the
        Nationalists themselves, Kennan was not optimistic. “The National Government of China,” he wrote, “cannot under
        present conditions hope to achieve its objective of decisively defeating the Chinese Communists.” This would
        require both fundamental reform of its politics, economy, and armed forces and extensive foreign aid. It was
        impossible to estimate how much of the latter would be required. Kennan nonetheless observed that the amount
        would certainly not be small and that there was no foreseeable end to the regime’s needs. As for internal
        reform of the KMT, this would require the government to “change the very bases of its existence.” Moreover, the
        regime had already resisted US pressure to reform for several years. Quoting the Davies memo, Kennan judged
        that the Nationalists were probably incapable of “carrying out the reforms which would be essential to the
        effective utilization of any considerable American aid.”15
      


      
        Kennan cited Manchuria as a “special problem” because of its strategic significance to the Soviet Union. Moscow
        was probably confident that the Chinese Communists would ultimately prevail in the region and be subservient to
        the Kremlin there; consequently, the Soviets were unlikely to intervene in the Chinese civil war unless
        US aid to the Nationalists threatened this scenario. But Kennan suggested that Manchuria was not important
        enough to be the chosen site for a US showdown with Moscow.16
      


      
        After outlining these arguments against providing aid to the Nationalists, Kennan acknowledged that there were
        “strong traditional ties of sentiment between the US and China and a highly vocal body of opinion in this
        country advocating US aid to the National Government”—neither of which could be ignored. Thus, he clearly
        recognized that US public opinion would need to be reckoned with if the administration moved to distance itself
        from the KMT. Moreover, he was keenly aware, as was Marshall, that the China Bloc in Congress was threatening
        to hold hostage the European Recovery Program (ERP)—the Marshall Plan—unless a
        comparable aid package was promised to China. Being himself one of the Marshall Plan’s primary architects,
        Kennan arguably had as much at stake in its success as did Marshall himself. Finally, Kennan accepted that “a
        certain amount of aid” to China was justifiable as “moral support” to the regime, whose collapse would at least
        appear to be contrary to US interests.17
      


      
        The problem Kennan confronted was that of balancing these political requirements against his strategic
        assessment that China did not merit a substantial US commitment. He appears to have viewed the issue of public
        opinion itself as merely a tactical problem, and even as a nuisance. China’s avid supporters among the US
        public and in Congress, Kennan believed—in an echo of the 1935 MacMurray memorandum—were emotionally attached
        to that country on the basis of misguided notions. Moreover, he thought their support might easily prove fickle
        if confronted with a realization of the depth of commitment and volume of resources that would be necessary for
        the United States to successfully defend the Nationalist regime against the Communists. In addition, Kennan
        believed not only that it was not feasible for the United States to set its sights on a Nationalist victory but
        also that any such attempt might lead to conflict with the Soviets “in an area of dubious strategic advantage
        to the US.”18
        Kennan summarized the situation in his diary:
      


      
        
          The dilemma is this: … We are obliged to put [a China aid] bill before Congress
          by virtue of our past commitments and of the pressures that exist in favor of aid to China. If, in presenting
          it, we tell the truth, which is that the Nanking Government is doomed by its own inadequacy regardless of our
          aid, we demolish at one blow its remaining prestige in China, hasten enormously the process of
          disintegration, and lay ourselves open to the charge of having treacherously undermined Chiang’s prestige and
          killed his government by our own action. If, on the other hand, we hold out any hope to Congress that the
          bill can accomplish anything positive from the standpoint of US foreign policy, we will only be faced a few
          months hence with incontrovertible evidence that this objective has not been achieved and with renewed
          approaches for having urged Congress into another “operation rathole.”19
        

      


      
        Borrowing Davies’s bottom line, Kennan ultimately concluded that Washington should provide only the “minimum
        aid necessary to satisfy American public opinion” and hopefully prevent a sudden collapse of the Nationalist
        government. This, as historians Wilson Miscamble and William Stueck have observed, was Kennan’s and Davies’s
        first and perhaps most substantial contribution to the China policy debate: the idea of the “minimum aid”
        required to placate US public opinion.20 Kennan, however, also took it largely upon himself and the
        PPS to carry the burden of justifying this approach, and with it the drawdown of Washington’s commitment to
        Chiang. Thus, having provided Marshall with a new policy toward China, Kennan subsequently played a key role in
        supporting the secretary of state’s efforts to sell it to Congress and the public.
      

    


    
      The China Policy Debate: Justifying the Retreat from the
      Mainland


      
        Marshall began preparing a China aid package in late 1947 and early 1948. In late January, Butterworth asked
        Kennan to draft a statement for the secretary of state to deliver to Congress along with the aid proposal. In
        preparing his response, the PPS director consulted both with Butterworth and with Charles Bohlen—a fellow
        Soviet expert and Kennan’s closest friend in the Foreign Service, who was then serving as State Department
        counselor. The three men agreed that the presentation should be particularly designed to avoid problems with
        the ERP; specifically, they advised that Marshall’s presentation be made to as many Congressmen as possible, in
        executive session, and that it provide “a frank appraisal of the political and strategic realities which
        underlie our policies with respect to foreign aid and which explain the difference between Europe and China in
        the aid picture.”21
      


      
        In Kennan’s view, the key difference was that China simply was not strategically important to the United
        States. Communist advances there, he argued, would be unfortunate but tolerable, whereas any Communist
        expansion into Europe was a vital threat to the United States. This in essence reflected the emergence of
        Kennan’s view that his doctrine of containment was not applicable or relevant to China. Davies supplemented
        this with the argument that East Asia, unlike Europe, was undergoing a “profound political, economic, and
        social revolution” to which World War II had been largely incidental; under those circumstances, the United
        States could only play a constructive role “insofar as the Far Eastern people are willing and capable of
        helping themselves”—and Davies was skeptical of their capacity to do so. Perhaps more importantly, Davies
        wrote, the Marshall Plan in Europe was “a calculated economic risk. A similar approach to the Far East as a
        whole or to China alone, is not possible. They represent an incalculable economic risk.”22
      


      
        Marshall was skeptical of using these arguments with Congress. He feared that spelling out reasons why Chinese
        Communist successes were no threat to the United States would only lend credence to the China Lobby’s claim
        that the administration had deliberately delayed aid to the KMT in the hope that the situation would become irretrievable. Kennan, however, felt strongly that China’s strategic irrelevance to
        the United States needed to be acknowledged: “In my thinking, this is the crux of the whole problem, and I see
        no way of hitting it except by the head-on assertion that the Communists will probably not take over all of
        China and could not make a dangerous military power out of China if they did.”23 Marshall either did not agree or was
        unwilling to make such a bold and politically volatile assertion. As a result, when he presented the China aid
        package to the House Foreign Affairs Committee on 20 February, his statement sidestepped any assessment of the
        Communists’ long-term prospects or of China’s strategic importance to the United States. The gist of Marshall’s
        presentation, according to Defense Secretary Forrestal,24 was simply that the China problem, under the prevailing
        circumstances, was “practically insolvable” and that Washington could afford neither to withdraw entirely from
        China nor to “be drawn in on an unending drain upon our resources.”25 Marshall’s approach was sufficient to carry the day,
        especially since much of Congress was beginning to entertain doubts about the wisdom of funding what was
        increasingly being recognized as a hopeless cause. The China Aid Act was approved by Congress on 2 April 1948
        and signed by Truman the next day; indeed, the amount actually appropriated was significantly less than the
        $570 million Marshall had requested.
      


      
        By that time, however, the legislative debate over aid to China was becoming less important than the debate
        developing within the administration itself over long-term policy goals there. In this regard, Kennan had been
        prescient in focusing on the question of China’s strategic significance—particularly its ability to pose a
        threat to the United States. By the end of 1947, he had concluded that because China was not vitally important
        to the United States, Washington should avoid policy decisions or commitments that were based on the assumption
        that it was. In the meantime, he thought, the administration should keep its options open and let the dust
        settle in China. As he wrote in a PPS global survey in November 1947, “There is not much we can do” in China
        “but to sweat it out and to try to prevent the military situation from changing too drastically to the
        advantage of communist forces.”26
      


      
        Kennan—again channeling MacMurray—had essentially decided that the United States should simply disengage from
        China altogether. He began to build a case for this course of action, focusing on his belief that Washington
        not only had little at stake in China but also had little hope of controlling events there. This idea became
        prevalent in his thinking early in 1948. On 14 January, he told Navy Secretary John Sullivan that the United
        States was “unable to achieve anything useful either for ourselves or others” in Asia; in China in particular,
        Kennan recommended a “grimly neutral attitude” based on the idea that the Chinese “cannot threaten our security
        by themselves and cannot assist any Russian threat.”27 He incorporated this line of
        thinking into another PPS review of US foreign policy in late February. Both the administration and the
        American public, Kennan said, were “greatly over-extended in our whole thinking about what we can accomplish,
        and should try to accomplish,” in the Far East:
      


      
        
          It is urgently necessary that we recognize our own limitations as a moral and ideological force among the
          Asiatic peoples.… We will have to dispense with all sentimentality and
          day-dreaming; and our attention will have to be concentrated everywhere on our immediate national
          objectives.… It is not only possible, but probable, that in the course of this
          process many people will fall, for varying periods, under the influence of Moscow.… All this, too, is probably unavoidable; and we could not hope to combat it without the
          diversion of a far greater portion of our national effort than our people would ever willingly concede to
          such a purpose. In the face of this situation … we should stop putting
          ourselves in the position of being our brothers’ keeper and refrain from offering moral or ideological
          advice. We should cease to talk about vague and—for the Far East—unreal objectives such as human rights, the
          raising of the living standard, and democratization. The day is not far off when we are going to have to deal
          in straight power concepts.28
        

      


      
        The bottom line, Kennan said, was that Washington should decide which parts of East Asia were “absolutely vital
        to our security” and concentrate on ensuring that those parts “remain in hands which we can control or rely
        on”—in effect, pursuing a policy of containment only in those areas. China, in his view, was not one of those
        areas. Accordingly, the administration’s goal should be “to liquidate as rapidly as possible our unsound
        commitments in China and to recover, vis-a-vis that country, a position of detachment and freedom of
        action.”29
      


      
        Needless to say, Kennan’s views were heretical to those within the administration—especially in the military
        establishment—and in Congress who believed that the United States had to retain its commitment to the Chinese
        Nationalists and prevent a Chinese Communist victory. Forrestal was in the forefront of those who, from late
        1947 on, insisted that the National Security Council (NSC) confront the problem of China and develop a viable
        and proactive policy. Kennan, however, feared that any such policy review would only result in a renewal—or
        even an expansion—of Washington’s obligation to prop up the KMT. He argued against NSC consideration of the
        China question, but without success. On 15 January, Forrestal sent through the NSC a formal request that the
        State Department submit a policy statement on China. Kennan reluctantly agreed that the PPS would assume the
        task of drafting one.30
      


      
        Over the next several weeks, Davies spearheaded the PPS’s efforts to prepare a
        comprehensive assessment of the situation in China and of US policy options there. He consulted with several
        academic China specialists31 and also broached the subject of China’s long-term future in his correspondence with John
        Melby, a longtime friend and fellow China hand then serving in Nanking. Davies asked Melby in particular for
        his assessment of the idea that China was vitally important to the United States—an idea he told Melby had been
        “accepted as axiomatic in US government thinking.” Challenging this assumption, Davies asked rhetorically:
        “Strategically, is China a springboard or a morass?”32 Both Davies and Kennan believed it was the latter, as
        MacMurray had asserted over a decade earlier.
      


      
        The PPS had not yet completed its China paper when the NSC met on 24 March to discuss a draft prepared
        independently by the NSC staff on options for Chinese aid—NSC 6, “The Position of the United States Regarding
        Short-Term Assistance to China.” The NSC paper listed four options: (1) to stop delivery of economic and
        military aid to China altogether, (2) to provide extensive economic and military aid for the purpose of helping
        the Nationalists defeat the Communists, (3) to furnish limited economic and military aid, and (4) to furnish
        only limited economic aid. The army, navy, and air force representatives at the meeting favored option (3) on
        the grounds that only direct US military assistance would allow the Nationalists to maintain the struggle
        against the Communists, which was a prerequisite to worthwhile investment of economic aid. The State
        Department, however, supported option (4), believing it would limit the drain on US resources and keep the
        burden of fighting the war on the Nationalists, where it belonged.33
      


      
        The PPS’s failure to have its China paper ready by the end of March was probably due in part to the absence of
        Kennan, who spent part of the month in Japan and was hospitalized with duodenal ulcers for several weeks after
        his return.34
        Marshall himself was abroad from mid-March through early April. Fortunately for Kennan and Davies, the NSC
        agreed on 2 April—the day the China Aid Act was approved by Congress—that its China aid policy paper (NSC 6)
        had been overtaken by events, and deferred any further action on China until the State Department completed its
        China paper. Kennan and Butterworth, taking advantage of the opportunity, made the deliberate decision to stall
        on completion of the PPS paper; Kennan thought “it would be preferable to wait on the persuasive influence of
        events in China to demonstrate the validity” of State’s analysis. Accordingly, he instructed Davies to suspend
        work on the China paper.35
      


      
        Kennan and Davies enjoyed a respite of nearly four months before the China policy debate was renewed and went
        into full swing.36
        The catalyst for reenergizing it was NSC 22, “Possible Courses of Action for the US with Respect to the
        Critical Situation in China,” submitted in late July by Secretary of the Army Kenneth
        Royall. Royall, who had witnessed with dismay the progressive collapse of KMT forces and Washington’s failure
        to respond, submitted the paper in an attempt to force a policy decision. After identifying what he considered
        the broad objectives of US policy—which included helping the Chinese develop an effective army and navy—and
        listing the critical questions that needed to be addressed, Royall outlined four alternative courses of action:
        (1) increasing US aid “to the maximum extent feasible,” (2) withdrawing it altogether, (3) continuing US aid
        “on the basis of programs now authorized,” and (4) shifting US recognition and aid from the KMT government to
        “appropriate regional regimes that may arise” in the event of its collapse.37 Not surprisingly, Royall dismissed the
        first option as unaffordable, the second as inconsistent with the will of Congress, and the fourth as
        inadvisable if it risked actually encouraging separatist movements. In Royall’s view, the remaining
        option—maintaining aid at current levels—was not a long-term solution, but it served the purpose of “buying
        time until the overall world situation is clarified.”38
      


      
        Kennan and Butterworth swung into action. The PPS notified Marshall that the time was “now about ripe” for
        completion of its China policy paper; as for NSC 22, the PPS agreed with Royall’s preferred option but
        nonetheless denigrated his paper, saying there was no useful purpose in “raising the questions of increasing or
        withdrawing aid only to dismiss them and conclude that our present policy of aid is correct.” Kennan’s staff
        added that the option of aiding regional regimes would “obviously be inappropriate.”39
      


      
        Butterworth, meanwhile, provided Marshall with an update of the situation on the ground in China. The picture
        was decidedly bleak. Reports from the field indicated “a growing feeling among the Chinese people in
        non-Communist areas that the present government must go”; many of them would accept “even a Communist
        government if this would bring peace.” Political, military, and economic conditions were deteriorating quickly,
        and the situation could be rescued only by “inspired leadership”—something of which Chiang appeared
        increasingly incapable. In the meantime, regional regimes were already beginning to emerge and were likely to
        solicit US recognition and assistance. In an indication of the central role that Kennan and his staff were
        playing on the China issue on FE’s behalf, Butterworth directed Marshall’s attention to the forthcoming PPS
        China paper and recommended that it, upon completion, serve as the basis for the State Department’s submission
        to the NSC in response to the Army’s NSC 22.40
      


      
        The JCS, meanwhile, soon weighed in—concurring, predictably, in Royall’s recommendation for continued military
        and economic aid. In defense of this view, the JCS admitted that a Nationalist collapse was possible and that
        massive US aid to prevent it was “out of the question,” but still insisted that it was “not correctly a foregone conclusion that it is too late for worthwhile continuation” of US aid. “The
        situation is worse than it was,” according to the Joint Chiefs, “but it is not …
        so bad that any further effort on the part of the United States would be useless.” Accordingly, the JCS
        recommended “well-supervised assistance to the Chinese Nationalist Government, with safeguards against misuse
        of such assistance.”41 Davies privately characterized this “seemingly virile call to action” as “sophistry”
        because its requirements that the aid be well supervised and include safeguards were unrealistic. He did,
        however, cynically credit the Pentagon with having finally recognized that “the Chinese conflict was not a
        musical comedy.”42
      


      
        At this juncture Ambassador Stuart in Nanking issued a plea to Marshall for guidance, giving Kennan an
        opportunity to forestall consideration of what he viewed as premature or ill-advised courses of action. He was
        fortuitously assisted by indecision at the embassy itself. On 10 August Stuart sent Marshall not one but two
        messages. The first stated plainly that there was only a “faint glimmer of hope” for the Nationalist regime. US
        policy in China was at a crossroads, and long-term policy decisions needed to be addressed. The embassy, for
        its part, recommended that a coalition government that included the Communists be avoided, and that this could
        best be done through “continued and, if possible, increased support” to the Nationalists. At the same time, the
        embassy admitted that “it may already be too late for our support to change the course of events.”43
      


      
        Stuart, however, sent a second, accompanying message specifying that he had approved the embassy telegram
        “because it represents the unanimous views of the senior officers on my staff,” and “I am in complete agreement
        with their analysis of the situation as it stands today.” Nonetheless, Stuart added, “I cannot agree with the
        conclusions they reach as to the course of action the United States should follow if our analysis proves
        correct.” On his own behalf, Stuart argued that Washington should consider dealing with, or even helping to
        create, a coalition government—something Marshall had tried but failed to foster during his mission to China in
        1946—if such a development appeared inevitable. If China disintegrated, on the other hand, Stuart thought
        Washington had the choice of either maintaining its sponsorship of the KMT or “keeping the door open” to
        whatever regime rose from the ashes. In any case, both he and his senior officers were eager to see “an
        expression of the Department’s views in at least general terms on the policy which the United States is likely
        to follow in the event of a major change.”44
      


      
        Even before receiving Stuart’s two 10 August messages, Marshall had prepared a terse policy directive for the
        embassy proscribing any expression of support for a coalition government involving the Chinese Communists. He
        had recognized the futility of seeking such a coalition at the end of his mission to China. The secretary of
        state’s directive, which was transmitted on 12 August, also made it clear that Washington had “no intention of
        again offering its good offices as a mediator in China.” Marshall cautioned Stuart
        against giving Chiang any reason to believe that US intercession in the civil war or unlimited aid was
        forthcoming; they most emphatically were not.45
      


      
        In the meantime, Marshall received Stuart’s 10 August messages and asked that the PPS provide an assessment of
        the situation.46
        Kennan immediately consulted with Butterworth and set Davies to work on a response to Marshall’s request.
        Davies agreed with the embassy that a KMT collapse appeared inevitable; he cautioned, however, that whatever
        the circumstances when it occurred, any attempt by the United States to influence the course of events would be
        highly problematic and could easily backfire. Consequently, he had little comfort or constructive advice to
        offer, concluding that “the shape of things to come is not sufficiently clear to make a positive decision.”
        Davies was certain only that “the longer the civil war in China continues the worse our interests are
        served”—and the greater the chances that the Communists would ultimately win.47
      


      
        Kennan responded to Marshall on 12 August. He concurred with a draft response to Stuart that had been prepared
        by Butterworth’s office, but, drawing on Davies’s assessment, added the suggestion that Stuart effectively be
        told that “it is not likely that the situation will make it possible for us at this juncture to formulate any
        rigid plans for our future policy in China.” It was “really impossible,” Kennan insisted, to foresee the
        impending course of events there. He warned against repeating the past mistake of making commitments that
        restricted Washington’s freedom of action and ignored its overall objectives. He claimed that passage of the
        China Aid Act had eliminated room for argument: “The dimensions and general character of our aid to China until
        next summer are no longer a subject for deliberation here. They have been determined by the existing
        legislation. The only important question is whether we wish to switch some of this aid to local commanders.
        This question is now being actively explored as an operational matter.”48 Complete freedom of action, Kennan argued, was
        imperative: “We must retain maximum flexibility, and make our decisions as we go along.”49
      


      
        Marshall wholly embraced Kennan’s suggestion and forwarded the message to Stuart—verbatim—in a telegram the
        following day: “While [the] Department will keep actively in mind [the] questions raised [in your messages] it
        is not likely that [the] situation will make it possible at this juncture to formulate any rigid plans for our
        future policy in China. Developments in China are obviously entering into a period of extreme flux and
        confusion in which it will be impossible with surety to perceive clearly far in advance the pattern of things
        to come and in which this Gov[ernmen]t plainly must preserve a maximum freedom of action.”50 This statement, which
        originated with Kennan and Davies, became the basis of US China policy for the next several months. Marshall
        repeated it to Stuart—again verbatim—in late October, after the ambassador sent yet
        another urgent plea for policy guidance as the KMT’s position continued to deteriorate.51 In effect, this approach
        put the administration in a holding pattern on China policy, but Kennan saw this as wholly preferable to the
        only alternative then under consideration, that of deepening the US commitment to the Nationalist regime.
      


      
        Kennan was in part trying to buy time until the PPS could complete its China paper for the NSC—“the definitive
        paper on China,” as Davies, its drafter, later described it. Davies had been working in full consultation with
        his China colleagues in FE, including O. Edmund Clubb and Philip Sprouse, who had been the political officer on
        the Wedemeyer mission the year before. The paper, PPS 39, “United States Policy toward China,” was completed on
        7 September. Kennan forwarded it to Marshall on 15 September.52
      


      
        Kennan later described PPS 39 as a completely “analytical” paper that avoided making any policy recommendations
        simply because “we found it almost impossible to do so.”53 In fact, PPS 39 was designed to provide the rationale for
        doing nothing in China, on the grounds that there was nothing that could be done to salvage the situation, and
        that China was simply not strategically important enough to warrant the effort. The paper began by building its
        case for the latter point around the idea that China—for social, demographic, and economic reasons—was
        incapable for at least the foreseeable future of industrializing into a major world economy or a military
        power. As a result, China, except for its coastal fringe areas, was destined to “more closely resemble a
        strategic morass than a strategic springboard”—answering Davies’s rhetorical question to Melby of the previous
        spring.54
      


      
        PPS 39 went on to summarize the recent history of the Chinese civil war and to assess prospects for the
        Nationalist regime, whose performance on the battlefield was progressively deteriorating despite at least $2
        billion in US aid since the end of World War II. Davies spelled out the reasons for this:
      


      
        
          The National Government is continuing to lose the civil war because it has been unable to cope with a
          profoundly revolutionary situation … the Kuomintang revealed during the war
          with Japan its loss of dynamism.… Since then the decay has eaten more
          deeply.… The Government’s economic position has continued to deteriorate until
          it is now at a stage of acute crisis. Incompetence and corruption have increased, leading to a general
          lowering of morale and of confidence in the Government. These same defects afflict the armed forces whose
          weaknesses lie within themselves rather than in their weapons. It is not so much equipment which the
          Nationalists lack as generalship, morale and the affirmative support of the population in whose midst they
          must operate.55
        

      


      
        The Communists, on the other hand, were winning the war because they were an “organized
        revolutionary force.” In contrast to the KMT, they were economically self-sustaining, administratively
        efficient, well-disciplined, and militarily effective.56
      


      
        The paper said US policy toward China, for its part, had been based on idealistic US notions of the country “as
        a perennial international underdog”—a view reminiscent of MacMurray. As such, US policy had fallen short of its
        aims because China was not what the myth suggested, nor had Chinese leaders—particularly Chiang—lived up to US
        expectations. Instead, Chiang had extracted an open-ended commitment from Washington that remained intact even
        though it had become clear that he could not win the war. This “exclusive commitment to Chiang,” Davies
        observed, was “understandable, but it is not good diplomacy.” It bound Washington to a losing cause and
        constrained its options; “we need the freedom to tack, or perhaps even to lie at anchor until we are quite sure
        of our bearings.”57
      


      
        PPS 39 assessed that the Nationalist government was no longer capable of saving itself; only “all-out aid” from
        the United States had a chance of rescuing the regime. But this was out of the question because it would be
        prohibitively expensive, amount to overt intervention in the war, politically strengthen the Communists, and
        offer no guarantees and no end in sight. Washington, therefore, must resign itself to the probable
        disappearance of the Nationalist regime; meanwhile, the administration could at least derive some consolation
        from the expectation that the Communists—who were likely to dominate a successor regime—would be confronted
        with the myriad problems facing the Chinese polity, which could easily overtax the Communists’ capabilities and
        undermine their ideological vigor.58
      


      
        Davies’s bottom line was that US policy goals were, for the time being, not “susceptible of achievement.”
        Washington needed a “pragmatic guide through the Chinese maze” that avoided any attempt at a detailed course of
        action: “The current situation is so chaotic and that which would follow the disappearance of the present
        National Government would be so fluid that any definite prescription for action would be bogus.” PPS 39
        therefore concluded that the administration should continue to recognize the KMT but prepare for the
        eventuality of its collapse and withhold judgment on recognition of any successor regime until the time for
        decision came. More to the point, Washington simply had to acknowledge that the “salvation or destruction of
        China lies essentially with the Chinese” and that “for some time to come China will be a chaotic and
        undependable factor on the Far Eastern scene.” Davies later summarized the paper as saying “the future of China
        is chaos or authoritarianism.”59
      


      
        Because it resonated with his own experience in China, Marshall fully endorsed PPS 39, expressing only a few
        minor problems with its contents and some concern over the “mode of expression” of some
        of its conclusions. Before leaving on a trip to Europe, he delegated responsibility for the paper to Lovett,
        who forwarded it to the NSC virtually intact. On 13 October, PPS 39 was circulated to council members as NSC
        34.60
      


      
        Conflict immediately erupted in the NSC when Forrestal and Royall took exception to the State Department’s
        approach—as enunciated in the PPS paper—and made an all-out push for a more proactive China policy. On 2
        November, spurred on by the rapid deterioration of the situation in China as reported by Stuart, the NSC staff
        circulated “as a matter of urgency” a draft of specific policy options for China, including contingencies to be
        considered in the event of a collapse of the Nationalist regime. A special meeting of the NSC was called for
        the next day.61
      


      
        In preparation for Lovett’s attendance at the meeting, Butterworth provided him with FE’s assessment of the NSC
        draft. He began by recalling Marshall’s 13 August message to Stuart—which had been inspired by Kennan and
        repeated in another message to Stuart in late October—to the effect that the situation was too fluid to allow
        for detailed policy planning, and that “maximum freedom of action” was necessary. The NSC paper, on the
        contrary, “appears to plot very rigidly and specifically the course of action we should take in the immediate
        future.” Butterworth reiterated the view expressed earlier by Kennan that Washington could have little decisive
        influence on developments then unfolding in China and thus should avoid committing itself to a course of action
        that might prolong the civil war there.62
      


      
        Forrestal and Royall, of course, came to the 3 November NSC meeting with the opposite view, thereby provoking
        heated debate. In response to their calls for a more clearly defined China policy, Lovett reportedly “deplored
        the tendency of always looking to this country to save China.” He drew the military leaders’ attention to the
        statement in NSC 34 (PPS 39) that “nobody could save the Chinese except themselves.”63 Forrestal and Royall were not dissuaded.
        Instead, they increased the pressure, openly accusing the State Department of having “no policy” toward China;
        they also forged ahead with the NSC paper on alternative policy options.
      


      
        Kennan, upset with the negative reaction to NSC 34, launched a full-scale counteroffensive. Addressing a
        conference at the Pentagon on 8 November, he drove home the point that the problem in China was not what the
        United States should do but what it could do. Most observers, Kennan stated, vastly overrated
        what US aid to China could accomplish and vastly underrated the extent of the problem: “It is just unbelievable
        what amounts of stuff you can pour into that country and still have it spread too thin to really accomplish
        much, even if it were well used, but actually an awful lot of it seems to get out of control.… Once delivered to a Chinese port and turned over to the Chinese, [US aid] is in the hands
        of the gods.”64 On
        16 November, Kennan prepared a draft public statement in defense of the State Department’s approach to the
        China problem. In it, he acknowledged that recent dramatic setbacks for the Nationalists had “startled and
        shocked American public opinion.” The resulting flood of congressional and public questions about US policy,
        however, made it clear that the government was faced “not with the normal measure of intellectual disagreement
        with US policy toward a complicated situation, but with a widespread lack of understanding for the elementary
        facts by which that policy is governed.”65
      


      
        Among these facts, Kennan argued, were that China had not been a unified or stable nation for over fifty years,
        and that the US government really knew very little about China and was “sadly lacking … in yardsticks to measure that which we know.” Among the things we did know, however, was
        that China “could never become a first class military power”; its culture and traditions were “not conducive to
        any rapid technical or economic development.” Kennan then folded in several additional ideas and ethnocentric
        attitudes he had similarly absorbed, at least in part, from MacMurray:
      


      
        
          Over and against these weaknesses, we find a political personality in China which is complex and puzzling in
          the extreme. The Chinese people are unquestionably a people of great spiritual and intellectual
          power.… Yet we also know that there exists in China a powerful xenophobia and
          even a profound sort of arrogance with respect to a foreigner. And we know that the history of China’s
          relationship with the Western world has not been exactly a happy chapter in international affairs. The West,
          to be sure, has not always shown its best side to these observant people of the Orient. But they in turn have
          demonstrated a marvelous capacity for corrupting not only themselves but those who have to do with them. The
          result is that in China’s relations with the West, including this country, things have rarely been clear and
          easy to understand and there has always been much that remained unsaid.66
        

      


      
        Kennan observed in conclusion that the persistence of Americans in viewing China “as a nation and as a friendly
        nation” only complicated efforts to adopt a rational policy approach.67
      


      
        Kennan composed yet another draft public statement designed to counter Forrestal’s charge that the State
        Department had “no policy” with regard to developments in China. In it, he argued that the US government was
        under no obligation to have “a policy” with respect to the internal affairs of another country. As far as China
        was concerned, the US government had always been and still was prepared to do what it could to help the
        Nationalist regime, but Marshall had made it abundantly clear that the administration would avoid assuming
        direct responsibility for the conduct of the Chinese government or its military affairs. The US government
        certainly favored a strong, independent, united, and non-Communist China, but the primary responsibility for
        pursuing that goal had to be carried by the Chinese government itself.68
      


      
        Neither of these draft statements appears to have ever been used with the public. Indeed, neither of them could
        have been expected to solve the administration’s problem. A well-reasoned argument for “doing nothing” in
        China, however correct it might be, was unlikely to placate the congressional and public demands—reinforced by
        the military establishment—that something be done to rescue the situation. Instead, Kennan simply refocused his
        attention on trying to influence the policy debate within the administration itself. Accordingly, he prepared a
        lengthy version of his response to the “no policy” charge to use with the NSC staff in his efforts to counter
        both Forrestal’s criticism and the NSC’s attempts to draft an elaborate China policy paper. This document,
        which was designated PPS 39/1 on 24 November,69 expanded on Kennan’s argument that “there is no requirement
        either in United States diplomatic tradition, or in the general rules which govern intercourse between states,
        that a government have ‘a policy’ with respect to internal events in another country.” Nonintervention in other
        countries’ affairs, Kennan stated, was standard practice, and anyone who proposed breaking that practice was
        obliged to prove “(a) that there is sufficiently powerful national interest to justify our departure in the
        given instance from a rule of international conduct which has been proven sound by centuries of experience and
        which we would wish others to observe with respect to ourselves, and (b) that we have the means to conduct such
        intervention successfully and can afford the cost in terms of the national effort it involves.”70 Neither of these criteria
        was applicable in China, Kennan argued. The success of the Chinese Communists was regrettable and prejudicial
        to US interests, but it was not likely to be catastrophic in its effects. In any event, Washington did not have
        the means to intervene successfully in China because it would require the United States to assume the primary
        burden of fighting the war on the KMT’s behalf. The Nationalists could not do it themselves, and anyone who
        believed the regime’s deficiencies could still be remedied was making “obviously gross oversimplifications
        which can only stem from ignorance or naiveté.” Kennan pulled no punches in his
        effort to discredit the critics of the State Department’s approach to China: the idea that US aid could make a
        difference, he said, was “unrealistic and indefensible,” and any attempt to commit the administration to
        enhanced aid was “frivolous and irresponsible” because it was obvious “even to the casual inquirer” that
        neither the Congress nor the public would support full-scale intervention in the Chinese civil war. In
        conclusion, Kennan returned to the accusation that the State Department had “no policy”
        toward China: “We cannot have ‘a policy’ toward China as a whole, except to favor authorities which take a
        relatively cooperative view toward United States interests and to disfavor those which do not. Such a policy
        must be translated into action on a day by day basis in accordance with the changes of the moment. It cannot be
        explicitly defined on paper in a form which can serve as a guide for months and years ahead.”71 The latter, of course, is
        what Kennan saw Forrestal and Royall trying to do.72
      


      
        Kennan forwarded this document—PPS 39/1—to Marshall and Lovett with a memo informing them that he intended to
        call a meeting of the NSC consultants at which he would raise his concerns about the NSC staff’s draft China
        paper. Accordingly, he also sent PPS 39/1 to Admiral Sidney Souers—the NSC’s executive secretary—for
        circulation at the consultants’ level. Simultaneously, Kennan sent Lovett a copy of the NSC China paper, which,
        in Kennan’s view, “seeks to achieve the impossible—a clear-cut prescription of what our operational tactics in
        China should be from now onward.” Kennan, however, was reluctant to antagonize the military by formally
        rejecting the paper at the consultants’ level. Instead, he requested Lovett’s authorization to inform Souers
        that the State Department wanted the paper discussed at a meeting of the full NSC, which Lovett would
        attend.73
      


      
        At this juncture, however, Marshall himself seized the reins and decided to take the China question directly to
        the president. He asked Kennan and Butterworth to provide him with a “digest of Chinese developments” and
        recommendations for presentation at the next meeting of Truman’s cabinet, on 26 November. The PPS and FE
        responded, in collaboration, with PPS 45, “United States Policy toward China in the Light of the Current
        Situation.”74
      


      
        PPS 45, for the most part, reviewed old ground. Butterworth’s office drafted the summary of recent
        developments, referring back to the substance of the president’s own message to Congress transmitting the China
        aid bill the previous February. Truman had said then, and the State Department had insisted ever since, that
        the Chinese government was primarily responsible for its own fate. Congress, moreover, had “clearly indicated
        its desire to avoid commitments and responsibilities in China” by reducing both the period and the amount of
        the State Department’s proposed aid program. In any case, deliveries made since then under the China Aid Act
        had had minimal effect. In the meantime, Stuart and US military advisers in China continued to report on the
        KMT’s loss of public support and the general ineffectiveness of its military forces. Stuart, in fact, had
        reported that “the bulk of the Chinese people and virtually all officials are resigned to an early Communist
        victory and believe that the immediate cessation of fighting would be in the best interest of all
        concerned.”75
      


      
        Kennan contributed PPS 45’s recommendations, which largely repeated those of PPS 39 (NSC 34): the
        administration should continue to recognize the Nationalist government for the time
        being but should be prepared for its imminent collapse and for the possibility of shifting US recognition to a
        successor regime. Kennan, however, added a bold new suggestion, based on his judgment that the biggest problem
        then facing the administration’s China policy was public confusion about the reasons behind it. “It is now less
        important,” he argued, “to cover up the inadequacies of the Chinese Government than it is to regain the
        understanding confidence of the American public, without which we cannot effectively implement China policy.”
        Accordingly, Kennan proposed that Truman make a public statement reiterating the theme of his February message
        to Congress and stating plainly that developments in China could not have been averted, and could not in the
        future be significantly affected, by any feasible action of the US government. Kennan had drafted just such a
        statement, which he forwarded to Marshall along with PPS 45.76
      


      
        More important, however, was Kennan’s final and related recommendation: “All of the facilities of the Executive
        Branch of the Government should be used to get before the public, and keep before the public, a uniform and
        consistent presentation of the background of US-Chinese relations. The Department of State should take the lead
        in preparing the necessary materials.”77 This proposal, which eventually gave birth to the “China White Paper” the following
        summer, had originated with Davies and his fellow China expert John Melby. The two men, Melby later recalled,
        had discussed the idea of publishing an article on China policy—inspired, specifically, by Kennan’s own “X”
        article in Foreign Affairs on Russian foreign policy. Melby had actually tried drafting such an article
        but had quickly concluded that “China was a much too big and difficult subject for a mere article.” Davies, who
        was “keenly aware of the beating the State Department was taking” on China and believed it was not responding
        “out of courtesy to Chiang Kai-shek,” agreed. He took the idea to Kennan, who immediately approved it and
        incorporated it into his proposals to Marshall in PPS 45.78 Kennan perhaps saw this as an opportunity to update and
        promulgate elements of MacMurray’s account of US-Chinese relations.
      


      
        On 26 November, Marshall read Kennan’s recommendations to the cabinet, whose members were
        “horrified—appropriately,” as Davies later recalled. Although Truman agreed that public understanding of both
        the history of US policy and the failures of the Nationalist regime was “extremely important,” a public
        accounting at that time would “in effect, virtually destroy the influence of Chiang Kai-shek” and “administer
        the final coup de grace” to his government. Kennan, for his part, appears to have been willing (or even eager)
        to accept this consequence, but Marshall was obliged to consider the political repercussions. According to
        Forrestal’s account of the cabinet meeting, the secretary of state conceded to the president that such an
        effect had to be avoided. As a result, Truman decided to at least postpone any
        publication or public statement in defense of the administration’s China policy.79
      


      
        With the cabinet’s rejection—for the time being—of his proposal for a white paper, Kennan resumed the struggle
        over China policy at the NSC level. As promised, he notified Souers that he could not accept the NSC staff’s
        China paper because “the whole idea of attempting to define the course which we should follow … by means of a paper of this sort is theoretically unsound and impossible of practical
        application.” At the same time, Kennan, who still felt the need to preempt any effort by the military to expand
        the US commitment to the KMT, suggested to Marshall that the secretary continue to push the State Department’s
        China paper (NSC 34) at NSC principals meetings. Coincidentally, Kennan provided Marshall with talking points
        for an early December meeting with Madame Chiang Kai-shek, who had arrived in Washington to lobby for increased
        aid. Kennan felt there was “little use in talking to Madame Chiang about anything but fundamentals”; even she
        should be made to understand that “China’s cause will not really be served by our indulging ourselves in
        … over-simplified panaceas.”80
      


      
        The NSC debate on China began anew in mid-December, when Forrestal formally asked the NSC to again review the
        question of aid to China and offer guidance on whether it should continue “and, if so, at what priority and
        under what conditions.” For its part, the JCS, as scripted, recommended that the current aid program be
        continued; its priority and tempo could be relaxed if necessary, but it should be suspended only after an
        actual collapse of the Nationalist regime. Butterworth, reacting on behalf of the State Department, gave lip
        service to the JCS position that no change to the status quo was necessary pending dramatic changes to the
        situation on the ground in China. Meanwhile, he advised Lovett to essentially stall for time by recommending to
        the NSC that the Pentagon solicit the views of the Joint US Military Advisory Group (JUSMAG) in China; State
        would similarly consult with the embassy.81
      


      
        This proposal was accepted at the NSC meeting of 16 December; it was also agreed that the NSC should consider
        the possibility of diverting to Taiwan aid then destined for the mainland. Stuart soon thereafter weighed in
        with his own assessment that stopping aid deliveries to the KMT would be taken as confirmation that Washington
        had abandoned Chiang and favored a coalition with the Communists. He recommended that any aid diverted to
        non-Communist forces other than the KMT—which the NSC paper was suggesting—be sent to those in Canton rather
        than on Taiwan, where it would only increase the island natives’ concern about the growing incursion of
        mainland refugees. JUSMAG chief General David Barr, for his part, responded that the Nationalist regime would,
        in his estimation, lose the civil war “in the immediate future” and that further military or economic aid thus would have little effect; he recommended, however, that it not be withdrawn
        abruptly.82
      


      
        The NSC met on 3 February 1949 to discuss Forrestal’s request for a review of the China aid situation in the
        context of the reports that had been submitted from the field. Acheson, who had replaced Marshall as secretary
        of state on 20 January, argued—in line with Kennan’s thinking—that continued deliveries of aid to the
        Nationalists on the mainland would be a waste and ran the risk of falling into Communist hands. Under Secretary
        of the Army William Draper and Air Force Secretary Stuart Symington recommended that current deliveries be
        diverted elsewhere; Acheson agreed. The NSC decided to recommend to Truman that he advise Congress that further
        military aid shipments to China would be suspended pending clarification of the situation on the mainland.
        Truman, however, overruled this and declared that shipments not be suspended. At the next NSC meeting,
        Forrestal, citing the conflicting views on the appropriate pace and method of aid deliveries, recommended that
        the president be requested to direct that his decision be fully implemented, and to designate Acheson as the
        “coordinator of such implementation.” Forrestal’s proposal was approved.83
      


      
        In addition to addressing the aid question, at the 3 February meeting the NSC also revisited—in an attempt to
        bury—the debate over long-term China policy, as reflected in the contest between the PPS’s original China paper
        of the previous September (PPS 39/NSC 34) and the Forrestal-inspired NSC draft of early November, which had
        tried to outline specific policy options. Two months of bureaucratic hand-wringing had produced NSC 34/1 of 11
        January 1949, a document essentially representing the lowest common denominator between the two earlier
        papers—and as such, a very brief document. It stated only that Washington’s goal was a “unified, stable, and
        independent China friendly to the US,” that this goal appeared unlikely of accomplishment for the foreseeable
        future, and that the US government should focus its efforts for the time being on preventing China “from
        becoming an adjunct of Soviet power.” No specific plan was offered on how the latter goal was to be
        accomplished. In any case, it was to be done while “avoiding irrevocable commitments to any one course of
        action” and assigning China a lower priority than other areas “where the benefits to US security are more
        immediately commensurate with the expenditure of US resources.”84
      


      
        It was readily apparent to NSC participants at the 3 February meeting that this paper was virtually meaningless
        and that the debate over long-term China policy—at least within the administration—had largely exhausted
        itself. Acheson admitted that the document was “general and somewhat obscure in its phraseology” but added that
        “the house appeared to be falling down and there was not much to be done until it had come down.”85 Treasury Secretary John
        Snyder also reluctantly acknowledged that the policy “could not be any more definite than it is, in spite of the feeling of dissatisfaction with it.” Accordingly, the council voted to
        approve NSC 34/1, which was in turn approved by Truman the following day.86
      


      
        In an effort to seal their case, Kennan and Davies in late February submitted one more paper on long-term China
        policy. This memorandum, designated PPS 39/2, was essentially a status report on developments in China, which
        Kennan and Davies believed had vindicated the State Department’s approach as spelled out in the original PPS
        39. The Communists, as predicted, had all but destroyed the Nationalist government and inherited the bulk of
        its power. Here Kennan acknowledged for the first time that “eventually most or all of China will come under
        Communist rule.”87
        Washington, however, could take some consolation in recognizing the problems the Communists would face in
        administering the spoils of victory. Indeed, those problems loomed even larger than they had when PPS 39 was
        written the previous September. Moreover, the Communists sooner or later would create their own opposition:
        “That force will take time to appear and develop; but inevitably it will, simply because a China under the
        Communists will breed it just as surely as Chiang’s Koumintang was the forcing ground of the
        Communists.”88
      


      
        In the meantime, any effort by the United States to salvage the KMT regime would be futile or
        counterproductive: “It is now beyond question of doubt that any further military program for the Chinese
        mainland will in the foreseeable future (a) be ineffectual, (b) eventually contribute to the military strength
        of the Communists and (c) perhaps most important of all, solidify the Chinese people in support of the
        Communists and perpetuate the delusion that China’s interests lie with the USSR.”89 Kennan and Davies recommended anew that
        the administration’s position be one of waiting for the dust to settle. Until that time, nominal recognition of
        the Nationalist government should continue, support for any other non-Communist groups should be avoided, and
        any viable opportunity to exploit rifts between the Chinese Communists and Moscow should be seized
        on.90
      


      
        PPS 39/2, redesignated NSC 34/2, was discussed at an NSC meeting on 3 March. Royall relayed comments from
        Wedemeyer, who took exception to the paper and argued that Washington should try to bolster anti-Communist
        groups in eastern China. Butterworth, however, countered that such support would constitute a decisive change
        in policy that would again “commit us on the mainland and would give the Communists a real propaganda issue
        just when the mass of Chinese wanted peace at any price.” The NSC ultimately agreed that the recommendations
        contained in NSC 34/2 were “our only possible policy at the moment.”91
      


      
        With the approval of NSC 34/2 in March 1949, the case was essentially closed on the question of aid to the
        Nationalist regime in mainland China. The policy of minimal aid and gradual disengagement recommended by Kennan
        and Davies, beginning in late 1947, had finally prevailed—with the help of Butterworth and the support of
        Lovett and Marshall. Moreover, Kennan’s policy of essentially “doing nothing” in China—notwithstanding the
        political and bureaucratic factors that had suggested such an approach was impractical or even impossible—was
        basically the course that the administration settled on. It generated much congressional and public criticism,
        but it was nonetheless the best way out—the lesser of several alternative evils, as Kennan had claimed. Kennan
        and Davies had not been the only advocates of disengagement from the Chinese civil war, but they had been its
        most aggressive and persistent bureaucratic proponents—and they prevailed over the Pentagon by taking advantage
        of its lack of a viable alternative approach. Thus, it was the PPS that provided Marshall, and later Acheson,
        with the justification for the decision to withdraw the US commitment from the Chinese mainland.
      


      
        The China problem, however, was far from resolved, and the China policy debate was far from over. The focus was
        merely shifting from the mainland, where a KMT defeat was a foregone conclusion by the beginning of 1949, to
        Taiwan, where a new set of dilemmas had seized Washington’s attention. Here again, Kennan and Davies would play
        a crucial role.
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      JAPAN


      “The Father of Reverse-Course Policy”

    

    
      While the China policy debate was playing out under Marshall’s tenure, Kennan had similarly and simultaneously
      taken the lead on Japan policy, with even more consequential effect. Having concluded that China was
      strategically expendable to the United States, the director of the Policy Planning Staff (PPS) saw Japan as the
      centerpiece of American policy in the Far East. His starting point with Japan was one he had adopted from
      MacMurray: Japan, not China, was the important strategic power in East Asia, and US policy there should be
      centered on Japan. MacMurray had predicted in 1935 that alienating Japan and obstructing its reasonable claims to
      influence—and access to resources—in China would lead to war and primarily benefit the Soviet Union. Kennan
      believed that MacMurray had been proved correct and that the US preoccupation with China at Japan’s expense from
      the Open Door policy through the 1930s had unnecessarily antagonized Japan. In 1951 he wrote emphatically that
      “most of our problems” in the Far East since 1945 had been self-imposed and “stem from our insistence on the
      elimination of Japanese power from areas for which no other satisfactory political arrangement was
      visible.”1 Years later
      Kennan still lamented that the United States “should have encouraged the Japanese to pursue their own interests
      on the Asian mainland in preference to their seeking increased power and influence in the island world” of
      Southeast Asia.2
    


    
      By the time Kennan became PPS director, this was all water under the bridge. Japan had launched its bid for a
      western and southern empire and had been defeated and occupied. But the question remained of how to fit Japan
      into a stable balance of power in East Asia that would secure US interests and prevent
      any renewal of conflict.
    


    
      In his memoirs, Kennan wrote that he considered his involvement with Japan to be “the most significant
      constructive contribution I was ever able to make in government,” next to his role in devising the Marshall Plan.
      “On no other occasion, with that one exception,” he wrote, “did I ever make recommendations of such scope and
      import; and on no other occasion did my recommendations meet with such wide, indeed almost complete, acceptance.”
      Miscamble has described Kennan’s involvement in Japan policy as “an intervention so consequential in its
      implications that it alone richly warrants his inclusion among the important policymakers of the postwar
      era.”3
    


    
      Kennan’s contribution to Japan policy was that of spearheading, primarily during late 1947 and early 1948, a
      change in the purpose and direction of US occupation policy so that Japan could become the linchpin of
      Washington’s forward defense posture in East Asia. Since the Japanese surrender of 1945, occupation policy had
      focused on demilitarizing and democratizing the country to prevent Japan from ever again posing a military threat
      to the West. Given the structure of Japanese society, however, this approach required dismantling or at least
      reorganizing key sectors of the Japanese economy, which consequently began to collapse. Kennan, among others,
      recognized this as a threat to Japan’s political stability—the maintenance of which was widely understood to be
      in Washington’s best interests over the long term. Accordingly, he launched an effort to shift the goal of US
      policy toward that of stabilizing and rebuilding Japan so that it could sustain itself, resist potential Soviet
      influence or control, and serve as the center of US interests in the region. To do so, Kennan had to overcome
      strong bureaucratic inertia—especially the resistance of General Douglas MacArthur, who since World War II had
      exercised near-autocratic authority over occupied Japan, largely independent of Washington’s control. It was
      MacArthur himself who set the stage for Kennan’s initial foray into Japan policy.
    


    
      A Peace Treaty for Japan


      
        In March 1947, MacArthur told the Tokyo press corps—without consulting Washington, as was his wont—that the
        time was ripe for negotiation of a peace treaty that would allow the United States to withdraw from Japan.
        MacArthur’s announcement sparked a prolonged debate over whether either Japan or the international community
        was ready for the former to be left on its own. In the meantime, the State Department began tentative planning
        for peace negotiations, and in July 1947 even invited the eleven nations that were
        members of the Far Eastern Commission (FEC)—which nominally supervised the occupation of Japan—to attend a
        preliminary peace conference. The conference was soon postponed indefinitely—because of Soviet opposition,
        resistance from other Allies, and scheduling conflicts—but the State Department nonetheless completed an
        initial draft of a peace treaty.4
      


      
        The PPS received a coordination copy of the draft treaty—which had been prepared by a Japan specialist in the
        State Department’s Office of Far Eastern Affairs (FE)—on 6 August 1947, and Kennan the following day assigned
        Davies to “look [it] over informally.” Davies soon reported back to Kennan that he found the draft “preoccupied
        with drastic disarmament and democratization” and thus probably counterproductive in terms of promoting
        Washington’s overall goal, which Davies presumed was “a stable Japan, integrated into the Pacific economy,
        friendly to the U.S. and, in case of need, a ready and dependable ally of the U.S.” Davies argued that Japan
        was no longer a military threat to its neighbors and that “democratization” under international supervision
        that included the Soviet Union, as the draft treaty stipulated, was a tenuous prospect at best. Accordingly,
        Davies recommended that the PPS confer with FE on “harmonizing the treaty with fundamental American objectives”
        in the Far East.5
      


      
        Kennan forwarded Davies’s comments to Lovett with the observation that Washington had yet to enunciate a
        long-term policy for Japan; “Until we know precisely what it is we are trying to achieve” there, Kennan argued,
        peace negotiations were highly inadvisable and even dangerous. Lovett fully concurred. He remanded the draft
        peace treaty to FE as “wholly inadequate” and asked Kennan to prepare a full-scale PPS assessment of the Japan
        problem. Kennan again assigned the task to Davies.6
      


      
        The PPS spent much of the next two months immersed in an interdepartmental and interagency study of Japan’s
        readiness for a peace treaty. The central question during this initial period appears to have been whether a
        peace settlement and subsequent US withdrawal from Japan were prerequisites for the country’s economic
        recovery, or vice versa. For its part, FE—which had started preparations for a peace conference and did not
        want to lose momentum—argued that a peace treaty should come first. James Penfield, FE’s acting director in
        late summer 1947 (between John Carter Vincent’s departure and Walton Butterworth’s arrival), notified Kennan
        that FE thought it important to avoid any delays in the peacemaking process while the PPS’s Japan policy review
        was under way. Penfield enclosed a memo that argued the case for an early peace settlement, primarily on the
        grounds that the occupation had reached the point of diminishing returns and that it was “impracticable to
        attempt measures to revive the economies” of Japan and its neighbors until after peace was declared.7
      


      
        The military establishment quickly weighed in with an opposing view that added another
        key consideration to the policy debate: the US military presence in Japan. Senior officers argued that it was
        premature to consider an early peace treaty before it was decided whether Washington wanted or needed to retain
        military bases in Japan after a settlement was reached. Indeed, the question of a long-term military presence
        in Japan had not been confronted or resolved, and would need to be before the occupation itself could
        end.8
      


      
        Kennan and Davies, for their part, viewed the Japan problem in a still larger context: that of the emerging
        conflict between the United States and the Soviet Union. Japan, they argued, could not be expected to remain
        neutral in that conflict; either it would gravitate into the Soviet orbit or it would remain in the American
        sphere of influence. Washington should commit itself to preventing the former and actively ensuring the latter,
        given Japan’s strategic significance relative to China, which Kennan was prepared to let the Soviets control if
        Moscow was inclined and able. In contrast, he viewed Japan as being to Asia what Germany was to Europe: the
        strategic and economic center of its region, whose recovery was crucial to the restoration of regional
        stability and the international balance of power. In order to ensure that its resources were used “for
        constructive purposes,” Kennan considered it essential that Japan be kept out of Communist hands. In short, he
        saw Japan—unlike China—as an area where his doctrine of containment was not only applicable but pivotal. As for
        the peace treaty issue, Kennan and Davies were concerned only that the peace process serve this overarching
        goal.9
      


      
        Davies, in his first draft of a PPS memo on the peace treaty issue, tried to accommodate the views of both FE
        and the military—which he argued were not irreconcilable—and to incorporate them with his own. He acknowledged
        that “economic considerations within Japan dictate that we should reach a peace settlement at the earliest
        possible date”; at the same time, in an attempt to placate “the military desire for delay,” he predicted that
        the peace process itself would take at least a year to complete. Davies also presented his own solution to the
        long-term military problem by suggesting that the peace treaty be immediately followed by a bilateral security
        treaty that provided for US military bases in Japan. He acknowledged that the Soviet Union and perhaps other US
        allies might balk at such an approach. Davies recommended, however, that Washington not hesitate to seek a
        bilateral settlement with Tokyo if the Allies’ support was not forthcoming. Japan was simply too strategically
        important for the United States to surrender any control over deciding its fate.10
      


      
        This and successive drafts by Davies evoked a flurry of responses from FE, other State Department offices,
        military representatives, and other Japan experts with whom PPS consulted through September 1947. FE from the
        outset took exception to Davies’s suggestion that Washington consider unilateral
        action, insisting that any approach that was not at least nominally multilateral would unnecessarily antagonize
        the Soviets and probably alienate other US allies and friends in Asia and elsewhere.11 The Army Department, meanwhile, was not
        reassured by Davies’s claim that peace negotiations would last long enough to give Washington time to resolve
        the question of long-term military bases. On the contrary, both the Plans and Operations Division of the
        General Staff (P&OD, the powerful military equivalent of PPS) and the chief of naval operations argued that
        the international situation remained so volatile that it was impossible to foresee when a US withdrawal from
        Japan would be safe.12 Finally, the State Department’s economic bureau (OE) weighed in with a view that flatly
        contradicted FE’s. The economists argued that peace treaty negotiations should be postponed until more progress
        had been made toward Japanese economic recovery; in the meantime, and for that purpose, OE recommended that the
        occupation be “civilianized,” with authority over it being transferred from the Army Department to the State
        Department.13
        Given the inherent conflict between these myriad views, no consensus emerged. The only apparent point of
        agreement was that, pending completion of the PPS’s study of the Japan problem, preparations for a peace
        conference would be neither halted nor hastened.14
      


      
        Kennan, however, had already concluded on his own that Japan was not ready for a peace treaty. He agreed, in
        effect, with the military planners’ argument. “It was simply madness,” Kennan believed, “to think of abandoning
        Japan to her own devices in the situation then prevailing.” The country had been rendered totally defenseless
        and was surrounded by areas of Soviet control; despite this, “no provision of any sort had been made for her
        future defense; nor could we discover that anyone in our government or in any of the Allied governments had
        given any thought in their planning for a peace treaty to the question of how this need was to be met in the
        post-treaty period.”15 Nor, Kennan believed, was Japan prepared to defend itself against potential Communist
        subversion in the wake of a US withdrawal. This would require, in Kennan’s view, a semblance of economic
        security and political stability—neither of which Japan had at that time. In this respect, Kennan agreed with
        OE that progress toward Japanese economic recovery was a prerequisite to a peace settlement.
      


      
        The PPS’s review of Japan policy simultaneously led Kennan to the conclusion that the occupational
        administration of Japan was itself part of the problem. From what he was able to learn, the occupation had
        served only to aggravate Japan’s plight. Not only had it reached the point of diminishing returns, it was not
        advancing the fundamental goal of strengthening Japan economically and politically. On the contrary, Kennan
        thought “the nature of the occupational policies pursued up to that time by General MacArthur’s headquarters
        seemed on cursory examination to be such that if they had been devised for the specific
        purpose of rendering Japanese society vulnerable to Communist political pressures and paving the way for a
        Communist takeover, they could scarcely have been other than what they were.”16 Kennan concluded, in short, that what
        was needed was “a thorough re-examination of our occupation policies.”17
      


      
        This, Kennan recognized, would be futile without input from the supreme commander of the Allied powers (SCAP),
        General MacArthur himself. Unfortunately, MacArthur too was part of the problem. The primary difficulty with
        SCAP, Kennan judged, was his autonomy. Washington had essentially left the general to his own devices as
        proconsul of Japan; MacArthur had responded by administering the country with little accountability to his
        superiors back home. Neither the Army Department nor the State Department’s Office of Occupied Areas exercised
        more than nominal control over SCAP’s activities, and occupation policy itself was devised and implemented
        largely from within SCAP headquarters in Tokyo. As a result, Kennan had “very little idea of what General
        MacArthur and his headquarters were really doing with the Japanese. And it did not take me long … to realize that the Department of State as a whole knew no more than I did about this (nor,
        it appeared, did General MacArthur want it to).”18
      


      
        Consequently, Kennan decided that the PPS’s review of Japan policy had, for the time being, reached its
        constructive limits. As a result, when he forwarded the results of the staff’s inquiry to Marshall and Lovett
        on 14 October, in a memorandum designated as PPS 10, his first conclusion was that “we do not have before us
        here in Washington the facts which would enable us to make firm and sound judgments on some of the most
        important points at issue.” Kennan therefore advised that “some high official of this Department” be designated
        to travel to Tokyo for consultations with MacArthur and his staff. The PPS would withhold a final paper on
        Japan policy until such a mission could be completed.19
      


      
        Marshall and Lovett approved PPS 10 and its recommendations, effectively suspending preparations for a peace
        conference. From the beginning of November 1947, the State Department’s approach to Japan focused instead on a
        reassessment of occupation policy. Kennan became the driving force in this regard, launching what often seemed
        a personal crusade. Davies later recalled that after the submission of PPS 10—even though Davies had originally
        drafted the paper—Kennan “picked up the ball and ran with it” on Japan policy, taking it “directly across the
        upper echelons” of the administration without again significantly involving Davies, or anyone else in the PPS.
        Kennan himself acknowledged that, in the weeks following PPS 10, the direction of Japan policy was the subject
        of “several oral discussions” he had with Marshall alone. Other divisions of the State Department, particularly
        FE and OE, were concerned enough to specifically request that they be kept in the loop.20
      

    


    
      The Economic Imperative


      
        In reassessing the occupation, Kennan was operating neither exclusively nor originally. As historians Michael
        Schaller and Howard Schonberger have noted, Kennan had not been the first in Washington, or even at the State
        Department, to recognize the need for rebuilding the Japanese economy and redirecting occupation policy. His
        efforts were “partly anticipated,” in Schaller’s words, by the work of civilian and military economic planners
        both inside and outside the government, starting at the beginning of 1947, even before Kennan became director
        of the PPS.21 This
        prehistory to Kennan’s involvement with Japan helps explain how he became the agent of a strategic economic
        policy initiative despite his limited understanding of and attention to economics.
      


      
        Early in the year, Forrestal—when he was still secretary of the navy—had latched onto the idea that Japan’s
        economic recovery, like Germany’s, was crucial to restoring the global balance of power. He raised the issue
        repeatedly with fellow cabinet members.22 At about the same time, State Department economists in OE and “O” (the designator for
        the office of the assistant secretary for occupied areas, General John Hilldring) began formulating a detailed
        economic program for Japan that was designed to increase its contribution to the economic recovery of East Asia
        and “create a viable Japanese economy such as would be conducive to the emergence of a peaceful and democratic
        Japan.” This reflected the same underlying goals Kennan would later emphasize: the strategic reorientation of
        Japan and the restoration of political and economic stability in East Asia.23
      


      
        Hilldring strongly supported the idea of a positive economic program for Japan, and he foreshadowed Kennan by
        becoming its leading bureaucratic proponent during the late spring and through the summer of 1947. In May he
        urged Marshall to take up the matter with Truman, with the eventual purpose of “getting General MacArthur
        interested now” in Japan’s economic problems. Hilldring and his colleagues were responding in large part to the
        adoption that same month by the FEC of a policy paper, designated FEC-230, which MacArthur had received several
        months earlier from the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) as an interim directive. The centerpiece of occupation
        economic policy, FEC-230 was based on the assumption that Japan’s lack of political and economic freedoms and
        its militarism had been the product of the country’s excessive concentration of economic power. FEC-230
        ventured to remedy this by dissolving the zaibatsu, the industrial and banking conglomerates that controlled
        most of Japan’s economy.24
      


      
        Hilldring and the State Department economists, however, considered this approach counterproductive to their
        goal of rebuilding the Japanese economy. Accordingly, they launched an effort to block implementation of
        FEC-230 and to replace it with their own constructive economic program for Japan. In
        addition to lobbying Marshall, Hilldring raised the issue at a cabinet-level meeting of the State-War-Navy
        Coordinating Committee (SWNCC, the forerunner to the National Security Council [NSC]) in June 1947. Finally, on
        22 July, he submitted to the committee a paper designated SWNCC 381, “Revival of the Japanese Economy,” which
        became known as the “crank-up” plan. Hilldring simultaneously notified his military counterpart that the State
        Department believed SWNCC 381 should be treated “as a matter of the highest priority within the United States
        government.” Again anticipating Kennan—this time the PPS director’s suggestion that a senior official take up
        the matter directly with MacArthur—Hilldring advised that “an executive of unquestionable stature and ability”
        be appointed to coordinate a new policy toward Japan based on the economic program contained in SWNCC
        381.25
      


      
        Although Hilldring’s efforts were thus in progress before Kennan and the PPS were first drawn into the Japan
        issue in mid-August, the initiative nonetheless shifted to the PPS for a variety of reasons. First, Hilldring
        resigned as assistant secretary for occupied areas and was replaced by Charles Saltzman on 15 August. Saltzman,
        for his part, later acknowledged that he was largely unfamiliar with the situation in Japan when he took
        office, and was slow to focus on it. As a result, even though he picked up the baton on SWNCC 381 and advised
        Marshall and Lovett to pursue it, the momentum generated by Hilldring was largely lost.26 The Office of Occupied
        Areas subsequently took a back seat to Kennan and the PPS in the State Department’s deliberations on Japan
        policy. Kennan, however, inherited the economic rationale for reviewing occupation policy in Japan because it
        coincided with and served his goal of strategically stabilizing and bolstering Japan.
      


      
        The second important development affecting Japan policy in August 1947 was a trip to Japan by James L.
        Kauffman, a New York–based lawyer with extensive experience in Japan who traveled there to provide his business
        clients with an assessment of Japanese economic conditions and investment prospects. Kauffman was aghast at
        what he found, particularly with plans for implementation of FEC-230. As Schonberger has described, Kauffman
        decided to make FEC-230 the “focus of a sweeping and vitriolic attack on the whole reformist orientation of the
        occupation.” He drafted a trip report that essentially characterized SCAP’s economic program as socialistic and
        certain to destroy the Japanese economy. Kauffman’s report “quickly found its way to top Washington policy
        makers,” where its impact was “staggering.”27
      


      
        The policymaker on whom the Kauffman report had the greatest impact was General William H. Draper, whose
        appointment to the newly created position of undersecretary of the army on 30 August 1947 was the last, but
        certainly not the least important, of the developments affecting Japan policy that
        occurred that month. Draper was a well-connected Wall Street banker, having been a member—along with
        Forrestal—of New York’s Dillon Read investment firm. Like Saltzman, Draper “knew nothing about Japan” when he
        took office, having served as a senior economic adviser in occupied Germany. Dillon Read, however, was one of
        the clients of Kauffman, whose Japan trip report reached the desks of Forrestal and Draper shortly after the
        latter became under secretary. Draper immediately went to Japan on his own fact-finding mission. He returned in
        late September with “grave concern” over the country’s economic future and promptly launched his own campaign
        for a “major reorientation” of occupation policy—at precisely the time Kennan was doing the same at the State
        Department.28
      


      
        By October 1947, then, Japan policy was being driven, in roughly the same direction, by Kennan at the State
        Department and Draper at the Army Department—although the two men were still operating quite independently.
        Some officers in the State Department, at least, were content to keep it that way, pending completion of
        State’s own Japan policy review, and also to avoid the possibility of the Army foreclosing any direct channel
        between State and SCAP.29 The two departments, in fact, were essentially at odds over how to proceed, and neither had
        yet fully worked out its plan of action.
      


      
        Draper initially was a step ahead of Kennan and State. Within a week after he returned from his trip to Japan,
        his office had prepared SWNCC 384, “Economic Recovery in Japan,” which was submitted for interagency
        consideration on 3 October. Schonberger considered this paper to be “the first explicit formulation linking
        economic recovery to a ‘reverse course’ in other occupation programs” inasmuch as SWNCC 384 argued that a
        “shift in emphasis” in overall occupation policy was a prerequisite to restoring Japan’s economy. Kennan
        himself would later identify with this argument. At this stage, however, the State Department went on record as
        opposing Draper’s approach. Saltzman, who represented the department on the interagency coordinating committee,
        said State saw no need for SWNCC 384 because it had already tabled a paper on the subject—SWNCC 381,
        Hilldring’s paper of the previous July. Saltzman invited the Army to withdraw SWNCC 384 and instead propose
        amendments to State’s paper.30
      


      
        Draper balked at this suggestion, provoking an interagency debate that centered on the implications of a “shift
        in emphasis” in occupation policy. What was essentially at stake was the international framework within which
        the occupation was nominally administered. Draper, for his part, believed that the FEC—through which all
        economic policy directives for Japan were required to pass—was hindering rather than helping Japanese recovery
        because many of the wartime allies that sat on the commission remained focused on democratizing and
        demilitarizing the country. The FEC, Draper argued, was more interested in squeezing reparations out of the defeated nation, and dissolving the zaibatsu, than in seeing Japan’s
        economic vitality restored. Draper judged that the only way to pursue the latter, which he saw as urgent, was
        to somehow bypass the FEC and assert Washington’s de facto unilateral control over Japan. To that end, he
        intended SWNCC 384 as an “interim” directive from Washington to SCAP, which the FEC would be allowed to review
        only after the fact.
      


      
        The State Department shared the Army Department’s feeling that the FEC was an obstacle to rapid economic
        recovery in Japan.31 State, however, was nervous about supporting unilateral action that might arouse US public
        and congressional opinion (which retained a punitive attitude toward the Japanese) or antagonize US allies on
        the FEC and thus undermine support for Washington’s proposed new policy direction. The department instead
        favored a more cautious and diplomatic approach, as Saltzman spelled out in a letter to Draper in mid-November.
        State fully agreed, Saltzman wrote, that SCAP, the public, Congress, and the FEC should be notified that
      


      
        
          the US Government desires to accelerate the processes of economic recovery in Japan. There is agreement also
          that any statement of US policy on this subject should be formulated in such terms as to make clear the
          desirability of a “shift in emphasis” toward a more positive attitude.… Such a
          statement, it is believed, should be worded as to minimize fears that this “shift of emphasis” implies in any
          way reversal or repudiation of the broad principles and policies which have underlain long term occupation
          objectives. It should seek to elicit maximum support of allied countries in the Far East … [and] should be sufficiently specific and clear in its intent to assist in obtaining
          Congressional support for the financial assistance required to attain our ends.32
        

      


      
        Accordingly, Saltzman prepared a draft statement to be delivered by the US representative on the FEC that would
        announce the new policy direction in terms that downplayed its significance while nominally reaffirming the
        jurisdiction of the FEC. SWNCC 381, meanwhile, would serve the purpose of giving SCAP the necessary policy
        guidance while avoiding an explicit “shift in emphasis” announcement, which State viewed as unnecessary and
        problematic.33
      


      
        Saltzman and Draper, however, were unable to reach a meeting of minds on what, if any, instructions to give the
        FEC. Deliberations over SWNCC 381 and SWNCC 384 thus dragged on through the fall and into January of 1948, with
        the two departments repeatedly offering counterproposals on their respective papers.34 In the meantime, however, several
        developments gradually undermined Saltzman’s position. Draper, for his part, was actively promulgating the
        Kauffman report, which he leaked to Newsweek magazine, along with a copy of FEC-230, in late November.35 MacArthur, meanwhile, was forging ahead with his de-zaibatsu program—making
        preemptive action by Washington more urgent. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the initiative on Japan
        policy within the State Department shifted from the economists in O and OE to the PPS and FE—where Kennan and
        Butterworth had teamed up in pursuit of a common agenda.
      


      
        The tide turned in early January, when Butterworth told OE that he thought State’s impasse with Army was a
        product of the two sides’ “infatuation with words and phrases such as ‘shift of emphasis’ ” rather than a
        “serious matter of substance.” Butterworth, moreover, was much less concerned than the department’s economists
        about offending the FEC. On the contrary, he felt the greater threat was that Washington would reduce its
        freedom of action in Japan by kowtowing to the commission. Butterworth said bluntly that, in order to pursue
        urgent US interests in Japan, “we may need to ride rough-shod over the other FEC countries on certain
        matters.”36
      


      
        On 6 January 1948, the same day Butterworth made these comments, Army Secretary Kenneth Royall, who had joined
        his deputy Draper in the Japan crusade, gave a public speech in which he effectively announced a reassessment
        of Japan policy and the impending “shift in emphasis” in the occupation. He told the Commonwealth Club in San
        Francisco that Washington had decided it was necessary to rebuild Japan into “a self-sufficient democracy,
        strong enough and stable enough to support itself.” This, he said, would require serious reconsideration of
        plans to radically decentralize the Japanese industrial sector—referring to MacArthur’s de-zaibatsu
        program.37
      


      
        Thus, by the time the SWNCC met again in mid-January, the die was cast. Saltzman tried again to block Draper’s
        efforts to issue a “firm, unequivocal policy directive” to MacArthur that bypassed the FEC, arguing that
        Washington would be sending an order that, without the necessary details, would be only a “meaningless gesture”
        at the expense of inevitably antagonizing the commission. Royall, however, had given the SWNCC a fait accompli,
        and Butterworth and Kennan were prepared to give the Army Department’s position their tacit approval. In a
        gesture of compromise, Draper invited Saltzman to draft “the strongest general statement that represented
        State’s views.” The result was the effective suspension of State’s paper (SWNCC 381) in favor of agreement on
        an amended version of the Army’s paper (SWNCC 384), which referred to “more emphasis” on, rather than a
        decisive “shift” toward, Japanese economic recovery. This was approved by the SWNCC on 21 January and
        immediately sent to Frank McCoy, Washington’s representative to the FEC, who read a formal statement to the
        commission announcing the decision; the directive was also delivered to the JCS for transmission to
        MacArthur.38
      


      
        The stage was thus set for unilateral US action to reexamine Japanese economic policy.
        Kennan had not initiated this element of the process; indeed, he does not appear to have been particularly
        conversant with the economic factors that necessitated a review of occupation policy. He had, however,
        incorporated them into his own approach to the Japan problem, and he seized the initiative in the process.
        Draper’s efforts and the SWNCC debate over Japan policy, as important as they were in setting the stage for a
        “reverse course” in Japanese economic policy, were essentially a prelude to Kennan’s own pivotal involvement,
        which dovetailed with Draper’s work before eventually eclipsing it. By the end of 1947, the economic
        policymakers who had first suggested a new approach in Japan were following Kennan’s lead.
      

    


    
      Kennan Meets MacArthur


      
        Through the fall of 1947, while Draper was lobbying his case, Kennan was doing the same, and in some of the
        same channels. Kennan, in fact, was arguably as influential as Draper in bringing the urgency of the Japan
        problem to the attention of Draper’s own bosses, Forrestal and Royall. Although Forrestal shared Draper’s
        concerned reaction to the Kauffman report, it was not until after a discussion with Kennan on the topic of
        Japan that the defense secretary mobilized his bureaucratic resources for a reassessment of occupation policy.
        On 31 October, shortly after Marshall’s approval of PPS 10 (Kennan’s preliminary Japan paper), Kennan had lunch
        with Forrestal, Royall, and NSC Executive Secretary Sidney Souers. According to Forrestal’s own account, Kennan
        was eager to discuss the need for new occupation policies: “With respect to Japan, he said it had become clear
        to him at the end of the summer that the socialization of Japan had proceeded to such a point that if a treaty
        of peace were written and the country turned back to the Japanese it would not be possible, under the present
        economic machinery, for the country to support itself. This would mean it would go through a period of economic
        disaster, inflation, [and] unbalanced budgets, resulting possibly in near anarchy, which would be precisely
        what the Communists would want. The social policy … was of such a character that
        it was totally impossible for any business in Japan to plan for the future.”39 Kennan here was promulgating the
        economic arguments that had been developed by others within both the State and Defense Departments. He went on
        to describe several of the “vicious features” of MacArthur’s “de-zaibatsuing process.”40
      


      
        The next day, Forrestal sent a memorandum to Royall instructing him that “we should do everything possible to
        get the State Department to reexamine its economic policy in Japan.” Echoing Kennan’s comments, the defense
        secretary said that the evidence that had come to his attention from various
        sources—including the Kauffman report—indicated “a degree of socialization in Japan which would make it totally
        impossible for the country’s economy to function if it were put on its own.” Forrestal asked Royall for a
        memorandum on the status of Japanese economic developments, a copy of FEC-230, and a recommendation as to
        whether he should take the matter up directly with Marshall or submit it to the NSC.41
      


      
        One product of Royall’s involvement was a recommendation that Washington send a “top-flight man” to Japan to
        investigate “whether there is indicated the necessity for a change in direction or course.” Royall and
        Forrestal were both thinking in terms of a prominent businessman whose focus would be on Japanese economic
        conditions. They thus appear to have viewed such a trip as something separate from Kennan’s recommendation in
        PPS 10 that a senior State Department official be sent to discuss the full range of Japanese issues with
        MacArthur. When the matter was raised in the NSC on 17 December, however, Lovett made no such distinction. He
        told the NSC that State had “long ago” concurred in such a mission; the problem, he said, was that of choosing
        “a qualified man.”42
      


      
        Marshall and Lovett indeed were slow in choosing a “qualified man” for the mission that Kennan had recommended
        in PPS 10. Lovett, when he approved the PPS paper, had commented that the idea was “only as sound as the man we
        send.” He wanted to send either Kennan himself or Charles Bohlen but suggested that Butterworth make the trip
        because the first two men for some reason were “not available” for such a mission.43 For the next two months, however, no
        decision was made on who would go. Butterworth revived the matter in a 31 December memo to Marshall on the
        peace treaty question. The FE director requested that, in accordance with Kennan’s earlier recommendation,
        arrangements be made “at an early date” for a State Department representative to confer with MacArthur on the
        treaty issue as well as matters involving overall US security needs in the Pacific and Japanese economic
        recovery. Marshall again approved the idea in principle, but again inexplicably failed to take action for
        another month.44
      


      
        Kennan and Butterworth in the meantime grew nervous that the delay was not only squandering valuable time but
        also giving the Army Department the opportunity to seize the initiative. The SWNCC, as already seen, was about
        to approve the Army’s paper calling for a “shift of emphasis” in occupation policy—partly because of
        Butterworth and Kennan’s own efforts to reverse State’s opposition to the paper. Kennan and Butterworth
        probably were also worried that Royall would carry through on his plan to send his own mission to Japan.
        Ironically, however, Royall himself appeared to have been waiting for the State Department to make the first
        move. In mid-January, Kennan was informed that Royall was eager to send an Army representative to accompany
        whoever Marshall selected from State for the mission to Tokyo.45
      


      
        Under the circumstances, Kennan and Butterworth renewed their efforts to get the
        secretary of state to make a decision as quickly as possible. In a late January memo to Marshall, Butterworth
        emphasized the urgency of the matter: “We are now faced with the necessity of making decisions on several
        phases of policy regarding Japan, including steps which might now be taken to achieve our purposes despite the
        Japanese peace treaty deadlock. All these matters are dependent upon the exchange of views with General
        MacArthur contemplated by [our earlier] recommendations. It is therefore believed that prompt implementing
        action should be taken.”46 At this point, Butterworth recommended that Kennan be designated to make the trip, that he
        be directed to go “as soon as he is able to assemble the necessary background on subjects to be discussed,” and
        that MacArthur be formally notified of the mission. On 9 February, Kennan was informed that Marshall had
        accepted all of Butterworth’s recommendations, including the selection of Kennan to make the trip.47
      


      
        Kennan immediately began to mobilize for his mission to Japan. He asked Lovett to instruct all offices in the
        department—especially those involved with the SWNCC and the FEC—to suspend all actions on Japanese matters
        until after he had returned from his consultations with MacArthur. Moreover, after consulting with Draper,
        Kennan recommended that FEC-230 be formally withdrawn from consideration by the commission on the grounds that
        it no longer reflected Washington’s policy goals. By taking this step, Kennan argued, “the decks will be
        cleared for a basic reexamination of our policy with regard to the Japanese economy,” which he said should
        follow his visit to Japan and that of any Army Department delegation. Finally, Kennan dictated the substance of
        the telegrams that should be sent to both MacArthur and William Sebald—SCAP’s political adviser and the senior
        State Department officer in Tokyo—notifying them of the mission and its purpose.48
      


      
        Kennan was particular about who would accompany him on the trip because, as he told Butterworth, he wanted to
        “avoid giving the impression of this being a high-powered mission.” When he notified the military establishment
        that he had been selected for the trip, he requested that Forrestal select a working-level officer who could
        represent all three services without a large retinue. “This, fortunately,” Kennan later wrote, “turned out to
        be a highly competent, intelligent, and reasonable officer”—P&OD chief General Cortlandt Schuyler. Kennan
        meanwhile asked Butterworth to recommend a “younger officer” from FE who could accompany him. Butterworth
        selected Marshall Green, whom Kennan similarly described later as “a congenial companion and effective aide”
        whose knowledge of Japan and “tactical effectiveness in liaison with the intermediate levels of SCAP” were to
        prove invaluable. Saltzman, for his part, suggested to Kennan that he include in the delegation one of the
        State Department economists who was familiar with the SWNCC and FEC deliberations on
        Japan policy. Kennan parried this request—effectively excluding OE and O from the process—probably in an effort
        to retain full control of the agenda. The final delegation thus consisted of Kennan, Schuyler, Green, two
        colonels from P&OD, and Kennan’s long-time secretary Dorothy Hessman.49
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        To pave the way for Kennan, Marshall sent a personal telegram to MacArthur, through Army channels, nominally
        requesting concurrence for Kennan’s mission, and saying that it was an offshoot of State’s close work with
        “Forrestal’s and Royall’s people” on the Japan problem.50 On 19 February, Marshall met with Kennan to advise the PPS
        director on how to deal with SCAP. Marshall’s own relationship with MacArthur at the time, Kennan later
        observed, was “remote and, I sensed, not cordial” inasmuch as the secretary of state “seemed reluctant to
        involve himself personally in any attempt to exchange views” with MacArthur.51 At the very least, Marshall’s advice to
        Kennan suggested previous experience with SCAP’s imperious personality. He recommended that Kennan let
        MacArthur do the talking “as long as he cared to talk” before raising the State Department’s concerns. Marshall
        then warned the PPS director about dealing with MacArthur’s entourage: “The Secretary cautioned me strongly
        about what I might say to others in Japan besides General MacArthur. He emphasized that what would be reported
        to General MacArthur was not what I really said but what people wished to make out that I had said. He felt
        that I would be on much sounder ground to make directly to General MacArthur any statements I had to make which
        could possibly be interpreted as critical of SCAP. At the same time, I would have to try not to appear to the
        others to be cryptic or mysterious.”52
      


      
        On the eve of his departure for Tokyo, Kennan submitted a PPS paper summarizing the “current trends” of US
        foreign policy that included a concise summary of his perspective on the Japan problem as he prepared to
        confront it head-on. Kennan placed Japan within the framework of Washington’s need to focus its Asia policy on
        identifying those areas that were vital to US security and ensuring that those areas were in friendly hands. He
        speculated that Japan would emerge as one of the cornerstones of a “Pacific security system.” To that end, it
        was necessary “to devise policies with respect to Japan which assure the security of those islands from
        communist penetration and domination as well as from Soviet military attack, and which will permit the economic
        potential of that country to become again an important force in the Far East, responsive to the interests of
        peace and stability in the Pacific area.”53 Among all the US objectives in Asia, Kennan argued, those regarding Japan possessed
        “the greatest need for immediate attention … and the greatest possibility for
        immediate action.”54
      


      
        With this overarching goal in mind, Kennan and his entourage left for Japan on 26 February. For his part,
        Kennan saw himself as conducting the mission “very much on my own”—given Marshall’s
        reluctance to become personally involved, the “unconcealed skepticism” of FE about Kennan’s chances of success,
        and the fact that the Army probably “licked its lips as they watched a civilian David prepare to call on this
        military Goliath.” As for the task ahead, Kennan described this, his first trip to East Asia, as essentially
        that of “an envoy charged with opening up communications and arranging the establishment of diplomatic
        relations with a hostile and suspicious foreign government.” Marshall Green, his assistant on the trip from FE,
        later concurred that Kennan was essentially received in Tokyo as “a spy from the State Department.” Such was
        the nature of both the State and the Army Departments’ relations with SCAP.55
      


      
        Green, who described his role on the delegation as that of Kennan’s “amanuensis,” later recalled that on the
        flight to Tokyo, Kennan did not bother to read his background papers. Instead, the PPS director spent his time
        “looking dreamily out the window writing poetry” and reading Siberia and the Exile System—the 1891 opus
        of his distant relative, namesake, and fellow Russian expert. As a result, Green said, Kennan arrived in Japan
        mentally “from Vladivostok.”56
      


      
        Kennan’s initial experience there was not encouraging. After a grueling and troubled thirty-hour flight that
        arrived in Tokyo during a snowstorm at 4:00 a.m. on 1 March, he and Schuyler—having been deprived of sleep for
        two days—were summoned to SCAP’s residence for lunch with MacArthur and his wife. At the end of the meal,
        MacArthur, turning his back to Kennan and addressing himself exclusively to Schuyler, “embarked on a monologue”
        that lasted two hours. Kennan described the episode in his memoirs: “Oppressed by weariness, I sat motionless
        in my humble corner. Unable of course to take anything in the nature of notes, I could not make any detailed
        record of this discourse. I suspect that it was much the sort of thing he was in the habit of saying to all
        manner of visitors from Washington. Caesar’s experience in the military occupation of Gaul was cited, I
        remember, as the only other historical example of a productive military occupation. The Japanese were thirsty
        for guidance and inspiration; it was his aim to bring them to both democracy and Christianity. They were now
        tasting freedom. They would never return to slavery. The Communists were no menace in Japan.”57 Following this “ritual
        humiliation” of Kennan, as Schaller described it, MacArthur then delivered his visitors into the hands of
        subordinates, presumably for the duration of their stay in Japan. As Kennan was later told, MacArthur had been
        “furious” about the news of Kennan’s trip and had chosen to have the PPS director “briefed until it comes out
        of his ears.”58
      


      
        Recognizing MacArthur’s ploy, Kennan sent a note to SCAP the following day deferentially requesting another
        audience. “I must make sure,” Kennan wrote, “that in enjoying these briefings and the local hospitality I do
        not neglect my official mission.”59 Green, meanwhile, started pulling strings on Kennan’s behalf. He
        took up the matter with Stanton Babcock, a military officer on SCAP’s staff whom Green knew from an earlier
        tour in Japan. Babcock, as Green later recalled, shared Green’s concerns about the importance of Kennan’s
        mission and his lack of access to MacArthur. The two men arranged for Kennan to give a briefing to SCAP
        personnel on Soviet history and politics. The brilliance and effectiveness of Kennan’s presentation “unlocked
        the door,” according to Green. MacArthur himself was not present at the briefing, but he apparently heard about
        it from several of his assistants—including his intelligence chief and confidant, General Charles Willoughby,
        who was deeply impressed with Kennan. MacArthur, who “respected brains,” subsequently invited Kennan to a
        private meeting on 5 March.60
      


      
        In preparation for the meeting, Kennan sent MacArthur a brief set of talking points outlining the key questions
        his mission was designed to answer. Negotiation of a peace treaty, Kennan stated, was now temporarily on hold,
        implying an indefinite extension of the occupation. The original purpose of the occupation, however, had
        already been served. Under the prevailing circumstances, Washington was prepared to suggest that the objective
        of the occupation shift “from here on out” to that of achieving the “maximum stability of Japanese society.”
        This would require, Kennan speculated, a long-term US commitment to Japanese security, an intensive economic
        recovery program, and a relaxation of SCAP control that gradually gave the Japanese greater responsibility over
        their own affairs.61
      


      
        Kennan and MacArthur finally met one-on-one for several hours on the evening of 5 March. During this session,
        Kennan recalled, the two men “discussed—without exception, I think—all the leading problems of occupational
        policy as well as the problems of relations with our former allies in matters affecting the occupation and the
        peace treaty.” MacArthur was especially preoccupied with the latter, claiming that the FEC was the key
        impediment to any change in the direction of occupation policy that Washington might wish to make. Kennan
        responded with a bold solution: inasmuch as the FEC’s authority over the occupation was technically based on
        its responsibility to oversee implementation of the terms of the Japanese surrender, that authority had
        effectively lapsed with the completion of the first stage of the occupation. Accordingly, Kennan argued, “we
        would be entirely within our rights in declining to agree to FEC directives which attempted to go beyond” the
        terms of surrender. Washington could not eliminate the FEC, he said, but it could “easily render it quiescent,
        and permit it to languish as long as we pleased.”62
      


      
        This suggestion—which was consistent with Draper’s agenda—appears to have been made at Kennan’s own initiative,
        and without consulting his State Department colleagues. Indeed, Green speculated that many officials in
        Washington would have been shocked to learn that Kennan was presenting it to MacArthur. For his part, SCAP was
        “much impressed with the suggestion,” which he thought was “exactly the right line” to
        take. According to Kennan, MacArthur “slapped his thigh in approval.”63
      


      
        On the subject of Japanese economic recovery, MacArthur told Kennan he acknowledged the goal but did not know
        what else SCAP could do beyond what it was already doing to achieve it. He agreed with Kennan that the
        reparations program had been excessive and counterproductive and should be ended as soon as possible. As for
        SCAP’s regime of control, MacArthur insisted that it was much less extensive and onerous to the Japanese than
        was generally supposed in Washington. It was not true, he stated, that zaibatsu dissolution threatened to
        eliminate the influence of Japan’s most competent administrators. On the contrary, MacArthur argued, the
        “brains of Japan” had been in the armed forces; accordingly, it was the military purge that SCAP had been
        ordered and obliged to conduct that had sidelined Japan’s bureaucratic expertise.64
      


      
        In response to Kennan’s talking point on the long-term security of Japan, MacArthur postulated that the
        “strategic boundaries” of the United States, in the wake of World War II, “lay along the eastern shores of the
        Asiatic continent.” The primary strategic goal of the United States was to prevent the Asian mainland from
        posing a military threat into or across the Pacific. This could be done by stationing an air and naval striking
        force along the chain of islands stretching from the Aleutians to the Philippines, with Okinawa serving as the
        “most advanced and vital point.” Under such a framework, MacArthur suggested, US bases on the Japanese home
        islands themselves would not be necessary, as long as Japan was denied to any other power. This, however, made
        it all the more crucial that the United States retain unilateral and complete control of Okinawa and the
        southern Ryukyus.65
      


      
        After this meeting, Kennan later wrote, “things went very well.” MacArthur insisted on seeing the PPS director
        again before he left Tokyo, and arranged for a private railway car to carry Kennan and his delegation on an
        inspection tour of outlying areas of the country. Kennan reported back to Butterworth that he had found
        MacArthur’s views “much closer to my own than I dared to hope” and that SCAP appeared more than ready to
        cooperate with Washington as long as he was kept in the loop and given “the wide latitude which he needs to
        implement future policies in his own way.”66
      

    


    
      The Army Catches Up: Draper’s Mission to Japan


      
        On 10 March, after preparing and forwarding to Butterworth a summary of his meetings in Tokyo and his tentative
        findings, Kennan made a weeklong side trip to Okinawa and the Philippines (which will be discussed in the next
        chapter). He then planned to return to Washington as soon as possible, but he was
        instructed to stay on in Tokyo to consult with Draper, who would soon be arriving there himself as head of an
        Army Department delegation. Royall, who had recommended to the NSC in December that a purely economic mission
        be sent, apparently had failed to recruit the businessmen he had selected for the trip. In the meantime, he had
        perceived the need to build a stronger case for his and Draper’s economic program for Japan in order to secure
        congressional approval. Accordingly, he hastened his efforts to pull together such a mission. In a letter to
        MacArthur hand-carried by Schuyler, Kennan’s military escort, Royall had told SCAP that he himself wanted to
        follow Kennan to Tokyo along with several prominent businessmen who could reexamine Japanese economic
        conditions. Subsequently, however, Royall opted to send Draper in his place.67
      


      
        The State Department reacted with suspicion to the announcement of the Draper mission. In preparation for the
        trip, Royall and Draper had requested that State send one of its experts on the Japanese economy to accompany
        the Draper group. Lovett parried the request and instead authorized Kennan to meet with Draper in Tokyo,
        calculating that inclusion of a State officer on the Draper delegation might commit the State Department to
        whatever policy recommendations Draper made upon his return. Indeed, Frank Wisner, Saltzman’s deputy in the
        office of occupied areas, suspected that behind Royall’s request was “a desire to have the Department share the
        responsibility in case of an unfavorable reaction on the part of General MacArthur.”68
      


      
        For his part, Kennan was anxious to leave Tokyo. As he wrote to Butterworth, he considered his original mission
        to be concluded, and he did not want to “outwear my welcome or to incur unnecessary risks.” Echoing the advice
        he had been given by Marshall, Kennan was afraid that the longer he stayed in Japan the greater the risk he
        would say or do something—“or be reported as having said or done something”—that might upset MacArthur and thus
        jeopardize the positive accomplishments of his visit. Kennan was greatly discomfited by the environment in
        which SCAP operated. The atmosphere around MacArthur, he wrote to Butterworth, had “that fragile psychic
        quality peculiar to the immediate entourages of great rulers.”69 MacArthur’s overpowering personality, moreover, had
        combined with SCAP headquarters’ remoteness from Washington and its autocratic authority over the Japanese to
        create “a certain stuffiness of atmosphere, a didactic quality of opinion, a sensitiveness to criticism, and a
        degree of internal intrigue which reminds me of nothing more than the latter days of the court of the Empress
        Catherine II, or possibly the final stage of the court of the regime of Belisarius in Italy.”70 Kennan was similarly
        expressive in his comments to Butterworth on the impact the occupation—particularly the resident US
        community—was having on the Japanese people:
      


      
        
          There is something about the habits of this dependent population—its peculiarly
          American brand of Philistinism, its monumental imperviousness to the suffering and difficulties of the
          population around it, its unblushing readiness to monopolize for itself everything that smacks of comfort or
          elegance or luxury in a strange land, plus the idleness and boredom of its members and their dreary
          preoccupation with the acquisition of new possessions—which fills me with despair when I see it superimposed
          upon the struggles and problems of a defeated and semi-ruined country. The monotony of contemporary American
          social life: its unbending drinking rituals, the obvious paucity of its purposes, and its unimaginative
          devotion to outward convention in the absence of inner content or even enjoyment—all these things are
          pathetic at home; but here they are profoundly out of place and misleading. Perhaps I am abnormally
          vulnerable to these impressions; I am certainly not ungrateful for the hospitality I have received; but as I
          prepare to leave Japan the shrill cackling of these gatherings still rings in my ears. And I ask myself
          whether it could really have been true that we went through all the miseries and sacrifices of this recent
          war in order that Mrs. X, whose home was on a farm in Nebraska, might have six Japanese butlers with the
          divisional insignia on their jackets—that Mrs. Y might have a black lacquer dining table made by Japanese
          carpenters—and that Miss Z might learn her skiing in the mountains of Hokkaido at the expense of the Japanese
          Government.71
        

      


      
        Draper arrived in Tokyo on 20 March with a delegation so “casually thrown together,” in the words of historian
        and former SCAP official Theodore Cohen, that “it was doubtful” whether any of the businessmen in the group
        “had given much detailed thought to occupation facts or policies.” The undersecretary was accompanied by four
        businessmen, of whom Chemical Bank Chairman Percy Johnston reluctantly agreed to serve as nominal
        chairman—hence the group’s designation as the “Johnston Committee.”72 The group’s agenda was almost exclusively economic. SCAP
        was notified in advance of the delegation’s five areas of interest: the de-zaibatsu law, reparations, Japanese
        budget and currency problems, the viability of reducing US governmental appropriations to Japan, and export
        stimulation.73
      


      
        While Johnston and the businessmen began their economic investigation, Draper met with Kennan and Schuyler on
        the morning of 21 March, before all three men had a conference with MacArthur that evening. The first topic of
        discussion at the morning session, surprisingly, was the rearmament of Japan—an idea that was growing in
        currency within the Army Department. Kennan at this meeting was prepared to give lip
        service to some version of Draper’s rearmament agenda even though most of his State Department colleagues
        opposed it—and he himself was ambivalent, as will be seen. Kennan and Draper tentatively agreed that the future
        defense of Japan (implicitly against the Soviet threat) would require either the indefinite retention of US
        military forces there or the rebuilding of an indigenous Japanese defense force. The two men further agreed
        that the latter option was the more logical approach; indeed, they suggested that Washington needed to “find an
        incident,” such as Communist advances in Europe, that would justify the rearmament of Japan to the US public
        and to US allies.74
      


      
        Draper then outlined the key points of his economic agenda. Every effort should be made, he said, to expand
        Japanese foreign trade, and reparations should be reduced to the bare minimum. On the latter point, Draper
        recommended acceptance of the proposals regarding reparations that had been submitted by the Overseas
        Consultants Inc. (OCI)—a group that the Army Department had commissioned several months earlier to study the
        reparations question. Kennan agreed—again in conflict with the views of most of his State Department
        colleagues, who saw Draper’s efforts to stop reparations as another move that would antagonize the allies in
        the FEC.
      


      
        Kennan and Draper were of one mind on the need to reverse zaibatsu dissolution and to drastically ease up on
        the purge of Japanese militarists, in the interests of economic and political stability. Draper was in the
        process of commissioning a “Deconcentration Review Board,” which he hoped would do for zaibatsu dissolution
        what the OCI had done for reparations—namely, examine the problem and submit preordained recommendations that
        justified reversing existing policy.75 Kennan, surprisingly, was willing to go further than Draper, who had suggested that a
        few of the zaibatsu might still be dissolved; the PPS director thought that “even this might involve too much
        interference” and that the Japanese should simply be allowed to work the matter out themselves. Draper’s
        response was that MacArthur was constrained by existing directives, on both deconcentration and the purge,
        which proscribed a dramatic and immediate reversal in either policy.76
      


      
        In the end, Kennan and Draper agreed that, regardless of the details, the overarching need was for new and
        explicit directives that set in motion the desired “reverse course.” To that end, “it was agreed that Mr.
        Kennan would write up a basis of a broad policy paper regarding Japan, and that he would discuss this within
        the State Department; but that a formal State Department position would not be taken prior to Mr. Draper’s
        return to Washington. At that time, Mr. Kennan’s paper or a paper developed by Mr. Draper (or a combination of
        both) should be put up to the NSC at once, in order that appropriate directives could be issued to SCAP and the
        government agencies concerned.… Mr. Kennan stated that he felt this was the most important thing that he should tell Secretary Marshall as a result of his trip
        to Japan.”77
      


      
        That evening, Draper and Kennan, accompanied by Schuyler, met MacArthur in their only joint session with SCAP.
        The meeting was essentially Draper’s opportunity to evoke the general’s response to the key elements of the
        Army’s agenda, as Kennan had done with his own agenda two weeks earlier. The result was mixed. MacArthur spoke
        “most emphatically” on the subject of reparations, taking Draper’s proposal one step further. He said the
        requirements of Japanese recovery made it “utterly fantastic” to consider further undermining the country’s
        economic potential through continued removal of industrial equipment for reparations, as had been the practice.
        A “decision should be made now,” MacArthur insisted, “to abandon entirely the thought of further reparations”
        after deliveries then in process were completed.78
      


      
        Draper and Kennan, however, hit a brick wall on the subject of Japanese rearmament. MacArthur said he was
        “unalterably opposed to any such plan” because it would constitute a violation of “many of our most solemn
        international commitments” and would alienate most of the other countries of the region, which still feared
        Japanese militarism. Moreover, it was contrary to the principles that had guided SCAP’s administration of Japan
        since the surrender. Finally, the Japanese themselves, in MacArthur’s view, could neither afford to rebuild
        their military nor were willing to support another armed force. Instead, MacArthur reiterated his view that the
        United States could provide for Japan’s long-term defense by placing it under the umbrella of the “defensive
        perimeter,” centered on Okinawa.79
      


      
        On balance, Kennan’s and Draper’s respective consultations with MacArthur had produced an apparent consensus
        that the occupation had fulfilled its initial purpose and that Washington could and should reassess the
        direction of US policy in Japan. MacArthur’s concurrence in that assessment, however, was tentative. At the
        very least, it involved little commitment on his part. Moreover, several key issues were still unresolved,
        including the details of the reparations program, the requirements of Japanese defense, and the future of the
        US military presence in Japan. These matters had yet to be addressed decisively back in Washington.
      

    


    
      PPS 28: Kennan’s Japan Policy Paper


      
        Kennan left Tokyo immediately after fulfilling his obligation to consult with Draper. On 25 March he formally
        submitted PPS 28, “Recommendations with Respect to US Policy toward Japan,” along with a lengthy memorandum
        summarizing the findings of his trip and thus explaining his proposals for the
        redirection of occupation policy.80 Kennan began by outlining the framework within which the “reverse course” would be
        implemented. First and foremost, he observed, it was fortunate that negotiations toward a peace treaty had made
        little progress, since there was “no important respect in which Japan is really prepared today to bear the
        responsibilities of renewed independence in a manner fully satisfactory to US interests. And with the possible
        exception of the question of military security, there is no important respect in which it could not become
        better prepared during a further period of occupation, if US policy were shaped to that purpose.”81 Accordingly, Kennan
        recommended again that peace negotiations be put off to give Washington time to focus its efforts on preparing
        Japan for the eventual removal of US authority. Indeed, as many issues as possible should be resolved before
        peace negotiations proceeded, so that the ultimate peace treaty itself could be as brief and general as
        possible.82
      


      
        The timing of an eventual peace settlement, Kennan argued, ultimately depended on resolving the problem of
        Japan’s long-term security. He saw only two alternatives: Washington either had to commit itself to maintaining
        US forces in Japan after conclusion of a peace settlement, which Kennan viewed as “psychologically unsound,” or
        had to accept “a certain degree of remilitarization” of the country—something that he thought would shock or
        alienate most of the Allies. MacArthur, Kennan reported, was of the view that neither option was necessary,
        that Japan could be demilitarized without inviting Communist attack or subversion. The PPS director, however,
        was skeptical—and was formulating alternative ideas on the subject of Japanese security (which will be
        discussed in the next chapter). In the meantime, he thought the most viable option was continued deferral of a
        peace treaty.83
        Although Kennan acknowledged that the question of Japanese security would have to be postponed, he nonetheless
        thought Washington could and should “make up its mind at this point” to permanently retain Okinawa—as MacArthur
        had advocated—and to do so by establishing a US trusteeship over it. The US Navy’s needs, moreover, could be
        met by developing Okinawa as an advance operating base and simultaneously making arrangements to retain the
        ship repair and other facilities at Yokosuka, at the mouth of Tokyo Bay, on a commercial basis. Finally, he
        recommended that the Japanese “police establishment” be strengthened and reinforced with the creation of a
        “strong and effective coast guard” and a civilian Japanese intelligence agency equivalent to the Federal Bureau
        of Investigation (FBI).84
      


      
        Kennan then focused on the “reverse course” and its administrative requirements. The problem here was twofold,
        involving both the difficulties of working through the FEC and the troublesome aspects of SCAP headquarters
        itself. Kennan observed that there was an “unhealthy tendency” among SCAP personnel to overstep the bounds of engagement in the actual operations of the Japanese government, and thus
        make SCAP’s presence in Japan self-perpetuating. This, he insisted, was an “evil” that needed to be reversed
        before any plans could be made for the eventual transfer of administrative authority to the Japanese
        government. Kennan thus recommended that SCAP begin a process of gradually reducing both the scope of its
        operations and the number of its personnel. He noted that Washington alone could mandate this process, since
        SCAP was unlikely to take the initiative voluntarily.85
      


      
        As for the FEC, Kennan saw no need for a dramatic shift in Washington’s fundamental policy toward the
        commission. He believed, however, that the FEC should be discouraged from considering any policy papers not
        directly related to the terms of the surrender, or from passing judgment on SCAP activities that could be
        considered outside the commission’s jurisdiction. On those matters, Kennan argued, Washington could and should
        issue unilateral directives to MacArthur in his capacity as commander in chief of US forces in the Far
        East.86
      


      
        Finally, Kennan outlined his proposed framework for occupation policy, essentially codifying the “reverse
        course.” The central objective was to prepare Japan for an eventual US withdrawal. The occupation’s existing
        policy direction, however, was almost entirely counterproductive in this respect. The “reform program,” under
        which Japan was being democratized and demilitarized, was based on Western models and Western ideas that “the
        more mature students and observers of Japan” doubted were fully applicable there. Because of the confused and
        arbitrary manner of their implementation, the land reform and deconcentration programs and the purge were
        creating “considerable bewilderment” among the Japanese at the expense of political stability. Kennan thus
        recommended that the main reform programs be “steadily but unobtrusively” relaxed.87
      


      
        In their place, Kennan stated, “economic recovery should be made the prime objective of United States policy in
        Japan for the coming period.” This should include a long-term aid program—on a declining scale that would
        gradually wean Japan off dependence on the United States—and a concerted US effort to eliminate obstacles to,
        and promote the revival of, Japan’s foreign trade. Kennan specified that the details of the economic recovery
        program would be worked out between the Army and State Departments following Draper’s own return from Tokyo. He
        addressed the problem of reparations in the same context, warning that its resolution was critical to Japan’s
        economic recovery. Heavy reparations had been justified on the grounds that they would help the recipient
        countries with their own recovery while preventing Japan from again posing a military threat to the region.
        This, Kennan argued, was shortsighted to the point of absurdity; on the contrary, continuation of the
        reparations program would “license the squandering of the wealth of the one country in
        the Far East capable of producing goods upon which that whole area must so heavily depend.”88
      


      
        Washington, Kennan recommended, must drive this point home with the other FEC countries because “it is we who
        are responsible for the occupation of Japan. It is we who pay in dollars and cents for its failures and its
        inconsistencies. It is mainly upon our future foreign relations that any frivolities of occupational policy
        will eventually wreak their revenge. This being the case, the realistic thinking and leadership in matters of
        the occupation must come from us, if it is to come from anywhere. The others have neither the incentive nor, in
        most cases, the sense of responsibility, to view these things incisively and dispassionately from the
        standpoint of an enlightened comprehension of the longterm needs of peace and stability in the Far
        East.”89 Kennan
        acknowledged that other FEC countries might issue “outraged complaints” against the new policy direction he was
        proposing, but he insisted that it was necessary and could be managed through “careful diplomatic
        preparation.”90
      


      
        Having taken up the Japan issue as a personal crusade, Kennan maintained a proprietary attitude toward the
        recommendations he included in PPS 28. Indeed, according to Paul Nitze, Kennan always considered the reports he
        wrote personally to be “etched in steel” and was reluctant to see them altered in any way.91 Accordingly, when Kennan
        submitted PPS 28 to then Acting Secretary Lovett, he emphasized in his cover letter that the paper’s
        recommendations represented a “unified concept” that he believed was consistent with the views of both
        MacArthur and the Army Department. Any tampering with those recommendations within the State Department might
        “ruin the concept as a whole”; at the very least, Kennan argued, it would increase the possibility of
        disagreements with the military establishment over Japan policy. In an effort to prevent this from happening,
        Kennan suggested that the State Department fully coordinate its position internally before Draper’s return from
        Tokyo in mid-April.92
      


      
        Kennan was hospitalized with duodenal ulcers immediately after he returned to Washington at the end of March
        1948; he did not return to the PPS until 19 April.93 In his absence, however, his State Department colleagues
        generally obliged him in expediting the review of his paper. John Allison, then head of the Japan desk in FE,
        reported to Butterworth that he was in “entire agreement” with “the Kennan report”; Allison recommended not
        only that it be “adopted at once” but that “all subsequent action with regard to Japan, the Far East as a
        whole, and the Far Eastern Commission … be brought into line with the
        recommendations” in PPS 28. Hugh Borton, the FE Japan specialist who had drafted the initial version of a peace
        treaty the previous summer, largely concurred with Allison’s view, raising only minor reservations.94
      


      
        The department’s economists, however, were more skeptical. The sticking point proved to
        be Kennan’s proposals with regard to reparations, which Assistant Secretary of State for Economic Affairs
        Willard Thorp believed were ill advised. “No reparation formula,” Thorp argued, “can meet the tests suggested
        by Mr. Kennan.” Similarly, Saltzman disagreed with Kennan’s claim that the removal of Japanese “war industries”
        would hamper the country’s economic recovery; he insisted that the industries being dismantled had in fact been
        excessively developed before the war and were simply “unnecessary to the Japanese economy.” In any case,
        Saltzman argued, the reparations question required much further study before it could be finally
        resolved.95
      


      
        By 16 April, the State Department was ready to forward PPS 28 to Draper and the Army Department, who for their
        part had been willing to let State take the lead but were eager to weigh in on Kennan’s recommendations and
        claim their role in crafting the new Japan policy. Kennan himself acknowledged that coordination with the
        military establishment was necessary before the paper could be submitted to the NSC, but he was anxious to
        avoid any delays that might undermine his “unified concept.” From his hospital bed, Kennan told NSC Executive
        Secretary Sidney Souers that he hoped the council would take “quick, almost automatic” action on the paper when
        it was ready for consideration.96
      


      
        The Army Department, given its well-established view that Japan’s economic recovery was urgent, was no less
        desirous than Kennan that PPS 28 be rapidly approved and implemented. Several of Kennan’s recommendations,
        however, were unacceptable to various elements of the military establishment. The P&OD, for example, was
        uncomfortable with the vagueness of Kennan’s suggestion that Washington put off negotiations for a peace treaty
        “at this time.” The P&OD wanted to say explicitly that a peace treaty would not be signed until Japan had
        become stable enough “to allow her to carry out her responsibilities in a manner satisfactory to the US” and
        until Washington could be assured against a power vacuum in Japan. Similarly, the P&OD was unwilling to
        support what was then perceived to be Kennan’s suggestion that Washington aim at demilitarization of Japan. On
        the contrary, the eventual peace treaty should allow Japan “to maintain armed forces … of a strictly defensive character and in limited numbers” for the purposes of internal
        security.97
      


      
        The two issues, however, that proved to be the greatest sources of contention between the State and Army
        Departments were reparations and the role of the FEC. Whereas Thorp and Saltzman had objected to Kennan’s
        reparations proposal within the State Department because they believed it had gone too far toward abruptly
        ending the reparations program, Draper and the Army Department argued that Kennan’s proposal did not go far
        enough. In the same vein, the military thought Kennan had not gone far enough toward eliminating the problem
        of coordination with the FEC. The P&OD wanted Kennan’s paper to say explicitly that
        Washington’s long-term goal was to see the commission abolished altogether. In the meantime, US actions with
        regard to the FEC should be based on the explicit premise that the commission’s policymaking functions had, “in
        effect, been terminated” inasmuch as the initial surrender terms had been implemented. The P&OD thus
        recommended that PPS 28 be amended to say that Washington would henceforth “resist all attempts by other [FEC]
        members to introduce and secure passage of further policy proposals within the Far Eastern
        Commission.”98
      


      
        Ironically, the Army’s positions on reparations and the FEC (as on Japanese rearmament) essentially coincided
        with Kennan’s personal views, but he had been obliged to moderate the language of his proposals to obtain the
        concurrence of his State colleagues. State and Army officials, in any case, spent most of May trying to settle
        these differences and produce a fully coordinated version of PPS 28 for submission to the NSC. For his part,
        Kennan observed that the Army’s desire to rearm Japan, however modestly, would require the concurrence of the
        other FEC countries; without commenting on the goal itself, Kennan argued that the language in the paper would
        at least have to acknowledge this requirement. As for the FEC itself, he believed the Army’s reference to the
        goal of “terminating the existence” of the commission was too extreme. Kennan recommended “something more
        modest” in language such as “eliminating the FEC from the control of decisions going beyond implementation of
        the terms of surrender.”99
      


      
        By far the most complex and troublesome issue dividing State and Army was the matter of reparations. The
        Johnston Committee, which had accompanied Draper to Japan, had submitted its final report on 26 April. In
        conclusions probably preordained by Draper, the committee found that continued uncertainty over the reparations
        issue was suppressing Japanese industries’ incentives to rebuild; moreover, the industrial capacity “that can
        be spared without affecting Japan’s useful peacetime productivity is not great.” Consequently, the committee
        recommended that the removal of only “excess capacity” be authorized—thus setting even lower targets for the
        amount of plant equipment that would be available for reparations than had been suggested by the OCI, the
        previous reparations mission Draper had sent to Tokyo.100
      


      
        Draper incorporated these findings, predictably, into his response to the reparations proposals Kennan had
        included in PPS 28. Needless to say, Kennan’s colleagues within the State Department—who, unlike Kennan
        himself, were unwilling to antagonize the FEC allies by drastically reducing their expected shares of Japanese
        reparations—rejected Draper’s new reparations proposal out of hand. Allison described the Draper plan as “so
        extreme as to be wholly impractical and ill-advised.” Draper, according to Allison, was
        recommending “a reparations program which completely ignores the rights and interests of the claimant nations,
        and which would bring down upon the head of the US Government the outraged wrath of every country whose
        cooperation we must have if Japan is to regain a self-supporting status.”101 The State Department further accused
        Draper of trying to constrain SCAP’s authority to determine the appropriate level of industry for retention in
        Japan, of misstating MacArthur’s own position on the reparations question, and of trying to impose procedural
        requirements on reparations decisions that would effectively block any deliveries from being made.102
      


      
        The State and Army Departments soon became hopelessly deadlocked on the reparations issue. At the end of May,
        it was deemed necessary to simply remove the relevant paragraph from PPS 28—pending coordination of a mutually
        acceptable position—so that the paper could move forward for consideration at the NSC principals’
        level.103 Kennan
        and Butterworth thus submitted the paper—minus the reparations section—to Marshall for his approval,
        emphasizing that it had been coordinated both inside the State Department and with the military, with only
        minor changes having been necessary.104
      


      
        Marshall was already fully on board. The secretary of state had mentioned Kennan’s Japan policy paper at a
        cabinet meeting on 30 April, describing it as “a very closely reasoned and persuasive document” that he was
        eager to submit to the NSC and the president in turn.105 On 1 June, PPS 28/2 was sent to the NSC, where it was
        redesignated NSC 13. Draper, on behalf of the Army Department, forwarded the text of the paper to MacArthur on
        7 June to solicit SCAP’s comments.106
      


      
        The general responded on 12 June, concurring on many aspects of Kennan’s paper but raising troublesome
        objections to others. MacArthur flatly rejected as “entirely unrealistic and fallacious” the implication that
        the number of SCAP personnel could and should be reduced. In his view, US tactical forces in Japan had already
        reached a “dangerously low” level. Nor could the Japanese police establishment be strengthened without drawing
        increasingly harsh criticism from the other FEC countries. As for the FEC itself, MacArthur privately agreed
        with the Army Department that the commission’s elimination was preferable; he added, however, that this might
        be impossible to attain. Overall, MacArthur’s view was largely that the underlying goals of NSC 13 were already
        implicit in the guiding principles of the occupation; he thus appeared to deny that approval of Kennan’s
        recommendations would require any dramatic actions on his part. Butterworth and his subordinates in FE analyzed
        MacArthur’s comments and interpreted them as an indication that the general had simply missed the fundamental
        “underlying concept” of Kennan’s paper, which was that circumstances dictated the beginning of a new phase in
        the occupation.107
      


      
        Kennan had already recognized the need to proselytize this view, not only with
        MacArthur but throughout Washington and also with the Allies. He told a National War College audience on 19 May
        that the occupation had “passed the point of maximum return” under policies that now ran counter to the goal of
        economic stability. In a nod to MacArthur, he asserted that “SCAP should not be blamed for this” because those
        policies had originated in Washington. In any event, Kennan argued, “fairly extensive modifications” were
        necessary if Japan were to be left capable of handling its own affairs. He also interjected a larger point to
        drive home the nature of the problem: “I think it is no exaggeration to say of all the deficiencies of our
        national policies in recent years, none has been so grievous and potentially dangerous as our failure to think
        through to the end the realities of our position as a victor nation and above all as an occupying nation, which
        has commanded and received unlimited scope of action through the formulation of unconditional
        surrender.”108
      


      
        In late May, Kennan separately launched a diplomatic lobbying effort designed to facilitate international
        acceptance of Washington’s “reverse course” on Japan policy. Within days after his initial return from Tokyo,
        Kennan had recommended that the British and the Canadians be recruited to help sell the new policy to other FEC
        member states.109 Accordingly, Kennan and Butterworth met in Washington on 26 May with M. E. Dening, the
        British Foreign Office’s senior Far Eastern expert, to brief him on Washington’s reassessment of its policy
        toward Japan. Kennan outlined for Dening the rationale for postponing a peace treaty until Japan could be
        strengthened internally. He suggested that SCAP would be encouraged to exercise greater initiative in areas
        that, in the past, Washington itself had incorrectly left under the FEC’s authority. Kennan also foreshadowed
        changes in the area of reparations, observing that deliveries from Japan of capital equipment from “obsolescent
        industries would be uneconomical and perhaps of no real benefit to recipient countries.” Summarizing the new
        approach, Kennan said Washington was embarking on “a program of recovery as opposed to reform, of stability as
        opposed to uncertainty,” which was designed not to prevent a peace treaty but rather to ultimately facilitate
        one. A few days later, Kennan traveled to Ottawa to deliver essentially the same presentation to senior
        Canadian officials.110
      


      
        Kennan’s efforts to smooth the way for implementation of the more dramatic elements of NSC 13 proved somewhat
        premature. Because of the deadlock on the reparations issue, the Army’s persistent concerns about other
        sections of the paper, and uncertainty about MacArthur’s receptiveness to the new policy direction, NSC
        deliberations on the Kennan paper quickly bogged down and dragged on through the summer of 1948. This no doubt
        was also due to the administration’s preoccupation during the same period with the implications of the
        Communist takeover of Czechoslovakia, the establishment of the state of Israel, and the Soviet blockade of Berlin. In the meantime, Saltzman assumed primary responsibility on the State
        side for working out a compromise plan on reparations, without which Draper was determined to withhold Army’s
        approval of NSC 13. The Army Department also continued to insist on language declaring that the FEC’s functions
        had been exhausted. Kennan personally was prepared to concede on the latter issue, but Butterworth, Saltzman,
        and Nitze (who was then working in the economics division for Thorp) were standing firm.111
      


      
        MacArthur, in Tokyo, remained surprisingly and perhaps deliberately oblivious to the debate in Washington over
        Japan policy. Attempts to solicit his input on the reparations question apparently produced no definitive
        response. In late July, Butterworth and Kennan learned that MacArthur had never consulted on the subject of NSC
        13 with William Sebald, the State Department’s senior representative in Tokyo; Sebald, who was at the mercy of
        SCAP’s communications channels, had never even received a copy of PPS 28 or of the subsequent FE memorandum
        analyzing MacArthur’s initial response to NSC 13. The general’s lack of substantive engagement seemed to be
        confirmed by a letter from Sebald to Marshall in mid-September relaying MacArthur’s praise for a recent State
        Department policy statement on Japan—a statement based largely on NSC 13, which SCAP had criticized three
        months earlier. An exasperated Butterworth saw this as evidence that SCAP’s 12 June comments on the Kennan
        paper may have been written by SCAP subordinates rather than MacArthur himself.112
      


      
        The debate finally came to a head at the end of September, when NSC 13/1 (basically NSC 13 with two alternative
        reparations proposals) was placed on the agenda for a 30 September meeting of the NSC principals. The meeting
        focused, predictably, on the FEC and reparations issues. Royall chastised the State Department for its
        “deferential attitude” toward the FEC, claiming that the commission’s oversight of US policies in Japan had
        resulted only in delay and compromise of urgent policy directives. He stated frankly that the Army Department
        wanted to “render the FEC impotent.” Similar discussion of the reparations problem produced little
        agreement.113
      


      
        In order to prevent contentious side issues from indefinitely delaying progress on overall policy, the NSC
        ultimately decided to temporarily remove from the paper the paragraphs on reparations and the FEC, as well as
        one dealing with the future disposition of Okinawa and the Ryukyus, which had also emerged as an additional
        source of disagreement between the State and Army Departments. Consequently, Kennan’s paper—now redesignated
        NSC 13/2—was quickly approved by the NSC on 7 October and signed by President Truman two days later.114
      


      
        This, of course, was far from the final victory for Kennan’s crusade to redirect Japan policy. Not only did the
        most contentious issues remain temporarily unresolved, but MacArthur himself had yet to be brought on board.
        Nonetheless, Truman’s approval of NSC 13/2 represented presidential affirmation of
        Kennan’s “reverse course” in occupation policy. “If any one event is to be designated as the turning point in
        America’s postwar policy toward Japan,” wrote historian Frederick Dunn, “it should be this National Security
        Council decision.”115
      

    


    
      The Final Hurdles: Reparations and MacArthur


      
        After the approval of NSC 13/2, the State and Army Departments were able to arrive at mutually acceptable
        positions on the FEC and the Ryukyus relatively quickly. In late October, Lovett forwarded to the NSC both
        compromise language on the Ryukyus and what was to be the final version of NSC 13/2’s paragraph on the FEC. On
        the latter, the two departments simply agreed to delete the language suggesting that the commission’s
        policymaking functions had been substantially carried out.116
      


      
        Resolving the reparations problem required substantially more effort. Appropriately, the responsibility for
        working out an interagency compromise was assigned to Kennan and Draper. The PPS director, drawing heavily on
        technical advice from his colleagues in FE, OE, and O, immersed himself in frequent discussions with the
        undersecretary of the army throughout October and November. Kennan again found himself caught in the middle
        because his personal views on the reparations question were closer to Draper’s than to the consensus within the
        State Department. Perhaps as a ploy to resolve this dilemma, Kennan in mid-October suggested that State simply
        accept the Army’s reparations proposal but advise the NSC that State was doing so in protest and would not be
        responsible “for the unfortunate consequences for our foreign relations which we anticipate from the
        plan.”117
      


      
        Kennan and Draper eventually reached agreement between themselves, but the State Department apparently was
        unwilling to sign on to the deal. The Army Department subsequently reverted to one of its own earlier
        proposals, which State was willing to consider, but the negotiations still dragged on for several more weeks.
        In late November, following a series of exchanges between Lovett, Royall, and Forrestal, the two sides signed a
        “memorandum of understanding” on implementation of the reparations paragraph that would be submitted to the NSC
        for inclusion in NSC 13/2. In effect, the issue was again substantially deferred, pending working-level
        deliberations that resolved the problem—essentially on the Army’s terms—in May 1949.118
      


      
        State and Army similarly went back and forth, also during October and November 1948, on the text of the
        directives that would be sent to MacArthur instructing him on the implementation of NSC
        13/2. Kennan, sensitive to the Allies’ concerns about dramatic unilateral action in Japan by the United States,
        suggested advising MacArthur “that he should do this in as quiet and routine a way as possible, and should use
        his influence, if necessary, to discourage a sensational exploitation of the measures by the Japanese or
        foreign press. If there is press curiosity, the measures should be portrayed by SCAP as perfectly normal
        evolutions of an operation which it was always understood would require gradual modification as the events of
        the war recede into the past.”119
      


      
        A more immediate problem emerged, however, in getting the Army Department to sign off on the instructions to
        MacArthur for which approval of NSC 13/2 had given the green light. Army leadership, after having insisted for
        months that urgent action was necessary, now began to drag its feet when it came to issuing orders to the
        general that he might not be eager to receive. Indeed, Kennan himself had observed even before his trip to
        Japan that the military establishment in Washington was generally reluctant to arouse the wrath of SCAP. “They
        were intimidated by MacArthur,” Kennan wrote, “even more than people in the State Department.”120
      


      
        In late October, Butterworth warned Lovett that the Army was showing signs of opposing “prompt and forceful
        implementation” of certain sections of NSC 13/2, such as that on the purge of militarists, which MacArthur had
        consistently refused to moderate. Because Kennan’s original proposals had already been “considerably watered
        down” to gain Army concurrence, to the point where NSC 13/2 represented State’s minimal position, Butterworth
        argued that it was essential that the final version be implemented “to the fullest extent.” He advised Lovett
        to make this approach personally to Royall. On 10 November, the acting secretary of state forwarded directly to
        the army secretary, for transmission to Tokyo, two telegrams containing MacArthur’s new
        instructions.121
      


      
        Controversy arose two weeks later when the State Department learned that the telegrams had not been sent.
        According to the Army Department, “the delay was occasioned because the original cables as presented were
        unsuitable in form and content for dispatch and had not received prior coordination with the Department of the
        Army.” The Army Department essentially accused State of trying to transmit instructions to MacArthur that had
        not been fully coordinated with the military establishment in Washington. Following some interagency wrangling,
        the telegrams to SCAP were finally sent on 30 November and 1 December. Subsequently, the two agencies saw it
        necessary to negotiate a “memorandum of understanding” on their respective obligations with regard to
        implementation of NSC 13/2. Needless to say, a certain amount of mistrust and miscommunication lingered for
        months thereafter.122
      


      
        By this time, however, the focus of resistance to NSC 13/2 had finally shifted to SCAP
        himself. MacArthur reacted to his new instructions from Washington by claiming that he was a supranational
        official representing the Allied powers, and thus that Washington did not have the authority to give him orders
        unilaterally. On 4 December, the general informed the Army Department that he was “not empowered as CINCFE [US
        Commander in Chief in the Far East] to alter policies … carried out in his
        capacity as SCAP pursuant to Allied directives.” In any case, MacArthur added, most of the policies reflected
        in his new instructions “had long been in effect”; his objections to those that were not had been enunciated in
        his 12 June response to the initial version of NSC 13.123
      


      
        It was now Draper’s turn to seize the bull by the horns. From the beginning, the undersecretary of the army’s
        agenda had focused on developing a detailed new economic program for Japan. Approval of NSC 13/2, having been
        the prerequisite, had set the stage for Draper to launch his plan. On 10 December, the NSC met to discuss the
        “economic stabilization” directive that would essentially flesh out the details of the “economic recovery”
        paragraph in Kennan’s NSC 13/2. This directive, of course, would require even greater obligations on
        MacArthur’s part. Draper flatly told the NSC that SCAP would be required “to direct, not suggest” a wide
        variety of specific actions by the Japanese government. Draper also said he was planning to assign SCAP an
        “economic deputy” with stature and real authority, and that he was considering Detroit Bank president Joseph
        Dodge for the job. The NSC approved Draper’s economic directive and authorized him to transmit it to
        MacArthur.124
      


      
        MacArthur responded as he had to the State Department’s telegrams: “The purport of your message is not
        understood. Few of the policy decisions contained in NSC 13/2 and none of those referred to for report are
        within the field of responsibility of CINCFE.… The international character of
        SCAP … renders him subject solely to Allied policy either formulated by the FEC
        or under specific limited circumstances by the United States, if transmitted as an interim
        directive.… NSC 13/2 has not rpt not been conveyed as an order to SCAP by
        appropriate directive … and SCAP is not rpt not therefore responsible in any way
        for its implementation.”125 Draper, working in conjunction with the State Department, prepared a firm rebuke for
        MacArthur that was couched in terms that would simultaneously undermine the basis of his resistance while
        flattering his ego. The general was expected, Draper wrote, to implement NSC 13/2 in his capacity both as
        CINCFE and as SCAP, the latter position in which MacArthur possessed “considerable latitude in the
        interpretation and execution of FEC directives.” Invoking the idea that Kennan had first introduced to
        MacArthur during their meetings in Tokyo, Draper’s message said the FEC had no basis on which to contest this:
      


      
        
          The State Department considers that there is full international recognition of
          primary US interest in the conduct of the executive authority and responsibility in Japan.… It would [thus] be utterly unreasonable to contend that the US could not advise SCAP in
          the exercise of his executive authority within the limitations of existing policy decisions of the
          FEC.… In preparing NSC 13/2, it was recognized that, in many instances, in
          light of previous policies and commitments, it posed no easy task for you. The National Security Council
          felt, however, that you would find, in the authority that you possess and in your wide background of
          experience, means for seeing that progress is made, gradually and with a minimum of disturbance of public
          opinion, in the direction of the goals outlined in the NSC paper.126
        

      


      
        To drive home the point that MacArthur was receiving instructions based on NSC unanimity, Draper added that the
        JCS and the acting secretary of state had coordinated on the telegram.127
      


      
        MacArthur, seeing a unified front in Washington, at last relented. In a message to Draper on 26 December, he
        reported that he was “in complete accord with your conclusion as to the clearly delineated area of SCAP
        responsibility.”128 This, of course, did not necessarily mean that the general was now prepared to
        enthusiastically embrace the “reverse course” policies of Kennan’s NSC 13/2 and Draper’s economic stabilization
        program. Kennan himself observed that MacArthur “had ample means of delaying, if not frustrating, their
        execution. For these reasons the effect of the decisions in Japan was probably a gradual and to many an almost
        imperceptible one.” Indeed, MacArthur dragged his feet on, or successfully resisted implementation of, many
        elements of NSC 13/2, such as those dealing with the purge and the strengthening of the Japanese police force.
        Nevertheless, MacArthur could not and largely did not obstruct the nucleus of the “reverse course”—the economic
        recovery program. December 1948 also saw the appointment of Dodge as SCAP’s economic deputy and—in a move that
        represented the symbolic end to SCAP’s original economic program—the formal withdrawal of US support for
        FEC-230, the commission’s de-zaibatsu program.129 With these developments, economic historian William
        Borden wrote, “The period of policy development had finally ended, the FEC was stilled, and the drama shifted
        to Japan.”130
      

    


    
      Kennan and Draper: Allocating the Credit


      
        In characterizing Kennan’s role in postwar US policy toward Japan, John Dower—one of the preeminent historians
        of modern Japan—described Kennan as “the father of reverse-course policy.”131 In Aftermath of War, however,
        Schonberger claims that it was Draper who was “singled out by his contemporaries as the
        American policymaker most responsible for launching and setting the direction of the Japanese economic recovery
        program.” Draper, according to Schonberger, had been “the first to directly link the Japanese economic recovery
        program to a ‘reverse course’ ” in occupation policy. Schonberger adds, moreover, that NSC 13/2, “while based
        primarily on George Kennan’s PPS 28 paper, represented the consensus in Washington on the relationship of
        recovery to reform that Draper, more than any other policymaker, articulated and implemented throughout his
        tenure as Army Under Secretary.” Schonberger does not deny that Kennan played a pivotal role in the redirection
        of occupation policy that was set in motion in 1948. He does suggest, however, that Draper deserves at least as
        much credit as Kennan for engineering the “reverse course,” that Kennan to a large extent was following
        Draper’s lead, and that Draper played perhaps a larger role than Kennan in actually implementing NSC 13/2. In
        addition to Schonberger, other historians have characterized Kennan and Draper as having worked as a team to
        foster the new policy direction in Japan.132
      


      
        Draper does deserve a large measure of credit for spearheading the economic recovery program, which was the
        operational heart of the “reverse course” and thus its most visible and dramatic element. In that sense, he did
        play a greater role than Kennan in actually implementing NSC 13/2. The economic recovery program, however, was
        only one component of Kennan’s “unified concept” for a new strategic approach to Japan, the goal of which was a
        stable and sovereign Japan that was friendly to the United States and not vulnerable to Communist subversion.
        In essence, Kennan’s goal was that of applying his containment doctrine to Japan—an area that, unlike the
        mainland of Asia, he viewed as being of vital strategic importance to the United States. Historian Bruce
        Cumings has characterized this as the “Kennan Restoration”: Kennan wanted Japan “restored as a regional power
        … thus to butt up against the Soviets, to establish a balance of power like that
        at the turn of the century, and to save the needless spillage of American blood and treasure.”133
      


      
        Draper’s agenda, self-admittedly, was much more limited: his goal was primarily that of freeing Washington of
        the financial burdens of the occupation. He appears to have paid little attention to the broad strategic
        outlook that motivated Kennan. Indeed, Schonberger quotes Draper as telling a press conference in Tokyo during
        his second trip there, in March 1948, that Washington “was not attempting to build Japan into a base against
        the Reds and that his mission was ‘purely economic.’ ”134 This was clearly reflected in the text of the Johnston
        Committee report, which exclusively discussed Japan’s economic conditions and prospects.
      


      
        In the same way that Draper paid little attention to Kennan’s strategic rationale for the “reverse course,”
        Kennan was relatively uninterested in the details of Draper’s economic recovery
        program. According to Nitze, Kennan had little knowledge of economics, understood his limitations in that area,
        and thus generally left economic policy to the experts. Borden concurs that Kennan was “less economically
        astute” than Nitze. Moreover, as a planner rather than an operational officer, Kennan was more than willing to
        cede control when it came to implementation of many of his policy initiatives.135
      


      
        These observations help explain the division of labor between Kennan and Draper on Japan policy. For example,
        Draper’s goal of expanding Japan’s trading relationships in Southeast Asia—which Schaller, Schonberger, Borden,
        Cumings, and others have emphasized as a key element of occupation policy under the Dodge Mission—was not a
        major preoccupation for Kennan, even if it was for some of his colleagues at the State Department. He barely
        mentioned it in PPS 28 (his Japan policy paper), referring only briefly to “the revival of Japan’s trade with
        other countries” and making no specific reference to Southeast Asia. He was not averse to the idea, and
        occasionally endorsed it, most notably at a State Department conference in October 1949 when—as other
        historians have highlighted—Kennan cited the “terrific problem of how … the
        Japanese are going to get along unless they again reopen some sort of empire to the South” and said, “Japan’s
        industrial strength has got to operate in a realm much wider than the Japanese islands themselves.” But on
        these occasions Kennan was endorsing an idea that was more strongly held and advocated by policymakers other
        than himself. Decades later Kennan could “not recall that the possibility of expanding the Japanese trading
        block was a factor in my thinking at that time,” and Davies recalled only that it “might have been” an issue
        for the PPS at the time.136
      


      
        Draper no doubt got a head start on Kennan in pursuing a “reverse course” in Japanese economic policy. His
        first trip to Japan, in September 1947, and his sponsorship of SWNCC 384—the “shift in emphasis” paper—came
        months before Kennan’s mission to Tokyo and his drafting of PPS 28; they even predated PPS 10, the initial PPS
        study of the Japan problem. Kennan, however, does not appear to have been particularly aware of Draper’s
        earlier efforts. Although Schonberger suggests that Kennan was in “regular contact” with and was “deeply
        influenced by” the Japan lobbyists associated with Draper—including Kauffman, the author of the September 1947
        report that attacked the zaibatsu dissolution program—Kennan himself later could not recall ever having had
        “anything to do with” the group.137
      


      
        Draper’s efforts, crucial as they were, were essentially eclipsed by Kennan’s trip to Japan in February 1948,
        and by the deliberations over PPS 28 that flowed from it. From that point until the final approval of NSC 13/2
        in early October, the initiative and the focus of decision making were with Kennan. Indeed, Schonberger
        acknowledges that it was Kennan and the PPS that “developed the geopolitical rationale
        for a full-scale revision in policy for Japan that closely dovetailed with the work of Draper.” Schaller has
        accurately characterized the subsequent relationship between the two men’s efforts: “As Kennan steered a new
        strategic agenda through the national security bureaucracy, Draper expanded his campaign to unleash Japanese
        industry by promoting an export-oriented economy.” Thus, it was largely Kennan who mobilized what Schaller has
        described elsewhere as the “coalition against MacArthur,” and it was Kennan who was the driving force at the
        highest levels of the government behind the strategic reassessment of US policy in Japan.138
      


      
        Nor did Kennan and Draper ever really function as a team. Kennan himself later could not recall “that there was
        any consultation between myself and Bill Draper either before or after my submission of PPS 28” except on the
        reparations issue. The record shows that his recollection was faulty in this regard, given the two men’s
        interaction both in Tokyo and subsequently in Washington. Kennan readily acknowledged that his memory decades
        later may have been deficient, but he almost certainly would have had a stronger recollection of partnership
        with Draper if he had perceived it at the time. Similarly, both Davies and Nitze—who were closely connected at
        various times with Kennan’s work on Japan—later had no recollection of the PPS director working closely with
        Draper. Finally, Kennan’s and Draper’s respective trips to Japan in March 1948, although they briefly merged,
        were largely independent, according to Marshall Green, the FE officer who accompanied Kennan on his
        mission.139
      


      
        For his part, Draper told the story of the “reverse course” as he remembered it in a 1972 interview: “The
        Draper plan … this report that … Paul Hoffman and
        Percy Johnston and the rest of the businessmen made after we spent a month in Japan … resulted in the President changing the policy, on the recommendation of the Secretary of
        State.… And it was then that I recommended … that
        Joe Dodge … be invited to go to Japan as a kind of economic czar.… We adopted a new policy which was sent by cable to General MacArthur, which made it
        possible for the economy to be revised.”140 Like Kennan’s, Draper’s recollection was not entirely accurate. Truman changed the
        policy “on the recommendation of the Secretary of State” largely as a result of the Kennan paper rather than
        the Johnston report. Draper, however, accurately recalled—and deserves full credit for—his pivotal role as the
        architect of the economic stabilization directive to SCAP that followed approval of NSC 13/2, and the
        subsequent Dodge mission. Finally, Colonel Trevor Dupuy, the policy aide who accompanied Draper on the March
        1948 trip to Japan that linked up with Kennan, described the simultaneity of the trips as “completely
        fortuitous.” In Dupuy’s recollection, the two missions were separate and largely unrelated, and there was no
        sense of either cooperation or competition between them. Here too the archival record indicates otherwise,
        because the memo Kennan and Draper jointly prepared after their meeting with MacArthur
        clearly reflects cooperation and even shows their plans to coordinate actions upon their return to
        Washington.141
        Nonetheless, the way the principal players subsequently remembered and characterized their respective roles
        strongly indicates that Kennan was the central player—especially from the NSC perspective—and Draper’s
        involvement was vital but subordinate.
      


      
        On balance, Kennan cannot be denied primary credit for devising the strategic rationale for the “reverse
        course” in Japan and for serving as its leading proponent. It was his advocacy with Marshall and Forrestal, and
        his mission to Japan, that drove the process and made possible the adoption and implementation of Draper’s
        economic program. Gaddis attributes Kennan’s success in large part to his “agility” in devising an effective
        approach to MacArthur that won the general’s trust, framed the policy issues in a way that facilitated
        MacArthur’s concurrence, and negated MacArthur’s concerns about the FEC. Thus, it was Kennan’s central role
        that allowed Washington in the end to reclaim control of Japan from MacArthur, and to begin the new policy
        direction that would lead to that country’s political and economic reconstruction.142
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      Acheson Takes the Helm

    

    
      The final approval in October 1948 of NSC 13/2 (Kennan’s Japan policy paper that outlined the “reverse course” in
      US occupation policy) and in March 1949 of NSC 34/2 (the PPS China paper that affirmed the policy of minimum aid
      to the Koumintang [KMT] and US disengagement from mainland China) represent the high-water mark of Kennan’s
      impact on US policy in East Asia. Working with the high level of autonomy and initiative delegated to him by
      Marshall, Kennan played a central role in formulating and executing major shifts in the strategic direction of
      Washington’s approach to both China and Japan. Inspired by this process and his exposure to East Asian issues, he
      seized the opportunity to devise and propose an ambitious “strategic-political concept” for American policy
      toward the region as a whole.
    


    
      Kennan’s strategic framework for East Asia, however, had a short shelf life. This was due in part to the
      inconstancy of his promotion of that framework, which—in varying measures—faced bureaucratic obstacles, included
      problematic or impractical elements, and was ultimately overtaken by events. It also faced competing demands on
      Kennan’s attention elsewhere in the world, as the Berlin blockade and other developments in Europe fueled the
      emerging Cold War with the Soviet Union. Perhaps more importantly, not long after Kennan formulated his strategic
      framework for the region, his decisive influence on US policy in the Far East—as on other issues—began to erode
      in 1949. This was primarily a result of Marshall’s departure as secretary of state and his replacement by Dean
      Acheson, under whose tenure Kennan’s role in policymaking was gradually diluted and eventually marginalized. As a result, the strategic vision for East Asia he had developed under
      Marshall started to fade soon after its conception.
    


    
      Kennan’s “Strategic-Political Concept” for US Policy in
      Asia


      
        Kennan’s proposal for a strategic framework for the region was a product of the side trip he took to Okinawa
        and the Philippines during his March 1948 trip to Japan. Contemplating the problem of US defensive strategy in
        the Far East, Kennan had been intrigued and encouraged by MacArthur’s comments in Tokyo about the “strategic
        boundaries” of the United States in the western Pacific, particularly the general’s exclusion of the East Asian
        mainland and his emphasis on the offshore islands as constituting that boundary. Prior to his trip to Japan,
        the director of the Policy Planning Staff (PPS) had come to similar views about the country’s future security
        needs and about US strategic goals in the Far East.1 His thinking on this subject derived in part from MacMurray,
        who had argued in his 1935 memorandum that, over the long term, Japan rather than China would be the strategic
        cornerstone of the Far East, and that the United States was best advised to make a “strategic retreat” from the
        Asian mainland.2
        Both of these ideas had been reiterated by Kennan in PPS 23, the summary of US foreign policy objectives that
        he had submitted immediately before his departure for Tokyo.3
      


      
        Accordingly, while in Manila, Kennan drafted an unusual memorandum for Marshall addressing the problem, as
        Kennan saw it, of the lack of an “overall strategic concept” guiding US policy in the region. In Japan—as has
        been seen—he thought the occupation was quickly becoming counterproductive, while there was as yet no plan for
        the country’s long-term security. The future of the US presence on Okinawa was also unresolved. Likewise in
        Korea, the “international mandate” that governed the presence of US troops had proven “unrealistic.” Finally,
        in the Philippines, Washington had “the worst of all possible worlds”—bases large enough to anger the Filipinos
        but too small to be militarily decisive in the event of war. Washington, Kennan asserted, needed to address
        these problems while keeping in mind the limitations that were imposed on US policy by financial, logistical,
        and administrative constraints.4
      


      
        Having outlined the problem, Kennan proceeded to recommend his own “strategic-political concept” for US policy
        in Asia. He apologized to Marshall at the outset “for being so bold, as a civilian, to offer suggestions on
        matters which are largely military,” but added that he was doing so only after consultation with “a number of
        competent officers” in the region, and even then only tentatively. His proposal was
        merely “something to be shot at by the experts when the proper time comes.”5
      


      
        Kennan’s “strategic concept” rested on three principles: (1) the mainland of Asia was not strategically vital
        to the United States, (2) Okinawa would become the center of a “US security zone” stretching from the Aleutians
        to Guam, and (3) Japan and the Philippines would remain outside this zone and be completely demilitarized and
        neutralized. Most of these ideas, Kennan observed, were shared by MacArthur. In particular, the supreme
        commander of the Allied powers (SCAP) did not consider bases on Japanese territory to be essential as long as
        the country was neutralized. On the other hand, Kennan acknowledged that his suggestion for Philippine
        neutrality was subject to debate and that the US Navy might believe that its needs were being overlooked in his
        plan. He argued, however, that his framework was based on a balanced assessment of both military and political
        considerations:
      


      
        
          My interest in this concept stems directly from the fact that it would provide us with the basis of a
          political program for this area. If we knew that these proposals, or something like them, constituted our
          longterm strategic concept, we … could then approach the immediate questions of
          the Japanese peace treaty, the Ryukyus, and our base difficulties with the Philippines, in a confident and
          consistent manner; and I think we could avoid most of the pitfalls which now seem to me to loom across our
          path. But without such a concept, we cannot move at all.… I need hardly stress
          the desirability of an early clarification of our policy in this area in view of the trend of world events
          and the necessity of having all our hatches battened down for the coming period.6
        

      


      
        This memorandum by Kennan was essentially an outline of what came to be known as the US “defensive perimeter”
        or “offshore island defense” plan. Although many of the ideas in it were not wholly original to Kennan, the
        memorandum “did much to stimulate thinking within the government” on the concept, according to
        Gaddis.7
      


      
        However, it does not appear that this thinking ever coalesced, let alone converged, toward an “early
        clarification of our policy” in East Asia. Although the defensive perimeter concept became a de facto basis for
        US security planning in the region—in large part because key elements of it were consistent with the views of
        both MacArthur and the Defense Department—Kennan himself does not appear to have actively considered the
        concept after his return to Washington in March 1948.8 His subsequent activities suggest that it remained on a back
        burner while he focused his efforts on winning support for the “reverse course” and postponing a peace treaty
        with Japan. Nor did he focus either his own attention or that of others on several
        unresolved and potentially problematic elements of the concept, such as where South Korea fit into the
        equation, and how to define and defend US interests in Southeast Asia. Per his initial memorandum to Marshall,
        Kennan most likely saw these issues, and the concept itself, as largely the purview of the military
        establishment and thus left the initiative to the Pentagon. No doubt he knew from his conversations with Draper
        in Tokyo that many there were already advocating the retention of US military forces in Japan.
      


      
        In any event, the “defensive perimeter” concept had a short history—at least as a policy orientation—that ended
        two years later with the outbreak of the Korean War, as will be seen. Nonetheless, Kennan continued to invoke
        elements of his “strategic concept”—including years later—even though he increasingly found himself swimming
        against the tide.
      

    


    
      Changing of the Guard: Kennan and Acheson


      
        In the meantime, Kennan’s involvement and influence as a policymaker evolved considerably due to the
        significantly altered bureaucratic environment that resulted from Acheson’s appointment as secretary of state
        in January 1949. Although Kennan remained a key player until his departure from the State Department in August
        1950, his relative weight and voice began to diminish—along with his morale.
      


      
        Marshall had created the PPS, defined its mission, and chosen Kennan as its director—although Acheson himself,
        ironically, as undersecretary of state during the first half of 1947, had played a central role in recruiting
        Kennan for the job.9
        Acheson, however, had left the State Department almost immediately thereafter to return to private law
        practice. Kennan subsequently enjoyed almost a free hand under Marshall, who used the PPS as he had originally
        conceived it: as the primary source of policy formulation on the full range of front-burner issues. Kennan’s
        access to Marshall, moreover, was unparalleled. From May 1947 to the end of 1948, “I had the only office
        adjoining his own, and enjoyed the privilege (which I tried never to abuse) of direct entry to him, through our
        common side-door,” Kennan wrote. Most importantly, perhaps, Marshall and Lovett solicited Kennan’s advice and
        recommendations directly, without requiring the PPS to coordinate its papers with the geographical and
        functional offices of the State Department. Kennan staunchly defended this practice against attempts by the
        operational divisions to secure the right to pass judgment on PPS papers.10
      


      
        Kennan and Marshall were not personally close, but their professional relationship appears to have been one of
        deep mutual respect and interdependence. Kennan, who greatly admired Marshall for the
        many traits for which the general was widely revered, told Marshall in 1950 that their association was “the
        greatest of the privileges I have known” in government service. Kennan certainly owed the bulk of his influence
        as PPS director to Marshall’s and Lovett’s willingness to delegate authority and policy development to him.
        Marshall, for his part, once told Kennan that he found the latter’s “calm and analytical approach” to problem
        solving “most comforting” and his professional judgment “a source of great confidence.”11
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          Dean G. Acheson as secretary of state. Kennan’s influence on US foreign policy waned after Acheson succeeded
          Marshall as secretary of state in January 1949.
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        This working environment for Kennan changed after Acheson returned to the State Department as secretary. Even
        before then, Kennan was beginning to grow frustrated with the bureaucratic hassles of
        foreign policymaking, which were consuming much of his energy and attention. Kennan had become increasingly
        intolerant of what he viewed as constraints imposed on foreign policy experts—such as himself—who he believed
        best understood the long-term challenges the United States faced in its international affairs, and should be
        allowed to formulate responses to those challenges unhampered by partisan political considerations and
        organizational turf battles. This attitude, no doubt, was partly Kennan’s response to those within the
        administration who disagreed with his policies. But his frustration with the policymaking process appears to
        have been genuine. At the beginning of 1949, Kennan addressed this problem in a letter to Acheson—just before
        the latter’s appointment as secretary was announced: “I am really not interested in carrying on in government
        service unless I can feel that we have at least a sporting chance of coping with our problem: that we are not
        just bravely paddling the antiquated raft of US foreign policy upstream.… The
        members of this top executive level [in the State Department] must have some degree of mutual intellectual
        intimacy, and must work together as a team.… [Otherwise] I’d rather be
        … any place where I could sound off and talk freely to people … than in the confines of a department in which you can neither do anything about it nor tell
        people what you think ought to be done.”12 This letter almost certainly reflected, at least in part, Kennan’s disappointment
        with the departure of Marshall—and Lovett with him—and Kennan’s fear that his own unique access and influence
        would diminish as a result. This fear proved to be justified.
      


      
        Acheson himself later wrote that the PPS, under Kennan and Nitze (who succeeded Kennan as director in January
        1950), was of “inestimable value as the stimulator, and often the deviser, of the most basic
        policies.”13
        Kennan nonetheless believed that after Marshall’s departure, the PPS “was never used in the same way again and
        I don’t think Mr. Acheson ever fully understood it.” Although Kennan respected and admired Acheson’s integrity,
        and enjoyed his friendship, in his view the new secretary was “a man who dealt, in his inner world, not with
        institutions but with personalities; and he was not always … a good judge of the
        latter.”14
        Kennan’s friend and colleague Charles Bohlen shared this assessment of Acheson’s leadership,15 which had a direct impact
        on the role of the PPS and, by extension, Kennan’s influence as a policymaker. Kennan later wrote:
      


      
        
          Although it was in the position of director of the Planning Staff that [Acheson] asked me to remain, he saw
          me only as an individual—as one, in fact, of a group of individuals whom he had around him and with whom he
          liked to explore ideas.… The thought of consulting the staff as an institution
          and conceding to it, as did General Marshall, a margin of confidence within which he
          was willing to respect its opinion even when that opinion did not fully coincide with his own—the thought, in
          particular, of conceding to the staff a certain function as the ideological inspirer and coordinator of
          policy, bringing into coherent inter-relationship the judgments and efforts of the various geographical and
          functional divisions of the department—all this would have been strange to him.16
        

      


      
        For his part, Acheson found Kennan’s intellectual style frustrating. Davies recalled that the secretary was
        “impatient with some of George’s theorizing,” and Charles Burton Marshall—who joined the PPS in 1950—quoted
        Acheson as saying that Kennan “knows everything except what to do about anything.” This view, apparently, was
        widely shared throughout the State Department: according to another contemporary Foreign Service officer, “the
        common saying around the Department at the time was that George was not only in an ivory tower, but the fog had
        closed in so he couldn’t see the ground.”17 Clearly Kennan’s tendency to intellectualize and his frequent neglect of domestic
        political considerations hampered his utility as a policymaker.
      


      
        Acheson wrote that Kennan and Bohlen approached policymaking “from a different angle from the rest of
        us.… Insofar as their wisdom was ‘noncommunicable,’ its value, though great in
        operations abroad, was limited in Washington.” Equally if not more important, Acheson and Kennan came to
        disagree substantively on a variety of key foreign policy questions, including the future of Germany,
        international control of nuclear weapons, and strategy toward the Soviet Union. As a result, Kennan reached the
        point where he sometimes felt “like a court jester, expected to enliven discussion, privileged to say the
        shocking things, valued as an intellectual gadfly … but not to be taken fully
        seriously when it came to the final, responsible decisions of policy.”18
      


      
        For Kennan, the writing on the wall appeared in September 1949, when Lovett’s successor, Undersecretary James
        Webb—a former Budget Bureau director who, in Kennan’s view, lacked any foreign affairs experience and “didn’t
        understand the staff problem at all”—instructed that all PPS papers would henceforth require coordination with
        the relevant geographical or functional divisions of the department prior to their submission to the secretary.
        From Kennan’s perspective, “it was perfectly clear what was involved in this procedure: the staff was to be
        deprived of direct access to the Secretary of State in the presentation of its views.” This, he believed,
        defeated the purpose of the PPS. Indeed, Kennan interpreted it as the failure of his efforts to foster a
        systematic and intelligent means of devising and executing foreign policy. This was reflected in a series of
        entries in his diary in the fall of 1949:
      


      
        
          The whole raison d’etre of [PPS] was its ability to render an independent
          judgment on problems coming before the Secretary or the Under Secretary through the regular channels of the
          Department. If the senior officials of the Department do not wish such an independent judgment, or do not
          have confidence in us to prepare one which would be useful, then I question whether the Staff should exist at
          all. [19 September] … Pondering today the frustrations of the past week, it
          occurred to me that it is time I recognized that my planning staff … has simply
          been a failure, like all previous attempts to bring order and foresight into the designing of foreign policy
          by special institutional arrangements within the Department.… The reason for
          this seems to lie largely in the impossibility of having the planning function performed outside the line of
          command. [19 November] … Pondering further the reasons for my own sense of
          frustration in my present position, I realize that the heart of the difficulty lies in the fact that my
          concept of the manner in which our diplomatic effort should be conducted is not shared by any of the other
          senior officials of the Department, and that the Secretary is actually dependent on these officials, for
          better or for worse, for the execution of any foreign policy at all. [22 November]
        

      


      
        Kennan had gotten used to the autonomy and influence he enjoyed under Marshall, but his preferences for how the
        planning function should be exercised and his “concept of the manner in which our diplomatic effort should be
        conducted” had apparently reached their limits, perhaps inevitably so. He always balked at having to subject
        his views to routine bureaucratic coordination and competition, but ultimately this could not reasonably be
        avoided. Resigned to being marginalized, on 29 September 1949 Kennan informed Webb that he wished to be
        relieved as PPS director as soon as possible, and to leave the State Department the following June.19
      

    


    
      The Taiwan Dilemma


      
        In the meantime, however, Kennan remained in Acheson’s inner circle, where—although his relative influence
        began to diminish—he continued to play a key role in most major policy issues, including those related to East
        Asia. The first such problem Acheson was forced to confront—after the issue of aid to the KMT on the Chinese
        mainland had been largely resolved—was that of Taiwan. As the Chinese civil war continued to advance in favor
        of the Communists, the political and strategic relevance of Taiwan as a potential offshore redoubt or buffer
        came to the fore.
      


      
        Kennan had first weighed in on policy toward Taiwan early in 1948, addressing it in the
        “strategic concept” memorandum that he prepared for Marshall during his trip to Japan, Okinawa, and the
        Philippines. Although Kennan’s concept emphasized the islands offshore from mainland China as key to the US
        defensive perimeter in the western Pacific, he originally excluded Taiwan from this security zone, suggesting
        that the United States should “leave the place alone as long as no power other than a genuine Chinese
        Government showed an interest in it.” He added, however, that this approach would have to be reassessed “if
        there is any final disintegration of [Nationalist] Government authority there or any sudden access of communist
        influence.”20
      


      
        By late 1948, both of these conditions appeared imminent, and Washington was scrambling to reconsider its
        position with regard to Taiwan. Kennan inserted himself in the process in late October by consulting with
        Butterworth on the advisability of taking the matter to the National Security Council (NSC). Davies, for his
        part, suggested that the State Department’s Office of Far Eastern Affairs (FE) prepare an urgent memo on
        alternative courses of action. Lovett subsequently asked the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), through the NSC, to
        provide a military assessment of the strategic implications of a potentially Communist-dominated Taiwan. The
        JCS responded on 1 December that such a development would be “seriously unfavorable” to the United States. The
        Communists’ success on the mainland had increased the potential value of Taiwan as a base for US military
        operations in wartime; “unfriendly control” of the island could have grave consequences. The Joint Chiefs thus
        considered it advisable to prevent Communist domination of Taiwan “by the application of such diplomatic and
        economic steps as may be appropriate.”21
      


      
        This JCS recommendation conspicuously avoided any mention of possible military action—essentially passing the
        buck to the State Department. Accordingly, while Kennan, Davies, and their State colleagues began to explore
        various policy options that might prevent a Communist takeover of Taiwan, they insisted that the Joint Chiefs
        were also obliged to spell out what they were willing to do in support of that goal.22
      


      
        The problem was addressed as a matter of urgency by the NSC on 6 January 1949. The principals agreed that
        keeping Taiwan away from the Communists was “of the utmost importance,” but Lovett said the difficult question
        was how best to do it. Given the international commitment to seeing Taiwan—which had been a Japanese colony
        from 1895 until Tokyo’s defeat in 1945—returned to “Chinese” control, he added that any direct US intervention
        on the island would be highly inadvisable. The NSC staff was instructed to prepare a paper on possible options,
        drawing on the JCS paper of 1 December, subsequent proposals from the Army and Navy, and a forthcoming paper
        from the State Department.23
      


      
        Kennan’s PPS and Butterworth’s FE, which worked together to prepare the State
        Department’s contribution, saw the Communist threat to Taiwan as coming not from a military invasion but rather
        from political infiltration and the “classic Chinese deal at the top.” The best way to forestall this was not
        by sending in the US Marines—which would be counterproductive—but by fostering the development of a native,
        non-Communist local government that could itself successfully resist the Communists. If this should fail,
        however—and that possibility was fully recognized—the central problem, as Davies saw it, was finding a way to
        isolate Taiwan and its outlying islands from the mainland “without ourselves taking any open unilateral
        responsibility for or power over them.” To that end, if US military intervention became necessary, it should be
        based “not on obvious strategic American interests but on principles which are likely to have support in the
        international community, mainly the principle of self-determination of the Formosan people.” Butterworth
        forwarded these ideas to Lovett, who passed them on to Truman along with a recommendation that the Joint Chiefs
        be asked to decide whether they judged Taiwan to be strategically important enough to warrant the United States
        going to war to prevent a Communist takeover of the island.24
      


      
        As submitted to the NSC on 19 January as NSC 37/1, the State Department paper observed that Taiwan’s legal
        status was that of a portion of Japan’s prewar empire awaiting disposition according to a treaty of peace,
        which was then still pending. Its native population was increasingly anti-Chinese, having suffered since the
        end of the Japanese war under a government of KMT officials exiled from the mainland who exhibited all the
        weaknesses of the Nationalist regime there. The local Communists, meanwhile, were as yet a negligible presence.
        Given these circumstances, Washington could either (a) simply occupy the island under the terms of the Japanese
        surrender, an option that was unlikely to gain acceptance in the international community; (b) negotiate basing
        rights with the KMT, which would not prevent and may even invite Communist infiltration, and would in any case
        depend on Chiang Kai-shek’s tenuous reliability; (c) support the Nationalist regime on the island as the
        recognized government of China, which would antagonize both the Communists and the native Taiwanese; or (d)
        support local non-Communist control of the island, an approach that maximized US freedom of action but was
        problematic because a viable native, non-Communist element did not yet exist.25
      


      
        The department acknowledged that opting for any one of these alternatives would merely be choosing the least of
        several evils. Nevertheless, the paper recommended that the administration pursue option (d) while
        simultaneously delivering clear messages to the Nationalist regime on Taiwan that it should clean up its act,
        be fully responsive to the needs of the native population, and try to minimize both the number of refugees from
        the mainland and the KMT’s military buildup on the island. Washington should especially
        discourage Chiang from “building up Formosa as his final stronghold,” as he apparently was planning.26
      


      
        Meanwhile, the State Department continued its efforts to extract a commitment—or even a clear position—from the
        Joint Chiefs on possible military actions with regard to Taiwan. Butterworth informed Acheson on 2 February
        that field reports from Ambassador John Leighton Stuart and Joint US Military Advisory Group (JUSMAG) chief
        General David Barr suggested it was increasingly unlikely that diplomatic and economic measures could prevent
        Communist domination of Taiwan. At an NSC meeting the following day, Acheson stated that if those efforts
        failed, the question would center on the strategic value of the island; the JCS would then have to decide
        whether the use of force was advisable. The Joint Chiefs agreed to reexamine the issue and report back on any
        steps they might be willing to take. The State Department simultaneously agreed to provide its own “statement
        of specific and immediate steps which the US should take” on Taiwan.27
      


      
        The JCS responded in mid-February with a memorandum reiterating that “any overt military commitment in Formosa
        would be unwise at this time.” This judgment was based on the calculation that a major military effort would be
        required to defend or occupy the island, which was not “directly vital to our national security” and thus not
        worth a major investment of military resources. Equivocally, however, the Joint Chiefs added that Taiwan’s
        “strategic importance is, nevertheless, great” and thus merited some level of military support—in the form of a
        small number of fleet units stationed at ports in Taiwan—aimed at fostering the goal of a native, non-Communist
        government. The State Department disagreed, arguing that any US military presence on Taiwan would be a
        political liability and was unlikely to prevent Communist infiltration of the island. For its part, the
        department recommended strengthening US diplomatic representation on Taiwan and approaching the Nationalist
        government there with offers of economic assistance. The NSC later agreed to stand down on the JCS idea of
        stationing minor fleet units on the island.28
      


      
        Acheson nonetheless remained irritated at the Joint Chiefs’ evasion of the basic question of whether US
        military action should even be retained as a future option. At an NSC meeting on 3 March, he asked the JCS to
        explicitly confirm that they did not recommend overt action either then or “under any foreseeable future
        circumstances.” Forrestal turned the question around by asking what the State Department’s reaction would be if
        the JCS recommended such action. Acheson, drawing on Davies’s earlier suggestions, responded that any US move
        to occupy Taiwan would best be done under the guise of international action, such as seeking a UN
        trusteeship—although the United States could help lay the groundwork by covertly encouraging a local autonomy
        movement. Such an approach, Acheson argued, would avoid the possibility of “having
        things go to pieces underneath us if we took direct control.”29
      


      
        On 2 April, Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson, who had succeeded Forrestal, responded to Acheson’s request for
        a clarification of the JCS position. The Joint Chiefs, however, were no more ready to make a commitment—indeed,
        they were even more equivocal—than they had been in February. They confirmed that, in their view, military
        action on Taiwan was inadvisable under any circumstances, “subject to the following considerations”: “The Joint
        Chiefs of Staff do not believe that the strategic importance of Formosa justifies overt military action at this
        time or in the event that diplomatic and economic steps prove insufficient to prevent Communist domination so
        long as the present disparity exists between our military strength and our global obligations. However, it
        should be pointed out that there can be no categorical assurance that other future circumstances extending to
        war itself might not make overt military action eventually advisable from the overall standpoint of our
        national security.”30
      


      
        Clearly, neither State nor the JCS had a solution to the administration’s dilemma. Both agencies were stalling
        for time. Developments on Taiwan and on the mainland, however, only enhanced the apparent urgency of the
        problem. In late April the Chinese civil war escalated when the Communists crossed the Yangtze River. The flow
        of refugees to Taiwan accelerated, dissension within the Nationalist leadership increased, and Chiang moved
        closer toward transferring his regime to the island. On 25 May, Livingston Merchant—one of FE’s China hands,
        who had been sent to Taiwan to survey the situation—wrote a memo for Butterworth stating that these
        developments made it necessary for the NSC to once again review its Taiwan policy. “We find ourselves faced on
        Formosa,” Merchant observed, “with a situation very similar to that which confronted us on the mainland a year
        ago.” The government on Taiwan was corrupt, incompetent, and locally despised, and there was little prospect of
        its reforming itself or being replaced by a viable non-Communist alternative. As for US policy options, neither
        strong support for the Nationalist regime on the island nor the commitment of military forces would be useful.
        Again, some combination of international action and support for local autonomy was advisable. In any case,
        urgent action was required.31
      


      
        All the relevant offices in the State Department scrambled to devise a workable plan. Butterworth, drawing on
        Merchant’s advice, recommended to Deputy Undersecretary of State for United Nations Affairs Dean Rusk that the
        department propose to the NSC that the Taiwan problem be forwarded immediately to the UN. Before the General
        Assembly, Butterworth suggested, the United States would propose that the UN supervise a plebiscite in which
        the people of the island would decide whether they wanted a return to Chinese rule, independence, or a UN trusteeship. Such a step would involve revoking in part the 1943 Cairo
        Declaration—under which the wartime Allies agreed that Taiwan would be restored to China—but Washington would
        frankly state that the Nationalists had “forfeited the right to a perfunctory confirmation of sovereignty” over
        Taiwan through their “misrule” of the island since the Japanese surrender.32
      


      
        While Butterworth and Rusk worked to refine this approach, Kennan jumped boldly into the fray.33 By this time the PPS
        director had nothing but contempt for Chiang and the KMT, whom he held responsible for drawing the United
        States into the Chinese civil war and complicating Washington’s subsequent efforts to get out. Moreover, Kennan
        considered the Allies’ commitment in 1943 to eventually return Taiwan to Chiang to have been extremely ill
        advised; indeed, he recalled “being told by someone that it flowed … simply from
        something Harry Hopkins once said at a cocktail party in Cairo.” He later decried “this thoughtless tossing to
        China of a heavily inhabited and strategically important island which had not belonged to it in recent decades,
        and particularly the taking of this step before we had any idea of what the future China was going to be like,
        and without any consultation of the wishes of the inhabitants of the island.”34 Accordingly, Kennan set Davies to work
        drafting an alternative course of action that completely dispensed with the KMT and instead relied on a local
        separatist regime. Davies agreed with Kennan that the Nationalists could not be allowed to take over Taiwan,
        where they would only repeat “the egregious errors made on the mainland.” The “only way out we could see,”
        Davies recalled, was to replace the Nationalists on the island with a competent native government—which
        unfortunately was still not available—or to “repulse them in their plans.”35
      


      
        In his original draft for Kennan, Davies proposed that Washington consider simply removing the Nationalist
        government on Taiwan and assuming de facto US administration of the island. Acknowledging that such a move
        would implicitly require underwriting by the US military, Davies cautioned that this recommendation was
        “suggestive rather than definitive.” In Davies’s view, “The general course of action being proposed here is so
        complex and full of unpredictable elements that, if accepted, it should be implemented with intelligent
        flexibility.… During the take-over and the subsequent administration of the
        island, we should avoid so far as possible a conspicuous role. We should always remember that our aim is more
        to deny the islands to the Communists than to acquire responsibility for them and that our influence can be far
        more effectively exerted through indirect and discreet means rather than through unilateral heavy-handed
        measures.”36 After
        extensive discussion within the PPS, Davies devised yet another, more legalistic approach. Because Taiwan’s
        status technically remained subject to completion of a peace treaty with Japan, and because the Chinese civil
        war necessitated keeping the island under stable authority in the meantime, Washington and the Allies could declare that SCAP—General MacArthur in Tokyo—was prepared to extend his
        administrative control over Taiwan.37
      


      
        Davies’s final paper, completed on 23 June and designated PPS 53, outlined an elaborate plan of action. He
        recommended first that the JCS be asked whether they were “able and willing to provide the requisite force to
        subdue and eject, if necessary, the Nationalist troops” then on Taiwan. Meanwhile, the Philippine, Australian,
        and Indian governments would be quietly sounded out on their willingness to take the diplomatic lead in calling
        for international action in the UN to organize a plebiscite on Taiwan. If those governments responded
        positively by taking the public initiative—and the JCS was willing to commit troops—Washington would
        immediately propose an international conference, at which the United States would state publicly that the Cairo
        Declaration had been invalidated by the Nationalists’ misrule of Taiwan, and that Washington was willing to
        support international occupation of the island and supervision of a plebiscite there. The United States would
        agree to “carry the main weight of the military phase of the operation,” although token Allied forces would be
        required to “minimize [its] unilateral appearance.” The top Nationalist leaders on the island, finally, would
        be given incentives to cooperate, and Chiang himself would be offered the status of a political
        refugee.38
      


      
        Davies’s plan appears to have died on the shelf. It probably was never workable, given the military’s
        reluctance to commit troops to Taiwan. Moreover, the plan was too dependent on the diplomatic assistance of
        other Asian countries, and on the cooperation of Chiang himself, to be a safe bet for Washington. Finally, it
        is unlikely that the “international” character of the proposed action would ever have been more than a tenuous
        facade.
      


      
        Kennan, in any case, had ideas of his own. He had grown increasingly impatient with the administration’s
        inability and reluctance to confront the Taiwan problem head-on, and its preoccupation with avoiding any action
        that might be perceived internationally as imperialistic or belligerent. Now, reversing his earlier exclusion
        of Taiwan from the US “defensive perimeter”—which he had made subject to the reliability of Chinese governance
        of the island—Kennan asserted that Taiwan was too strategically important to be left to either the Communists
        or the Nationalists, and that Washington should be prepared to do whatever was necessary to prevent the island
        from falling into the hands of either regime. For example, he was more than willing to throw US support behind
        a native Taiwanese insurrection against the KMT, which had brought its corruption with it from the mainland and
        had massacred local anti-government demonstrators in the 228 Incident of February 1947. In a note to Davies,
        Kennan asked: “What would you think of the following statement with respect to Formosa if there were to be a
        native insurrection on the island?”
      


      
        
          It cannot be reasonably assumed that the hitherto expectant attitude of the United
          States will be indefinitely maintained.… When the inability of China to deal
          successfully with the insurrection has become manifest … a situation will be
          presented in which our obligations to the sovereignty of China will be superseded by higher obligations which
          we can hardly hesitate to recognize and to discharge.… The United States is not
          a nation to which peace is a necessity.39
        

      


      
        This language, Kennan observed, was “well-founded in US diplomatic usage. It occurred in President Cleveland’s
        annual message to Congress of December 7, 1896, but where the term China is used, he said ‘Spain.’ ”40
      


      
        Kennan basically felt that the administration was being overly cautious and was not facing up to reality. In
        this regard, he doubted that even Davies’s proposal was feasible. As a result, when he forwarded PPS 53 to
        Acheson, he sent it under cover of a separate memorandum containing his own views with regard to Taiwan—a memo
        later regarded as one of the most curious and uncharacteristic documents Kennan ever wrote. In it, he began
        with the same premise as Davies: that the only “reasonably sure chance” of denying Taiwan to the Communists and
        separating it from the mainland was to remove the KMT government there and replace it with a provisional
        government—under international or US auspices—dedicated to the principle of eventual self-determination for the
        island. There were two ways of accomplishing this, Kennan argued. One, as outlined in Davies’s paper, was to
        induce other governments in the region to take the lead in initiating international action. The other, in
        Kennan’s view, was simply to temporarily assert unilateral authority over Taiwan on the grounds that regional
        stability and the interests of the Taiwanese people necessitated US intervention.41
      


      
        Kennan stated frankly that he believed Davies’s option would entail a diplomatic operation requiring such
        sensitivity, subtlety, and timing that it would “surpass the framework of experience and capabilities of the
        many people, both here and abroad, who would have to participate in it.” The second option, on the other hand,
        “would offend the sensibilities of many people in the Department on legal and procedural grounds, and we would
        probably have to cut some legal corners to justify it.” As a result, the consensus within the State Department,
        Kennan observed, was that neither course of action was acceptable and that Taiwan should be considered lost to
        the Communists. Kennan, however, refused to accept this judgment: “I personally feel that if the second course
        were to be adopted and to be carried through with sufficient resolution, speed, ruthlessness, and
        self-assurance, the way Theodore Roosevelt might have done it, it would be not only successful but would have
        an electrifying effect in this country and throughout the Far East.”42
      


      
        Kennan admitted that he had “nothing to support this view except my own instinct” and
        thus “cannot put it forth without reservation as a measured and formal staff recommendation.” Nevertheless, he
        recommended that Acheson discuss both options with Truman and the NSC—reminding them that there appeared to be
        no other alternatives to Chinese Communist control of Taiwan. If they agreed that the island was of sufficient
        strategic importance, and if they were prepared to assume responsibility for dramatic action, “then my personal
        view is that we should take the plunge.” If not, Kennan argued, the NSC should be prepared to accept the
        probability that Taiwan would fall to the Communists, and all the political and strategic consequences
        thereof.43
      


      
        Kennan has been harshly criticized and even ridiculed by historians for making this proposal. Evan Thomas and
        Walter Isaacson called it a “remarkable and harebrained scheme from a man who fancied himself a realist and
        nonmilitarist,” and wrote that Acheson “wisely chose to ignore [Kennan’s] call to send in the marines.” Among
        other historians, Warren Cohen said the episode “revealed Kennan at his most absurd”; Nancy Bernkopf Tucker
        referred to Kennan’s “cowboy-style tactics”; and David Mayers observed that Acheson “let the plan succumb to a
        quiet and deserved death.” According to Gaddis—who observed that “Theodore Roosevelt, of course, never did
        anything like this”—Kennan later attributed the idea to Davies, who in turn denied responsibility for such a
        “totally implausible plan.” However, Kennan’s attribution to Davies more than 30 years later may reflect faulty
        recollection of the distinction between Davies’s proposal in PPS 53 and Kennan’s proposal in the cover
        memorandum that he sent to Acheson; in any event, it would be highly uncharacteristic of Kennan to blame Davies
        for any misjudgment of his own.44
      


      
        In retrospect, Kennan’s scheme does appear to have been untenable and premature. Yet in the context of the
        policy debate at the time—with a Communist takeover of Taiwan viewed as imminent, the administration grasping
        at straws, and no agency willing to commit itself to what appeared to be a hopeless cause—Kennan’s proposal was
        simply a call for serious thinking and, if necessary, decisive action. And it served that purpose, to the
        extent that it could. “Electrifying or not,” according to historian Robert Messer, it “did shock other sources
        of policy advice into a consideration of what to do about Taiwan.”45 Historian David Finkelstein noted that Kennan’s proposal
        “represented the frustration many in State were probably feeling in their quest to save Taiwan.”46 Moreover, Kennan’s idea
        was not dismissed out of hand, particularly since no other positive plan was offered as a way of keeping Taiwan
        out of Communist hands. Three weeks after Kennan delivered his memo to Acheson, the secretary asked his inner
        circle for an assessment of “why we didn’t do anything about the Formosan situation in line with Mr. Kennan’s
        recommendations.”47
      


      
        In late July, Rusk suggested that the JCS be asked yet again to reassess the US
        position on Taiwan in light of recent developments, and specifically to address the question of whether the
        strategic significance of the island was sufficient to warrant either the use of US forces to seize it or the
        establishment of US bases there. Kennan—who, as has been seen, had concluded that Taiwan was inside the US
        defensive perimeter even though he placed mainland China outside it—concurred with this suggestion, which was
        incorporated into another State Department paper for the NSC. The Joint Chiefs replied on 17 August,
        reiterating once more their equivocal position that Taiwan was strategically important to the United States,
        but not important enough to justify overt military action—unless, of course, future circumstances made it
        advisable “from the overall standpoint of national security.”48
      


      
        This represented no real progress at all. Indeed, the administration had essentially failed to agree on any
        policy aimed at significantly altering the course of events on Taiwan. Two months later, Chiang had hoisted his
        flag there, effectively ending the civil war on the mainland and making KMT control over the island a fait
        accompli. In early October, Butterworth’s office forwarded to the NSC what was essentially a postmortem on
        Taiwan, recommending that the existing policy—such as it was—be continued; FE specifically advised against any
        significant program of economic or military aid, or any use of US military force in a last-ditch effort to
        prevent a Communist takeover of the island, which was deemed “probable.” Acheson and his senior advisers
        subsequently agreed that no further effort would be made to separate Taiwan from the mainland. Kennan disagreed
        with this judgment, emphasizing in his diary that “I cannot agree that we ought to make ourselves a party to
        the formal assignment of Formosa to China, when we know that this means only injustice and misgovernment to the
        natives of the island for decades ahead.” But he had given up the fight on Taiwan—as well as his struggle to
        retain influence as director of the PPS, which, as already seen, he had decided to leave. He declined to
        comment on FE’s report for the NSC.49
      


      
        Kennan’s involvement with the Taiwan issue had reinforced his thorough disgust with Chiang and the Nationalist
        regime—and with the administration’s failure to prevent Chiang from installing himself on the island. At a
        briefing for Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) officers in mid-October 1949, Kennan described the generalissimo
        as “sitting on Formosa with a group of extraordinarily stubborn and demoralized and selfish and rather pathetic
        people around him.”50 Although Kennan was vindicated in part less than a year later when the administration
        quickly committed itself to the defense of Taiwan in the wake of the outbreak of the Korean War, this required
        Washington to once again guarantee the Nationalist regime, a necessity that Kennan lamented.
      

    


    
      The White Paper and the Recognition Issue


      
        While the debate over Taiwan policy was exhausting itself, Kennan continued to play an important role in US
        policy toward mainland China. Most importantly, the Truman administration in early 1949 began moving toward
        acceptance of Kennan’s suggestion—which had been rejected the previous November—of publishing a record of
        US-China relations that would justify the drawdown of US support for the Nationalist regime. Acheson began to
        contemplate such a project soon after he became secretary of state. In February, after Truman received a letter
        from a group of Republican congressmen assailing the administration’s China policy, Acheson volunteered to meet
        with them and suggested that the time might be right for a public explanation and defense of that policy. He
        acknowledged—as Truman and the cabinet had in November—that it would “pull the rug out” from under Chiang and
        probably benefit the Communists, but he personally doubted whether it was necessary to “shore up the
        Nationalist Government to the extent that we had in the past.” Accordingly, Acheson asked for a study of the
        probable consequences for the Chiang regime of a full public disclosure of the rationale behind US
        policy.51 At about
        the same time, he raised with Truman the idea of having the department prepare a “thorough account of our
        relations with China” that would be published “when the collapse came.” Truman gave his assent, and
        Butterworth’s office set to work compiling the relevant documents.52
      


      
        Appropriately, it was Kennan and Davies—who had originally proposed a white paper on China—who ultimately
        prompted Acheson’s decision to authorize its publication. On 28 June, Kennan—drawing on a memorandum drafted by
        Davies—told the secretary that the “magnitude and strength of the Congressional offensive” against the
        administration’s China policy had reached the point of requiring a counteroffensive. The time was ripe for
        release of the white paper, and the considerations that dictated Truman’s reluctance to publish one the
        previous fall were “no longer operative.” In addition, Kennan recommended that Truman simultaneously deliver a
        speech on the subject of China, built around the theme that the administration’s China policy had been “a
        triumph of good sense over a proposed gamble with our deepest national interests and security.”53 Acheson decided almost
        immediately to expedite the completion of the white paper and the preparations for its publication. On 30 June
        he informed his senior staff that he had assigned Philip Jessup—then ambassador to the United Nations—the
        responsibility for supervising the project and editing the final paper.54
      


      
        Jessup’s appointment was symptomatic of Kennan’s waning influence with Acheson, particularly on East Asia
        policy. The congressional offensive against the administration’s approach to China, combined with the rapidly
        deteriorating situation on the Chinese mainland (and elsewhere in the region), had convinced many in the administration that Washington’s overall policy toward East Asia needed to be
        reassessed. This set off a flurry of interagency activity, beginning with Defense Secretary Johnson’s proposal
        in June that the NSC begin a full-scale review of the US position in Asia. Acheson, who was determined not to
        lose the initiative, responded by appointing Jessup as a special adviser on Asian affairs and putting him in
        charge of coordinating overall China policy.55 When Acheson released the China White Paper to the public
        in early August, he also announced that two academics, Everett Case and Raymond Fosdick, would be joining
        Jessup to serve as consultants to the State Department on Asian affairs. These appointments essentially took
        policy planning toward East Asia away from the PPS and assigned it to Jessup and “the Consultants.” Although
        Kennan and Davies remained actively involved in East Asia policy deliberations, they—and to a certain extent
        even Butterworth—were often relegated to simply advising Jessup and the Consultants on what issues they should
        be addressing in their work.56
      


      
        The most immediate issue facing the Consultants in the fall of 1949—after the KMT fled to Taiwan and the
        Communists established the People’s Republic of China—was whether Washington should recognize the Chinese
        Communist regime or support its membership in the United Nations. Kennan and Davies were actively involved in
        addressing both questions. Truman, for his part, believed that Washington “should be in no hurry” to recognize
        Beijing, having waited over twelve years to establish relations with the Soviet Union.57 Nonetheless, recognition was the primary
        topic addressed at a special conference of China experts hosted by Jessup and FE at the State Department in
        early October. Among the participants at the conference were the Consultants, Marshall, Stuart, Kennan (who had
        been reluctant to participate),58 and a variety of prominent academics and businessmen with interests in China. With only two
        dissenting votes, the conference overwhelmingly favored US recognition of the Communist regime.59 Kennan subsequently
        participated—and played a key role—in the Consultants’ discussions with Acheson on the recognition
        question.60
        Acheson opted for a wait-and-see approach, believing that diplomatic recognition should not be viewed “as a
        major instrument for showing our interest in the Chinese people or for winning concessions from the Communist
        regime.” Washington, it was decided, should adopt a realistic but not an eager stance.61
      


      
        Kennan and Davies, however, expressed a dissenting view after the Communists in late October arrested and
        incarcerated Angus Ward—the US consul general in Manchuria—and several members of his staff.62 Davies later admitted that
        he used the opportunity to write a memo justifying recognition of the Chinese Communist regime, and that Kennan
        had concurred in it.63 The memo argued that Ward’s arrest was almost certainly engineered by the Russians—who
        appeared to be the dominant presence in Manchuria—in retaliation for the arrest a few days earlier in the United States of several Soviet trade officials. Davies and Kennan believed that
        Moscow was deliberately trying to sour Sino-US relations, specifically to derail any chances for normalization
        between Beijing and Washington, which the Soviets probably feared as a threat to their own influence in China.
        On the contrary, Davies wrote, there was “no solid reason why we should not now recognize the Communists”;
        indeed, “all of the reasons why the Kremlin is opposed to our recognizing Peking are decisive reasons why we
        should.”64
      


      
        Ward subsequently was released without any decision having been made by Washington on recognition, despite the
        fact that most other nations had moved to normalize with Beijing.65 Kennan, by now in the process of disengaging himself from
        the PPS, adopted an ambivalent attitude toward the matter. In early January 1950, he wrote to Acheson that the
        problem of recognizing Communist China was “less important than one would think” from the public attention
        being devoted to it: “Really important developments in China will not be much affected by whether we recognize
        or don’t recognize; nor is there any compelling need for uniformity in timing, as among western powers.
        Everyone has his own particular problems.… We will not assure any benefits to
        ourselves just by recognition.… But we will also not gain anything by withholding
        recognition for sentimental reasons alone, if realistic considerations indicate desirability of maintenance of
        diplomatic contact.”66 In any event, the outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950 derailed any consideration of
        recognizing the Chinese Communist regime. The Truman administration opted not to do so—a decision that was
        upheld for nearly thirty years.
      


      
        Kennan’s advice on recognition of the Chinese Communist regime had nonetheless fallen on deaf ears. Indeed, his
        voice on China policy had been pushed to the sidelines by the end of 1949. After his recommendation that the
        White Paper be published, his participation in East Asian affairs began to wane. As noted earlier, this was
        merely symptomatic of his diminished influence under Acheson, which led Kennan to step down as PPS director in
        January 1950.
      

    


    
      Moscow Revisited: Targeting Fault Lines in Sino-Soviet
      Relations


      
        Before leaving the PPS, however, Kennan became involved with the other key question regarding China that
        Washington confronted in late 1949. This was the same problem that had originally brought Kennan and Davies
        together in 1945: Beijing’s relationship with Moscow. By 1949, with the Chinese Communists having effectively
        conquered the mainland, Washington’s attention shifted to the question of whether it was possible for the
        United States to undermine Sino-Soviet relations by encouraging Chinese “Titoism”—the
        shorthand given to Communist independence from Moscow. Various strategies for doing so were examined, but none
        was effectively implemented—at least during the time that Kennan and Davies remained at the State
        Department—for reasons ranging from skepticism that Soviet and Chinese Communists were anything other than
        intimate bedfellows, to the operational limitations on Washington’s ability to carry out any such
        plan.67
      


      
        Kennan and Davies, of course, were particularly well qualified to assess the possibilities. As already seen,
        they had been among the first to foresee the inevitability of Sino-Soviet tensions, when they worked together
        in Moscow. In the memo Davies prepared for then Ambassador to the Soviet Union Averell Harriman in advance of
        then Ambassador to China Patrick Hurley’s infamous meeting with Stalin in April 1945, Davies had stated that
        the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) had begun its life as “an instrument of Moscow’s policy of world revolution,”
        but that its members had been “left pretty much to shift for themselves” after the Kremlin’s apparent
        abandonment of that policy in the mid-1930s. The Chinese Communists had every reason to resent the “shabby
        treatment” they had since received from Soviet leaders. Kennan, moreover, had expanded on these ideas in a
        message to the secretary of state in January 1946, arguing that the CCP had “survived and grown not because of
        but despite relations with Moscow.”68
      


      
        As noted earlier, this theme had been reflected in Kennan’s lectures at the National War College during
        1946–47. It had also been incorporated into the PPS’s work on China from the beginning. In Kennan’s first,
        preliminary look at Far Eastern policy as PPS director, he opined to Lovett that the CCP was unlikely to retain
        its “present degree of dependence on Moscow”—let alone its ideological fervor—if it succeeded in taking over
        most of the country. Early in 1948, Kennan suggested that Soviet leaders probably were reluctant to see the CCP
        take over China because “a united Communist China would be much more dangerous to Russia than the present sort
        of China” by potentially threatening the Kremlin’s strategic interests and its control over the Communist
        movement.69
      


      
        Kennan and Davies initially used the prospect of Chinese Titoism to rationalize withdrawing the US commitment
        to the KMT government on the mainland. In August 1948, when Ambassador Stuart in Nanking was seeking guidance
        from Washington on how to deal with the KMT’s deteriorating position on the battlefield, Davies cited the
        promise of Titoism as one reason to hasten the end of the Chinese civil war. “If Titoism is latent in the
        Chinese communist movement, as we strongly suspect,” Davies wrote, “it can only become openly active with a
        cessation of hostilities.”70
      


      
        Davies expanded on this idea in PPS 39 of September 1948—the first China-focused PPS paper, discussed earlier.
        Even if Moscow was confident of Mao’s loyalty, Kremlin leaders were bound to be uneasy
        about the prospect of a CCP victory, given China’s massive size and population and Mao’s strident nationalism.
        As their fortunes improved, Mao and his colleagues—having risen to power on waves of xenophobia—could be
        expected to distance themselves from any hint of subservience to a foreign power. This, Davies observed, would
        redound to Washington’s benefit: “It is a nice piece of irony that at precisely the time the Chinese Communist
        leadership is most likely to wish to conceal its ties with Moscow, the Kremlin is most likely to be exerting
        utmost pressure to bring the Chinese Communists under complete control. The possibilities which such a
        situation would present us, provided we have regained freedom of action, need scarcely be spelled
        out.”71 Indeed,
        Davies soon saw evidence of growing Soviet frustration with the Chinese Communists. He wrote to Kennan in
        January 1949 that he detected “a strong odor of bad fish … emanating from
        Sino-Soviet relations.” Moscow had expressed no great enthusiasm over the rapid advance of CCP forces; in the
        meantime, the Kremlin was maintaining close and continuing relations with the KMT. In Davies’s estimation, Mao
        had “succeeded too quickly and on too massive a scale for the Kremlin’s liking.” Soviet leaders were probably
        disturbed by “the specter of a great autocephalous competitor” in East and Southeast Asia.72
      


      
        The idea that the United States could exploit the situation by trying to drive a wedge between the Soviets and
        the Chinese Communists appears to have reached practical consideration early in 1949. Even then, however, the
        possibilities were limited. In PPS 39/2 of February 1949, Kennan and Davies acknowledged that the “natural
        points of conflict between the Chinese Communists and the USSR have not yet developed.” As a result, an
        operational plan for aggravating them was not yet feasible, or even advisable. Washington nonetheless should be
        prepared for any opportunities that might arise: “While scrupulously avoiding the appearance of intervention,
        we should be alert to exploit through political and economic means any rifts between the Chinese Communists and
        the USSR and between Stalinist and other elements in China both within and outside of the Communist
        structure.”73 This
        tentative strategy lost much of its currency on 30 June 1949, when Mao delivered his famous “lean to one side”
        speech, in which he declared that Beijing would align itself with the Soviet Union. One month later, Acheson,
        in his “Letter of Transmittal” that accompanied publication of the China White Paper, equated Mao’s speech to a
        public announcement of China’s “subservience to a foreign power.”74
      


      
        Neither Mao’s nor Acheson’s statements, however, completely ended consideration of a “wedge” strategy to
        encourage Chinese Titoism. Acheson’s Letter of Transmittal, in fact, had expressed the hope that the Chinese
        would eventually “reassert themselves and throw off the foreign yoke”; the letter had also advised that Washington should “encourage all developments in China which now and in the future work
        toward this end.”75 But the priority of any such efforts had greatly diminished, and Chinese Titoism became a
        back-burner issue. Acheson and his key Asian advisers—by now Jessup, Rusk, and the Consultants—were instead
        preoccupied with the China White Paper and its aftermath, and with the question of whether to recognize the
        Chinese Communist regime.
      


      
        Kennan and Davies kept the idea of a Sino-Soviet rift alive, while acknowledging its limitations. “It is
        dangerous to talk about a Chinese Titoism,” Kennan told a Pentagon audience in September 1949; “Parallels of
        this sort are always more misleading than clarifying.” At the same time, he reiterated his view that Moscow’s
        authority in Beijing was “only a moral one,” which could be easily inflamed by a difference of opinion between
        the two Communist Parties.76 He believed, moreover, that the possibility of Sino-Soviet tensions was perhaps the only
        leverage the United States had over the Chinese Communists. Accordingly, he and Davies told Acheson and the
        Consultants in late October that Washington should try to do what it could “to make life unpleasant for
        Communist China within the framework of Soviet domination.”77
      


      
        Kennan and Davies soon imagined possible opportunities. In January 1950, Kennan interpreted the inordinate
        length of Mao’s visit to Moscow to forge an alliance with Stalin as an indication of possible tension between
        the two Communist regimes. He thought the talks between the two leaders might be going slowly because of
        serious differences of opinion, or because Stalin was trying to stall Mao in Moscow while using his minions to
        undermine Mao’s support back in Beijing.78 Davies, meanwhile, claimed to have seen repeated indications of a split within the
        CCP itself—specifically, the existence of a faction that was more nationalistic, and thus presumably more
        “Titoistic” than Mao. This was his reading, for example, of an alleged overture to US officials from senior
        Communist Chinese official Chen Yi early in 1950. On that occasion, Davies repeated the admonition that
        Washington should “be ever on the alert for symptoms of such a break-away and should judiciously do all within
        our power to foster such a split.”79
      


      
        The outbreak of the Korean War a few months later largely suspended such wishful thinking, and symptoms of such
        a breakaway would only emerge nearly a decade later. However, Davies’s efforts in 1949–50 to formulate a scheme
        to foster such a split set in motion the events that ultimately led to his own professional downfall.
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      PRELUDE TO THE KOREAN WAR


      Applying the “Strategic Concept” on the East Asian Periphery

    

    
      Having judged that China was strategically expendable to the United States, Kennan focused his strategic
      framework for US policy in East Asia on establishing a defensive perimeter in the western Pacific, and thus on
      clarifying Washington’s relationship with and presence within the countries on China’s periphery. This
      essentially involved Kennan’s prescription of how his doctrine of containment should be applied in the Far East.
      Indeed, how to contain Communism in the region became a central policy question over the course of 1949 as
      Washington reconciled itself to the impending victory of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in the Chinese civil
      war. Although his role in policymaking was starting to diminish, Kennan remained actively involved in addressing
      this question.
    


    
      On 6 June 1949, Kennan forwarded to Butterworth an unusual memorandum prepared by the Policy Planning Staff (PPS)
      in response to a query from Acheson, Webb, and Rusk on “where we should draw the line in Asia” and “what specific
      actions we might take which would contribute to the containment of communism in those areas.” The PPS summarized
      the situation as follows:
    


    
      
        The Communists will sweep, no matter what we do: All of China.
      


      
        The Communists will probably, notwithstanding all practicable efforts by us, emerge in control of: South Korea;
        Indochina.
      


      
        The Communists may possibly, no matter what we do, emerge in control of: Burma.
      


      
        Provided that we make a major and persevering effort, it is probable that the
        Communists can be denied supremacy in: Japan; Indonesia.
      


      
        Provided that we assert ourselves to a somewhat lesser degree, the Communists probably can be denied supremacy
        in: The Philippines; Siam; Malaya; Formosa.1
      

    


    
      This clearly reflected Kennan’s readiness to largely accept Communist control of the East Asian
      mainland.2 It also
      reaffirmed his emphasis over a year earlier—in his “strategic concept” memorandum for Marshall—on Japan and, to a
      lesser extent, the Philippines as the notional strongpoints of the US defense posture in the western Pacific.
    


    
      This assessment from the PPS was soon folded into the East Asia policy review that Jessup and the Consultants
      launched on Acheson’s behalf, and that initially considered “drawing the line” further inland than Kennan. In
      mid-July, Acheson gave Jessup his line of march: “You will please take as your assumption that it is a
      fundamental decision of American policy that the United States does not intend to permit further extension of
      Communist domination on the continent of Asia or in the southeast Asia area. Will you please draw up for me
      possible programs of action relating to various specific areas not now under Communist control in Asia under
      which the United States would have the best chance of achieving this purpose? These programs should contain
      proposed courses of action, steps to be taken in implementing such programs, estimate of cost to the United
      States, and the extent to which United States forces would or would not be involved.”3 This directive essentially took policy
      planning toward the Far East away from Kennan and the PPS and assigned it to Jessup. Moreover, it effectively
      gave Jessup responsibility for implementing in Asia a policy—containment—that Kennan had devised.
    


    
      Kennan and Davies nonetheless contributed ideas to Jessup’s effort. On 8 July, Kennan forwarded to Jessup, Webb,
      Rusk, and Bohlen—then serving as State Department counselor—a memo prepared by Davies entitled “Suggested Course
      of Action in East and South Asia.” In this memo, which had originally been drafted as part of the PPS response to
      Acheson’s query on “where should we draw the line in Asia,” Davies argued that a “change of climate” was needed
      to restore US public support for Washington’s Asia policy, and the Asian countries’ confidence in it. Because
      there was little that could be done concretely, however, he recommended a series of tactical public gestures—such
      as inviting the Philippine president to Washington, extending aid to the Indonesian and Thai governments, and
      moving toward a peace treaty with Japan—that would show Washington seizing the initiative in the region. These
      gestures, Davies suggested, should be performed “with a real sense of theater” so as to
      capture public attention and create the impression of confidence and momentum.4
    


    
      Kennan, however, does not appear to have aggressively promoted or invested much bureaucratic capital in Davies’s
      memorandum. Indeed, he was prepared to shelve the paper after it met with some criticism from FE, and he sent it
      forward only after Rusk and Acheson expressed an interest in seeing it. Even then, Kennan emphasized that the
      memorandum was not a formal PPS paper and did not represent any formal recommendations. Instead, he said, it was
      merely illustrative of “the sort of program” the PPS considered advisable; its specific suggestions would
      “obviously require careful study and airing before they could be seriously considered.”5
    


    
      Kennan’s ambivalence about Davies’s “Suggested Course of Action” memo almost certainly reflected his recognition
      and frustration that the PPS was being marginalized, particularly on East Asia policy. From July 1949 on, Acheson
      not only relied primarily on Jessup; he also began to consult more frequently on Asian affairs with Rusk, who
      responded with his own list of recommended steps to bring about a “change in climate” in Asia.6
    


    
      Nonetheless, Kennan remained substantially engaged on East Asian issues, especially those that were relevant to
      pursuing his “strategic concept” for the region, which he had not abandoned. On the contrary, his efforts to put
      it in practice drove his approach to Japan, Southeast Asia, and Korea in the year leading up to the outbreak of
      the Korean War.
    


    
      The Question of Japanese Security


      
        In order to expedite the “reverse course”—and particularly to obtain the concurrence of the military
        establishment—NSC 13/2 (Kennan’s Japan policy paper) of October 1948 had deferred the question of a Japanese
        peace treaty, as well as the issue of Japan’s long-term security. Both of these issues, however, returned to
        the front burner in 1949. The successful launching of the Dodge Mission, and Draper’s resignation in March 1949
        to return to the private sector, facilitated a gradual shift in the focus of Japan policy deliberations from
        economic to military and political issues.
      


      
        Kennan, in the meantime, had grown increasingly ambivalent and even equivocal on the subject of Japan’s
        security. As already seen, he had recommended as part of his “strategic concept” for East Asia that Washington
        consider as a long-term goal the complete demilitarization and neutralization of the country. He had heard this
        idea expressed by MacArthur. Under Kennan’s version of this scenario, Japan’s defense would be the
        responsibility of an enhanced Japanese “police force” and coast guard, and the country
        would be included under a regional US defense umbrella, which would operate from Okinawa but ideally would not
        require US military bases on the Japanese home islands. However, opposition to this view within the military
        establishment, and MacArthur’s own shifting stance on the issue, led Kennan to adopt more ambiguous rhetoric
        when addressing the question. He was soon suggesting that the only viable alternative to rearming Japan, for
        the foreseeable future, was an indefinite commitment of US military forces in the country.
      


      
        Kennan had told a National War College (NWC) audience in May 1948 that although Washington was committed to
        demilitarization in Japan, people should not “make a fetish of commitments.” “Like any sensible individual,” he
        said, the United States “sometimes has to change its mind.” At the same time, he acknowledged that Washington’s
        commitment on this particular matter was unusually deep and should not be altered without long and careful
        deliberation. Under the circumstances, Kennan saw no alternative to retaining a US military presence in Japan
        for the foreseeable future. He simultaneously reiterated his view—perhaps the only view he had on the subject
        that was to remain consistent—that Japan’s internal security forces should be beefed up.7
      


      
        By the end of 1948, Kennan began to recognize and acknowledge that the question of Japan’s security needs could
        not be deferred indefinitely. The Japanese, he assessed, both resented the US military presence in their
        country and took it for granted. This, in Kennan’s view, was counterproductive, problematic, and unhealthy.
        Japanese resentment over the occupation would only intensify if such a military presence continued
        indefinitely, and especially if it remained after the occupation itself had ended. Washington’s goal of a
        stable Japan that was friendly to the United States would not be well served if the process of stabilizing the
        country itself increased Japanese hostility toward the United States. Accordingly, Kennan told another War
        College audience in December 1948 that, although Japan was then “in our hands” and thus could be discounted as
        a threat to US interests, “someday we are going to have to deal with it very seriously.”8
      


      
        The same theme was reflected in a memorandum Butterworth sent to Webb in May 1949 introducing State’s new
        leadership team to problems that required action with regard to Japan. The Japanese, Butterworth reported, had
        grown “increasingly restive under conditions of indefinitely continued military occupation”; this had produced
        a “gradual souring of popular attitudes” toward the US presence. Desire for a peace settlement had become
        widespread. As the policy debate of 1947 and 1948 had shown, however, progress toward a peace treaty was
        contingent on a decision regarding Japan’s future security. Acheson and Webb consequently brought the issue
        back to the front burner by formally asking Johnson for an assessment of US security needs in Japan and a
        report on implementation of NSC 13/2 that addressed whether the supreme commander of
        Allied powers (SCAP) had taken the steps required to prepare Japan for withdrawal of the occupation.9
      


      
        The military establishment, for its part, was already interested in relieving itself of some of the burden of
        defending Japan. In a document later designated NSC 44, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) advised Forrestal in
        March 1949—just days before Johnson replaced him as defense secretary—that Japanese rearmament was desirable
        but “not practicable and advisable at this time” because it would require an amendment to the Japanese
        constitution and would play poorly both in the region and internationally, and might adversely affect Japan’s
        economic recovery program. The Joint Chiefs instead recommended that Washington proceed with plans to
        strengthen the Japanese police force—as Kennan had proposed in PPS 28 (NSC 13)—with the “secret goal” of
        eventually turning the police into a Japanese self-defense force. The National Security Council (NSC) in late
        April circulated a highly sensitive paper on the need to begin planning such an approach.10
      


      
        Kennan by now was not only a strong advocate of enhancing Japan’s internal security apparatus; he had also
        decided that the time was finally ripe for negotiations leading toward a peace treaty. He told participants at
        two Pentagon conferences in mid-1949 that the occupation had not allowed the Japanese “an adequate development
        of their national life,” which now only a peace settlement and the withdrawal of US forces could give them. He
        acknowledged that this would involve risks and problems, but argued that indefinite postponement of a treaty at
        that stage would be an even greater risk. There were no long-term guarantees. In a distant echo of MacMurray,
        Kennan said it was “hard to see where the seething, virile population of these overcrowded islands will turn
        its hopes and its energies.” Given the conditions there, the Japanese were likely to “fall into a state of
        extreme economic hardship and national frustration,” perhaps leading again to authoritarianism. Kennan’s
        judgment, however, was that it would be decades before Japan was remotely capable of again threatening the
        outside world. As a result, the United States could afford to do what he thought it should do: get out of
        Japan.11
      


      
        Military leaders, notwithstanding their willingness to surrender their responsibility for defending the
        Japanese, disagreed. On 15 June, Johnson forwarded to the NSC the Joint Chiefs’ response to the State
        Department’s request for an assessment of Japanese security needs. This paper, which was designated NSC 49,
        showed that the military shared Kennan’s view that Japan was of vital strategic importance to the United States
        and should at a minimum be denied to the Soviet Union. The Joint Chiefs, however, argued that US bases on
        Okinawa and elsewhere in the Ryukyus would not be sufficient to meet “our essential needs.” At the very least,
        the Navy required continued use of its base at Yokosuka in Tokyo Bay. More
        importantly, a peace treaty with Japan “should not be such as to preclude bilateral negotiations for base
        rights” elsewhere on the Japanese home islands. Nor should any peace treaty include a strict schedule for
        withdrawal of occupation forces. In any event, the military argued, consideration of a peace treaty was still
        “premature” because Japan’s orientation toward the West was not yet ensured. Time was also needed for the
        Japanese to improve their self-defense forces.12
      


      
        Acheson, however, seized the initiative and began actively pursuing a peace settlement with Japan. It is not
        clear from the historical record precisely what motivated the new secretary to do so, particularly in the face
        of resistance from the military. But a Japanese peace treaty appears to have been considered as part of the
        overall review of Asia policy within the State Department that was prompted by the Republican assault on
        Truman’s China policy and Acheson’s appointment of Jessup and the Far Eastern Consultants. Kennan hinted at an
        explanation in his diary after attending a meeting of the Consultants: “It is ironic that our principal reason
        for wanting a peace treaty with Japan at this time is that it appears to be the only way of solving internal
        administrative difficulties within our own government.” Citing this diary entry later in his memoirs,
        Kennan—who could not fully recall the context—speculated that renewed interest in a peace treaty was prompted
        by the administration’s inability to use the “occupational machinery” in Japan, “with its heavy involvement of
        the military side of the Washington bureaucracy, as an effective instrument of policy.” Acheson and his State
        colleagues may also have simply concluded that the occupation had completed its purpose and was now at
        increasing risk of becoming counterproductive. In any event, by mid-summer 1949 the Consultants, Rusk, FE, and
        the PPS all concluded that an early peace treaty was desirable.13
      


      
        There could be no peace treaty, however, without new security arrangements, and there was no consensus in
        Washington on what those should be. The military establishment, unwilling to liquidate its interests in the Far
        East, was taking advantage of the uncertainties of the situation by dragging its feet on the issue. Under these
        circumstances, the State Department may have calculated that its only option was to force the issue by
        threatening to put the cart before the horse. Acheson apparently judged that, by accelerating diplomatic
        discussions of a peace treaty, he could force the military to confront the issue and reach a compromise with
        the State Department that would allow the administration to come to closure on the question of Japanese
        security. This might also dampen some of the Republican charges that the administration had no compass for its
        Asia policy.
      


      
        The signals coming from MacArthur himself probably reinforced State’s view that some sort of change in Japan
        was overdue. SCAP’s resistance to change only encouraged Washington to pursue it. In June 1949, apparently
        reacting to press reports drawing attention to language in NSC 13/3 that called on
        Washington to concentrate on preparing the Japanese for “the eventual removal of the regime of control” in
        Japan,14 the
        general sent Acheson and Kennan a letter expressing his grave concern about any possible plans to radically
        alter the organizational structure of SCAP. The occupation, MacArthur claimed, had given the United States a
        “unique position in the hearts” of the Japanese: “It is a position of respect bordering on reverence and
        veneration.… To some Japanese the presence of troops, with its connotations of
        order and discipline, has had greatest appeal and most far-reaching influence. But to most, the bestowal and
        safeguard of human rights, and the social reformation to enhance individual dignity have made a penetrating and
        lasting impression. But the combination of both has brought to the great masses of the Japanese people a sense
        of confidence and faith and a feeling of complete security in the American effort and purpose.”15 MacArthur told Kennan in
        particular that it would be “a source of great comfort” for the general to know that the PPS director was
        “alive to the disastrous psychological impact” any relaxation of the occupation would have “upon the oriental
        masses.”16
      


      
        Acheson assured MacArthur, when he responded to him in early September, that reports of a change in SCAP’s
        “regime of control … so far as I know do not reflect any trend of thought in
        official circles—certainly not in the Department of State.”17 This statement was true only inasmuch as the State
        Department was by that time inclined to bypass the “regime of control” question in favor of moving directly
        forward with plans for a peace treaty—which by definition would ultimately entail dismantling SCAP. Ironically,
        Acheson was encouraged in the direction of a peace treaty by MacArthur himself, who on several occasions in
        late summer and early fall of 1949 advised the State Department’s representatives in Tokyo that Washington
        should again seize the initiative and issue invitations to a peace conference. MacArthur was willing to suggest
        this on the condition that US forces remained in Japan until their withdrawal became “feasible.” The general
        was confident that it would take at least two years before peace negotiations and such a withdrawal could be
        completed.18
      


      
        Acheson was also encouraged by a report Kennan issued during a trip to London in July; the British, Kennan
        said, appeared willing to accept a bilateral US-Japan security arrangement as a complement to a multilateral
        peace settlement. Accordingly, he concluded, “I think it will not be hard to arrive at agreement with them on
        any program we may work out for progress toward [a] Japanese peace treaty.”19 British Foreign Secretary Bevin and M.
        E. Dening, his top Asian adviser, confirmed both this and London’s desire for an early peace treaty in meetings
        with Acheson and Butterworth in Washington in early September. Indeed, on the latter occasion, Acheson—eager to
        seize the opportunity—promised Bevin that, by the end of 1949, the State Department would have a draft peace
        treaty ready for consideration by Great Britain and its Commonwealth partners at a
        meeting scheduled for January 1950. On 16 September, Acheson notified Truman of these “exploratory
        discussions.”20
      


      
        Acheson’s scheme quickly ran into serious trouble, predictably from within the Defense Department.21 The secretary of state had
        told Bevin that progress toward a peace treaty presupposed that the State Department could “line up our
        military and other elements of our Government” so Acheson could tell his British counterpart “what sort of
        treaty we wanted.”22 No progress had been made, however, in resolving the pivotal question of Japan’s long-term
        security. The Joint Chiefs’ assessment of the minimum US security requirements in Japan—NSC 49, which had
        declared a peace treaty “premature”—had been submitted in June, but the State Department had not yet responded.
        FE had assigned action to the PPS, where Kennan and Davies had been studying the issue.23
      


      
        On 30 September, Kennan submitted a formal PPS paper that was sent to the NSC as the State Department’s
        official response to the Joint Chiefs’ paper. In this paper, which was designated NSC 49/1, Kennan agreed with
        the military that Washington’s goal should be that of denying Japan to the Soviets and maintaining its
        orientation toward the West. He disagreed, however, with the JCS argument that, because neither of these
        conditions was then ensured, a peace treaty was premature. Kennan argued that denying Japan to the Soviets was
        a problem of fighting “not overt attack and invasion, but concealed aggression” in the form of domestic
        subversion. This required the development of “indigenous resistance” to Communism, which in Kennan’s view could
        be achieved only by strengthening Japan politically and economically and making it self-sufficient (in
        accordance with the original formula for containment). This was unlikely to happen as long as the Japanese were
        subject to the occupation. Indeed, indefinite retention of the US presence risked alienating the Japanese from,
        rather than endearing them to, the West. In any case, Kennan observed, it was simply not possible for the
        United States ever to be completely assured of Japan’s “western orientation,” as the Joint Chiefs had
        recommended. Kennan saw all these as compelling arguments for early conclusion of a peace
        settlement.24
      


      
        On the fundamental question of military forces in Japan, Kennan refuted the JCS claim that a post-treaty US
        military presence would be a stabilizing force. On the contrary, he argued, “the continued dispersal of
        American forces in many Japanese cities and towns would constitute an irritating and not a stabilizing
        influence on the Japanese population.” He concurred, however, in the Joint Chiefs’ recommendation that
        preparations be made for limited Japanese rearmament. Indeed, the State Department “has ever since the issuance
        of NSC 13 persistently pressed for an expansion and strengthening of the Japanese police establishment.” Webb
        followed up on this report to the NSC by asking the Defense Department yet again to
        reexamine the situation and provide an up-to-date assessment of Washington’s security requirements for a peace
        treaty. The State Department, meanwhile, accelerated the drafting of a treaty so that it might be ready for
        Bevin and his Commonwealth colleagues by the end of the year. Kennan and Davies were actively involved in the
        drafting process.25
      


      
        The Defense Department, however, continued to drag its heels and even to block progress toward a peace treaty.
        Johnson delayed his response to Webb’s latest request for nearly two months while he and Tracy
        Voorhees—Draper’s successor as undersecretary of the army—lobbied against an early peace settlement. Acheson
        later described Voorhees as “infinitely resourceful in discovering obstacles, legal and military, to what the
        State Department regarded as a just and practical course.”26 When Johnson finally responded in late December to the
        State Department’s request, he forwarded to Acheson a new memorandum by the Joint Chiefs that essentially
        restated the position the military had taken in June. According to the JCS, the “minimum military requirements”
        of the United States in conjunction with any peace treaty included exclusive US military access to Japan,
        strategic control of most of the Ryukyus, naval and other facilities at Okinawa and Yokosuka, and “Army and Air
        Force bases generally as at present” on Japan’s main islands. In addition, the Joint Chiefs stated that a peace
        treaty could not be considered acceptable unless both the Soviet Union and Communist China were signatories.
        Given these requirements, which the Joint Chiefs acknowledged were “probably mutually exclusive,” they opted to
        “reaffirm their previous view that negotiations now, leading toward a peace treaty with Japan, are still
        premature.”27
      


      
        A meeting on Christmas Eve between Acheson and General Omar Bradley, the chairman of the JCS, confirmed that
        the State and Defense Departments were hopelessly deadlocked. Acheson told Bradley it was a “masterpiece of
        understatement” for the Joint Chiefs to conclude that the requirement for Soviet and Communist Chinese
        concurrence on a peace treaty made plans for one premature. In the end, the secretary of state was forced to
        concede that a draft peace treaty would not be ready for Bevin and the Commonwealth any time soon. Acheson so
        notified the British ambassador in Washington that same day.28
      


      
        This stalemate essentially persisted through the first half of 1950. Acheson made several efforts during this
        period to break the impasse and hasten negotiations for a peace treaty. In preparation for yet another meeting
        with Bevin and French Foreign Minister Robert Schuman in May, the secretary of state in late April again
        confronted Johnson and Bradley, castigating them for their complacency. He told them that “the choice with
        which the United States was faced was not a choice between the situation we now have and an alternative, but
        rather a choice between a deteriorating situation and an alternative. The situation in Japan was not stationary.… There were increasing signs that the
        Japanese wished to regain their freedom from the controls of the military occupation.… Therefore, it does not solve the political problem simply to decide to do
        nothing.… The lack of a peace treaty would be acceptable if the present situation
        could be maintained indefinitely, but this simply was not the case.… The
        Secretary said that the position that a peace treaty is premature is not adequate to meet his
        needs.”29 This
        meeting, according to Acheson, “shook the Chiefs up” but produced little more than an agreement that the two
        departments would study the issue anew.30
      


      
        Shortly thereafter, however, the secretary took a dramatic step that shook up not only the JCS but the entire
        process, and helped to facilitate a breakthrough. Acheson, as he later wrote, had been consulting with Rusk and
        Butterworth about who might be assigned responsibility for “writing a paper asking for presidential authority
        to prepare a Japanese peace treaty and, if it was given, to negotiate it. We all agreed that John Foster Dulles
        was the man.” Dulles, a veteran diplomat and one of the Republican Party’s leading spokesmen on foreign
        affairs, had been brought into the State Department in early April in an attempt to deflect Republican
        criticism of Truman’s foreign policy, particularly in East Asia. Acheson calculated that Dulles, in that
        capacity, could handle the ambitious task of brokering a peace treaty both in Washington and among the Allies.
        On 18 May, Dulles was appointed a special adviser to Acheson on the Japanese peace treaty issue. In early June,
        Dulles and Johnson traveled separately to Tokyo to survey the situation and to confront the question of Japan’s
        security needs. Shortly thereafter, according to Acheson, the military’s “filibuster” ended.31
      


      
        Notwithstanding the importance of Dulles’s appointment, this break in the impasse was largely due to
        Washington’s receipt—at long last—of MacArthur’s definitive views on the subject of a Japanese peace treaty.
        The general’s ambiguity and equivocation on the problem of Japan’s long-term security had contributed to the
        stalemate between the State and Defense Departments. This was exacerbated by the infrequent access policymakers
        in Washington had to MacArthur, which produced only fragmentary and often conflicting reports of his thinking
        on post-treaty US security requirements in Japan. In early 1948, as already noted, MacArthur had told Kennan
        and Draper that he saw no need for a permanent US military presence in Japan as long as it was possible that
        the Soviet Union would acquiesce to, and respect the neutrality of, a completely demilitarized Japan. As of
        July 1949, the general still advocated such an approach, but only two months later he told Sebald that he had
        “completely changed his views regarding post-treaty controls for Japan.” Because such a Soviet guarantee of
        nonaggression against Japan either was unlikely or could not be relied on, MacArthur told Sebald in September
        1949 that “some arrangement must be made,” preferably in a separate agreement outside
        the actual peace treaty, “to continue a protective military force in Japan for the indefinite future, such
        force to comprise United States troops.” In April 1950, however, MacArthur apparently reversed himself again,
        telling Sebald that he had always opposed a US military presence in Japan after conclusion of a peace treaty,
        but that he had “agreed to keeping a small number of bases [there] under pressure from the
        Pentagon.”32
      


      
        MacArthur, in any case, had not involved himself in the debate between State and Defense over Japan policy.
        This began to change in early 1950, when the various players in Washington traveled to Tokyo to solicit the
        general’s input and, hopefully, his support. What brought MacArthur off the fence, and essentially onto State’s
        side, was his frustration with Defense’s obstruction of a peace treaty, regardless of its terms. The general
        told Jessup, who visited Tokyo during a tour of East Asia in January 1950, that he was “outraged” at the Joint
        Chiefs’ efforts to postpone a peace treaty and that he hoped Acheson would “take the matter up with the
        President and have the Joint Chiefs overruled.”33 A month later, shortly after hosting a delegation from the
        Joint Chiefs themselves, MacArthur told the visiting Butterworth that he believed he had successfully modified
        the Joint Chiefs’ views, although they “should be given a little time so as not to lose face in the process of
        reversal.” SCAP could not say the same about Voorhees, who had accompanied the Joint Chiefs to Tokyo. According
        to Butterworth’s characterization of MacArthur’s comments: “Mr. Voorhees would fanatically oppose any treaty in
        the immediate future. He felt that Mr. Voorhees entertained such exaggerated views about this matter that he
        would doubtless resign rather than be party to a peace treaty. He took this occasion to refer disparagingly to
        Mr. Voorhees.”34
        MacArthur thus appears to have shared Acheson’s personal assessment of the army undersecretary.
      


      
        Finally, in mid-June 1950, Dulles’s and Johnson’s respective trips to Tokyo prompted MacArthur to confront the
        issue head-on and to issue two memoranda containing his personal views on the peace treaty and security issues.
        Claiming that the bureaucratic conflicts between the State and Defense Departments had “only recently come to
        my attention,” SCAP declared that the JCS had raised objections to a peace treaty that were either invalid or
        surmountable: “My observation of passing events in Asia and understanding of Oriental psychology have long
        convinced me that it has been a fundamental error to do nothing pending assurance that we could accomplish
        all.… We should not allow ourselves to be deterred from moving invincibly forward
        along a course which we ourselves and the entire world recognize to be morally and legally right. We should
        proceed to call a peace conference at once.”35
      


      
        Echoing Kennan’s observations the previous September in NSC 49/1, MacArthur claimed that it was more important
        for Japan to be denied to the Soviets than for it to be a military ally of the United
        States: “Such denial can best be assured through a firm political alignment resting upon the good will and
        faith of the Japanese people, with our access to military and naval bases and other available facilities
        adequate to meet the needs of our security services.”36 This, the general argued, was not inconsistent with the
        goal of eventual Japanese political neutrality. In the meantime—also reflecting Kennan’s recommendations—the
        Japanese police force should be strengthened “to a size and character adequate for internal
        security.”37
      


      
        Two days after MacArthur sent the second of these memos, North Korea attacked the South across the 38th
        Parallel. This, combined with MacArthur’s pronouncements, effectively closed the debate over the need for a
        continued US military presence in Japan and a long-term US commitment to Japanese security. From that moment,
        the question became one not of whether there should be such a presence and such a commitment, but instead what
        their nature and terms should be. Dulles immediately set to work preparing a draft peace treaty with Japan,
        based in part on the assumption that it would provide for US basing arrangements. For Kennan, this long overdue
        movement toward a treaty was gratifying, since he had recommended it a year earlier. But he was less
        comfortable with the idea of US bases in Japan, because he had been hoping that a long-term US military
        presence there would not be necessary.
      

    


    
      The Limits of Southeast Asian Nationalism


      
        Whereas Kennan had made Japan the centerpiece of his strategic framework for the Far East—and the linchpin of
        US policy there—he had adopted a dualistic and somewhat ambivalent approach to Southeast Asia. He nominally
        included maritime Southeast Asia—the Philippines in particular—within his defensive perimeter concept, but he
        was inconsistent (as he was with Japan) in his explanation of what US interests were at stake or at risk there,
        and in his advocacy of how to operationalize the US defense posture in the region. In contrast, Kennan judged
        as early as the end of 1947 that mainland Southeast Asia, and especially Indochina, had little if any strategic
        value to the United States. Accordingly, he advised the Truman administration to limit US involvement and
        commitments there, particularly in response to the dilemma Washington faced as France’s efforts to retain its
        control over Indochina faltered. This would become Kennan’s most tortuous experience with East Asia policy.
      


      
        Southeast Asia was certainly among the least of his interests and concerns when he became PPS director. But as
        nationalism in the developing world became a growing force in the early years of the Cold War, and as the
        Communist takeover of China focused attention on where to “draw the line” in East
        Asia, Kennan was gradually drawn into a strategic assessment of US policy toward Southeast Asia. He quickly
        became aware of the fundamental postwar problem confronting the region: the conflict between the various
        European colonial powers’ efforts to reassert their authority in the wake of the Japanese surrender, and the
        emerging belief among the native populations that the time was ripe for their independence. Davies himself had
        anticipated this problem during World War II, when his engagement with the European Allies in the war effort in
        Southeast Asia revealed the Allies’ determination to reclaim their colonies from the Japanese. Davies had
        advised then that Washington avoid attaching itself to these European ambitions because “the historical
        dynamics of nationalism throughout Asia will sooner or later bring about the downfall of colonial
        imperialism.”38
      


      
        French Indochina was viewed as the most important country in this respect because of its strategic location and
        the importance of France as a US ally. In late 1945, after a brief joint occupation of the country by Chinese
        Nationalist and British troops, French military forces and civilian authorities began to restore their control
        there. In the northern part of the country, however, the Communist Viet Minh—led by Ho Chi Minh—had effectively
        filled the vacuum left by the Japanese, making it difficult for the French to reestablish more than nominal
        authority. Efforts to negotiate a peaceful coexistence between France and the Viet Minh failed, and by the end
        of 1946 the French were engaged in a full-scale war against the nationalist resistance in Indochina.39
      


      
        As noted earlier, Kennan’s initial views on the French war in Indochina were revealed during his tenure at the
        NWC, just before he became PPS director. On that occasion, he had discussed the Viet Minh in the context of the
        international Communist movement, speculating that Ho was probably closer to Beijing than to Moscow. He had
        also recommended then that the United States try to avoid getting deeply involved in Indochina, partly because
        it was unclear whether the Vietnamese were “fit to govern themselves.”40
      


      
        Kennan’s skepticism about the capacity of the Vietnamese for self-government reflected more than just his fear
        that they would become puppets for the Soviet or Chinese Communists. His apparently dismissive attitude toward
        Southeast Asians in general revealed the most pronounced evidence of the racism that historians and other
        commentators have detected in Kennan’s approach to the developing world.41 The Eurocentric Kennan certainly had a tendency to
        generalize about the world’s nonwhite peoples. On many occasions, he appeared fundamentally dubious about their
        native political capabilities. At a meeting with the secretary of the navy in January 1948, he said Asians were
        especially vulnerable to the “lies” on which Communist infiltration was based because “lies are more effective
        than the truth with the people of the area who are, for political purposes, emotionally volatile children.”42 Moreover, Kennan observed in a PPS paper a month later that
        American political values were not applicable to “Asiatic peoples.” Those values and institutions “may be all
        right for us, with our highly developed political traditions running back into the centuries and with our
        peculiarly favorable geographic position; but they are simply not practical or helpful, today, for most of the
        people in Asia.” Consequently, he said, “we should cease to talk about vague and—for the Far East—unreal
        objectives such as human rights, the raising of the living standards, and democratization.”43
      


      
        These attitudes were only reinforced by the impressions Kennan received during his first visit to East Asia in
        March 1948, when he toured parts of Japan, Okinawa, and the Philippines in conjunction with his mission to
        Tokyo to discuss occupation policy with MacArthur. Toward the end of his trip, Kennan wrote to Butterworth that
        he was thankful for the opportunity to see the region firsthand: “But it is instructive rather than gratifying
        to get a glimpse of this vast oriental world, so far from any hope of adjustment to the requirements of an
        orderly and humane situation, and to note the peculiarly cynical and grasping side of its own nature which
        Western civilization seems to present to these billions of oriental eyes, so curious, so observant, and so
        pathetically expectant.”44
      


      
        Kennan’s ideas about Southeast Asia in particular were even more striking, especially in contrast to his
        occasional and relatively complimentary but nonetheless stereotypical characterizations of the cleverness of
        the Chinese and the industriousness of the Japanese. In a lecture at the NWC in October 1948, he interjected a
        climatic theory of political development that he acknowledged as crude but considered especially applicable to
        the region. In Southeast Asia, Kennan stated, “[You] come up against realities, which perhaps, we may not like
        to speak of it [sic] sometimes because it involves a certain international tactlessness, but which I
        think we have to face when we deal in strategic problems. Those are the realities of climate and its effect on
        human beings. I think we have to face the fact that it is only the temperate climates of this earth which have
        been able to produce a really vigorous hard-hitting civilization capable of developing the resources of the
        earth in a formidable way.… I think we may as well recognize that in most
        tropical areas of the earth there is no great likelihood of a vigorous civilization springing up within our
        time.”45 Kennan
        cited this theory in support of his argument that Indochina, like China itself, could be effectively ceded to
        the Communists because it would pose no threat to the United States for the foreseeable future.
      


      
        It is perhaps disturbing that Kennan could have been so condescending toward the forces of nationalism in
        Southeast Asia, and thus so dismissive of the region’s capacity for “civilization” and its relative importance
        in the world. Some of his strategic judgments almost certainly were shaded by his ethnocentric and racist
        views. Although these attitudes were typical of the old-school Eurocentric diplomats
        and policymakers who dominated the State Department at the time, Kennan may have been more cynical than most in
        his judgments about what areas and peoples of the world merited US attention—and in his frank recommendations
        about ignoring those that did not.
      


      
        Kennan’s evolving strategic perspective toward Southeast Asia was reflected more broadly in his approach to
        those peripheral parts of the world that were subject to the threat of Communist incursion. In PPS 13, the
        global survey he prepared in November 1947, he recommended that the best way for the United States to counter
        Soviet expansionism, given that it could not do so single-handedly worldwide, was by “strengthening local
        forces of resistance” and getting them to shoulder part of the burden. “Only if they show signs of failing,”
        Kennan argued, “do we have to consider more direct action.” For the time being, he was prepared to let the
        French carry the burden of “local resistance” to Communism in Indochina, observing that the task of “bringing
        some order out of the chaos and uncertainty” there “probably exceeds our capacity.” Under such circumstances,
        he advised, Washington should make a careful study of the possibilities, and then do only “what we can
        conceivably do.” Given these criteria and his earlier assessment of the situation in Indochina, Kennan probably
        would have excluded that country from those worthy of a US commitment.46
      


      
        This view became more explicit in Kennan’s thinking in 1948, when he began to formulate his view that the
        United States had no vital strategic interests on the Asian mainland—least of all in the marginal area of
        Southeast Asia. In February he foreshadowed his “defensive perimeter” strategy in PPS 23, another “Review of
        Current Trends” in US foreign policy, in which he stated that Washington was “greatly over-extended in our
        whole thinking about what we can accomplish, and should try to accomplish,” in the Far East. It was a mistake,
        Kennan argued, to assume that the United States could solve all of Asia’s problems, or should even try:
      


      
        
          It is urgently necessary that we recognize our own limitations as a moral and ideological force among the
          Asiatic peoples.… We need not deceive ourselves that we can afford today the
          luxury of altruism and world-benefaction. For these reasons, we must observe great restraint in our attitude
          toward the Far Eastern areas.… It is not only possible, but probable, that in
          the course of this process many peoples will fall, for varying periods, under the influence of
          Moscow.… All this, too, is probably unavoidable; and we could not hope to
          combat it without the diversion of a far greater portion of our national effort than our people would ever
          willingly concede to such a purpose. In the face of this situation … we should stop putting ourselves in the position of being our brothers’ keeper and refrain
          from offering moral and ideological advice.47
        

      


      
        Kennan again called for a “careful study” of which areas in the East Asian region were absolutely vital to the
        United States, followed by concerted efforts to secure only those.48
      


      
        Within a month, Kennan had conducted a semblance of such a “careful study” during his trip to Japan that
        included side trips to Okinawa and the Philippines and produced his “strategic concept” memo for Marshall. The
        memo implicitly addressed Southeast Asia at two levels. As already noted, one of its basic principles was that
        the United States “would not regard any mainland areas as vital to us.” Kennan made no exception for Indochina;
        indeed, he did not mention it at all, indicating that he considered it expendable and perhaps even
        irrelevant.49
      


      
        Kennan, however, addressed the Philippines at length. There, he said, the United States had “the worst of all
        possible worlds” after granting the country its independence in 1946 and signing a military basing agreement in
        1947: military bases that were large enough to annoy the Filipinos but not strong enough to ensure their
        security, and a military assistance program that was “being only half-heartedly implemented.” The fundamental
        problem, in Kennan’s view, was that the strategic rationale for the US presence was not at all clear: “As far
        as I can learn, we have not made up our minds whether the islands constitute for us (a) territory which, by
        virtue of our past commitments, we are morally obligated to defend from invasion as we would our own; (b)
        territory which is important as the location for advance or staging bases useful to US security but which is
        otherwise of no great military interest to us; or (c) territory which is of little or no strategic importance
        to us and where our interests do not warrant the maintenance of base facilities, but where we see ourselves
        committed by past political engagements and moral considerations to maintain some show of military
        power.”50 Kennan’s
        own view was essentially (c). He judged that the only goal the United States needed to pursue in the
        Philippines was keeping it out of hostile hands, and he saw no motive for any real or potential US adversary to
        attempt to seize it. Accordingly, framing the US choices as “going in with all four feet on a full-fledged
        program of military assistance and base development,” on the one hand, and withdrawal of US forces but
        maintaining a small military assistance program, on the other, he recommended the latter. The Philippines—like
        Japan—would thus be excluded from the US security zone as long as it remained “entirely demilitarized and that
        no other power made any effort to obtain strategic facilities” there. Kennan acknowledged that there would be
        diverging views in Washington on this proposal, and he anticipated that the US Navy would resist it; but he
        thought the current US military commanders with whom he had met in Manila would agree
        with him.51 In any
        event, Kennan appears never to have substantially followed up on his recommendations regarding the Philippines,
        probably because he recognized that the issues he had raised were largely the purview of military planners.
      


      
        Nonetheless, the defensive perimeter concept became central to his approach to US policy in Southeast Asia. He
        was disinclined to support any substantive US involvement there—although he had vaguely conceded in his
        “strategic concept” memo that Washington would still “endeavor to influence events on the mainland of Asia in
        ways favorable to our security.”52 This presumably meant only that the United States, even in those areas that Kennan
        considered strategically unimportant, would work on the margins to encourage developments that were most
        compatible with US interests. Kennan, however, offered no definition that would have distinguished between what
        he deemed advisable as marginal efforts and actions that implied a greater commitment in the region than he was
        willing to support. This distinction became crucial when Kennan and the PPS were drawn into the State
        Department’s deliberations on how best to respond to events in Indochina.
      

    


    
      Davies and PPS 51


      
        In June 1948, the State Department organized a conference in Bangkok to address the many questions confronting
        US policy in Southeast Asia. Representatives from all of the US diplomatic posts in the region attended, along
        with country and regional experts from the State Department. Davies, who attended on behalf of the PPS, also
        visited Indonesia, Singapore, Indochina, Hong Kong, and the Philippines.53 Davies later recalled that he found a “seething
        situation” in the region—one he recognized from his experience in the China-Burma-India theater during World
        War II. That experience had brought him “smack up against the colonial problem” in Southeast Asia, which he
        recognized as the region’s fundamental challenge. Now, in the wake of the Japanese surrender, the European
        colonial powers were “maneuvering clumsily, militarily and politically, to retain as much authority as they
        could.” Local nationalist groups, however, were eager to seize the opportunity to push for independence—which
        Davies was inclined to support.54
      


      
        Even before Davies returned from his trip, Kennan had decided that he wanted him to write a PPS paper
        addressing the major issues relating to Southeast Asia. By the first week of August, Davies had completed an
        initial draft memorandum that closely mirrored Kennan’s own thinking. Southeast Asia, he argued, was of
        secondary strategic importance to the United States, and was characterized by chronic
        political instability. Only in Thailand and the Philippines, moreover, did there exist responsible and
        effective native leaders. The local Communist movements, Davies suggested, were more heavily influenced by
        Beijing than Moscow, although he believed the Soviets were beginning to focus increasing attention on the
        region. The bottom line for Davies, however, was that even Southeast Asia’s non-Communist nationalists were
        anti-Western in varying degrees. “Anti-white sentiments” were “profound and widespread,” posing a serious
        challenge to the European colonial powers that were attempting to turn back the clock. Davies’s judgment—as in
        1944—was that Washington should dissociate itself from the Europeans’ efforts to do so, and instead encourage
        them to accommodate the forces of native nationalism.55
      


      
        Davies’s point of view was generally shared by the Southeast Asian experts in FE, many of whom were old friends
        and close colleagues. His suggestions, however, soon confronted the more entrenched and influential views of
        the department’s Europeanists, who according to Davies were “not only in the majority but also in the senior
        positions.” Unfortunately for Davies and his colleagues on the Southeast Asia desk, Butterworth—the director of
        FE—was among these, having served most of his career in Europe before being assigned to China in 1946.
        Butterworth, as Davies later recalled, was “very European-oriented” and saw Western Europe as “the center of
        everything.” Predictably, the FE director shared the predilections of the department’s Office of European
        Affairs (EUR), which generally resisted any policies that might antagonize or alienate the continental Allies.
        Since these Allies included the colonial powers in Southeast Asia, Butterworth and his fellow Europeanists were
        reluctant to support pressure on those countries to liquidate their colonies there.56
      


      
        Under these circumstances, intradepartmental coordination of Davies’s Southeast Asia paper dragged on for
        months. The draft was initially circulated within FE and EUR at the beginning of September 1948, and the record
        shows that changes from Butterworth and others were still in the process of being incorporated in mid-December.
        Much of this delay, however, appears to have been occasioned by unfolding developments in Southeast Asia
        itself, which made the region a moving target for analysts and policymakers. In the second half of 1948,
        Washington was especially preoccupied with events in Indonesia, where the Dutch government was trying futilely
        to reclaim its authority from the non-Communist nationalists who had declared an independent Republic of
        Indonesia after World War II.57
      


      
        Kennan himself latched onto the Indonesian case after the Republican government successfully quashed a
        Communist revolt in October. In a 17 December note to Marshall, he surprisingly identified Indonesia as “the
        most crucial issue of the moment in our struggle with the Kremlin.” Washington’s response to the crisis there, Kennan believed, could seal the fate of the region “for decades to come.” Because
        the Dutch had no hope of successfully reasserting their control, the only two alternatives he saw were
        “Republican sovereignty and chaos”—the latter of which would be “an open door to communism.” Kennan thus
        recommended that Washington pressure the Dutch to reach a settlement with the Republic, which should then be
        granted US diplomatic recognition.58
      


      
        Although previously inattentive to Indonesia, Kennan was willing to get Washington involved there
        diplomatically for several reasons, none of which he considered applicable in Indochina. First and foremost,
        Kennan had been impressed with the effectiveness of the Republican government of Sukarno and Mohammed
        Hatta—especially their success against the local Communist rebellion, which burnished their anti-Communist
        credentials. Kennan thus calculated that this was both a viable and a relatively attractive native nationalist
        leadership. The same could not be said about Ho Chi Minh. At the same time, Kennan almost certainly judged that
        the Dutch, for better or worse, were destined to fail in Indonesia, and that Washington could afford to put
        pressure on the Netherlands—whose alienation would be far less problematic than that of France, whose support
        was vital to the Western alliance. Finally, Kennan had decided to assign Indonesia a role in his defensive
        perimeter concept. In his note to Marshall, he said: “Indonesia is the anchor in that chain of islands
        stretching from Hokkaido to Sumatra which we should develop as a politico-economic counter-force to communism
        on the Asiatic land-mass and as base areas from which, in case of necessity, we could with our air and sea
        power dominate continental East Asia and South Asia.”59 Kennan had not initially addressed Indonesia within his
        proposed strategic concept, nor did the country ever achieve such a role in US strategic planning. In December
        1948, however, it served his purpose—that of encouraging US support for Indonesia’s Republican government—to
        characterize the country in this way.
      


      
        Two days after Kennan wrote this note to Marshall, Dutch forces seized Jakarta and arrested much of the
        Republican leadership in a large-scale “police action.” Addressing an NWC audience on 21 December, Kennan
        described the Dutch move as “profoundly ill-advised and unjustified,” saying it had greatly complicated the
        challenge of establishing a “workable balance of power” in the region. The following day, Kennan and his PPS
        colleagues agreed that Washington should take a strong stand against the Dutch move, but that the PPS itself
        could do no more with the issue for the time being.60
      


      
        Davies, however, worked to incorporate the developments in Indonesia into his Southeast Asia paper, which was
        ready for another round of intradepartmental review at the end of February 1949—by which time Acheson had taken
        over as secretary of state. Jessup, who was then assuming his role in East Asia policy, thought the paper at
        that stage to be “excellent.”61 Unfortunately for Davies, developments in the region again upset
        the schedule. This time it was in Indochina itself. On 8 March, the French government signed an agreement in
        Paris that restored former emperor Bao Dai as head of a newly unified Vietnamese state within the French
        colonial union. Paris subsequently delivered a formal request to Washington for economic assistance to the new
        government.62
      


      
        Davies spent the rest of March again reworking his paper to include an assessment of the new situation in
        Indochina, and of Washington’s options for responding to it. In the meantime, he continued to receive
        conflicting suggestions on how to characterize the Indonesia problem. On 29 March, at long last, the paper was
        “generally accepted” and ready for submission to Webb—but not before Kennan, who had spent much of March on a
        trip to Germany, made some minor alterations of his own to the paper’s section on Indonesia.63
      


      
        The final paper, designated PPS 51 (“United States Policy toward Southeast Asia”), was one of the longest
        papers the PPS produced during Kennan’s tenure. It began with a lengthy analysis of the region as a whole, and
        of its relevance to the international balance of power, followed by an assessment of the situation in each of
        the individual countries, and finally by a comprehensive set of recommendations—again, both general and
        country-specific.64 Given the duration and difficulty of the interdepartmental coordination process, PPS 51
        shows signs of being drafted by committee, and of incorporating ideas that were not generated by Kennan and
        Davies themselves.
      


      
        Southeast Asia, the paper argued, had been severely disrupted, both politically and economically, by the impact
        of World War II. The region’s prewar role as a source of food and raw materials for the rest of the world
        needed to be revived, but its role as both a market and a source of revenue for the European colonial powers
        needed readjustment. “Nineteenth century imperialism [was] no longer a practicable system” in Southeast Asia,
        Davies observed. Long-term stability could come only through diversification of the regional economy. This
        process itself, however, would be complicated by the “extreme nationalist passions which now inflame much of
        the region.”65
      


      
        Davies argued that the “historical trend” in Southeast Asia was “away from colonialism and in the direction of
        nationalism.” Colonial rule was becoming “unnatural” as the native peoples of Southeast Asia—like those in
        other parts of the world—irreversibly developed a political consciousness and a militant nationalism. Local
        nationalist leaders varied widely in substance, motives, and effectiveness, but their capacity for successful
        indigenous government appeared almost irrelevant: “The real issue would seem to be whether the colonial country
        is able and determined to make continued foreign rule an overall losing proposition for the metropolitan power.
        If it is, no rational justification can be advanced by the metropolitan power for continued imperial rule and
        the colonial country may be considered ready for independence, even though
        misgovernment eventuates.”66 The Communist powers, both Beijing and Moscow, were eager to capitalize on these
        conditions. The Soviet Union in particular, Davies stated, had recently identified the region as a primary
        target for infiltration.
      


      
        Even though the region “possesses itself no important power potential,” it was imperative, according to PPS 51,
        that the United States prevent Southeast Asia’s resources and its trade and communications routes from falling
        under Communist control. Southeast Asia was “a vital segment on the line of containment” from Japan to India, a
        line that would be greatly weakened by a break in its center. This essentially invoked Kennan’s defensive
        perimeter concept and specified where maritime Southeast Asia fit into that concept. But it should also be
        noted that PPS 51 mentioned “containment” primarily in terms of the threat of Soviet rather than Chinese
        influence; the US objective was “denial of Southeast Asia to the Kremlin.”67
      


      
        This would require an “effective counter-force” to Communism in Southeast Asia in the form of a constructive
        alliance between the local populations and the Atlantic community, with the burden falling on the countries
        involved rather than the United States. Unfortunately, the colonial period had produced an “essentially
        pathological relationship” between the Southeast Asians and the Europeans; moreover, the former largely
        identified the United States with the latter. “The heart of the problem,” Davies argued, lay “within the
        Atlantic Community itself,” and particularly with the French and the Dutch, who were pursuing policies in
        Southeast Asia that were counterproductive in virtually every respect and doomed to failure. Merely advising
        them to alter their ways and to reach settlements with the Indochinese and the Indonesians, respectively, would
        seem the appropriate solution if the two colonial powers were “of an acquiescent turn of mind in these
        matters,” Davies stated. “This, however, is not the case.” Pressure on Paris and The Hague was more likely to
        harden their positions, provoke domestic political problems in each country, and threaten the cohesion of the
        alliance itself—and thus Washington’s agenda in Europe. It was thus important not to “ride rough-shod over
        Dutch and French sensibilities.”68
      


      
        In its country-specific assessments, PPS 51 said the situation in Indochina was “in an advanced stage of
        deterioration.” It had “simply not been in the realm of practicability” for the French to defeat the Viet Minh,
        and direct US aid to France was allowing Paris to squander its own resources in Indochina “on a mission which
        can be justified only in terms of Gallic mystique.” Meanwhile, the Bao Dai regime was incapable of drawing
        nationalist support away from the Viet Minh. Only if France yielded its claim to sovereignty would “the false
        issue of French imperialism, which cements communists and non-communists in unity, be dissolved.” In Indonesia,
        the Dutch had exhibited “neurotic symptoms of frustration, inferiority, and
        over-compensation” and had removed “the only Indonesian elements in whom we have confidence.” The prevailing
        chaos there was “ideally suited to the Kremlin’s design for capturing control.”69
      


      
        PPS 51 acknowledged that, even if sovereignty was transferred to the local nationalists in Southeast Asia,
        there was no guarantee that the indigenous governments would meet Washington’s expectations and goals. Both
        “chaos in Indonesia and communism in Indochina” might be inevitable. “But the choice before us for the
        immediate future is not between hostile tumult and friendly stability. It is between two evils and our task is
        to estimate which is the lesser.” It would not do to postpone the question, Davies argued, because the Soviets
        were already at work in the region, and Washington’s image in the developing world was at stake: “We must with
        resolution and skill steer our way between Scylla and Charybdis, between exasperation and resignation, between
        the rocks of undue pressure and the whirlpool of letting events take their present course.”70 The paper advised that
        Washington pursue a multilateral approach, soliciting the support of the British in presenting the problem to
        the French and the Dutch “in candor, detail, and with great gravity.” India, Pakistan, Australia, and the
        Philippines would subsequently be brought into a cooperative effort to find solutions. Ideally, these fellow
        Asian states would take the lead in public, with Washington and London offering “discreet support and
        guidance.”71
      


      
        PPS 51 also recommended that the United States “seek vigorously to develop the economic interdependence”
        between Southeast Asia, on the one hand, and Japan, Western Europe, and India, on the other—“with due
        recognition, however, of the legitimate aspirations” of the Southeast Asian countries for economic
        diversification. This idea probably was inserted into the paper during the interdepartmental review process,
        almost certainly by State’s economists and Europeanists. Although it was a key element in the thinking of the
        economists who focused on the financial aspects of postwar reconstruction, the occupation of Japan, and
        Europe’s colonial empires, at no point does it appear to have been a major factor in Kennan’s or Davies’s
        thinking about the Southeast Asian region or about Japan. As noted earlier, both men later indicated that it
        was not.72
      


      
        Notwithstanding its cogent analysis of the situation, the central flaw in PPS 51 was its equivocation on the
        same issue on which Kennan had earlier been self-contradictory. Both Davies and Kennan had declared Southeast
        Asia to be marginal in strategic importance while at the same time stating that Washington should still do what
        it could to prevent a Communist takeover there. However, they failed to specify how far the United States
        should go in pursuit of that goal, especially if pushing the European colonial powers toward granting
        independence might have unacceptable consequences for the Atlantic alliance. Moreover, any deeper engagement
        was bound to involve Washington in Southeast Asia in ways that were incompatible with
        the idea that the United States could and should stay out of it.
      


      
        This dilemma, however, was not yet manifest in early 1949, and it did not prevent PPS 51 from going forward.
        But it ultimately diluted the paper’s potential impact. Kennan sent the paper to Acheson and Webb on 1 April,
        noting that it had been fully coordinated with all the relevant offices within the department. He recommended
        that, after its scheduled consideration at a meeting chaired by Webb, the paper be submitted to the NSC for the
        council’s “information” and that appropriate sections of it be shared with the Economic Cooperation
        Administration and with the British government. PPS 51, however, “fell flat” in its first appearance at Webb’s
        meeting on 6 April. Kennan’s old friend Bohlen, then serving as counselor to the department and a staunch
        Europeanist, criticized the suggestion that the Indians, Pakistanis, Australians, and Filipinos be used in
        pressuring the French and the Dutch. Bohlen thought it important to deal directly with Paris and The Hague, at
        least at the outset. Butterworth said his subordinates in FE had earlier raised the same concern with Kennan
        and Davies. Nitze, another Europeanist who was then still working in the department’s economic division, said
        he thought the paper did not sufficiently emphasize the many obstacles to creating effective indigenous
        governments in Southeast Asia. Following Nitze’s lead, Butterworth used the opportunity to suggest a more
        gradualist approach than PPS 51 had recommended in advocating sovereignty in Indonesia. The PPS paper was put
        on hold pending consideration by Acheson himself.73
      


      
        Davies’s paper was destined to hang in the balance for another three months. It reached Acheson’s office on 29
        April, but the discussion on that occasion apparently failed to resolve the many questions about its contents
        and recommendations. Consequently, as Butterworth reported to Webb on 15 May, no diplomatic initiatives had
        been launched in line with PPS 51, and the relevant offices of the department continued to study the
        “comparative advantages” of the paper’s various recommendations.74 On 19 May, Kennan—no doubt frustrated with the various
        geographic offices’ foot-dragging on the paper—resubmitted it to Acheson after incorporating some changes that
        had been raised in the 29 April meeting. He added the following comment: “Although I am afraid you may have
        gotten a contrary impression from the recent discussion of this subject in your office, this paper does contain
        concrete suggestions for action at this time with respect to Southeast Asia.… I
        recommend that you approve the paper as broad guidance to Departmental thinking on the subject and as a
        strategic concept from which tactical planning by the operational offices should flow.”75 On the day he received
        this message from Kennan, however, Acheson left Washington for a monthlong trip to attend a Council of Foreign
        Ministers meeting in Paris.76 PPS 51 would have to wait until his return.
      


      
        Acheson ultimately approved the paper, and Kennan’s recommendations, on 1 July 1949
        (just as Jessup was assuming responsibility for the East Asia policy review). As Kennan had requested, the
        secretary instructed that PPS 51 be transmitted to the NSC for its “information,” and that it be used within
        the department as a “strategic concept from which tactical planning” would flow. Acheson also authorized
        discussion of the paper’s substance with British and French officials, as well as transmission of the text to
        all appropriate diplomatic posts overseas—but without the section containing the PPS’s specific
        recommendations.77
      


      
        Kennan and Davies, having already seen their recommendations alternately chiseled away and watered down by both
        EUR and FE, were by this time all but ready to shelve the paper. On 5 July, Kennan told Bohlen and Rusk that he
        and Davies would rather not have PPS 51 disseminated at all than have it sent out without its recommendations.
        Kennan added: “I leave it to you. This is no longer a planning responsibility. But if nothing at all is to be
        done with the paper, I wish a decision would be made to that effect and the paper filed as a record of the
        views of the Staff.”78
      


      
        In the end, Kennan and Davies won a Pyrrhic victory. On 11 July, PPS 51 received its final hearing in Acheson’s
        office. Rusk told the secretary that the suggestion to disseminate it minus its recommendations section was due
        to a “confused understanding” of the results of the discussion of the paper at Webb’s level; Rusk said he
        wished to send PPS 51 to the field in its entirety. Acheson concurred, but Bohlen added the suggestion that the
        paper be accompanied by a message to the respective diplomatic posts stating that its recommendations need not
        be acted on.79
        Thus, the paper was subsequently sent to the field with the following cover note: “The desirability of a
        clarification and synopsis of United States policy toward Southeast Asia, such as this report represents,
        constituting a strategic concept upon which tactical decisions will be based, will be well understood and is
        abundantly attested by the material contained in the report. It is expected that the matters presented in the
        report will at an early date be discussed by representatives of the United States and those of the United
        Kingdom and France. The report is, however, transmitted to you with the intention that for the present it will
        serve only as a source of information and not as the basis for any action on your part.”80
      


      
        Davies himself later lamented that the PPS 51 exercise had ended “rather mushily”—so mushily, in fact, that
        years later he could not remember the ultimate fate of the paper he had worked on for nearly a year. In the
        end, the Europeanists in the department who were unwilling to put pressure on France and the Netherlands had
        successfully diluted its impact. They had been assisted in part by some of the Southeast Asian hands, both
        within FE and at diplomatic posts in the region, whose parochial recommendations and
        predisposition to support local nationalism no doubt had hampered the paper’s review process and helped to
        water down its results. In hindsight, Davies could say only that his recommendations in PPS 51 obviously were
        not followed.81
      


      
        Yet this is not entirely accurate. Historian Robert Blum correctly observed that PPS 51 “contained no bold
        prescriptions for an American containment policy backed by large amounts of money, arms, technical assistance,
        or prestige” despite the “growing concern that something needed to be done to prevent the region from falling
        under communist control.”82 Nonetheless, several of the fundamental ideas expressed in PPS 51—if not its specific
        recommendations—were reflected in Washington’s subsequent response to developments in Southeast Asia. Although
        historian Michael Schaller overstated the case in saying that PPS 51 “formed the basis of Asian containment
        doctrine for the next two decades,” the paper’s cogent analysis of the forces operating and the stakes in
        Southeast Asia provided the rationale for Washington’s continued interest in and attention to the
        area.83
        Unfortunately for Kennan, however, the depth of US engagement in the region that was deemed worthwhile and
        advisable subsequently began to diverge from the principles of PPS 51—and from his personal thinking on
        Southeast Asia.
      

    


    
      Kennan and the US Commitment to Indochina


      
        As noted earlier, the final months of the bureaucratic process that ultimately produced PPS 51 coincided with
        the establishment of the Bao Dai regime and France’s request for US aid to that regime. Washington thus came
        under growing pressure to clarify its position toward developments in Indochina. PPS 51 had recommended the
        adoption of a wait-and-see attitude. “Because we are powerless to bring about a constructive solution of the
        explosive Indochinese situation through unilateral action,” the paper advised, Washington should hold off on
        any decision regarding Indochina pending the results of the paper’s recommendation to multilateralize the
        issue.84 This
        judgment was reaffirmed in mid-May—just before Acheson left for the Council of Foreign Ministers meeting in
        Paris—at a State Department meeting that included representatives from the Southeast Asia and European
        divisions, and Davies from the PPS. The SEA officers said the French agreement with Bao Dai was unlikely to
        attract genuine support from Vietnamese nationalists—and thus was unlikely to succeed—because it left Paris
        with decisive control over Vietnam’s foreign affairs and military. The EUR officers, meanwhile, said there was
        “no chance whatsoever” that the French would make additional concessions, and that any
        attempt by the United States to pressure Paris would be counterproductive.85
      


      
        In early June, in the “where to draw the line in Asia” memo cited earlier, Kennan included Indochina among
        those countries in which “the Communists will probably, notwithstanding all practicable efforts by us, emerge
        in control.” A week later, he told a Pentagon audience that there was “no military line that you can draw in
        Southeast Asia that would mean very much today.” Echoing PPS 51, Kennan argued that the main problem in the
        region was not a military but a political one that could be confronted only if the native non-Communists joined
        forces with the resident European powers against their common enemy of Communism. The greatest obstacle to
        this, however, was the residual colonial mind-set of France and the Netherlands—a mind-set which Kennan thought
        the local nationalists were bound to view as an even greater enemy than Communism.86
      


      
        The memo that Davies had drafted, “Suggested Course of Action in East and South Asia,” which Kennan delivered
        to Acheson and Jessup in early July, had made no mention of Indochina, suggesting that Kennan and Davies were
        increasingly inclined to write off that country. It did, however, suggest that Jessup tour the region to
        discuss “issues of mutual interest” with local leaders.87 By the end of August, after he and the Consultants had
        completed their initial review of policy options in East Asia, Jessup included such a trip in his own set of
        preliminary recommendations to Acheson. He also included the suggestion that Washington issue “a public
        statement of policy along the lines of [PPS 51] espousing the cause of nationalism.”88
      


      
        Jessup’s advocacy of the PPS approach to Southeast Asia, however, eventually led to results contrary to those
        Kennan and Davies had intended. Indeed, during the last quarter of 1949, under Jessup’s influence, US policy
        toward Southeast Asia drifted decisively away from the direction Kennan considered advisable. Not surprisingly,
        this coincided with Kennan’s growing frustration with Acheson’s bureaucratic style and his gradual
        disengagement from the decision-making process. As already seen, Kennan in late September 1949 announced his
        plans to step down as PPS director at the end of the year.
      


      
        In the meantime, Jessup and the Consultants took the initiative that ultimately led to the commitment of US
        economic and military aid to the French effort in Indochina. In late October, in preparation for a meeting with
        the president, Acheson met with Jessup and the Consultants to summarize the findings of their review of East
        Asian policy. At that point, the group was still maintaining an ambivalent, wait-and-see attitude toward
        Indochina. Truman, however, was keen on the idea of a tour of the East Asian region by Jessup—the trip that
        Kennan and Davies had suggested in July. Consequently, on 15 December Jessup began a three-month junket that
        included stops in Saigon and Hanoi, even though Indochina was not on the itinerary
        originally proposed by Kennan and Davies. Impressed by Bao Dai and by the arguments being made in support of
        economic aid to the region, Jessup returned to Washington in mid-March 1950 as a strong proponent of US
        assistance to the French-backed regime in Indochina.89
      


      
        Acheson, meanwhile, had gradually come to support the same position for a variety of reasons, as other
        historians have outlined. These included the need for French support for Washington’s agenda within the
        European alliance—especially the rearmament of Germany; the Indochinese war’s severe financial drain on the
        French treasury, which was destabilizing the government in Paris; the escalating Republican charges that the
        Truman administration’s East Asia policy was soft on Communism; the British government’s inclination to
        recognize the Bao Dai regime; and the recognition of Ho Chi Minh’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam by Moscow and
        Beijing in January 1950. On 7 February 1950, Washington recognized the French-backed governments in Vietnam,
        Cambodia, and Laos. By the middle of 1950—even before the outbreak of the Korean War—the United States had
        committed both economic and military aid to Indochina.90
      


      
        Acheson’s later justification for this decision is worth noting for its implicit criticism of the approach
        Kennan (and others) had advocated:
      


      
        
          Both during this period and after it our conduct was criticized as being a muddled hodgepodge, directed
          neither toward edging the French out of an effort to re-establish their colonial rule, which was beyond their
          power, nor helping them hard enough to accomplish it or, even better, to defeat Ho and gracefully withdraw.
          The description is accurate enough. The criticism, however, fails to recognize the limits on the extent to
          which one may successfully coerce an ally.… So while we may have tried to
          muddle through and were certainly not successful, I could not think then or later of a better course. One can
          suggest, perhaps, doing nothing. That might have had merit, but as an attitude for the leader of a great
          alliance toward an important ally, indeed one essential to a critical endeavor, it had its demerits,
          too.91
        

      


      
        Needless to say, Kennan viewed these developments with dismay, having concluded that the United States could do
        little more in Indochina to rescue the country from Communism than it had been able to do in China. He told
        another Pentagon conference in mid-September 1949 that Southeast Asia was then under the shadow of engulfment
        by Communism: “There appears to be, as of today, no force which would withstand that power except the fanatical
        and childish passion of native nationalism. Even this is not a certainty; but it looks like the best
        bet.”92
      


      
        Kennan clearly had little faith in the Southeast Asians’ ability to save themselves, and he saw no vital US
        interest that merited intervention to save them. In this respect, he viewed most of
        the anti-Communists in the region much as he viewed Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist Chinese. Regarding a US role,
        Kennan said “the means at the disposal of this Government for influencing the outcome are far fewer and less
        significant than many people imagine.”93 Kennan thus believed that in Indochina, as in China, Washington should simply
        acknowledge that the situation was beyond its power to save.
      


      
        Kennan reiterated and attempted to rationalize this view in a briefing paper he prepared for Acheson in January
        1950 for an appearance before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. What the French were doing in Indochina,
        Kennan argued, was “too little and too late”; at the same time, pressuring them to do more would only “get
        their backs up” and cause problems in Europe. As for the Southeast Asians themselves, Kennan stated that
        Washington should try “to help [only] people who are seriously trying to help themselves.” The people of
        Southeast Asia, he bluntly judged, were lacking in that regard because of a combination of “immaturity and
        corruption” in their politics and a variety of “deep seated demographic and social problems.” This made it
        unlikely that any outside power could help. “We must realize,” he wrote, “that we cannot metamorphize
        [sic] life” and that the challenge instead was to identify those areas “where our help really can serve
        useful and constructive purpose[s]” while “combatting the foolish and dangerous assumption” that Washington
        “can and should take upon itself basic responsibilities which [the] peoples of [the] area must bear for meeting
        their own problems.”94 Southeast Asia, Kennan observed, may or may not fall into Communist hands; the point was
        that “no one in this country can guarantee anything.” If Indochina did fall, it would be a “definite
        deterioration” in world affairs. But “it would not necessarily be fatal or irreparable, from our standpoint,
        and no cause either for despair or lack of self-confidence on our part.”95 In short, Indochina ultimately was expendable, as
        Kennan thought of China.
      


      
        Kennan mustered what other arguments he could against a US commitment to Indochina. To that end, he retreated
        from his earlier assumption that the Chinese Communists were the real threat in Southeast Asia. There was no
        evidence, he said, that Beijing was planning to move into the area militarily—a threat that many observers were
        citing as reason enough for US military involvement there. Kennan, moreover, thought it unlikely that the
        Chinese would do so. A few months later, he repeated the idea that there were “no really reliable elements with
        which we can really work” in Southeast Asia to resist Communism. Most importantly, he observed, the Soviet
        Union probably would like nothing more than to see the United States “tangled up” in a war in Vietnam;
        Washington should thus avoid a commitment in Southeast Asia if only to deprive Moscow of that
        pleasure.96
      

    


    
      Korea: Before the Invasion


      
        As with Indochina, Kennan in June 1949 included South Korea among those countries over which “the Communists
        will probably, notwithstanding all practicable efforts by us, emerge in control.”97 By all indications he was prepared to
        let this happen, having concluded that the mainland of East Asia was strategically expendable to the United
        States, and making no exception for the Korean peninsula.
      


      
        In his memoirs, Kennan wrote that he was never involved in any official decisions involving Korea prior to the
        North Korean attack in June 1950. Most of those decisions were made within the military establishment, he
        claimed, and to the extent that the State Department was consulted, “the resulting deliberations were not ones
        in which I had been asked to participate.”98 This actually was not correct. Shortly after he became PPS director in 1947, Kennan
        not only was consulted but also deliberately inserted himself into the policy debate at the time over what was
        to be done about South Korea. After the Japanese surrender in 1945, the Korean peninsula had been divided into
        Soviet and US zones of occupation. For the next two years, plans for reunifying and granting independence to
        Korea were repeatedly stymied by procedural and tactical disagreements between Moscow and Washington. In the
        interim, the two occupying powers set up their own de facto governments in North and South Korea, respectively.
        In September 1947, Washington announced that it was referring the Korean matter to the United Nations; Moscow
        immediately responded by proposing the joint withdrawal of occupation forces.
      


      
        The State Department, meanwhile, undertook a thorough reexamination of US interests in Korea in an effort to
        determine how much energy and resources should be devoted to maintaining a US commitment there. On 15
        September, State asked the JCS to provide an assessment of the strategic value of the military occupation of
        South Korea. Forrestal subsequently forwarded the Joint Chiefs’ judgment that the United States, for several
        reasons, had “little strategic interest in maintaining the present troops and bases in Korea.” If war broke out
        in East Asia, the JCS stated, the US occupation force in Korea would actually be a “military liability.” Its
        withdrawal to Japan or elsewhere in the region, on the other hand, would strengthen the US defensive posture
        where it was more appropriate to do so, while at the same time reducing unnecessary expenses. As far as the
        Joint Chiefs were concerned, the sooner the US military presence was removed from Korea the better, lest the
        deteriorating political and economic situation on the peninsula either trap US forces in undesirable
        circumstances or exaggerate the loss of US “military prestige” that a withdrawal was likely to
        entail.99
      


      
        Even before State had received the Joint Chiefs’ assessment, Kennan went on record
        with his own views on the subject. After reading a report from the State Department’s political adviser in
        Seoul, Kennan sent a memorandum to Butterworth in which he intended to “make clear … the position of the Planning Staff with regard to policy in Korea”—even though Kennan
        acknowledged that the issue appeared to be largely an operational military one. The PPS director reported that
        the staff’s own discussions with military representatives had already indicated that Korea was not deemed
        militarily essential. Accordingly, Kennan argued that “our policy should be to cut our losses and get out of
        there as gracefully but promptly as possible.”100
      


      
        Kennan’s view was far from unique within the State Department. At a 29 September meeting that was chaired by
        Marshall and attended by Lovett, Butterworth, Kennan, Rusk, and Allison, it was quickly agreed that the US
        position in Korea was “untenable.” The group’s only concern was that it would be difficult to “scuttle and run”
        without damaging US prestige. It would at least be necessary to seek a way out that involved a “minimum of bad
        effects.” Because the Soviet proposal for joint withdrawal might offer such a vehicle, it was decided that
        Washington should tentatively support the idea in the UN. Kennan concurred in this decision, adding only that
        Washington should not commit itself too firmly to any one course of action. The goal, he said, should be “to
        get the best bargain we can but not to tie our own hands unnecessarily.”101
      


      
        Kennan subsequently used numerous opportunities to reiterate his belief that Korea was strategically
        expendable. In PPS 13, “Resume of World Situation,” which he prepared in November 1947, he declared that Korea
        was a lost cause: “There is no longer any real hope of a genuinely peaceful and free democratic development in
        that country. Its political life is bound to be dominated by political immaturity, intolerance, and violence.
        Where such conditions prevail, the communists are in their element. Therefore, we cannot count on native Korean
        forces to help us hold the line against Soviet expansion. Since the territory is not of decisive strategic
        importance to us, our main task is to extricate ourselves without too great a loss of prestige.”102 Similarly, Kennan told
        a conference hosted by the navy secretary in January 1948 that the United States should “get out of Korea as
        gracefully as possible unless we determined that the southern half is of sufficient strategic importance to
        retain,” which he doubted. In effect, Kennan concluded—at least at the time—that Korea was not one of those
        areas where his doctrine of containment was applicable. Instead, he placed Korea—unlike Japan, which he judged
        to be of sufficient strategic value that the United States was required to take action to prevent it from
        falling into Soviet hands—in the same category he had placed China. Neither of these two mainland countries, he
        argued, merited the commitment of US resources that would have been required to defend
        them against Soviet domination.103
      


      
        Kennan incorporated this idea, specifically with regard to Korea, into his “strategic concept” proposal to
        Marshall in March 1948. In recommending that Washington adopt a strategic posture in East Asia that relied
        exclusively on offshore island bases centered on Okinawa, Kennan said the United States should “not regard any
        mainland areas as vital to us.” Korea, accordingly, should be evacuated as soon as possible. The US presence
        there, he argued, was predicated on an international mandate that had proved “unrealistic” and was “soon to be
        swept away by the march of events in that area.” As far as Korea’s self-defense was concerned, Kennan was
        prepared to recommend that, in conjunction with the US withdrawal, the US military commander in Korea be
        allowed to “go as far as he likes” toward “raising, training, and equipping a Korean constabulary.” Kennan,
        however, does not appear to have been particularly concerned about the inherent capability of any such
        constabulary. His primary goal was the withdrawal of US troops; if the training of a local military force was
        seen as a prerequisite, Kennan was willing to give lip service to the idea.104
      


      
        On 2 April 1948, the NSC approved a new policy toward Korea that was essentially consistent with Kennan’s
        views. NSC 8, which was approved by Truman on 8 April, advised that US forces be withdrawn from Korea as soon
        as possible, and set 31 December 1948 as the target date. In order to achieve the “minimum of bad effects,”
        Washington would also expedite the establishment in South Korea of both an indigenous government and an
        indigenous army capable of protecting the country against anything short of “an overt act of aggression by
        north Korean or other forces.” Ironically—given the ultimate fate of this policy—the NSC paper also advised
        that Washington “should not become so irrevocably involved in the Korean situation that any action by any
        faction in Korea or by any other power in Korea could be considered a casus belli for the
        U.S.”105
      


      
        Many of Kennan’s colleagues within the State Department—particularly Butterworth and Allison—later began to
        reconsider the advisability of a precipitous US withdrawal from Korea. The political situation there, instead
        of stabilizing, had grown increasingly volatile and polarized. After conservative leader Syngman Rhee’s
        supporters swept the legislative elections in the South, Rhee became president of the Republic of Korea in
        August 1948, but his government was tenuous from the start. In September, the regime in the North declared the
        establishment of the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. Some officials at State were also concerned that a
        US withdrawal from Korea would increase Japan’s vulnerability to Communist advances. Butterworth responded to
        these developments by suggesting that Washington postpone its withdrawal while the NSC conducted a review of US
        policy toward Korea. Marshall eventually agreed, and in January 1949—just before
        Acheson succeeded him—the State Department formally asked Forrestal for an urgent reappraisal of the situation
        in Korea.106
      


      
        In March the NSC produced a revised Korea policy, NSC 8/2, which essentially reaffirmed Washington’s
        determination to withdraw US occupation forces from South Korea, but moved the deadline back to 30 June 1949.
        The NSC paper admitted that this would leave the South potentially vulnerable to a Soviet-inspired attack from
        the North, but argued that “this risk will [prevail] equally at any time in the foreseeable future” and would
        not be appreciably diminished by “the mere further temporary postponement of withdrawal.” The best way for
        Washington to reduce that risk, the paper argued, would be to “make it unmistakably clear” that the US
        withdrawal “in no way constitutes a lessening of US support” for the South Korean regime. This would be
        accomplished through a well-publicized program of political, economic, and military assistance to the Rhee
        government.107
      


      
        Acheson accepted this assessment, which was essentially that of the Joint Chiefs, and approved NSC 8/2.
        However, he added a statement for the record: “In approving this paper in its present form, I wish to emphasize
        the view, which is held by the Department of State, that the success of the policy set forth therein may well
        be dependent upon the adequacy of the transfer of military equipment and supplies provided for … in furnishing the Korean Government with effective security forces.… It is our understanding that this transfer is well on its way to completion and
        … will be adequate to meet the foregoing desideratum.”108
      


      
        Kennan shared this view—that success in Korea depended on the veracity of the Joint Chiefs’ claim that the
        South Koreans could be defended without resident US ground troops. He would later blame US military officers
        for convincing him that this was true. A “very high Air Force officer,” Kennan later wrote, had told him during
        his trip to Japan in early 1948 that the US Air Force could, through its strategic bombing capability based at
        Okinawa, control “anything that went on in the way of military operations on the Korean peninsula.”
        Subsequently, Kennan said, he and his State colleagues were told by Pentagon officers that South Korea’s troops
        were “so well armed and trained that they were clearly superior” to the North’s. These “rosy assurances” from
        the US military, Kennan claimed, prevented him and his colleagues from recognizing Korea as a possible theater
        of action when, in the early summer of 1950, they received reports that the Soviet Union was planning a
        military adventure somewhere. “I have always reproached myself,” Kennan insisted in hindsight, for accepting
        the Pentagon’s assessment of the South Korean military, when in fact “the reason they fared so badly at the
        outset was that we had not trained or equipped them very well.”109
      


      
        In any case, US policy toward Korea remained substantially unchanged between NSC 8/2 of March 1949 and the
        outbreak of war in June 1950. The withdrawal of US forces was completed in 1949, and Washington’s military and
        economic assistance to Seoul became institutionalized. Kennan gave lip service to this
        approach when he appeared, on Acheson’s behalf, before a House committee reviewing the Korean aid program in
        June 1949.110
        Kennan personally supported the idea of “political and economic” aid to Korea merely as a means of placating
        those who had reservations about the withdrawal of US military forces. During this period, however, he did not
        substantially alter his judgment that South Korea was strategically expendable.
      


      
        Much has been written about the implicit statement of policy toward Korea that was contained within Acheson’s
        speech to the National Press Club in Washington on 12 January 1950, in which he outlined the US “defensive
        perimeter” in the Far East—echoing Kennan’s formulation of almost two years earlier. This perimeter, Acheson
        explained, followed the chain of offshore islands running from the Aleutians to Japan, through the Ryukyus, and
        on to the Philippines. Then he added: “So far as the military security of other areas in the Pacific is
        concerned, it must be clear that no person can guarantee these areas against military attack.… Should such an attack occur—one hesitates to say where such an armed attack could come
        from—the initial reliance must be on the people attacked to resist it and then upon the commitments of the
        entire civilized world under the Charter of the United Nations which so far has not proved a weak reed to lean
        on by any people who are determined to protect their independence against outside aggression.”111
      


      
        After the outbreak of the Korean War, critics of the administration’s foreign policy said Acheson’s speech had
        “given the green light” to the North’s invasion by not explicitly including South Korea in Washington’s
        defensive sphere. Acheson dismissed this argument as “specious, for Australia and New Zealand were not included
        either, and the first of all our mutual defense agreements was made with Korea.” He also insisted that his
        reference to the UN Charter was intended as a warning to potential aggressors, which was nonetheless
        disregarded.112
        Certainly the North Koreans or Russians or Chinese might have taken Acheson’s speech as a sign that the United
        States would be disinclined to intervene militarily in the event of an invasion of South Korea. However, this
        line of argument assumes that the absence of a “green light” from the West was all that was holding back an
        invasion.
      


      
        In any event, Acheson’s speech contained nothing substantially new. As noted earlier, the defensive perimeter
        concept had become a de facto basis for US planning in the region even though it had never been explicitly
        endorsed as a policy. As for Korea, Kennan had specifically excluded it from the US defensive perimeter in his
        original proposal, and the withdrawal of US military forces in 1949 had already suggested that Washington was
        not particularly interested in providing a military guarantee of South Korea’s security. Thus, Acheson’s
        “defensive perimeter” was neither original to him nor did it depart significantly from
        existing policy.113
      


      
        Kennan himself was wholly ambivalent about Acheson’s speech, partly because the speech coincided with Kennan’s
        growing alienation from Acheson’s decision making within the State Department. When he received a draft of the
        speech for review, he “found it dull and sanctimonious” and generated a draft of his own that echoed several
        elements of his long-standing cynicism about US policy in East Asia and his insistence that Washington minimize
        its engagement there. Historically, Kennan wrote, the United States had paid little attention to the region,
        and rightfully so, because of its limited strategic importance, xenophobia, and despotic regimes. World War II
        and the virus of Communism had changed things, but not in ways that created US interests—or a rationale for US
        intervention—where they did not previously exist. In particular, the political changes that had occurred had
        not “altered military realities in our disfavor,” and thus many of the changes to US policy in the region that
        were being advocated appeared “either to involve an unsound engagement of our military power or to rest on a
        false concept of the function and possibilities of US aid.” Acheson ignored Kennan’s input, which historian
        Bruce Cumings referred to as “a typically arcane collection of turn-of-the-century ideas” and which was indeed
        obsolete as a viable US policy statement in 1950.114
      


      
        Regarding the final version of Acheson’s speech, Kennan wrote a decade later that he was “always puzzled at the
        beating” Acheson took over it. The speech, he claimed, no doubt reflected views prevalent within the Pentagon.
        Kennan’s explication of its contents, however, was ambiguous and confusing:
      


      
        
          The language [Acheson] used was based, of course, on a misunderstanding. It involved, above all, a failure to
          distinguish between areas which we might find ourselves obliged to attempt to defend in the event of all-out
          war, for purely military reasons, and areas which, while not falling into this latter category, were ones in
          which we nevertheless would not be able to permit a provocative communist military aggression.… The whole idea, implicit in the interpretation given to Acheson’s statement, that there
          was a portion of the world which we must defend at once even at the cost of major war and that the remainder
          of the world was so unimportant to us there could be no occurrence in it that would cause us to resort to
          arms: this interpretation represented a primitivization of thinking on this subject which was hardly worthy
          of those who entertained it.115
        

      


      
        The distinction Kennan makes in the first half of this excerpt is not altogether clear. It is difficult to see
        how the United States could disallow military aggression in an area without implicitly
        or necessarily assuming an obligation to defend that area. Indeed, the latter is precisely what Washington
        subsequently opted to do in Korea in June 1950—with Kennan’s encouragement, as will be seen.
      


      
        Moreover, Kennan had argued elsewhere that there were in fact areas in the world that were “so unimportant” to
        the United States that Washington should resist a “resort to arms” to defend those areas from Communist
        aggression. He had effectively said this about China a year earlier, when he insisted that advocates of
        full-scale support for Chiang Kai-shek bore the burden of proving that two conditions had been met: that “there
        is sufficiently powerful national interest to justify our departure” from a long-standing policy of
        noninterference in other countries’ affairs, and that “we have the means to conduct such intervention
        successfully and can afford the cost in terms of the national effort it involves.” In Kennan’s view, these
        conditions were not then applicable in China. The Nationalist regime was simply not worth fighting for, and a
        Communist takeover of China, although unfortunate and undesirable, would not significantly damage vital US
        strategic interests.116
      


      
        Kennan said essentially the same thing about South Korea during his tenure as PPS director. He had urged a
        withdrawal of US occupation forces on the grounds that the country was not strategically important and that the
        local population was probably incapable of resisting Soviet influence. He had rationalized this approach,
        moreover, by giving lip service to the development of an indigenous army, even though he doubted it could save
        the country from “political immaturity, intolerance, and violence.”117 Kennan does not appear to have significantly altered
        this view at any time during 1949 or the first half of 1950. Until the North invaded, he apparently was
        prepared to abandon South Korea to its fate.
      

    


    
      NSC 48: Benchmark of Kennan’s Impact on East Asia Policy


      
        On 30 December 1949, Truman approved the NSC paper designated NSC 48/2—“The Position of the United States with
        Respect to Asia”—which outlined Washington’s strategic objectives in East and South Asia and recommended
        various policies designed to support those objectives. The NSC 48 series was the brainchild of Defense
        Secretary Johnson, who had clashed with Acheson on Asia policy within months of taking office. In June 1949,
        Johnson had inserted himself in Acheson’s Asia policy review by formally requesting that the NSC prepare a
        comprehensive paper on the subject—a long-range alternative to what Johnson viewed as the State Department’s
        “day-to-day, country-by-country approach.” The State Department predictably reacted defensively, and the
        interagency wrangling over the text of the paper dragged on for six months. In the
        end, State won a victory of sorts. It successfully watered down or rejected most of the Pentagon’s suggested
        changes to Asia policy, especially a proposal for expanding the US military commitment to the Nationalist
        regime on Taiwan. The resulting paper, however, was largely a restatement of existing policies and, as such,
        hardly seemed worth the pain and effort to the State participants in the process, who had denied the need for
        such a paper in the first place. More importantly, NSC 48 had a shelf life of only six months before the North
        Korean invasion transformed the context and the objectives of Washington’s East Asia policy.118
      


      
        Kennan was not involved in the deliberations over NSC 48. Indeed, he made a point of specifically dissociating
        both himself and the PPS from the paper. After receiving the Defense Department–inspired NSC draft for
        coordination, Kennan in early November sent a note to Rusk saying that the PPS was “reluctant to select
        specific parts of the paper for comment as to do so might lead to the inference that it agrees with the
        remainder.” He added only the general comment that he thought the NSC draft greatly overemphasized military
        factors.119 One
        month later, while Butterworth and FE were still haggling with Defense over the paper, Davies informed his FE
        counterparts that “Kennan takes the position with respect to the NSC Asia policy paper that the Policy Planning
        Staff neither approves nor disapproves the document.”120 As a result, NSC 48 was prepared and approved without any
        direct involvement by Kennan or members of his staff.
      


      
        Despite—and even because of—Kennan’s lack of personal involvement with the paper, and regardless of its short
        lifespan, NSC 48 serves as an extremely useful benchmark by which to measure Kennan’s cumulative impact on East
        Asia policy as PPS director. The paper was approved at precisely the end of his tenure in that position, and it
        essentially summarized, at that point in time, the existing policies toward the Far East—many of which Kennan
        had earlier played a role in developing. Thus, even though he did not participate in the interagency
        deliberations that produced it, many elements of NSC 48 can be traced to Kennan’s and Davies’s influence.
      


      
        First and foremost, NSC 48 established that Washington’s overall and “immediate objective” in East Asia was “to
        contain and where feasible to reduce the power and influence of the USSR in Asia.”121 That this was taken for granted
        merely underscores the degree to which Kennan’s original doctrine of containment of Soviet power and influence
        was the guiding principle behind US policy in East Asia, as elsewhere in the world. And the absence of any
        reference to containing Communist China also reflected Kennan’s view that his doctrine applied only to the
        Soviet Union.
      


      
        The country-specific sections of NSC 48 also reveal Kennan’s influence to a surprising degree. The paper’s
        characterization of the challenge facing US policy in China is based heavily on the
        analysis that Kennan and Davies had provided a year earlier in their comprehensive China paper, PPS 39, which
        later became NSC 34. Both papers (NSC 34 and NSC 48) said the foreseeable future of China would depend on both
        the Soviet Union’s ability to control the Chinese Communist regime, and the latter’s ability to extend its own
        domestic control over China. NSC 48’s primary recommendations with regard to China simply reiterated those in
        NSC 34 (indeed, NSC 48 cited the earlier paper as its source): Washington should continue to recognize the KMT
        “until the situation is further clarified” and should in the meantime “exploit …
        any rifts between the Chinese Communists and the USSR and between the Stalinists and other elements in
        China.”122
        Kennan, as already seen, had played a key role in crafting the substance and the language of both of these
        policies.
      


      
        NSC 48’s China policy proposals differed from Kennan’s thinking in two respects. Whereas Kennan and Davies had
        argued during the fall of 1949 in favor of recognizing the Communist Chinese regime, NSC 48 recommended that
        Washington avoid doing so “until it is clearly in the United States[’] interest.” Secondly, the NSC opted to
        continue the tenuous and ambiguous policy of “attempting to deny” Taiwan to the Chinese Communists through only
        “diplomatic and economic means”—disregarding Kennan’s extraordinary proposal the previous July that the United
        States should assert unilateral control over the island. In neither case was the NSC prepared to support a
        course of action as risky and politically unpalatable as those Kennan had suggested. Instead, NSC 48’s
        treatment of the recognition and Taiwan issues underscores the fact that Kennan’s influence on China policy had
        reached its limits by mid-1949.123
      


      
        His profound influence on Japan policy, however, had not yet reached its limits. NSC 48’s enunciation of US
        goals in Japan was a concise restatement of those Kennan had outlined in PPS 28 (later NSC 13), the document on
        which the “reverse course” in Japan was based. According to NSC 48, the “basic United States non-military
        objectives in Japan” remained “the promotion of democratic forces and economic stability before and after the
        peace settlement. To further this objective the United States must seek to reduce to a minimum occupation or
        post-occupation interference in the processes of the Japanese Government while at the same time providing
        protection for the basic achievements of the occupation and the advice and assistance that will enable the
        Japanese themselves to perpetuate these achievements.”124
      


      
        Indeed, the NSC’s approval of NSC 48 explicitly reaffirmed Kennan’s earlier paper as the basis for US policy in
        Japan. Because the question of a Japanese peace treaty was then under active review, NSC 48 itself stated that
        policy toward Japan would have to be reassessed after the treaty question was resolved.125 This language, however,
        was approved by the NSC subject to “an understanding that nothing in [the relevant
        paragraph] changes the present policy toward Japan as contained in NSC 13/3 [the final version of Kennan’s
        Japan policy paper] or prejudges the question of a possible Japanese peace treaty.”126
      


      
        Kennan’s “strategic concept” for Japan was also incorporated into NSC 48. In language almost identical to that
        he had been using for nearly three years to describe Japan’s strategic importance, NSC 48 stated: “In the power
        potential of Asia, Japan plays the most important part by reason of its industrious, aggressive population,
        providing a large pool of trained manpower, its integrated internal communications system with a demonstrated
        potential for an efficient merchant marine, its already developed industrial base and its strategic
        position.”127
        More importantly, the NSC adopted as the US strategic posture in East Asia the defensive perimeter idea that
        Kennan had been among the first in Washington to suggest. According to NSC 48:
      


      
        
          From the military point of view, the United States must maintain a minimum position in Asia if a successful
          defense is to be achieved against future Soviet aggression. This minimum position is considered to consist of
          at least our present military position in the Asian offshore island chain, and in the event of war its denial
          to the Communists. The chain represents our first line of defense and in addition, our first line of offense
          from which we may seek to reduce the area of Communist control, using whatever means we can develop, without,
          however, using sizable United States armed forces. This first line of defense should include Japan, the
          Ryukyus, and the Philippines. This minimum position will permit control of the main lines of communication
          necessary to United States strategic development of the important sections of the Asian area.128
        

      


      
        Accordingly, the NSC recommended that Washington proceed as Kennan had suggested nearly two years earlier: “The
        United States should make every effort to strengthen the over-all US position with respect to the Philippines,
        the Ryukyus, and Japan … [and] proceed apace with implementation of the policy
        set forth in regard to the Ryukyus in paragraph 5 of NSC 13/3 [Kennan’s Japan policy paper].”129
      


      
        NSC 48’s mention of Korea is brief and contains no particular hint of Kennan’s influence—but this is because he
        was part of the broad consensus at the time that saw South Korea as strategically marginal and advocated a
        minimal approach to its security. The paper says only that Washington should continue to provide political,
        economic, and military support to the South Korean regime in order to bolster its resistance to Communism and
        hopefully to facilitate peaceful reunification of the peninsula.130 As already seen, this was a policy to which Kennan gave
        lip service because he believed Korea was simply not worth a substantial investment of US resources.
      


      
        Kennan’s influence is again strongly present in NSC 48’s sections on Southeast Asia. Indeed, much of the
        paper’s discussion of the central dilemma facing US policy there, and the recommended course of action, is
        lifted verbatim from PPS 51—the Southeast Asia paper that Davies had drafted and Kennan had godfathered. The
        conflict between colonialism and native nationalism, the potential implications of Soviet domination of the
        region, and the growing anti-Western sentiment among the local populations—all these issues cited by NSC 48 are
        borrowed directly from its PPS forerunner.131 Similarly, the NSC’s recommendation that Washington “use
        its influence” with the European colonial powers “to satisfy the fundamental demands of the nationalist
        movement” merely echoed the Kennan-Davies proposals of early to mid 1949.132
      


      
        As with Korea, dramatic events in 1950 redirected US policy toward Southeast Asia in ways other than those
        envisioned by NSC 48 or advised by Kennan. Ironically, however, it was in these two areas—Korea and Southeast
        Asia—that the subsequent divergence of US policy from the courses Kennan had recommended ultimately led to
        disastrous consequences.
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      KOREA


      “A Labyrinth of Ignorance and Error and Conjecture”

    

    
      Almost a decade after the Korean War, Kennan offered his own assessment of his involvement in US policy early in
      the conflict: “I believe that my own influence was important in the original decision to oppose by force of
      American arms the North Korean attack. I know it was important in causing us to stick with the show after the
      disaster on the Yalu. Nevertheless, I was never able to establish within the government my own interpretation of
      the causes and significance of the communist action in Korea.”1 In his memoirs, Kennan carried the last point further. Had his
      “interpretation” and advice been followed in the summer of 1950, he claimed, there “would have been no advance by
      our forces to the Yalu, no Chinese intervention, but distinctly better prospects for an early termination of the
      conflict. Against these consequences there will have to be weighed whatever advantages can be construed to have
      flowed from the bloody encounters of the remainder of the Korean War.”2
    


    
      Kennan’s role during the summer of 1950 was primarily that of advising the Truman administration on Soviet
      intentions and actions with regard to the Korean peninsula. This involved him directly in two crucial decisions:
      Washington’s initial determination to intervene militarily to repel the North Korean attack, and the subsequent
      decision several months later to extend the conflict back across the 38th Parallel into North Korea.
    


    
      Kennan’s personal involvement in these two decisions illuminates both the strengths and the weaknesses of his
      approach to East Asia—his prescience and perspicacity but also the flaws and inconsistencies in his judgment. The
      first decision, which he emphatically supported, appeared to negate the “defensive perimeter” concept Kennan had played a key role in formulating. By appearing to reverse his prior
      assessment that South Korea was not strategically important to the United States, it highlighted a dilemma he was
      never able to resolve about the relative strategic importance of US credibility and prestige.
    


    
      On the other hand, if ever a policymaker had an opportunity to say “I told you so,” it was Kennan after the
      extension of the war deep into North Korea—which he had vehemently warned against—prompted Chinese military
      intervention that sent US forces into a humiliating retreat. Kennan subsequently played a central role in
      lobbying hard against the risk of defeatism and against negotiating with the Soviet Union from a position of
      weakness. Finally, in the spring of 1951, it was Kennan—by then in private life—who was called on to make the
      initial overtures to the Soviets that eventually opened the door for a negotiated settlement to the war.
    


    
      The significance of Kennan’s involvement at each of these junctures is perhaps easy to overstate. He certainly
      was not the only person in Washington who insisted in June 1950 that US intervention against the North Koreans
      was necessary and appropriate, in July and August that crossing the 38th Parallel would be potentially dangerous,
      or in December that withdrawal would have been ignominious. Nor was his personal diplomacy in May 1951
      necessarily the only channel for soliciting Moscow’s support for cease-fire talks in Korea.
    


    
      At the same time, Kennan’s contributions on each of these occasions were not negligible. Because of his expertise
      in Soviet affairs, he was called on at each juncture to assess US policy options in Korea in terms of their
      potential impact on the Cold War balance of power. This he did insightfully—despite the fact that his judgments
      were not always embraced by the administration. When they were, he substantially contributed to the political
      rationale for many of the military and diplomatic decisions made regarding Korea. When they were not, as in the
      case of the 38th Parallel, the administration later realized that it might have avoided a major disaster if it
      had grasped and heeded Kennan’s advice.
    


    
      Kennan’s prescience with regard to Korea must be weighed against the flaws in his approach to the problem. As
      noted in the previous chapter, he was not completely free of blame for helping, in the years before 1950, to
      create the situation in Korea that ultimately led to the North’s invasion of the South. And as this chapter will
      show, his recommendations in Korea—as elsewhere in East Asia—were not always politically or diplomatically
      viable, even when they made good sense. Moreover, his fear of Communist intervention in Korea was misguided to
      the extent that he was so preoccupied with the Soviet threat that he never paid full attention to the Chinese
      side of the equation.
    


    
      After the Invasion: Assessing Moscow’s Role


      
        Kennan, who stepped down as director of the Policy Planning Staff (PPS) on 1 January 1950 and had been serving
        since as counselor to the department, was scheduled to leave State for a sabbatical at the Institute for
        Advanced Study in Princeton, New Jersey, at the end of June. He spent the weekend of 24–25 June at his farm in
        southern Pennsylvania, where he had no telephone; it was only upon his return to Washington on the afternoon of
        Sunday the 25th that he learned North Korean forces had that day invaded the South. Kennan later complained
        that no one at the State Department had sought to notify him, attributing this in part to the nature of his
        relationship with Acheson. “I could not help but reflect,” he wrote, “that General Marshall would have seen
        that this was done.” In any case, upon his arrival in Washington, Kennan temporarily became acting director of
        the PPS again, since Nitze—who had replaced him as director of the PPS—had also been on vacation when the war
        broke out and was unable to return for several days.3
      


      
        “The next two months,” according to Gaddis, “were an extraordinary moment in Kennan’s career. At no other point
        did he operate nearer to the top levels of government in a major crisis, or with greater freedom to provide
        advice.” Some important decisions on the US response to the invasion had been made in Kennan’s absence.
        Acheson, after learning of the North Korean action the previous night (Washington is a half day behind Seoul
        time), had notified Truman—who was spending the weekend at his home in Independence, Missouri—and authorized
        the US mission to the United Nations to request a meeting of the Security Council the following day. The
        Security Council met on Sunday afternoon and immediately approved a resolution, introduced by the United
        States, that condemned the North Korean attack and demanded its immediate reversal.4
      


      
        Kennan later wrote that he “never approved of the involvement of the UN in the Korean affair, or understood the
        rationale for it.” The United States, he argued, had accepted the Japanese surrender in Korea as well as the
        responsibilities of military occupation in the South: “The fact that we had withdrawn our own combat forces did
        not mean, in the continued absence of a Japanese peace treaty, that these responsibilities were terminated. We
        had a perfect right to intervene, on the basis of our position as occupying power, to assure the preservation
        of order in this territory.”5 There was no question, Kennan insisted, that such intervention was required: “It was clear
        to me from the start that we would have to react with all necessary force to repel this attack and to expel the
        North Korean forces from the southern half of the peninsula. I took this position unequivocally on that first day and in all the discussions that followed over the ensuing days and
        weeks.”6
      


      
        Both of these assertions appear inconsistent with the attitude Kennan had adopted toward Korea prior to the
        invasion. On the subject of UN involvement, he certainly had raised no objections in September 1947, when the
        State Department first referred the Korean problem to the Security Council. Moreover, his subsequent push for
        Washington to withdraw from the country and his explicit judgment that it was not strategically important to
        the United States certainly implied a belief that US protective responsibilities in Korea should have been
        terminated. As a result, it was not immediately clear why Kennan felt that it was “necessary” to come to the
        South’s defense.
      


      
        We will return to that issue. In any case, Kennan appears to have played only an indirect—although arguably
        still substantive—role in the key decisions that were made during the first week of the war. He was initially
        excluded from the inner circle of decision making, apparently by accident. Truman returned to Washington from
        Independence early in the evening of Sunday the 25th, having sent instructions that Acheson, Johnson, and their
        senior aides were to meet him for dinner and a conference at Blair House. As Kennan later recalled it:
      


      
        
          The Secretary had left word, I was told, that he specifically wished me to be included in the group to meet
          the President; but when the moment came for us to leave for Blair House, his secretary told me that somehow
          or other, by a process she did not understand, my name had been omitted from the list sent to the White
          House, and since the number of guests was limited there would be no place for me. This dinner had the effect
          of defining—by social invitation, so to speak—the group that would be responsibly engaged in the handling of
          the department’s end of the decisions in the ensuing days. I found myself thus automatically relegated to the
          sidelines: attending the respective meetings in the Secretary’s office, but not those that took place at the
          White House level.7
        

      


      
        Acheson nevertheless asked Kennan to postpone his departure for Princeton, primarily so Kennan could advise him
        and other senior officials on the crucial Soviet aspect of developments in Korea.8
      


      
        Kennan’s first assignment in this regard came directly from the president. At that first Blair House
        meeting—during which Truman authorized the sending of military supplies to the South Korean army and emphasized
        that all US actions would be taken under UN auspices—the president requested a “survey of possible next moves
        by the Soviet Union.”9 This task was immediately assigned to Kennan. The following day, Monday the 26th, Kennan
        prepared a short memorandum outlining his view that the Soviet leadership was unlikely at that time to
        be planning additional military initiatives in areas other than Korea. Moscow’s next
        move, he argued, would depend on the course of events in Korea and Washington’s response to it. If future
        developments in Korea were “seriously damaging to western prestige,” Kennan observed, this probably would
        “advance the hopes and plans” of Soviet leaders for adventurism elsewhere. In this regard, Kennan observed,
        there was “no question but that the area most immediately and dangerously affected” by the Korean invasion was
        Taiwan. Assuming, as Kennan did, that Taiwan was on the top of the Communists’ wish list, a rapid collapse in
        South Korea might encourage the Communists—Soviet or Chinese—to move toward realization of “their Formosa
        project.” Washington, on the other hand, probably could discourage or at least delay this by taking resolute
        action to oppose the Communist invasion of South Korea.10
      


      
        In a meeting in Acheson’s office that same day (Monday), Kennan reinforced the latter point by taking a firm
        position on the need for immediate US military intervention: “I stated it as my deep conviction that the US had
        no choice but to accept this challenge and to make it its purpose to see to it that South Korea was restored to
        the rule of the Republic of Korea. The question of what we should commit to this purpose was simply a question
        of what was required for the completion of the task.”11 When the “Blair House group” (again excluding Kennan) met
        again that night, it reached essentially the same conclusion. At this meeting, Truman approved a recommendation
        from Acheson, which was supported by the Defense Department, that the president authorize US air and naval
        forces to “offer the fullest possible support to the South Korean forces,” which were falling back rapidly.
        Truman added that there was to be no US military action taken north of the 38th Parallel—“not yet.” The
        president also ordered that the US Seventh Fleet, stationed in the Philippines, sail into the Taiwan Strait to
        prevent an attack on the island. In an indication of Kennan’s indirect influence on this decision, the minutes
        of the meeting show that Rusk “pointed out that it was Mr. Kennan’s estimate that Formosa would be the next
        likely spot for a Communist move.” Finally, Truman authorized the introduction of a second resolution in the UN
        Security Council calling on all UN members to provide military aid to South Korea.12
      


      
        During the earlier meeting in Acheson’s office, Kennan had raised the question of what Washington should do if
        the Soviets became directly engaged against US forces in Korea. Webb returned the question to Kennan, asking
        him to draft a second memorandum, this one containing his “personal views” on the implications of a possible
        Soviet military involvement on the peninsula. Kennan did so on Tuesday the 27th, producing another paper that
        was immediately forwarded to Army Secretary Frank Pace for the military’s comments. In this paper, Kennan
        observed that direct contact between US and Soviet military forces in Korea, because it could lead to general
        US-Soviet hostilities “with the most tremendous world-wide repercussions,” would
        naturally require a complete reexamination of the US position in Korea. This might involve newer and enhanced
        obligations by the UN, and Truman would want to seek congressional approval before making any decision to widen
        the conflict.13
      


      
        For the time being, Kennan suggested, US forces should be instructed to resist any Soviet efforts to interfere
        with the evacuation or protection of US citizens in Korea, and to immediately break off and report any
        engagement with Soviet military personnel. If, on the other hand, the Soviet Union deployed forces south of the
        38th Parallel, Washington should immediately take the matter to the UN, stating publicly that the Soviets had
        transformed the conflict, thereby “threatening the peace of the world.” Under such circumstances, Kennan
        thought the president should declare a state of national emergency.14
      


      
        Later on that Tuesday, with no other senior State official available to do so, Kennan was called on to brief
        the NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) ambassadors in Washington on the unfolding crisis. He noted in
        his diary that he was forced to improvise his remarks, having received no specific instructions or talking
        points. He focused the briefing on his assessment of Soviet motives on the Korean peninsula, but added the
        following: “I then said that in deciding to employ our own forces there we were not acting under any strong
        convictions about the strategic importance of the territory but rather in light of our analysis of the damage
        to world confidence and morale which would have been produced had we not so acted. I analyzed the probable
        consequences of a failure on our part to act, in their relation to Japan, to Formosa, to the Philippines, to
        Indochina, and to Europe. I told them we had no intention to do more than to restore the status quo ante and no
        intention to proceed to the conquest of northern Korea.”15 This is perhaps the most explicit revelation of the
        distinction in Kennan’s thinking that allowed him to support US military intervention in Korea without
        compromising—in his mind—his adherence to the defensive perimeter concept. But his assurance to the NATO
        ambassadors that Washington did not seek more than the status quo ante would come back to haunt him.
      


      
        Acheson told the president about Kennan’s two memos—the Monday memo on “possible further danger points” and the
        Tuesday memo on the implications of Soviet military involvement in Korea—at a meeting of the National Security
        Council (NSC) on Wednesday the 28th. State and Defense, Acheson said, were working together on an assessment of
        possible Soviet moves, and he had given Defense a paper addressing “the care which would be taken to avoid
        action in Korea involving Soviet forces.” Johnson responded that he had “no quarrel” with the latter paper but
        suggested that the department “change the phraseology” somewhat. Pace recommended that “the Top Secret
        character of the paper in question should be carefully guarded.”16
      


      
        Johnson’s and Pace’s comments reflected the friction that was beginning to emerge
        between the State Department and the Defense Department, and that would soon be a source of frustration to
        Kennan in particular. Johnson appears to have felt that Acheson and his State colleagues were making
        recommendations to the president regarding military actions in Korea without fully coordinating their
        suggestions with the Defense establishment. Johnson, in fact, telephoned Acheson on 29 June to request that
        Rusk and the other State Department officials who were working on the Korea problem be instructed to coordinate
        their decisions with General James Burns, Johnson’s liaison officer with State.17
      


      
        The Defense Department’s mistrust of State soon began to hamper Kennan’s contributions to the decision-making
        process. The two memos he had drafted on 26 and 27 June had rankled the Pentagon because they addressed issues
        of direct concern to the Defense Department but had been prepared overnight within the State Department and had
        become talking points for Acheson at the White House before the military had time to assess their contents.
        Kennan and his colleagues, however, were merely trying to respond quickly to the president’s requirements. When
        the NSC consultants met on 29 June to “allocate overall responsibility for preparation of a paper” in response
        to Truman’s request for a survey of possible next steps by the Soviets, Kennan voiced his understanding that
        the White House had wanted a “simple, informal review” of the situation. His “danger points” memo of 26 June
        had been such a paper, but a new version was required to account for developments since then and to incorporate
        views from the Defense Department. Kennan suggested that the new paper address two alternative scenarios: (1)
        that the Soviet Union had decided on a general war, or (2) that Moscow at present had no plans to provoke war.
        The NSC consultants subsequently agreed to have Kennan take the lead in drafting the paper, which would
        effectively supersede his two previous memos.18
      


      
        Davies was one of the drafters of input to the new memo, and apparently the first to examine the potential
        Chinese Communist role in what was happening in Korea. Prompted by statements from Beijing that condemned the
        US decision to intervene and especially to deploy forces to the Taiwan Strait, Davies presumed that the Chinese
        statements were part of a Moscow-directed effort to “inflame the Asiatics” against the West, and that Beijing
        would “carry the torch for the rest of the Communist world in the Far East.” Subsequent events and evidence
        would later show that Davies was misreading the situation, in terms of both the Soviet role and potential
        Chinese actions. He assessed that the Chinese Communist regime was “undoubtedly deterred from impetuous action”
        by its domestic preoccupations and presumably limited offensive capabilities. Korea, moreover, “being outside
        their sphere is in any event of slight interest to them.” On the other hand, he allowed that China’s next moves
        were hard to ascertain: “They may, although one can only guess at this stage, ally
        themselves militarily with the North Koreans in hostilities on the peninsula”; try to attack Taiwan, Hong Kong,
        or Burma; or even “join forces with the Vietminh.”19
      


      
        Although providing evidence that Chinese intervention in Korea was recognized as a possibility, Davies’s memo
        shows that Washington was slow to focus on China because of its preoccupation with Moscow as the key player.
        Kennan momentarily picked up on the idea that the crisis in Korea might be generating “a great strain on Soviet
        satellite relationships” that Washington could exploit: on 30 June he suggested to Acheson a propaganda
        campaign aimed at characterizing the Chinese as Soviet puppets that were at risk of “sacrificing the blood and
        treasure of China for purposes which have nothing whatsoever to do with Chinese interests.” Both Kennan and
        Davies, however, were constrained in their thinking by their belief that Beijing remained little more than a
        Soviet satellite, and that it had little strategic interest of its own in Korea.20
      


      
        On Friday the 30th, Kennan completed an enlarged and revised memorandum entitled “Possible Further Danger
        Points” which, on 1 July, was submitted to the NSC and designated NSC 73.21 Kennan argued in this paper that Moscow had launched
        the Korean invasion—which everyone in Washington assumed was the case—not in an attempt to start a general war
        or to force a showdown with the United States. Instead, the Soviets’ purpose was strictly to gain strategic
        control over the Korean peninsula, probably for what Moscow considered defensive purposes. The Soviets,
        furthermore, expected their action to leave Washington two choices: either to commit US forces to a war of
        attrition on the Asian mainland or to acquiesce to Soviet control of Korea and accept the consequent loss of US
        prestige. Moscow, Kennan believed, was probably surprised that Washington had chosen the former, but had not
        changed its calculations as a result.22 For the time being, he argued, the Soviet Union was unlikely to commit its forces
        directly in Korea, or to risk a general war by attacking anyplace else. Moscow, however, would probably
        encourage the Chinese and other Communist countries to take steps aimed at embarrassing the United States.
        Drawing on Davies’s input, he cited Taiwan, Tibet, Hong Kong, and Indochina as potential Chinese targets, with
        Taiwan the most likely target. If Chinese troops entered the war in Korea, Kennan stated, “it is our assumption
        that we would not hesitate to oppose” them and that the United States would then have “adequate grounds” for
        direct attacks on Chinese territory—although such a development would also require a reassessment of US
        options. Regardless of where any Soviet surrogates (and he included China in this category) took action, Kennan
        concluded, “the testing of our firmness … may take every form known to Communist
        ingenuity.”23
      


      
        This view—that the Soviets were probably not plotting a general offensive—was received with skepticism
        throughout the administration. Kennan, however, was not alone in advocating it. His
        close friend and fellow Russia expert Charles Bohlen, who was at that time assigned to Paris but had
        temporarily returned to Washington at Acheson’s request in the wake of the Korean invasion, shared Kennan’s
        judgment that Moscow was not likely either to engage its own troops in Korea or to launch attacks elsewhere.
        According to Bohlen, however, Acheson and “most others in the State Department,” along with the military
        establishment, interpreted the Korean invasion as “ushering in a new phase of Soviet foreign policy” aimed at
        expanding the Communist bloc. As Bohlen later wrote, “Kennan and I argued in vain against this thesis,” which
        Truman accepted. Kennan attributed his and Bohlen’s failure to carry the day to the “militarization of
        thinking” about the Cold War in official circles, which created an atmosphere in which “any discriminate
        estimate of Soviet intentions was unwelcome and unacceptable.”24
      


      
        The Defense Department appeared to have been particularly unwilling to accept NSC 73. Kennan later claimed this
        was because the military commanders were “so frightened by their failure to predict the initial invasion that
        they did not want to sign onto the prediction that no other attack was forthcoming elsewhere.”25 Whatever the reason, the
        Defense establishment proceeded to obstruct interagency coordination of NSC 73. On 11 July, Nitze (who was then
        again managing the PPS) and Jessup reported to Acheson that “the staff level” at the Defense Department had
        rewritten Kennan’s paper, after which the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) had rewritten it again without consulting
        State, which naturally had several problems with the military’s version.26 The same day, Kennan complained about this to Acheson.
        According to the minutes of the secretary’s morning meeting: “Mr. Kennan said that [the JCS comments on his
        paper] did not address themselves to the substance of NSC 73 but rather just put in a lot of qualifying
        language which makes the paper seem asinine. He expressed himself as being very bitter over what the JCS had
        done to ‘his’ paper.”27 Acheson approved a suggestion by Kennan that Nitze inform his Defense Department
        counterparts that State was willing to discuss NSC 73 with Defense only if the military representatives were
        prepared to talk substance, rather than to “haggle over language.”28
      


      
        This approach apparently made for little progress. Two days later, Bohlen suggested that State stop “fooling
        around” with Defense on NSC 73, adding that “the JCS paper was meaningless and that we would just waste time
        trying to get an agreed position.” Bohlen was eventually proved correct. Over the next six weeks, NSC 73 was
        repeatedly revised and reconsidered, and no interagency consensus was ever reached. At an NSC meeting on 24
        August—the day before Kennan finally left the State Department for Princeton—the paper, now known as NSC 73/3,
        was effectively shelved. By that time, no one claimed sponsorship for it. Acheson described it to the council
        as “not good enough as a basis for firm decisions at this time,” and Johnson “agreed
        that this was a hastily drawn paper.” In the end, Kennan’s paper was adopted, subject to a final group of JCS
        amendments, only for “continuing study”; it was to be used as a “working guide, with the understanding that
        final recommendations to the President regarding US actions in the event of any of the contingencies envisaged
        therein would be deferred until it is established that the event is certain to occur.”29 NSC 73 was never revived.
      


      
        Kennan, having given up on NSC 73 weeks earlier, had persisted through other channels in pushing his assessment
        of Soviet actions and motives in Korea. On 8 August, he forwarded directly to Acheson a lengthy personal memo
        containing “a round-up of Communist intentions,” based on the evidence to date—but still focused on Moscow as
        the central actor, and thus largely inattentive to the potential fault lines between Moscow, Pyongyang, and
        Beijing. Kennan began by reiterating the central judgment of NSC 73: that Moscow launched the Korean operation
        not to provoke a general war but simply to gain control of South Korea, and probably had not expected the
        United States to respond as it did. Subsequently, the Soviets had “no doubt been surprised and impressed” with
        the success of the North Korean forces, and probably looked forward to the possibility of a US/UN evacuation
        from the peninsula. This, Kennan believed, probably accounted for Moscow’s resumption on 1 August of its seat
        on the UN Security Council, which the Soviets had been boycotting since January 1950 (after the UN refused to
        give Nationalist China’s seat to the Communist regime on the mainland). Now, in early August, Moscow probably
        anticipated the opportunity to strike a UN settlement in Korea on the basis of a Communist victory.30
      


      
        At the same time, Kennan observed, Soviet leaders were probably worried about the alternative possibility that
        US and UN forces would survive and launch a counteroffensive. Moscow was bound to be especially uncomfortable
        with the chance that the conflict on the peninsula might expand toward the Soviet border. As a result, Kennan
        speculated, the Soviets were probably preparing to commit “puppet Chinese forces from Manchuria” or even their
        own military units “to forestall any US advance beyond the 38th Parallel.” In any case, Kennan emphasized,
        “when the tide of battle begins to change, the Kremlin will not wait for us to reach the 38th Parallel before
        taking action. When we begin to have military successes, that will be the time to watch out. Anything may then
        happen—entry of Soviet forces, entry of Chinese Communist forces, [a] new strike for UN settlement, or all
        three together.”31
      


      
        Kennan sounded the alarm in a second memo to Acheson a week later, after learning from a press release from the
        supreme commander of Allied powers (SCAP) that US planes on 12 August had bombed the North Korean port of
        Rashin, which was less than 20 miles from the Russian border. Kennan had simultaneously seen a newspaper report suggesting that Rashin was actually a Soviet submarine
        base and that the “official” reason for the bombing raid was to interdict Soviet supplies to North Korea even
        though there reportedly had been no such transfers through Rashin since the beginning of the war. In Kennan’s
        view, these circumstances and MacArthur’s subsequent imposition of press censorship on US military activities
        made it “entirely plain that the relationship of Rashin to the hostilities in South Korea was only a pretext
        for our bombing and that the real reason for it was the desire to injure the Soviet strategic position in the
        Far East.”32
      


      
        Given that Soviet leaders were “pathologically sensitive” to any foreign military activity in the area, Kennan
        warned that the bombing of Rashin “drastically heightens the importance and actuality” of his admonition to
        Acheson a week earlier about Moscow’s probable response to any spread of the Korean conflict toward the Soviet
        border. Accordingly,
      


      
        
          [W]e must be prepared at any time for extreme Soviet reactions going considerably beyond, and therefore not
          fully in accordance with, the analysis I gave on August 8. In the light of this situation, it is entirely
          possible that a Soviet military re-entry into North Korea might occur at any time.… We also cannot exclude the possibility that this evidence, as it must appear to them, of
          a United States intent to damage their strategic interests under cover of the Korean war … will naturally affect their estimate of the possibility of avoiding major hostilities,
          and of the relative advantages of a Soviet initiation of such hostilities as opposed to a waiting policy
          based on the continued hope of avoiding them altogether.33
        

      


      
        Webb brought Kennan’s 8 and 14 August memos directly to Truman’s attention on 17 August. The president’s
        response was that “we would have to take whatever risks were necessary to destroy the points from which
        supplies were flowing.” Kennan, disturbed that Truman had missed his point, subsequently asked Webb to inform
        the president, if the opportunity arose, that there was no firm evidence that supplies were flowing through
        Rashin.34
      


      
        Subsequent events, of course, demonstrated that Kennan’s fears about the bombing of Rashin were greatly
        exaggerated. The Soviets did not respond with their own forces to expand hostilities, in either Korea or
        anyplace else. Kennan subsequently blamed his miscall in part on the military, and on MacArthur in particular.
        The State Department, Kennan complained, was never able to get from the Defense Department or its intelligence
        units any conclusive information with regard to Rashin or on US military reconnaissance activities. “For anyone
        thus kept in the dark” about US actions that directly touched on Russian military sensitivities, Kennan complained, “it was obviously impossible to make any adequate assessment
        of Soviet intentions.”35
      


      
        Indeed, Kennan was by this time extremely frustrated with the decision-making process in Washington. Not
        surprisingly, he was especially upset that his voice was not being heard. Unable to acknowledge that much of
        his advice was misdirected, he naturally blamed the mind-set of his colleagues and superiors. From Kennan’s
        perspective, his and Bohlen’s expertise in Soviet affairs was being dismissed as too arcane and subjective and
        thus too risky to serve as the basis for crucial policy decisions. As he wrote in his diary in mid-July:
      


      
        
          Plainly, the government has moved into an area where there is a reluctance to recognize the finer
          distinctions of the psychology of our [Soviet] adversaries, for the reason that movement in this sphere of
          speculation is all too undependable, too relative, and too subtle to be comfortable or tolerable to people
          who feel themselves confronted with the grim responsibility of recommending decisions which may mean war or
          peace. In such times, it is safer and easier to cease the attempt to analyze the probabilities involved in
          your enemy’s mental processes or calculate his weaknesses. It seems safer to give him the benefit of every
          doubt in matters of strength and to credit him indiscriminately with all aggressive designs, even when some
          of them are mutually contradictory. In these circumstances, I was inclined to wonder, and I think Chip was
          too, whether the day had not passed when the Government had use for the qualities of persons like
          ourselves.36
        

      


      
        It was in this frame of mind that Kennan, before leaving the State Department at the end of August, composed a
        long memorandum for Acheson in which he outlined his concerns about East Asia policy and made several
        recommendations that he acknowledged were probably “too remote from general thinking in the Government to be of
        much practical use.” In this memo Kennan appeared to revert to his prewar position on the strategic importance
        of Korea. Having insisted in late June on the need to expel the Communists from the South, he now judged that
        it was “beyond our capabilities to keep Korea permanently out of the Soviet orbit.” Indeed, Kennan suggested,
        it was not essential to the United States that this be done: “We could even eventually tolerate for a certain
        period of time a Korea nominally independent but actually amenable to Soviet influence, provided this state of
        affairs were to be brought about gradually and not too conspicuously.… A period
        of Russian domination, while undesirable, is preferable to continued US involvement in that unhappy area, as
        long as the means chosen to assert Soviet influence are not, as was the case with those resorted to in June of
        this year, ones calculated to throw panic and terror into other Asian peoples and thus
        to achieve for the Kremlin important successes going far beyond the Korean area. But it is important that the
        nominal independence of Korea be preserved.”37 It seems highly unlikely that such an arrangement could
        ever have been realized “gradually and not too conspicuously”; that there could have been any Western control
        over the “means chosen to assert Soviet influence”; and thus that it would ever have been possible under such a
        scenario to guarantee the preservation of Korea’s “nominal independence.” Kennan nonetheless proposed a
        formula: Washington’s concession of Korea to Moscow would be contingent on the creation of a “stable and secure
        situation in Japan.” This could be accomplished through the negotiation of an agreement under which the United
        States would consent to the neutralization and demilitarization of Japan, while the Soviet Union would consent
        to a cease-fire in Korea and the joint withdrawal of US and North Korean forces, followed by effective UN
        control of the peninsula “for at least a year or two.” Presumably the Soviets would then be allowed to
        “gradually and inconspicuously” reassert their influence over a reunited Korea. As a safeguard, Kennan allowed
        that if there were any “further Russian tactlessness” in Korea, US military forces could be reintroduced into
        Japan.38
      


      
        Kennan admitted that his scheme was probably politically impossible to achieve. Neither the public nor the
        Congress, he acknowledged, would be able to view such a settlement as anything less than an appeasement of the
        Communists, and for that reason alone the administration, unwilling to provide fuel for its critics, was not
        likely to embrace Kennan’s proposal. Why, then, did he offer it?
      


      
        Kennan’s recommendation may have been less a genuine proposal than a product of his frustration and resentment
        at having lost his voice in policymaking. His reaction, as already seen, was to criticize the folly of those
        who had excluded and ignored him. “Utter confusion” reigned in the direction of US foreign policy, he wrote in
        his diary a week before drafting his memo to Acheson: “The President doesn’t understand it; Congress doesn’t
        understand it; nor does the public, nor does the press. They all wander around in a labyrinth of ignorance and
        error and conjecture, in which truth is intermingled with fiction at a hundred points, in which unjustified
        assumptions have attained the validity of premises, and in which there is no recognized and authoritative
        theory to hold on to.”39 Kennan later observed that “nothing seemed more futile” during the late summer of 1950
        “than the attempt to infuse mutual understanding of concept, consistency of concept, and above all
        sophistication of concept into this turmoil of willful personalities and poorly schooled minds.”40 Under such circumstances,
        Kennan probably drafted his 21 August memo as a means of going on record against what he considered the
        short-sightedness and imprudence of prevailing US policy toward Asia in general, and Korea in particular. He
        may have found it easy to include a proposal that he knew would never be accepted but
        that might nonetheless be an “authoritative theory to hold on to.”
      


      
        Kennan, however, overlooked the degree to which his own concept for a settlement in Korea lacked the
        “consistency” and “sophistication” he claimed were necessary. Acheson was astounded at Kennan’s suggestion.
        “Ideas such as these,” the secretary later wrote in his memoirs, “could only be kept in mind as warnings not to
        be drawn into quicksands.” He described Kennan’s memorandum as “typical of its gifted author, beautifully
        expressed, sometimes contradictory, in which were mingled flashes of prophetic insight and suggestions, as the
        document itself conceded, of total impracticability.” Acheson also instructed that the memo not be circulated
        within the department.41 Kennan ultimately opted not to mention it in his memoirs. His plan clearly was not
        feasible, and he recognized it as such.
      


      
        Kennan’s proposal, moreover, reflected his inconsistency and apparent equivocation on the Korea issue. If the
        United States could tolerate a Soviet-dominated Korean peninsula, then why had Kennan so firmly advocated the
        commitment of US forces to repel the invasion, especially when he had earlier declared that the Korean
        peninsula was strategically expendable? Here is the answer Kennan offered to this question in his 21 August
        memo to Acheson: “It was not tolerable to us that communist control should be extended to South Korea in the
        way in which this was attempted on June 24, since the psychological radiations from an acquiescence in this
        development on our part would have been wholly disruptive of our prestige in Asia.”42 He offered the same explanation in his
        briefing to NATO ambassadors on 27 June, when he said the US military intervention was based not on “any strong
        convictions about the strategic importance of [Korea] but rather in light of our analysis of the damage to
        world confidence and morale which would have been produced had we not so acted.” Kennan told Acheson he saw a
        “wholly valid and vital distinction” between acquiescing to the invasion, on the one hand, and allowing a
        “gradual and inconspicuous” extension of Soviet control over Korea, on the other.43
      


      
        It is not clear what makes this distinction either valid or vital, because it is difficult to see how either
        scenario could have unfolded without a loss of US prestige in Asia. Kennan’s argument can be interpreted as
        indicating that he considered such a loss tolerable only if it were subtle and phased over time; it was only a
        sudden and dramatic loss of US prestige that was unacceptable. The point is arguable. But even if Kennan’s
        logic had not been flawed, it remains unclear why he considered US prestige to be a factor worthy of more
        consideration in Korea than he had been willing to give it in China. He had argued for US withdrawal from the
        Chinese civil war on the grounds that it could have been won only if US forces had
        taken over from the Koumintang (KMT) the primary burden of fighting, and that this had not been worth the
        effort because China was not strategically important to the United States. He had even specified that the
        extension of Soviet control over China would be unfortunate but tolerable. The situation in Korea would appear
        to have been identical. Kennan himself had said as much before the invasion, when he had deemed the peninsula
        strategically unimportant and consigned it to the Communists—which in August 1950 he was again prepared to do.
      


      
        As Gaddis has noted, this episode exposed the impracticality of Kennan’s defensive perimeter concept (although
        it was not his alone). It also exposed the latent inconsistency between the geostrategic calculus inherent in
        that concept and Kennan’s simultaneous belief that US credibility and prestige were strategically important in
        their own right—“that psychology was as important as industrial-military capability in shaping world
        politics.”44
        Unfortunately, these two strategic considerations were sometimes at odds, and on such occasions an emphasis on
        upholding US prestige and credibility could lead to actions by the United States that previously were—or might
        otherwise have been deemed—inadvisable, risky, or simply bad ideas. This can especially be the case when
        domestic political considerations rather than geostrategic considerations drive foreign policy
        decisions—something Kennan routinely warned against. In this case, he fell victim to the same problem, although
        he would have asserted that it was the international prestige and credibility of the United States that was at
        stake, rather than the domestic political credibility of US leaders. Kennan later chalked this up to what he
        called “an ultimate reality of world leadership—the one we see in Korea, and many of our people don’t like; and
        that is that there are situations in this world where not even worthy and necessary ends can be achieved
        without the application of force—and not just force applied in great blind occasional surges, to the blare of
        trumpets, but rather taking the form of wearisome, endless, unpleasant vigilance in extremely unpleasant
        places.”45 In
        Korea, Kennan calculated that the goal of maintaining US prestige was “worthy and necessary” even if Korea
        itself was strategically expendable.46
      


      
        Kennan’s thinking in this regard was not unique. Truman, Acheson, and the rest of the administration had all
        immediately embraced the need to intervene on South Korea’s behalf because they perceived that it had
        essentially become “a symbol of American reliability worldwide” and that allowing Soviet domination of the
        Korean peninsula might invite Communist aggression elsewhere.47 But having made that commitment, the administration faced
        crucial follow-on decisions on how far to go in implementing it. As Kennan was trying to assess Communist
        intentions in Korea, neither he nor his superiors and colleagues in Washington were
        entirely clear on what the intentions and plans of the United States itself were. This became a pivotal
        question after US forces started to push their way back toward the 38th Parallel.
      

    


    
      The 38th Parallel Debate


      
        According to Kennan, during the initial period after the North Korean invasion in June, he and everyone else in
        Washington operated under the assumption—which was clearly stated in the original Security Council
        resolution—that the US/UN goal was only to push the North Korean invaders back over the 38th Parallel. Kennan
        said as much during his briefing for NATO ambassadors on Tuesday, 27 June—only two days after the attack. “I
        confidently and innocently assured them,” he later wrote, “that we had no intention of doing more than to
        restore the status quo ante.”48
      


      
        Privately, Kennan was not sure precisely what this meant with regard to the 38th Parallel itself. The next day
        he expressed alarm after Webb, during a meeting with Acheson, said the Pentagon considered MacArthur’s standing
        orders sufficient to address any changes in the military situation. Kennan, perhaps because of his familiarity
        with MacArthur’s tendency to act on his own authority, had no such confidence: “I said that never had I ever
        spoken about anything at that table in the Secretary’s office about which I felt more strongly than I did about
        this, that we were dealing here with a matter of the utmost seriousness and it was of the greatest importance
        that we know at all times exactly what it is that we were doing and not let ourselves get carried away into
        anything by accident.”49 He amplified this point directly with military officials later that same day, just as the
        air force was requesting authorization to operate above the 38th Parallel: “I …
        emphasized that what I was interested in was getting everyone in our Government, including General MacArthur’s
        headquarters and the men on the planes and the ships, to realize that if they encounter Soviet forces this
        would constitute a new situation requiring new decisions.… I pointed out that if
        we did not make this distinction clear, and went on the basis that our existing orders would be followed out,
        come what may, and required no amplification, then we would be assigning to the Russians or to chance the
        decision as to whether there would be a new world war.”50 Based in part on these discussions, a draft statement was
        generated for interagency consideration. Kennan suggested to Acheson that Washington “continue to state it as
        our purpose not to reoccupy any territory north of the parallel” but to allow US forces to “operate anywhere in
        Korea where their operations might promote the achievement of [their] mission.” This emerged as the consensus
        view. Kennan claimed no credit for originating it, because “other people had been
        thinking along the same lines,” but he thought he was instrumental in establishing it as State’s
        position.51
      


      
        At a meeting of the NSC consultants the following day, Kennan said explicitly that “it might be that we would
        have to permit air operations” north of the 38th Parallel “in order to dislodge the communist forces from South
        Korea.” When NSC Executive Secretary James Lay suggested that US forces might be justified in crossing the line
        if Chinese forces intervened in the conflict, “Mr. Kennan agreed. He said that if we caught Chinese Communists
        in South Korea we could go north of the 38th Parallel and even bomb in Manchuria.”52 These excerpts reveal an early ambiguity
        in Kennan’s position regarding the 38th Parallel, and—if his comments at the meeting were accurately quoted—a
        willingness to take the air war into China if the Chinese intervened south of the 38th Parallel. Although he
        later claimed that he never condoned crossing the line, the record shows that he had been willing to make
        tactical or conditional exceptions. At the same time, Kennan appears to have been relatively consistent, and
        even emphatic, in his reservations about the use of US ground—as opposed to air—forces north of the 38th
        Parallel. Such a deployment, he believed, would clearly go beyond the status quo ante.
      


      
        It was Washington’s commitment to merely restoring the status quo ante that Kennan saw eroding over the course
        of the summer. He detected this first on 10 July, after the administration received word that India had
        approached both Moscow and Beijing with a proposal to end the Korean conflict on the basis of both
        UN-supervised restoration of the status quo ante in Korea and Chinese Communist admission to the UN. Acheson
        and his advisers immediately rejected both conditions—the first on the grounds that it would leave South Korea
        indefensible and vulnerable to a renewed attack from the North, and the second on the grounds that it would
        “reward an aggressor.” On 13 July, President Rhee told the press that South Korean forces, for their part,
        would not stop at the 38th Parallel if and when they regained the offensive.53
      


      
        The following day, the PPS—disturbed at the vagueness of the US position—seized on the issue, largely under the
        influence of Kennan and Bohlen, both of whom were then working out of the PPS. Bohlen later wrote that he and
        Kennan were “particularly opposed to plans for a counter-invasion of North Korea. We warned that Communist
        countries would react strongly if hostile forces approached their borders.… It
        was folly, Kennan and I argued, to take the chance of prodding China and/or the Soviet Union into a war.
        Sufficient military force should be used to throw back the invaders, we agreed, but large-scale retaliation was
        not necessary because the attack on Korea was not a prelude to [Soviet-backed] invasions elsewhere.”54 In support of this view,
        PPS officer Herbert Feis on 14 July sent a memo to Acheson strongly recommending that Washington disassociate
        itself from Rhee’s statement lest it be interpreted by other governments as a
        reflection of US policy and intentions. Such a misunderstanding, Feis argued, might upset other members of the
        UN and increase the chances of Soviet or Chinese Communist intervention in Korea. Separately, Bohlen told
        Acheson that the PPS would immediately start drafting a paper assessing what Washington should do if the
        North’s offensive was turned back and US/UN forces returned to the 38th Parallel.55
      


      
        The PPS’s efforts to secure an affirmation of Washington’s commitment to the status quo ante soon encountered
        strong resistance. John Foster Dulles, who had joined the State Department only a few months earlier as
        Acheson’s special negotiator on the Japanese peace treaty issue, was drawn into the secretary’s inner circle of
        advisers on Korea early in July. A staunch anti-Communist, Dulles was adamantly opposed to any appeasement of
        the North Koreans. On 14 July, the same day Feis and Bohlen raised the matter with Acheson, Dulles sent a memo
        to Nitze expressing his dismay with the idea circulating in the PPS that Washington should state publicly that
        the North Koreans would be allowed to simply retreat back across the 38th Parallel. In Dulles’s view,
      


      
        
          the 38th Parallel was never intended to be, and never ought to be, a political line.… If we have the opportunity to obliterate the line as a political division, certainly we
          should do so in the interest of “peace and security in the area” [as stated in the UN Resolution of 27
          June].… It would be folly to allow the North Korean army to retire in good
          order with its armor and equipment and re-form behind the 38th parallel from whence it could attack
          again.… [It] should be destroyed, if we have the power to destroy it, even if
          this requires pursuit beyond the 38th parallel.… I believe strongly that we
          should not now tie our hands by a public statement precluding the possibility of our forces, if victorious,
          being used to forge a new Korea which would include at least most of the area north of the 38th
          parallel.56
        

      


      
        The next day Allison, then assigned as Dulles’s special assistant, seconded the motion. In a memo to Rusk,
        Allison expressed his “most emphatic disagreement” with the PPS’s suggestion for a public statement renouncing
        any plans to cross the line. “It would be utterly unrealistic,” he argued, “to expect to return to the status
        quo ante bellum.” Washington was obliged “at the very least” to destroy the North Korean Army, either by the
        use of force or through a UN-imposed disarmament.57
      


      
        Kennan was greatly alarmed by this line of thinking. A few days later, after two PPS members reiterated to him
        their concern about the lack of a clear indication of Washington’s intentions with regard to the 38th Parallel,
        he raised the issue at Acheson’s morning meeting. Kennan recorded his comments in his
        diary: “We must remember, I said, that what we were doing in Korea was, although for good political reason,
        nevertheless an unsound thing, and that the further we were to advance up the peninsula the more unsound it
        would become from the military standpoint. If we were actually to advance beyond the neck of the peninsula, we
        would be getting into an area where mass could be used against us and where we would be distinctly at a
        disadvantage. This, I thought, increased the importance of our being able to terminate our action at the proper
        point; and it was desirable that we should make sure we did not frighten the Russians into action which would
        interfere with this.”58 At this stage, little attention had been given to the possibility of Chinese intervention.
      


      
        The debate over the 38th Parallel moved to the front burner on 17 July, when Lay notified the State Department
        and other agencies of a request from Truman for a paper on “future United States policy with respect to Korea,”
        focusing specifically on what Washington should do if and when North Korean forces were pushed back to the
        Parallel. Rusk, who was then assistant secretary for Far Eastern Affairs, instructed the PPS, FE, and the other
        divisions at State that had been studying the problem to prepare a single departmental position paper. He
        assigned Allison the responsibility for overseeing the process.59
      


      
        The PPS completed a draft paper on the 38th Parallel on 22 July. In it, the staff tried to emphasize the
        distinction between the long-term goal of reunifying and granting independence to Korea and the immediate goal
        of turning back the North’s invasion. The US/UN forces that were then in Korea were there under recent and
        specific Security Council resolutions, strictly to pursue the second goal. Any action by those forces beyond
        that—particularly anything aimed at fulfilling the first goal—would require additional Security Council
        authorization. According to the PPS, it was unlikely that the UN, under the prevailing circumstances, would
        approve the use of military force north of the 38th Parallel for the purpose of imposing a reunification
        settlement. In any case, the political advantages of any such attempt to reach a “final” settlement were
        outweighed by the “risks of bringing on a major conflict with the USSR or Communist China.” In conclusion, the
        PPS recommended that Washington reaffirm its immediate commitment to restoring the status quo ante and defer
        any change in that policy until subsequent developments required it.60
      


      
        On 24 July, Allison fired back with another “emphatic dissent” from the “philosophy and conclusions” of the PPS
        paper, charging that its implication that North Korea was a separate country had “no foundation in fact or
        morality.” He completely dismissed the PPS’s distinction between long-term and short-term goals, claiming that
        the two were inseparable. The South Koreans, Allison insisted, made no such distinction, and they themselves
        were urging that the present opportunity be seized on to effect the reunification of
        the peninsula. If Washington failed to do so, the South Koreans would lose faith in the United
        States.61
      


      
        Allison said the PPS had correctly identified “the nub of the problem”: whether the advantages of an attempt to
        reunify the peninsula were worth the risk of war with either Moscow or Beijing. He simply disagreed with the
        PPS’s answer to the question: “That this may mean war on a global scale is true—the American people should be
        told and told why and what it will mean to them. When all legal and moral right is on our side why should we
        hesitate?”62 The
        PPS paper, Allison charged, was recommending nothing less than appeasement—“a timid, half-hearted policy
        designed not to provoke the Soviets to war.” On the contrary, he insisted, Washington should “determine now
        that we will accept in Korea no solution” that did not eliminate the North Korean Army, reunify the peninsula,
        and admit Korea into the UN as an independent country. The United States should declare this agenda before the
        world; any UN member that did not support it could do so only out of fear.63
      


      
        The PPS, under Nitze’s management, backpedaled considerably in response to Allison’s objections. Nitze later
        acknowledged that he had “judged it impossible to reach definite conclusions” on the issue and opted to
        recommend to Acheson that a decision on the 38th Parallel be deferred pending the results of the counterattack
        MacArthur was planning.64 As a result, the PPS’s next draft—dated 25 July—was greatly watered down. It eliminated the
        judgment that majority support in the UN for military action across the 38th Parallel was unlikely, emphasizing
        instead that other UN members would simply want to exhaust all other possibilities before considering such
        action. The PPS also incorporated Allison’s observation that the South Koreans themselves were eager to see
        reunification of the peninsula. Most importantly, the PPS retracted its judgment that the potential risks of an
        attempt to reunify Korea outweighed the possible advantages; the paper merely concluded that any decision on
        the subject was premature. For the time being, Washington was not committed to using force to reunify Korea,
        and should keep it that way “by maintaining the greatest possible degree of flexibility and freedom of action.”
        The staff thus recommended: “Decisions regarding our course of action when the UN forces approach the 38th
        parallel should be deferred until military and political developments provide the additional information
        necessary to enable us: (a) to base our decisions on the situation in Korea and in other parts of the world at
        the time; (b) to consult with other UN members … and (c) to keep our military
        capabilities and commitments in safe balance.”65 Nitze presumably hoped that, under such conditions, it
        would never be necessary to cross the line.
      


      
        This time Allison found the PPS’s draft palatable. He advised Rusk that the paper could be “supported by FE
        with only minor changes” because its conclusions, although falling short of what he
        himself would have preferred, probably went “as far as we can reasonably expect at the present time.” At the
        same time, he advised Rusk to point out to Webb that FE thought “continued studies should be made of the whole
        question.” This approach was essentially consistent by that time with the PPS’s position, which Nitze described
        to Webb on 28 July as being that Washington should wait until US/UN forces approached the 38th Parallel before
        deciding what to do next.66 Dulles concurred, saying the key was to remain flexible, although he later recorded in a
        note to Nitze his reservations about much of the body—as opposed to the conclusions—of the PPS paper. Dulles
        wrote on 1 August: “In my opinion, there is every reason to go beyond the 38th Parallel except possibly one,
        and that is our own incapacity to do so and the fact that the attempt might involve us much more deeply in a
        struggle on the Asiatic mainland with Soviet and Chinese Communist manpower.”67
      


      
        This last caveat, of course, was precisely the danger that Kennan had focused on from the beginning of the
        debate. His warning, however, had been pushed to the margins by the consensus that emerged among Acheson, Rusk,
        Dulles, and Allison—all of whom played down the threat in favor of other political considerations—and by
        Nitze’s willingness to compromise on the PPS’s position. Thus, from the end of July onward, as historian
        William Stueck has observed, Kennan was the only high-level State Department official who consistently opposed
        crossing the 38th Parallel. His isolation in this regard was perhaps most evident when he learned thirdhand
        from a PPS colleague that Dulles had told a journalist that “while he used to think highly of George Kennan, he
        had now concluded that he was a very dangerous man” because of Kennan’s opposition to UN military action north
        of the 38th Parallel and his readiness to allow Communist China’s membership in the United Nations.68
      


      
        In the final weeks before he left the State Department at the end of August, Kennan nevertheless continued his
        efforts to alert Acheson to the risks of crossing the line. As already seen, he wrote memos to the secretary on
        8 and 14 August analyzing the concerns Moscow was certain to have about the possibility of the Korean conflict
        moving toward the Soviet border.69 Kennan’s final appeal on the 38th Parallel was contained in his 21 August memo to Acheson,
        also cited above, in which he proposed the neutralization of Korea and Japan. On this occasion, Kennan pleaded
        with the secretary to recognize the risks that were being run: “We have not achieved a clear and realistic and
        generally accepted view of our objectives in Korea.… [Moreover, by] permitting
        General MacArthur to retain the wide and relatively uncontrolled latitude he has enjoyed in determining our
        policy in the [region], we are tolerating a state of affairs in which we do not really have full control over
        the statements that are being made—and the actions taken—in our name.”70 These warnings—at least at the time—were lost on
        Acheson, who, as already seen, dismissed Kennan’s memo on the basis of the impractical
        and politically unacceptable recommendations it contained.
      


      
        Kennan used one additional channel to deliver his warning. The day after he wrote his memo to Acheson, Kennan
        held an off-the-record press conference at the State Department for several journalists. During the meeting, he
        voiced his personal view that the risks of crossing the 38th Parallel would be “very, very great, and probably
        exorbitant” because of the potential Soviet reaction. Not only might Moscow deploy its own military forces in
        Korea, it might “nominally” introduce Chinese troops—“goodness knows who would be really controlling them,”
        Kennan added. However, to avoid creating the impression of differences within the administration, Kennan made
        it clear that these were his personal views and were to remain off the record.71
      


      
        Kennan’s foreboding and his concerns about the administration’s lack of a clear position on the 38th Parallel
        were well justified. On 24 August, Lay told State’s representative on the NSC staff that he was surprised at
        the ambiguity of the department’s papers on Korea, particularly the final PPS draft on the 38th Parallel
        question: “He pointed out that the President had asked for policy recommendations on what we do when we reach
        the 38th Parallel. [Lay] said that he could hardly understand how, in the light of the President’s specific
        request, we could reply to the President merely stating that we have no policy recommendation at this
        time.”72 Perhaps
        in response to Lay’s remark, by 31 August the department had prepared NSC 81, “US Courses of Action in Korea,”
        combining the many separate papers on the topic—including the PPS paper on the 38th Parallel, which had been
        the subject of deliberations over the previous month.73
      


      
        NSC 81, however, remained equivocal and noncommittal on the subject of the 38th Parallel. At an NSC meeting on
        7 September, Johnson reported the Joint Chiefs’ concern that NSC 81 “envisaged stabilization of a front on the
        38th Parallel.” The paper was amended in response to his comments, but the final version—NSC 81/1—still
        essentially deferred a decision on what to do when US/UN forces reached the line. US forces were given legal
        authorization to operate above the Parallel “to compel the withdrawal of the North Korean forces behind this
        line or to defeat these forces,” but a decision on how far to advance would depend on the Soviet and Chinese
        reactions.74
      


      
        On 15 September, four days after Truman approved NSC 81/1, UN forces under MacArthur’s command landed at
        Inchon, launching the massive counteroffensive that within a matter of weeks pushed the North Koreans back to
        the 38th Parallel. On 30 September, the British representative to the UN introduced in the General Assembly a
        new resolution—which the State Department had helped to draft—restating the goal of a reunified Korea and
        implicitly condoning military operations north of the Parallel. Because the vote was in the General Assembly rather than the Security Council, the resolution was approved on 7 October despite
        Soviet opposition. Interpreting it as he saw fit, MacArthur sent UN forces across the 38th Parallel two days
        later.75
      


      
        This combination of developments proved fateful, as Acheson himself later wrote in an explicit acknowledgment
        of the prescience of Kennan’s warning: “The trouble inherent in the [UN] resolution itself and the
        encouragement it gave to General MacArthur’s adventurism lay in the fact that it was not thought through and it
        masked in ambivalent language the difficulties and dangers against which Kennan had warned in [his 21 August]
        memorandum.”76
        Indeed, on 24 October MacArthur unilaterally lifted all restrictions on his forces and ordered them north
        toward the Yalu River, North Korea’s border with China. Suddenly, South Korean advance forces met with
        resistance from Chinese “volunteer” units; UN forces pulled back, and after a few days the Chinese seemingly
        disappeared. On 24 November, MacArthur launched a final “win the war” offensive. The next day, Chinese armies
        launched a massive counterattack that sent US and UN forces fleeing back down the peninsula in
        retreat.77
      


      
        Kennan had essentially been proved correct in his warnings. Certainly he was off target in some respects. He
        had paid too little attention to the possibility of Chinese, as opposed to Soviet, military intervention in
        Korea.78 In
        addition, it was not the crossing of the 38th Parallel itself but MacArthur’s subsequent drive to the Yalu that
        led to the realization of Kennan’s worst-case scenario. On the other hand, only many years later was evidence
        available in the West to reveal the roles that Beijing and Moscow played in the early stages of the Korean War;
        to a large extent Kennan, like the rest of Washington, was simply in the dark. In any event, Kennan had
        specifically warned about the dangers of MacArthur’s tendency to follow his own lead. And he was correct in
        recognizing the fundamental danger that was inherent in the ambiguity and uncertainty of US policy in Korea.
        This is what Acheson later credited Kennan with having forewarned in his 21 August memo.
      

    


    
      Disaster at the Yalu


      
        “It was with something more than a lack of confidence or enthusiasm,” Kennan wrote in his memoirs, “that I
        watched, after removal to Princeton in early September, the further course of the Korean War.”79 In a letter he drafted on
        15 November 1950, he lamented what he considered the entirely predictable consequences of the success of the
        Inchon landings and the rapid movement north of US forces. Both the Soviets and the Chinese, having been taken
        by surprise, were probably drawn into “the most anxious and alarmed consultations”—perhaps their first such
        consultations on the subject of Korea, he speculated. In any case, Kennan argued, the
        United States “had no right to expect our own conduct in the Korean matter to produce results much different
        than those we have seen. When … we withdrew our forces from Korea, failed to give
        adequate armaments to the South Korean forces, and permitted statements to appear here which could easily be
        interpreted as expressions of military disinterestedness, we ourselves established, it seems to me, the
        pre-conditions for action by the Korean Communists.”80 Although Kennan here was overlooking his own role during
        1948 and 1949 in creating the impression of “military disinterestedness,” he judged that the Chinese
        intervention was a predictable result of the UN forces’ push to the Yalu.
      


      
        On Friday, 1 December, after the scale of the military debacle in North Korea had become apparent, Bohlen, who
        had since returned to Paris, telephoned Kennan at Princeton and urged him to go to Washington. Bohlen was
        deeply concerned that, under the circumstances, there was no one advising the administration who was
        knowledgeable about and experienced in Soviet affairs. He advised Kennan to make himself available to Marshall,
        who in September had returned to the government as secretary of defense (replacing Johnson), and to Acheson.
        Kennan subsequently telephoned some friends at the State Department to offer his services, and the following
        day he was notified—on Nitze’s authority—that Acheson wanted him to come to Washington. He “took the next
        train” from Princeton and reported to the State Department on Sunday morning, 3 December.81
      


      
        Kennan found the administration in “disarray.”82 Webb, in Acheson’s absence, briefed Kennan on the
        situation:
      


      
        
          [Webb said] the military leaders felt that a complete withdrawal from Korea was the only alternative to the
          loss of what was practically our entire ground establishment. They thought that we had perhaps 36 hours for a
          decision as to an orderly withdrawal. If that decision was not made, the result might be complete disaster
          and effective loss of the entire force. He said discussions were in progress concerning the attitude we
          should adopt in the United Nations and in the conversations with [British Prime Minister] Attlee, who was
          expected to arrive [in Washington] the following morning.… One of the variants
          that would be discussed with the British would be a direct approach to the Russians with a view to bringing
          about a cease-fire in Korea. What they wanted from me, he said, was a view as to the prospects of negotiation
          with the Russians on this problem at this time.83
        

      


      
        Later in the afternoon, Acheson returned from a meeting at the White House with Truman, Marshall, and Bradley.
        The secretary confirmed that the mood and outlook were bleak and that the White House discussion had focused on
        how best to evacuate US forces and negotiate a cease-fire. Acheson also confirmed
        Webb’s instructions to Kennan to draft a memo on prospects for negotiations with Moscow.84
      


      
        That afternoon, Kennan—with the help of Davies and G. Frederick Reinhardt, another Russia expert—prepared what
        he later referred to as four pages of “the bleakest and most uncomforting prose that the Department’s files can
        ever have accommodated.” According to Kennan, “we could do no other.”85 Any approach to the Russians requesting a cease-fire,
        the paper stated, would be interpreted by Moscow as “a bid for peace by us on whatever terms we can get.”
        Soviet leaders, accordingly, would ruthlessly try to exploit the weakness of the US position and maximize the
        damage to US prestige that could be derived out of any settlement. Under the circumstances, Kennan wrote,
        Moscow’s response to any US approach was certain to be “an arrogant and offensive one.” In short, Kennan
        concluded that the “present moment is probably the poorest one we have known at any time in the history of our
        relations with the Soviet Union for any negotiations with its leaders. If there is any soundness at all to the
        principle of negotiation from strength, then this is the worst time for us to attempt negotiation.… I see not the faintest reason why the Russians should wish to aid us in our predicament,
        and therefore no reason to believe that we could improve our position by an approach to them.”86
      


      
        Kennan carried this dismal message to Acheson’s office that Sunday evening, but the secretary was on his way
        out. According to his memoirs, Kennan held on to the paper and instead accompanied Acheson home for dinner and
        an earnest discussion of the crisis the country was facing. The next morning—Monday, 4 December—Kennan
        delivered to Acheson both his memo on the Soviets and the following handwritten note:
      


      
        Dear Mr. Secretary:
      


      
        On the official level I have been asked to give advice only on the particular problem of Soviet reaction to
        various possible approaches.
      


      
        But there is one thing I should like to say in continuation of our discussion of yesterday evening.
      


      
        In international, as in private, life what counts most is not really what happens to someone but how he bears
        what happens to him. For this reason almost everything depends from here on out on the manner in which we
        Americans bear what is unquestionably a major failure and disaster to our national fortunes. If we accept it
        with candor, with dignity, with a resolve to absorb its lessons and to make it good by redoubled and determined
        effort—starting all over again, if necessary, along the pattern of Pearl Harbor—we need lose neither our
        self-confidence nor our allies nor our power for bargaining, eventually, with the
        Russians. But if we try to conceal from our own people or from our allies the full measure of our misfortune,
        or permit ourselves to seek relief in any reactions of bluster or petulance or hysteria, we can easily find
        this crisis resolving itself into an irreparable deterioration of our world position—and of our confidence in
        ourselves.87
      


      
        Acheson “agreed enthusiastically” with Kennan’s sentiments and read this note at a meeting in his office that
        morning that included Webb, Jessup, Rusk, Nitze, and Kennan himself. The meeting, at which Kennan also briefed
        the group on his thinking about the futility of an approach to Moscow, focused on how best to fulfill the
        requirements of Kennan’s admonition to bear the crisis and stand firm. Both Rusk and Kennan observed that
        defeatism at the Pentagon was the most ominous threat. The military was prepared to withdraw completely from
        Korea; although this might make perfect sense militarily, it was bound to be politically devastating. Rusk and
        Kennan argued that it would be preferable—assuming it were possible—to establish “some sort of a beachhead” in
        Korea from which US forces could salvage their position and maintain a credible presence on the
        peninsula.88
      


      
        After this meeting concluded, Acheson telephoned Marshall at the Pentagon to float the idea. Borrowing the
        language used earlier by Rusk and Kennan—including a comparison between the US predicament in Korea and that
        which faced Great Britain during the two World Wars—the secretary of state respectfully asked the general
        whether a “calm military analysis” might support the idea of a “holding operation” in Korea. Marshall thought
        the idea a good one, although it was at that moment too early to gauge what was happening on the battlefront,
        and he cautioned against getting into “an irretrievable hole.” Acheson fully agreed, but Marshall accepted his
        invitation to send Rusk and Kennan over to the Pentagon to discuss the matter.89
      


      
        Kennan, Rusk, and deputy undersecretary of state H. Freeman Matthews immediately left to meet with Marshall.
        After Rusk outlined State’s suggestion for the general, Kennan reinforced it by observing that “our complete
        withdrawal from the peninsula would be mercilessly exploited by [Moscow] to our disadvantage.” Marshall
        repeated his agreement in principle, but also his statement to Acheson that the situation was, for the moment,
        “obscured by the fog of battle.” Not convinced that he had sufficiently made State’s point to Marshall, “Kennan
        pushed him,” in Acheson’s words. The State Department, Kennan said, was not trying to make military policy, and
        was prepared to accept a judgment that securing a beachhead would entail prohibitive losses. State wished only
        to impress upon Marshall the “political implications of this decision.” At this point, Lovett—then Marshall’s
        undersecretary of defense—joined the meeting from a briefing on Capitol Hill, bringing
        the news that sentiment there was defeatist and supported an immediate withdrawal from Korea. Kennan lamented
        that this only made the administration’s decision more problematic.90
      


      
        Ultimately, as Kennan himself observed, it was Truman who decided that the United States would not abandon its
        mission in Korea. Kennan, however, later said he believed that his warnings against defeatism and his goading
        of Acheson and Marshall had helped to boost morale and thus preempt a decision to pull out of Korea. Kennan
        said he had the “feeling that my own presence … was important in continuing the
        Korean War” after the Chinese intervention. By “pleading all day with these people,” Kennan thought, he had
        played “a small but not negligible part in steadying down the military” when it was inclined to give up the
        fight.91
      


      
        Kennan probably gave himself too much credit for his role in boosting morale in Washington during early
        December 1950. He was there for only three days, and the decision to fight on in Korea probably would have been
        made without him, given Truman’s determination not to withdraw. Rusk later said that Kennan was only one among
        many who thought Washington should “hunker down” after the disaster on the Yalu, and that Kennan had not
        significantly affected morale one way or the other.92
      


      
        Kennan, however, probably played a decisive role during this period in preempting any serious consideration of
        approaching the Soviet Union with a proposal for a negotiated settlement. Acheson, in his meeting with Attlee
        on 5 December, quoted Kennan’s memo of the day before in saying that it was the worst time ever for negotiating
        with the Russians: “They saw themselves holding the cards and would concede nothing.”93 In this respect, Kennan had served
        precisely the purpose that Bohlen had in mind when he urged Kennan on 1 December to go to Washington: to
        provide the expertise required to assess the Soviet outlook toward the crisis and how Washington should deal
        with it. The irony, of course, is that Kennan was called on to help the administration deal with a crisis that
        was, at least in part, the result of his colleagues’ failure to heed his explicit advice on the same subject
        four months earlier.
      

    


    
      Prelude to an Armistice: The Kennan-Malik Talks


      
        Kennan returned to Princeton on 5 December 1950. Before doing so, however, he took the opportunity to try to
        dissuade the State Department’s “senior UN enthusiasts” from introducing a new Security Council resolution that
        would have condemned the Chinese Communists as aggressors in Korea. Such a step, Kennan warned, could only aggravate the differences between Washington and London, among other
        allies, on the subject of China. As Kennan wrote to Bohlen, the desire to use the UN as a means of highlighting
        the supposed unity of the allies on the Korean problem was “really disturbing and dangerous.” Kennan believed
        this could easily backfire, and he suggested that Washington do just the opposite: “Our only possible course at
        this moment was to get the UN out of the Korean business as rapidly and painlessly as possible and to avoid
        everything that might accentuate the public effect of what was bound to be the difference in attitude between
        ourselves and our allies.”94 Kennan repeated this view in a letter to Nitze in early January 1951, apparently after
        learning that a UN resolution condemning China was still under consideration. It would be a “terrible mistake,”
        he argued, to keep trying to use the UN as a vehicle for US policy in Korea.95
      


      
        In his letter to Nitze—which was written after the immediate crisis of the Chinese intervention had
        passed—Kennan speculated that Washington at that stage had two alternatives in Korea: either to stabilize the
        battlefront and negotiate a settlement or to voluntarily leave, declaring that it no longer served any useful
        purpose to attempt to reestablish the Republic of Korea.96 Kennan’s mention of the second option as a viable one
        reflects a striking reversal of his position of only one month earlier. Indeed, Kennan appears to have again
        reverted back to the view he had recorded well before the initial North Korean invasion, and again to Acheson
        in August 1950—that the United States could afford to surrender the peninsula to its fate. In retrospect, this
        might be characterized as his “fair-weather” assessment of Korea’s strategic importance. In June 1950 and again
        in December, he had insisted that US prestige required a firm commitment not only to remain in Korea but to
        fight there. On each occasion, however, he shortly returned to a narrower view: in August, he had proposed a
        plan that would have ceded South Korea to the Soviets, and in January 1951 he once again saw US withdrawal as
        an acceptable option.
      


      
        In any case, he did not actively pursue that option in early 1951. Instead, he became involved in a diplomatic
        initiative that ultimately set the stage for the other option—that of negotiating a settlement after the
        battlefield had stabilized. On 17 March 1951, Kennan forwarded to Acheson a letter expressing his view that the
        time was ripe to consider dealing with the Russians on the question of Korea. The “worst time” for doing so had
        passed, and Washington would no longer have to negotiate from a position of total weakness. Moscow, Kennan
        insisted, would sooner or later have to be consulted if a Korean settlement was to be reached, and the military
        stalemate that had developed on the peninsula by that time was as unsatisfactory to Soviet leaders as it was to
        Washington. Although Kennan was prepared to acknowledge that any final settlement would have to be nominally worked out under UN auspices, he thought it crucial to start the process by dealing
        primarily with Moscow, and to do so “through informal channels and with the obligation of complete
        secrecy.”97
      


      
        Just such an opportunity—including a pivotal role for Kennan himself—arose a few weeks later. On 2 May, Frank
        Corrigan and Thomas Cory, two members of the US delegation to the United Nations, were invited to share a
        limousine ride in New York with Jacob Malik, the Soviet ambassador to the UN, and Malik’s deputy, Semyon
        Tsarapkin. At one point during the conversation, Malik observed that many unresolved international issues,
        including the conflict in Korea, “could and should be settled” by discussion between the United States and the
        Soviet Union. Separately, Malik asked what had become of Kennan, whom he said had had “a great and unfortunate
        influence” on US policy toward Russia; Malik said he had “no doubts that Kennan’s voice is still heard” in
        Washington.98
      


      
        After hearing of this conversation, Davies, then in his final months at the PPS, saw in it a possible opening
        for a dialogue with the Russians on the subject of a cease-fire in Korea. Davies had written a short memo in
        late March suggesting that Moscow might be interested in a settlement.99 On 8 May, he wrote to Nitze suggesting that Washington
        quietly follow up on the apparent overture from Malik, and recommending specifically how to do so: “I think
        that the risks of a disclosure of the conversations for propaganda purposes can be avoided if our
        representative is someone whom the Kremlin feels (a) will not seek a personal, political advantage through
        publicizing his role, and (b) although not a high American official, is in a position to speak with authority
        and in confidence for the Government. That person is Kennan. Kennan should be asked to do the job, be briefed
        and meet with Malik at a three-some dinner with Cory.”100 Acheson thought Davies’s idea a good one. Ten days later
        Matthews called Kennan to Washington to meet with the secretary to discuss this delicate mission.101
      


      
        Working through Cory and Tsarapkin, Kennan arranged a meeting with Malik that took place at the latter’s home
        on Long Island on 31 May. The conversation, though two and one-half hours long, produced little of substance.
        Indeed, it got off to a bad start when Malik spilled a tray of food on himself. The Soviet ambassador
        subsequently evaded the question of Moscow’s interest in a cease-fire, instead repeatedly asking Kennan about
        Washington’s attitude toward the Chinese Communists. Kennan interpreted Malik’s focus on China as evidence of
        some discomfort in Sino-Soviet relations that might be constraining Moscow’s pursuit of a cease-fire. The two
        men nonetheless agreed to meet again. At their second meeting, on 5 June, Malik—clearly having received
        instructions from Moscow in the interim—stated that the Soviets “wanted a peaceful solution of the Korean
        question—and at the earliest possible moment.” The Soviet Union, however, could not participate in any
        cease-fire discussions because its forces were not involved in the conflict. Adding
        his “personal advice,” Malik suggested that Washington contact the North Koreans or the Chinese on the
        matter.102
      


      
        Kennan interpreted Malik’s remarks at their second meeting as a “major policy statement” from the Soviets—“more
        significant, rather than less, by virtue of the fact that it was intended for communication in a non-public
        channel.” He advised Acheson to seize on any opportunity to move toward a cease-fire in Korea. Two weeks later,
        Kennan repeated this plea in a letter to Acheson in which he argued that Moscow’s behavior over the previous
        year had “at every turn” confirmed his belief that Soviet leaders (a) did not want the Korean conflict to
        develop into a war between the United States and the Soviet Union, and (b) were “congenitally suspicious” of US
        motives and “pathologically sensitive” to the presence of US military forces near the Soviet or Chinese
        borders. For this reason, Kennan argued, “the presence of our forces in that vicinity for nearly a year has
        been for them a nerve-wracking and excruciating experience, straining to the limit their self-control and
        patience.… If we continue to advance into North Korea without making vigorous
        efforts to achieve a cease-fire, I fear they will see no alternative but to intervene themselves.”103
      


      
        On 23 June, three days after Kennan wrote this letter, Malik delivered a speech over the UN radio network that
        contained a public affirmation of his earlier, secret message to Kennan—that Moscow thought the war in Korea
        could and should be settled. As a first step, Malik said, “discussions should be started between the
        belligerents for a cease-fire and armistice providing for the mutual withdrawal of forces from the 38th
        Parallel.” Acheson, after confirming the authoritativeness of Malik’s statement through the US ambassador in
        Moscow, authorized the broadcast of a message from General Matthew Ridgway, commander of UN forces in Korea,
        saying the United States was prepared to enter into negotiations. This message was sent on 30 June and received
        a positive response from the North Korean and Chinese commands two days later. The first round of cease-fire
        talks opened on 10 July.104
      


      
        The negotiations that followed, as Kennan himself later observed, were “long, wearisome, and—from the American
        and United Nations standpoint—exasperating almost beyond belief.” Had the negotiators on the US/UN side known
        of Kennan’s involvement in making the talks possible, he mused, some of them “would have cursed me for the
        effort, and I could scarcely have blamed them.”105 Nevertheless, inasmuch as the negotiations ultimately
        were the vehicle for the armistice that suspended the conflict two years later, Kennan must be credited for his
        role in helping to make them possible. How crucial that role was is certainly debatable. The speech Malik
        delivered on 23 June, or another Soviet initiative with the same effect, might have
        come eventually even if Kennan had never met with Malik. Alternatively, Acheson might have used another avenue
        or opportunity for floating the proposal for cease-fire talks.
      


      
        It is probable, however, that Kennan’s meetings with Malik at least opened the door to negotiations earlier
        than they might otherwise have occurred. Indeed, given the delicacy of the operation and the uniqueness of
        Kennan’s qualifications for conducting it, the peace talks might not have begun until significantly later if
        Kennan had not been involved when he was—and he may have been correct about the increased risk of Soviet
        intervention in the Korean War during the interim. In that respect, the Kennan-Malik talks may have helped
        avert yet another crisis on the battlefield that neither side would have wanted. For his part, Kennan
        considered the success of his meetings with Malik to be, at the very least, a clear indication of the “great
        and sometimes crucial value” of informal, secret diplomacy.106
      


      
        In a paper he drafted in September 1951, Kennan stated that he had generally agreed with US policy toward
        Korea—except for the involvement of the UN and MacArthur’s “unfortunate advance” to the Yalu—but that he
        considered the long-term problem of Korea soluble only in the context of a deal with Moscow that would involve
        Washington’s willingness to neutralize Japan. This was the arrangement he had recommended to Acheson in August
        1950. Kennan believed that Soviet leaders had been encouraged to launch the invasion of South Korea in part by
        the indications they had received of US plans to establish a permanent military presence in Japan.107
      


      
        One of the flaws in this argument—and in Kennan’s entire approach to the Korean problem at the time—was the
        assumption that the North Korean invasion was basically a Soviet operation. Kennan failed to fully recognize
        the fault lines between the Soviet, Chinese, and North Korean Communists. But he was not alone in this respect.
        Practically everyone in Washington took for granted at the time that Pyongyang was acting under instructions
        from Moscow, and that Beijing—when it became involved—was similarly acting in concert with the Soviet Union. As
        noted earlier, it was not until several years later that historians were able to dissect the relevant
        decision-making processes in the three Communist capitals and the ties among them. The evidence available to
        those historians was simply not available to Kennan and other policymakers in 1950. If it had been, Kennan
        might have had a more balanced view of the threat of Soviet intervention, which he consistently exaggerated. He
        might also have recognized that the Korean War was “nerve-wracking and excruciating” to Moscow—which he
        correctly ascertained—not only because it brought US forces into the Soviet Union’s backyard but also because
        Moscow did not have the level of control it wanted over either the North Korean or Chinese Communist regimes.
        Finally, Kennan might have been less surprised than he was at the nature and extent of Chinese Communist
        intervention in the war.108
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      AFTERMATH OF KOREA


      The End of a Strategic Vision for East Asia

    

    
      In his 21 August 1950 departure memo to Acheson on East Asia policy, Kennan warned that “the course upon which we
      are today moving is one, as I see it, so little promising and so fraught with danger that I could not honestly
      urge you to continue to take responsibility for it.”1 Most of Kennan’s fears in this regard were subsequently
      realized. The consequences of the outbreak of the Korean War effectively extinguished his “strategic concept” for
      the region by negating the defensive perimeter idea, sweeping away his notion of a neutralized Japan, overruling
      his advice against supporting the Nationalist regime on Taiwan, and committing the United States to deeper
      intervention in Southeast Asia, which Kennan had similarly warned against. The result was an American policy of
      containment in East Asia that was more extensive and more militarized than Kennan had envisaged or supported.
      This marked his final retreat and disillusioned withdrawal from official involvement in US policy in the Far
      East.
    


    
      The Myth of Japanese Neutrality


      
        Kennan had faded from involvement in Japan policy in late 1949 and the first half of 1950, and had become
        increasingly cynical about Washington’s inability to resolve the dilemma it faced there. He told a group of
        Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) officers in October 1949 that he found it “awfully hard, really, to find any
        conceivably optimistic picture of what can happen with regard to the Japanese from here on.” The occupation, he
        reiterated, had outlived its usefulness but had not left Japan well prepared for its
        future. Whatever that future held, Kennan said frankly, “I don’t think it will be a very good one from our
        standpoint. The Japanese will not conform to our ideas as to what constitutes nice people.”2
      


      
        After the Korean War broke out and Kennan was recalled from Princeton to help Acheson deal with the crisis, he
        was drawn back into Japan policy. Dulles, it will be recalled, had been given responsibility for expediting a
        peace treaty with Tokyo that—contrary to Kennan’s “strategic concept”—would presumably include US military
        basing arrangements. By mid-July, Dulles and Allison, who had been assigned as Dulles’s assistant, were already
        well advanced in their drafting of a treaty. Kennan, however, was troubled by several elements of their
        approach, which in many ways reflected Dulles’s ideological outlook. Dulles, for example, wanted the treaty to
        require the Japanese to preserve the substance of the political and social reforms instituted under the
        occupation. Kennan viewed this as inconsistent with the idea that the US “regime of control” would eventually
        be lifted and the Japanese again given control over their internal affairs.3 Moreover, as he wrote Dulles in a
        memorandum on 20 July, Kennan considered the reform program to have been of “dubious wisdom,” and he saw no
        reason “to perpetuate the memory of something which has been at least partially a mistake.” The peace treaty
        should instead be as brief and succinct as possible; its primary purpose should simply be that of terminating
        the state of war. From Kennan’s perspective, “anything more than that, and particularly anything reflecting a
        continuation of the school-masterish and smug attitude which has detracted so much from the excellent
        achievements of our occupation, can only be unhelpful.”4
      


      
        Most importantly, Kennan took exception to what he perceived as Dulles’s support for full-scale Japanese
        rearmament. In response to a paper Allison had prepared on the threat of Communist infiltration in Japan,
        Kennan on 18 July sent a memorandum to Rusk that attributed the problem to Washington’s persistent failure to
        strengthen Japan’s internal defenses, as NSC 13 (Kennan’s “reverse course” Japan policy paper) had recommended
        two years earlier. Citing MacArthur’s willingness to enhance the existing Japanese police force, Kennan again
        advised that State urge Defense to establish “a strong, mobile central police force, capable of acting anywhere
        in Japan,” including a “small but excellently equipped naval unit capable of contributing significantly” to any
        amphibious threat to the country. He later claimed that he wrote this memo to counter Dulles’s plans for a more
        substantial rearming of Japan. A week later, moreover, Nitze forwarded to Acheson a Policy Planning Staff (PPS)
        memorandum, almost certainly inspired by Kennan, urging that immediate steps be taken to enhance Japan’s
        internal security apparatus and increase its responsibility for its own defense. The PPS recommended that this
        be done in ways other than that suggested by Dulles, which evidently was to establish regular Japanese military
        units.5
      


      
        By early August, Dulles had prepared a “short version” of a draft peace treaty, which
        he sent to Kennan, among others, for coordination.6 By this time Kennan recognized that the process was moving
        forward irrespective of his personal recommendations. Moreover, he was only days away from his final departure
        for his sabbatical, and he wished to avoid the appearance of leaving the department as a result of policy
        differences with Acheson, Truman, Dulles, or anyone else.7 Under the circumstances, Kennan chose the path of least
        resistance. He withdrew from the debate, but not before recording his reservations for Dulles: “If … it is regarded as accepted that we must have a treaty with Japan allowing for the continued
        presence in that country of American armed forces, coupled with their freedom to move anywhere in Japan and to
        make use of Japanese facilities at the will of the United States Commander, and that these obligations must be
        anchored in the peace treaty itself, then, while I have misgivings about the success of such a general policy,
        I think that the draft of the key provisions, namely those dealing with the stationing of forces in Japan, is
        as good as any I could devise, and I have no suggestions for improvement.”8 Kennan probably judged it especially futile to offer any
        further comment or guidance to Dulles after learning that Dulles had privately denigrated him. This was the
        occasion cited earlier in which Kennan found out through a PPS colleague that Dulles had described him to a
        journalist as “a very dangerous man.”9
      


      
        Kennan nonetheless felt strongly that the administration was making a mistake, and that the peace treaty
        discussions were headed in the wrong direction. Consequently, immediately after drafting his response to
        Dulles, he wrote the 21 August memo to Acheson that renewed his call for the neutralization of Japan. The
        decision to leave US forces in Japan, and especially as part of the peace settlement itself, Kennan argued,
        risked undermining the future of US-Japan relations and confusing the Japanese as to their own national
        interest:
      


      
        
          We cannot, in the long run, continue successfully to keep Japan resistant to Soviet pressures by using our
          own strength as the main instrument in this effort.… If we insist on keeping
          troops in Japan, their presence there will inevitably be a bone of political contention.… We will not be able to establish a healthy diplomatic relationship to the Japanese, which
          could develop and enlist their sense of self-interest.… Finally, if the
          Japanese agreement to the presence of such forces is anchored in a treaty of peace … it will never have full legitimacy in Japanese eyes. This element of duress will always
          rise to plague us in all our future relations to the Japanese, and to divert Japanese attention to the
          problem of “how to get United States troops out” rather than “how to meet Soviet pressures against
          Japan.”10
        

      


      
        Kennan’s solution was to revive the idea he had supported two years earlier but had
        seemingly abandoned in the interim. “Our best bet,” Kennan recommended, was that of negotiating with the Soviet
        Union the neutralization and demilitarization (“except for strong internal police forces”) of Japan. Kennan
        speculated that this might be possible as part of a deal in which the Soviets would agree to a withdrawal of
        both North Korean and US forces from South Korea.11
      


      
        This was the memo about which Kennan admitted that his ideas were probably “too remote from general thinking in
        the Government to be of much practical use” and would probably also be met with “violent and outraged
        opposition” both within the administration and in Congress. This was also the memo that Acheson dismissed as
        “typical of its gifted author” but containing suggestions of “total impracticability.”12 Needless to say, Kennan’s advice was
        ignored. Two weeks later, the State and Defense Departments agreed, in a joint memorandum later approved by
        Truman, to begin negotiations leading to conclusion of a peace treaty with Japan.13 The retention of US military bases in
        Japan was not, as Kennan had feared, incorporated into the actual multilateral peace treaty (which was
        ultimately signed in September 1951 and came into force in April 1952), but it was ensured under the terms of a
        bilateral security treaty between the United States and Japan that was signed simultaneously.14 The effect, from Kennan’s
        perspective, was the same. Japan was not only rearmed but remilitarized, and any plans to neutralize it as part
        of a US “defensive perimeter” strategy—while retaining US forces only on Okinawa, as Kennan and at one point
        MacArthur had recommended—were lost.
      


      
        Kennan later argued that Washington’s failure or refusal to pursue the neutralization of Japan and to proceed
        with a separate peace treaty, and especially to accompany the peace settlement with the indefinite retention of
        US bases in Japan, probably encouraged Stalin to approve the attack in Korea in 1950. This idea, Kennan
        observed, appears never to have “entered the mind of anyone in Washington except myself” at the time. Acheson,
        in his memoirs, concurred in Kennan’s observation, but only to make the point that it never occurred to Acheson
        and his colleagues that “unilateral concessions—to avoid pejorative terms—would change, by ameliorating, Soviet
        policy.” In any case, Acheson argued, the decision to proceed with a separate treaty and a bilateral security
        agreement with Japan was not made until several months after the Korean invasion.15
      


      
        Kennan delivered a lengthy response to Acheson in the second volume of his memoirs. The proposal contained in
        his 21 August 1950 memorandum did not, Kennan insisted, involve “unilateral concessions.” It would have
        required a Soviet withdrawal from Korea in exchange for the US withdrawal from Japan. More emphatically, Kennan
        argued, the Soviet Union did not have to wait until September 1950, when the Truman administration formally
        decided to pursue a separate peace treaty and a long-term basing agreement with Japan,
        to ascertain “what was cooking in Washington.” According to Kennan, press reports in the United States, Japan,
        and Russia were sufficient to show that “by the middle of February 1950, at the latest … it was clear to all responsible people in Moscow (1) that the treaty for which the State
        Department was angling was to be a separate one …; (2) that this treaty was to
        mark, or be accompanied by, an arrangement that would turn Japan into a permanent military ally of the United
        States; (3) that the arrangement would provide for the continued use of the Japanese archipelago by the
        American armed forces for an indefinite period to come; and (4) that the remaining differences of opinion
        within the official American establishment in this matter were ones that might at best delay, but would not
        prevent, the ultimate realization of such a program.”16 Kennan made this argument on several occasions after he
        left the State Department in 1950.17
      


      
        The Korean War was not the only misfortune Kennan attributed in part to Washington’s decision to pursue a
        separate peace treaty and long-term basing arrangements with Japan. That decision, he wrote in 1959, had by
        then had a decade to show its effects: “It has produced the Korean War and brought the Chinese into Korea. It
        is producing a growing friction with the Japanese. It has left the Russians no choice whatsoever but to stake
        everything on the Chinese card. It has deprived us of all bargaining latitude with respect to the waning asset
        of Formosa. Perhaps this is realism and consistency. I fail to see it.”18
      


      
        Several of these linkages were undoubtedly overstated; at least one was proved wrong by the emergence soon
        thereafter of the Sino-Soviet split. Nonetheless, Kennan was correct in observing that the US decision to seek
        a separate peace treaty and a security treaty with Japan could hardly have been viewed by the Soviet Union as a
        desirable development. On the contrary, Moscow certainly viewed it as a decisive shift—to its disadvantage—in
        the balance of power in the region. If Washington’s decision, or the early indications of it, was not a factor
        in the Soviets’ decision to support the North Korean invasion of the South, it served at the very least to fuel
        the mutual mistrust and suspicion between the United States and the Soviet Union that characterized the early
        stages of the Cold War.
      


      
        If Kennan was correct in this respect, however, he could not also have been correct about the viability of any
        plan to successfully demilitarize and neutralize Japan. Acheson himself observed “an element of inconsistency”
        between Kennan’s dual claims that the US peace settlement provoked the Soviets in Korea and that Japan could
        have been neutralized through an understanding with Moscow. Even MacArthur had acknowledged by September 1949
        that no guarantee from the Soviet Union in that regard could be fully relied on.19
      


      
        Most importantly, the contemporary evidence shows that Kennan himself was never as committed to the idea of a
        neutralized Japan during the years 1948–50, when the issue was actually being
        confronted, as he was years later, when he had the luxury of writing with hindsight. In March 1948, when he
        wrote his “strategic concept” memo for Marshall and the first draft of his Japan policy paper (PPS 28), Kennan
        identified the demilitarization and neutralization of Japan as the ideal final solution to the problem of
        Japanese security. He retreated from this view, however, in the face of opposition from the military
        establishment in Washington, and placed it on a back burner when the peace treaty and security issues were
        deferred during the deliberations that produced NSC 13/2 and NSC 13/3. When Acheson subsequently revived and
        pressed the long-term security issue in 1949, Kennan does not appear to have aggressively renewed his call for
        a neutralized Japan. Indeed, the idea was not mentioned in NSC 49/1—Kennan’s September 1949 response to the
        Joint Chiefs’ assessment of US security requirements in Japan—or in the survey of US foreign policy goals that
        Kennan prepared in January 1950 for an appearance by Acheson before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.
        Moreover, Kennan actually concurred in the peace treaty drafts of mid-1950 that clearly indicated Washington’s
        plans to retain military facilities in Japan indefinitely. It was not until his 21 August 1950 memo to Acheson
        that Kennan again went on record as favoring the idea of negotiating with the Soviet Union for the
        neutralization of Japan.20
      


      
        It is also difficult to reconcile the idea of a neutral Japan, guaranteed in part by the Soviet Union, with
        Kennan’s fundamental belief that the greatest threat to Japanese political stability was that of Communist
        subversion. This belief was the basis for his consistent argument that Japan should be allowed to strengthen
        and expand its self-defense forces, an idea that ran the risk of being perceived by the Soviets as inconsistent
        with the country’s demilitarization. Kennan certainly acknowledged that plans to rearm Japan in any degree were
        perceived this way by the other, friendlier Allies. He appears never to have considered that his own plans for
        strengthening Japan’s internal security apparatus would arguably fall within the realm of “rearmament.” Kennan,
        in short, was never able to devise a plan that achieved a balance between ensuring Japan’s own security and
        ensuring US strategic interests in the region, without implicitly antagonizing the Soviet Union. He was not
        alone in this respect, however. This was precisely the problem that delayed the consensus within the Truman
        administration over the timing and terms of a peace settlement with Japan, and Kennan was correct in observing
        that the arrangement that was ultimately worked out, after the outbreak of the Korean War, essentially failed
        to achieve that balance. In the end, Japan became a military ally of the United States, and the host to
        American bases, thus negating his version of the “defensive perimeter” idea and ending any hope of agreement
        with the Soviet Union on the neutralization of Japan.21
      

    


    
      Containment Comes to Southeast Asia


      
        As with Japan, the Korean War pulled US policy in Southeast Asia decisively away from Kennan’s strategic
        concept and his policy recommendations. But it had already started moving in that direction, partly because of
        concerns about the implications of the Communist victory in China and political pressure to do something to
        contain it. As already seen, PPS 51—the Southeast Asia paper that Davies had drafted in 1949—characterized the
        region as “a vital segment on the line of containment” of Soviet influence but offered little in terms of
        operational policy recommendations to deal with the implications of this assessment.22 However, the paper subsequently was used
        in part to provide the rationale for reinforcement of the US military role and presence in Southeast Asia. In
        particular, historians Robert Blum and Andrew Rotter have chronicled how the Military Assistance Program (MAP),
        established under the Mutual Defense Assistance Act (MDAA) of 6 October 1949, came to include a congressional
        allocation of $75 million in MAP funds for the “general area of China.” According to Rotter, this was “widely
        understood to mean Southeast Asia.” When Truman later approved NSC 48/2 (“US Policy toward Asia”) on 29
        December 1949, the document specified that this $75 million “should be programmed as a matter of urgency.” By
        early 1950, even before the outbreak of the Korean War, some of the funds had already been allocated to
        Indochina and other Southeast Asian countries.23
      


      
        This diversion of military assistance to Southeast Asia was a partial response to congressional and public
        criticism of the US retreat from China. “The American containment policy in Southeast Asia,” in Blum’s words,
        thus “arose from the ashes of its failed China policy.” To respond to and compensate for the Communist victory
        in China, the Truman administration “transformed an area that most Americans barely knew into one deemed so
        vital that its defense justified a major effort to keep it from falling into the Soviet orbit.”24
      


      
        This was not what Kennan had intended. He was at best ambivalent about the strategic importance of Southeast
        Asia, and about a military approach to containment. In any event, he had excluded the region from consideration
        for inclusion in such an approach. Moreover, he rejected the idea that the US withdrawal from mainland
        China—which he had played a key role in justifying—should necessitate tenuous military commitments to the
        south. But Kennan’s influence over such decisions had eroded, and his notion of containment, particularly in
        Southeast Asia, was being overtaken by events and politics. The outbreak of the Korean War eclipsed it
        altogether.
      


      
        Immediately after the North Korean invasion, delivery of some of the MAP funding to Indochina was expedited. In
        August 1950, both Kennan and Davies issued their final pleas against a US military
        commitment there. On 16 August, Davies, in response to dire reports about the military situation of French
        troops in Indochina, drafted a memorandum questioning the realism of US policy there. The French position was
        “imperiled,” and reports from Indochina made it questionable whether US military intervention could make any
        difference: “We would be deceiving the French government were we to offer encouragement of decisive military
        support. Furthermore, we would be undertaking a responsibility for the course of military events in Indochina
        which could be flung back in our face with recriminations should the military effort fail. The conclusion,
        therefore, is that if the French—and we—are to be spared a humiliating debacle in Indochina, some means other
        than reliance on military force must be found.”25
      


      
        Davies argued that a solution to the problem could come only in the form of concessions from France. As Kennan
        and others had repeatedly acknowledged, pressuring Paris could easily be counterproductive. Nevertheless,
        Davies insisted, “we would be less than frank with the French if we did not expose to them our views” on the
        situation in Indochina. To that end, Davies suggested that Washington at the very least tell Paris that, from
        the US perspective, the “genuine nationalism in Indochina would not … be
        satisfied with anything less” than independence. The French government could respond however it wished. But if
        Paris did not adopt a “bolder political approach” toward Indochina, Davies argued, the United States should be
        prepared to reassess its own policy toward the colony.26 Presumably Davies hoped that such a reassessment would
        result in a decision to disengage from any involvement in the Indochina conflict.
      


      
        Kennan himself weighed in for the last time in his 21 August 1950 departure memo to Acheson on East Asia
        policy.27 In
        Indochina, he observed, “we are getting ourselves into the position of guaranteeing the French in an
        undertaking which neither they nor we, nor both of us together, can win.” Echoing the policy direction he had
        advocated since early 1948, Kennan recommended that Washington instead withdraw from Indochina as part of a
        concerted effort to “terminate our involvements on the mainland of Asia as rapidly as possible and on the best
        terms we can get.” Specifically with regard to Indochina, Kennan recommended that Washington should tell Paris
      


      
        
          that the closer view we have had of the problems of this area, in the course of our efforts of the past few
          months to support the French position there, has convinced us that that position is basically hopeless.
          Stressing that this has been, and continues to be, their own responsibility, we should say that we will do
          everything in our power to avoid embarrassing the French in their problems and to support them in any
          reasonable course they would like to adopt looking to its liquidation; but that we cannot honestly agree with them that there is any real hope of remaining successful in
          Indochina, and we feel that rather than have their weakness demonstrated by a continued costly and
          unsuccessful effort to assert their will by force of arms, it would be preferable to permit the turbulent
          political currents of that country to find their own level, unimpeded by foreign troops or pressures, even at
          the probable cost of an eventual deal between Vietnam and Viet-Minh, and the spreading over the whole country
          of Viet-Minh authority.28
        

      


      
        This advice, of course, was out of step with the direction US policy was headed, and it was overruled. As
        already seen, Acheson did not consider Kennan’s approach to be politically or diplomatically viable. Moreover,
        Kennan had lost his voice at the State Department, and Davies was soon to lose his. And so, as Davies
        characterized it later, “Washington, ignoring the alternatives of realpolitik and neutrality … drifted and lurched toward miasmal involvement of the American people in
        Indochina.”29
      

    


    
      Stirring the Ashes of China Policy


      
        The outbreak of war in Korea also hardened the direction of American policy toward China, reinforcing
        antagonism and suspicion toward the Communist regime on the mainland, and prompting an affirmation of US
        support for the Nationalist government on Taiwan. Truman immediately chose to commit Washington to the defense
        of the island, and deployed US naval forces to the Taiwan Strait to deter any further Communist adventurism.
        This partially vindicated Kennan’s insistence a year earlier that Taiwan was strategically important enough to
        merit deployment of US forces to keep it out of Chinese Communist hands. Kennan himself revived his suggestion
        for military steps to that end. In mid-July 1950, according to his diary, he was alarmed by an intelligence
        assessment of the situation on Taiwan, which he thought was not being taken seriously enough, and he was
        concerned that the United States was relying too much on Koumintang (KMT) forces on the island to defend it
        against a possible Communist invasion. He drafted a memo urging Acheson to make sure the Pentagon was fully
        attentive to the seriousness of the situation and recognized that Washington had “the capability of influencing
        the course of events directly. Here it seems to me that the important thing for all of us to bear in mind,
        including the Defense Establishment, is that we can rely on no one but ourselves. The Nationalist forces on the
        island must, in view of their national temperament, their past experiences and their unfortunate leadership, be
        regarded as wholly unreliable. This is not to say that they will not fight; it is only
        to say that they cannot be depended upon to fight.”30 Kennan was supported in this view by Bohlen, who suggested
        to Rusk that something be done to “help improve the military position on the island,” given the threat of a
        Communist attack and the weaknesses of KMT forces. Bohlen also suggested to Acheson that “we should get word to
        the Chinese Communists what they might have in store for them if they attack Formosa.”31
      


      
        Fortunately, a Communist attack on Taiwan never came. Truman’s decision to deploy the US Navy appears to have
        been enough to dissuade the Chinese Communists from any plans they had to attack the island. But it was
        repugnant to Kennan that Chiang Kai-shek should be the beneficiary of this decision. He blamed this in part on
        Washington’s inability to dissociate itself from Chiang earlier, and on the Pentagon’s ambivalence in 1949
        about Taiwan’s strategic value. It was this combination that left the United States, when the Korean War broke
        out, with no alternative but to guarantee the security of what Kennan deemed a distasteful regime on Taiwan.
        This attitude characterized his feelings toward the KMT for years thereafter; and he clung to the idea that
        Washington had missed an opportunity in 1949 to preempt KMT control of the island by seizing it “the way
        Theodore Roosevelt might have done it.” During the Taiwan Strait crises of the mid to late 1950s, Kennan again
        told his diary: “Alone among senior officials in Washington I urged … that
        Formosa be put directly under MacArthur’s control, [with] no nonsense about returning it to China.”32
      


      
        Kennan was drawn into one more issue regarding China that arose in the wake of the Korean invasion. In July
        1950, just weeks after the North Korean attack, Washington received word that the Indian government had
        approached Moscow and Beijing with a proposal for settling the Korean conflict that would have involved
        restoring the status quo ante and admitting Communist China into the United Nations. In a series of meetings
        with Acheson, Rusk, and others, Kennan suggested that it might be to Washington’s advantage to avoid blocking
        any international effort to seat Beijing in the UN. He saw this as a wholly separate issue from that of US
        bilateral diplomatic recognition. In Kennan’s view, it made “not the slightest difference” to US interests
        whether Communist China was admitted to the UN, and doing so would impose no obligation on Washington to grant
        it diplomatic recognition.33
      


      
        More fundamentally, Kennan argued that any attempt by Washington to keep Communist China out of the UN might be
        interpreted by other countries as “governed by ulterior and imperialistic motives.” He explained this in his
        diary, with shades of MacMurray’s emphasis on the need to base the US approach to China on strategic
        calculation rather than sentimentality. Kennan said he “shuddered over the implications” of the
        administration’s resistance to accepting Beijing’s membership in the UN if it was driven by “an emotional state
        … rather than a cool and unemotional appraisal of our national interest.”
      


      
        
          The position we were taking … seemed to imply that the basis of our policy
          would be an emotional anti-communism which would ignore the value to ourselves of a possible balance between
          the existing forces on the Asiatic continent, would force everyone to declare himself either for us
          … or against us, that this would break the unity not only of the non-communist
          countries in Asia but also of the non-communist community in general, and would be beyond our military
          capacity to support. It rested … on the encouragement in the minds of our
          people of a false belief that we were a strong power in Asia, whereas we were in reality a weak one. Only the
          very strong can take high and mighty moral positions and ignore the possibilities of balance among the
          opposing forces. The weak must accept realities and exploit those realities to their advantage as best they
          can.34
        

      


      
        Kennan had not previously characterized the US position in East Asia as “weak,” but this reflected his
        assessment of the limits on Washington’s ability to control trends and events in the region—and the need for
        the United States to calibrate its ambitions based on an accurate understanding of the balance of power. Here
        was an early reflection of the stark realist perspective that would long distinguish his mind-set.
      


      
        In his diary, Kennan went on to lament the “moral indignation about the Chinese Communists” that he saw
        infecting policy discussions, and warned that Washington was grappling with the same problem that had afflicted
        “we old Russia hands” twenty years earlier:
      


      
        
          We were not unaware then, and we are not unaware now, of the fundamental ethical conflict between their
          ideals and ours. But we view the handling of our end, in this conflict, as a practical matter similar to many
          other matters with which diplomacy has had to deal through the course of the centuries.… In our own consciences, in our own concept, that is, of our obligations to ourselves, we
          Americans may be profoundly aware that we are “right.” In our participation on the international scene, we
          are only one of the contenders for the privilege of leading a national existence on a portion of the
          territory of this world, on reasonably favorable terms. Other people are our enemies, and we must deal with
          them accordingly. But let us recognize the legitimacy of differences of interest and philosophy between
          groups of men and not pretend that they can be made to disappear behind some common philosophical
          concept.35
        

      


      
        As will be seen, elements of this analytical perspective characterized Kennan’s
        attitude toward the Chinese Communist regime for the rest of his life.
      


      
        In any event, based on these views Kennan advised in July 1950 that the United States abstain from any UN
        Security Council consideration of Communist Chinese membership. This approach, he believed, would dispel any
        confusion about the “integrity of our position” while at the same time improving the prospects for a settlement
        in Korea. According to Kennan, he was “shouted down” on this idea by Dulles, who insisted that even US
        acquiescence to Chinese Communist membership in the UN would look like appeasement, and probably would not
        produce the desired effect of Soviet concessions on Korea. Unfortunately for Kennan, both Acheson and Bohlen
        agreed with Dulles. Kennan “recognized the force” of their argument and surrendered to it, but not without
        privately lamenting what he assessed as its implications. He wrote in his diary that he hoped “some day history
        will record this as an instance of the damage done to the conduct of our foreign policy by the irresponsible
        and bigoted interference of the Chinese lobby and its friends in Congress.”36
      


      
        Kennan was soon to experience at a more personal level the damage that could be done by the China Lobby and its
        friends in Congress.
      

    


    
      The Case of John Paton Davies


      
        Another casualty of the outbreak of the Korean War was any expectation that Washington could in the near term
        exploit potential fault lines in the relationship between Beijing and Moscow. Efforts to do so were not wholly
        withdrawn or abandoned, but they were hindered and delayed by the appearance of close Sino-Soviet relations in
        the wake of the North Korean invasion.37
      


      
        Davies had been involved in pursuing such efforts. In the fall of 1949, he had developed an idea for
        circulating unspecified “black propaganda” in China that would appear to come from Soviet sources and would
        plant the seeds of dissension within the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and between Beijing and Moscow.
        According to Davies, his was the only active policy devised within the government to promote Chinese Titoism.
        Kennan supported the idea and forwarded some of Davies’s ideas to Rusk, for consideration by the State
        Department’s Office of Far Eastern Affairs (FE).38
      


      
        On 16 November 1949, Davies—to whom Kennan had delegated full responsibility for carrying the plan forward—met
        with representatives of the CIA to discuss operational planning for his scheme. Davies’s plan apparently
        involved having the CIA contract indirectly and covertly with several prominent experts on China—including John
        King Fairbank, Edgar Snow, Agnes Smedley, and Anna Louise Strong—to produce propaganda
        documents for circulation in China. The plan was never realized. According to Davies, the project simply proved
        itself to be a better idea in theory than in practice; it was too complex and “too highly specialized” for the
        CIA’s limited capabilities and personnel at the time.39
      


      
        Davies’s attendance at the 16 November meeting, however, would come back to haunt him. Within months a series
        of developments would launch the “who lost China” debate and resurrect Hurley’s December 1945 accusations
        against Davies and other State Department China hands for alleged Communist sympathies and disloyalty to US
        policy. After the publication in early 1950 of several newspaper and magazine articles that were inspired by
        the China Lobby and focused on the wartime and postwar activities of the China hands, Wisconsin senator Joseph
        McCarthy delivered his infamous speech in Wheeling, West Virginia, on 9 February in which he alleged that the
        State Department was infested with Communists. These events spurred a series of congressional hearings and
        internal investigations by the State Department Loyalty Board that pulled in Davies as a witness and eventually
        as a target and defendant. On 27 June 1951, he was suspended from duty pending completion of the latest of what
        would become nine Loyalty Board investigations of him. On that date he received a letter from the board
        chairman outlining the charges against him, which included being “anti-Chiang Kai-shek” and “pro-Chinese
        Communist” during the war in ways inconsistent with and aimed at thwarting US policy; and aiding, abetting, and
        closely associating with Chinese Communist sympathizers—including recommending them as US policy consultants
        (the latter charge referring in part to his proposal to the CIA in November 1949).40
      


      
        One month later Davies was cleared and reinstated by State’s Loyalty Board, but in August 1951 he was called to
        testify before the McCarran Committee—the Internal Security Subcommittee of the Senate Judiciary
        Committee—which was investigating McCarthy’s charges against various government personnel. The McCarran
        Committee had acquired documents prepared by one of the two CIA participants in the November 1949 meeting at
        which Davies had outlined his plan for “black propaganda” in China. Both CIA officials eventually testified
        before the committee on the details of Davies’s plan, focusing on its intention to employ the services of
        individuals who were themselves avowed or suspected Communists. The two witnesses (“scoundrels—the only
        adequate word to describe them,” Davies later said) essentially accused him of trying to infiltrate the CIA
        with Communist spies.41
      


      
        As the case against Davies got deeper, Kennan (who by this time was on sabbatical at the Institute for Advanced
        Study in Princeton) came strongly to his defense, first internally and eventually—as the need arose—in public.
        In a letter to the chairman of the Loyalty Board, Kennan summarized the history of his professional
        relationship with Davies, which he characterized as “one of the utmost intellectual intimacy.” Based on that
        experience, Kennan wrote, “I can say without hesitation that I have never observed the slightest trace of
        disloyalty in thought, word, or action on Davies’ part. On the contrary, he has applied himself to his
        responsibilities in Government with a devotion which I think can have been surpassed by very few people and
        with an intellectual honesty which has left nothing to be desired.… Davies has
        one of the very few really superior and original political minds in our Government.”42 Kennan was drawn further into the case
        after Davies was reassigned in late 1951 from the PPS to the US High Commission in Germany, but even there was
        unable to escape the witch hunt because the investigations—and especially the CIA-related allegations—continued
        to swirl. Kennan felt compelled to personally respond to those allegations because they involved activities
        Davies had engaged in under his supervision at the PPS. After those activities became public, Kennan was
        frustrated by the challenge of responding on an issue that involved classified information.43
      


      
        Kennan’s disgust with both McCarthy’s assault on Davies and the other China hands and what he considered the
        administration’s pusillanimous response to it intensified as the episode unfolded. He wrote to Davies in
        Germany in January 1952: “The whole phenomenon of McCarthy-ism has become so painful to me that I can hardly
        react normally to any of its manifestations.… It leaves me with a sense of deep
        frustration and depression, and I am aware at all times that we are operating against the background of an ugly
        situation, marked by an absolutely terrifying lack of appreciation, on the part of practically everyone in
        authority in official Washington, of the fitness of things and of the requirements for dignity and
        effectiveness in public service.”44 Kennan told another correspondent that Davies was “the victim of as cruel and terrifying an
        injustice as I have ever seen befall a civil servant,” and he told Acheson privately that he would consider
        resigning from the Foreign Service if the department failed to stand behind Davies—even though Kennan in early
        1952 was selected to be the US ambassador to Russia.45
      


      
        Davies was called back to Washington from Germany in November 1952 for another Loyalty Board hearing. Kennan
        testified on Davies’s behalf before the McCarran Committee—which he later described as “as sinister a group of
        people as I can recall ever having to appear before.”46 Later that month, Kennan tried in a letter to offer Davies
        what advice and consolation he could:
      


      
        
          I have never ceased to have complete confidence in your loyalty and integrity as well as admiration for the
          many exceptional qualities you have brought to your work in government; but I cannot encourage you to hope
          that either my confidence in you or my testimony … will appreciably mitigate
          the difficulties that lie ahead.… I am afraid that against this type of damage
          to your reputation and your interests … you are substantially without
          recourse.… If you are to adjust to this situation without bitterness and
          without damage to your own balance of judgment, you will have to reach down into the depth of your own
          feelings as an American and summon from them a degree of understanding and faith in our national destiny far
          more profound than most citizens are ever called upon to muster. If you do this, you will have done something
          very great, and under terrible odds; for there is no greater burden and no greater trial than to have been
          unjustly rejected and denied confidence by the elected representatives of your own people. If you do it, I
          can give you no assurance that you will see any great public appreciation for it within your own lifetime. I
          can say, however, that seldom have men proved capable of this sort of an act of faith and self-mastery
          without leaving a deep impression at some point on the minds and the hopes and the resolution of other men,
          either in their own generation or in succeeding ones. I can conceive that in the knowledge that one had met
          and faced successfully a trial as bitter as this there might be satisfaction deep enough to over-balance some
          of the immediate bewilderment and suffering I know it must have brought to you.47
        

      


      
        By May 1953, Davies had again been reassigned—this time essentially exiled—to the US embassy in Peru. During
        this period, Kennan advised Davies to refrain from fighting back publicly, which Kennan thought would be
        counterproductive. Kennan himself had refrained from addressing the issue in public, partly for bureaucratic
        reasons and partly because of the classified nature of the charges against Davies.48 But when McCarthy in November 1953 gave
        another public speech that singled out Davies and charged him with trying to infiltrate the CIA with Communist
        agents, Kennan could resist no longer—observing that Davies was being “helplessly pilloried before public
        opinion, and could do nothing further in his own defense.” Kennan sent a telegram to Davies in Peru saying that
        because of the McCarthy statement he had “decided [to] throw myself publicly into your case.” He followed this
        up with a letter to the New York Times in which he defended Davies’s record, loyalty, and involvement in
        the November 1949 meeting with the CIA. By that time, Kennan calculated that McCarthy had overplayed his hand
        and public sentiment was shifting in Davies’s favor.49
      


      
        In January 1954, Kennan again advised Davies to refrain from publicly responding to McCarthy: “The longer you
        can hold to a quiet and dignified posture, continuing to suffer in silence and to render effective service to
        the Government, while the professional reputation-hunters are permitted to work out on you, the harder you may make it for the Executive Branch of the Government to wash their hands
        of you. Any rash or extreme action on your part will immediately be seized upon in Washington as an excuse for
        saying that you have now ruined your own case and the Government would have liked to have stood up for you but
        … I realize the preposterousness of this as well as you do.”50 In the end, this strategy
        and Kennan’s intervention were not enough to save Davies. On 5 November 1954, even though a final Loyalty Board
        appointed by then Secretary of State Dulles had failed to find Davies guilty of any disloyalty, Dulles
        dismissed him from the Foreign Service for “lack of judgment, discretion, and reliability.” Rather than prolong
        the ordeal, Davies accepted this “melancholy outcome … confident that when the
        aberrations then seizing the country had passed, I would be vindicated.” But he obliged Dulles to fire him,
        rather than agreeing to resign: “Resignation would have meant less public and categoric disgrace, and less
        dismal prospects of getting a job. But I decided against resigning. The issues should not be fuzzed and evaded.
        If Dulles and company wanted to be rid of me, it was for them to act and give their reasons. I should not, in a
        vain and desperate effort to escape disgrace, flee through the back door of resignation, thus giving Dulles
        what he wanted—riddance of me—without having to take responsibility for my departure.”51 Disgusted with Washington and with the
        department’s failure to protect him, Davies retired to private life in Peru, where he would remain for ten
        years.52
      


      
        For his part, Kennan later acknowledged that the Davies case “weighed on my conscience and my thoughts for
        years,” and that he himself probably would have resigned in protest over the State Department’s treatment of
        Davies had he not separately left when he did in 1953.53 In any event, beyond this deep personal impact on Kennan,
        the Davies episode crystallized his cynical and negative attitudes toward the political drivers of US policy in
        East Asia, especially China.
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      VIETNAM


      “My Piece Has Been Spoken”

    

    
      Once the original decision was made in 1950 to assist the French in Indochina—overruling Kennan’s advice and
      warnings—US involvement there escalated as a matter of course. The Truman administration gradually increased
      military aid to the French, and the US commitment was subsequently deepened by Eisenhower and Dulles. In the wake
      of the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu in 1954 and the subsequent partition of Vietnam, the United States
      gradually supplanted France as the foreign patron of Indochina’s anti-Communists. Bao Dai was eventually replaced
      as head of government in South Vietnam by Ngo Dinh Diem, whose administration came to depend on American
      sponsorship.
    


    
      Kennan, by then fully ensconced at Princeton, watched these developments with a deep sense of foreboding. He told
      an audience at Haverford College in April 1955 that the situation in Southeast Asia could hardly be worse than it
      was. The United States had little control over what was happening there, and the future looked bleak for Western
      interests in the region. As for Indochina in particular, Kennan said, “I would share the blackest apprehensions
      of our most distinguished prophets of doom.”1
    


    
      Another decade later, in a sequel to his involvement in Southeast Asia policy during 1948–50, Kennan gradually
      entered the public debate over US policy in Vietnam. His response to the Vietnam War reflected both the
      prescience of his views toward Indochina nearly two decades earlier and one of the flaws of his approach at that
      time. In Indochina as in Korea, Kennan was never able to enunciate a policy that would have reconciled his desire
      to eliminate US commitments on the mainland of Asia with his belief that US credibility and prestige should
      not be compromised there. As a result, his approach to the Vietnam War was somewhat
      equivocal—until the sacrifice of US prestige became a fait accompli.
    


    
      Fifteen Years Later: Kennan and the Vietnam War


      
        Kennan’s “blackest apprehensions” about Vietnam played out much as he had feared a decade earlier. Because he
        viewed Diem much the same way he had viewed Chiang Kai-shek, Kennan considered US support for Diem an
        ill-advised and counterproductive entanglement. It is ironic, then, that in one of his first public statements
        regarding the US presence in Vietnam—made while Kennan was US ambassador in Yugoslavia (1961–63)—he took it
        upon himself to defend Washington’s ties to Diem. In February 1962, in response to an editorial in the Belgrade
        newspaper Borba that criticized “Diem’s foreign allies,” Kennan sent a letter clarifying the US attitude
        toward Vietnam: “It has never been our position that the Diem regime has been without fault or that its
        measures and policies have invariably met with full approval in all parts of the [Vietnamese] population. But
        we hold it to have at least as much popular support as a number of regimes in other Asian countries with regard
        to whose popularity Borba has never, to my knowledge, raised questions.”2 The Viet Minh themselves, Kennan went on,
        had a dubious claim on popular support in South Vietnam—where at least relatively free and fair elections had
        been held, unlike in the Communist-controlled North. Kennan was more ambiguous, however, in addressing
        Borba’s criticism of the overall rationale behind Washington’s involvement in Vietnam. The United States
        was committed, Kennan said, to resisting the obvious efforts of the Communist bloc to expand its power at the
        expense of the United States: “We are serious in our determination that these efforts should not succeed for
        lack of anything we can do, within our means, to prevent this.… We would like it
        to be clear that this conflict is not going to be resolved, in Vietnam or anywhere else, on the basis of simple
        capitulation, on our part, to forces of terror and concealed foreign domination.”3 Kennan thus characterized Vietnam itself as
        incidental to the Cold War; he made no attempt to particularly defend the US presence there.
      


      
        This letter, of course, was an obligatory diplomatic response by a US ambassador to public criticism of US
        policy in his host country. As such, it was not necessary that the letter reflect Kennan’s personal views. It
        is nonetheless interesting to note the extent to which the carefully chosen language of the letter reflected
        his private misgivings about Diem—and the implication, consistent with Kennan’s personal views, that the
        containment of Soviet Communism was more important than the specific case of Vietnam,
        which Kennan had years earlier deemed strategically unimportant to the United States.
      


      
        After his return to the United States from Yugoslavia, Kennan apparently felt obliged to withhold judgment on
        the Vietnam question and to offer his nominal support to the actions there of President Lyndon Johnson’s
        administration. Indeed, in an article published in November 1964, he suggested that the US public should offer
        its “good wishes and support” to the “unpleasant and unaccustomed task” the administration faced in Southeast
        Asia. The delicacy of US policy toward the region was such that it “cannot stand much jogging of the elbow.”
        Moreover, Kennan said, the government “will not be helped by demands that it abandon the effort altogether, in
        what would necessarily be a panicky and ignominious withdrawal that could only present our adversaries with a
        gratuitous bonanza. On the other hand, it will also not be helped by demands that it lose all sense of measure
        and restraint and try to solve the limited problems of the moment by opening up new ones without
        limit.”4
      


      
        A. J. Muste, the editor of the leftist journal Liberation, took Kennan to task for his implicit support
        in this article for the US military presence in Vietnam. In an exchange of letters that Muste later published,
        Kennan responded to Muste’s argument that US policy toward East Asia had been counterproductive and that
        Washington should withdraw completely from Vietnam. Kennan’s reply revealed his ambivalence and even his
        uncertainty at that stage about the best course of action for the United States in Vietnam: “You are right, I
        fear, that we have done little good anywhere … with our activities in Asia to
        date. Whether the alternatives would have been better, also seems doubtful. I accept your view as an argument
        for complete withdrawal and isolation … and I can only say that this is a view I
        can respect as much as any other. There is much to be said for it, even if it does imply an admission of
        complete failure and helplessness on our part.”5 Despite this seeming pessimism, Kennan appeared at this stage
        to believe that some effort might still be made to prevent Vietnam from falling “behind an iron curtain” where
        it would be dominated by the Chinese or Soviet Communists. In a letter to another correspondent in December
        1964, he expressed his hope that the United States avoid a settlement in Southeast Asia that allowed the region
        to “recede successively from contact with ourselves and the western world.”6
      


      
        These ideas would appear to be inconsistent with Kennan’s suggestion fifteen years earlier that Washington
        could afford to ignore Southeast Asia. Like his attitude toward South Korea earlier, Kennan’s approach toward
        Vietnam in the early 1960s reflected his tendency to support—or at least acknowledge the rationale for—US
        involvement, under hostile conditions where US credibility and prestige were at stake, in an area where he had
        previously judged such intervention to be inadvisable. In both cases, the difference seemed to lay in the
        weight of the prestige factor.7
      


      
        In any case, Johnson’s decision in February 1965 to begin the aerial bombing of North Vietnam led Kennan to
        redefine his position and retreat from the equivocal views he had espoused up to that point. Kennan viewed the
        bombing as a drastic step in the wrong direction—analogous to the crossing of the 38th Parallel in Korea. He
        characterized it in his diary as “a sort of petulant escapism [that] will, I fear, lead to no good result.” It
        risked expanding the war beyond the original rationale for US involvement—and beyond the capacity of the United
        States to win—and it could easily be counterproductive both politically and diplomatically. Shortly after
        Johnson issued the bombing order, Kennan told an audience at Ripon College that the administration needed to
        clarify its objectives in Vietnam and take note of the limitations on its capabilities there. The bombings, he
        said, could be useful only if their purpose was to gain leverage with which to negotiate a US withdrawal. Even
        then, he found them extremely “distasteful.”8
      


      
        As the bombings continued, Kennan quickly fell into the same disillusionment and despair that characterized his
        attitude toward US policy in Korea in the autumn of 1950. The administration, he wrote in a letter in late
        August 1965, had “involved itself in Vietnam in such a way as to lose almost all flexibility of choice not only
        in that particular area but in our approach to the communist world generally.” Frustrated and cynical about the
        administration’s neglect of his advice, Kennan resigned himself to watching from the sidelines as the
        consequences unfolded: “I feel, in general, that I have had my day in court. My views are known. They have
        never commended themselves to our governmental leaders nor to our opinion-forming establishment in general. I
        could do no less than to state them, when and as the occasion indicated; now that they have been stated, and
        overwhelmingly rejected by influential American opinion, I can do no more, it seems to me, than to fall
        silent.”9
      


      
        Kennan, however, was unable to remain silent for long. On 12 December 1965, he offered his assessment of the
        situation in Vietnam in an article in the New York Times. He granted that the Communists in Vietnam were
        a ruthless and nefarious enemy, but he questioned whether the United States should bear the responsibility of
        defeating them. On a more tactical level, he questioned whether “such Vietnamese as we might find to install in
        power in the unlikely event of a sweeping military success” would govern the country any more effectively. He
        also doubted that the Vietnamese Communists, if they succeeded, would allow themselves to be puppets for either
        Beijing or Moscow.10
      


      
        Kennan’s primary complaint was that Washington’s policies in Vietnam were both distracting it from other
        international responsibilities and making those responsibilities more difficult to meet. This, he speculated,
        was shortsighted and foolish: “If we can now find nothing better to do than to embark
        upon a further open-ended increase in the level of our commitment simply because the alternatives seem
        humiliating and frustrating, one will have to ask whether we have not become enslaved to the dynamics of a
        single unmanageable situation—to the point where we have lost much of the power of initiative and control over
        our own policy, not just locally but on a world scale.”11 He acknowledged that Washington’s choices in Vietnam had
        never been easy or obvious, and that a “precipitate withdrawal … would be one of
        the worst of the alternatives before us.” At the same time, it was not clear, Kennan observed, why the United
        States had assumed an obligation in Vietnam in the first place.
      


      
        In Kennan’s view, the war itself needed to “simmer down” before any constructive attempt could be made to
        resolve this dilemma. Only then would the two sides be able to reassess their positions and, hopefully, take
        steps leading toward some kind of settlement. He had no specific guidance to offer in this regard, and he
        frankly admitted that his approach offered no guarantees. Clearly, however, Kennan had one immediate goal in
        mind—the end of the bombing of the North. “One does not control what one bombs,” he wrote; “And it seems to me
        the most unlikely of contingencies that anyone should come to us on his knees and inquire our terms, whatever
        the escalation of our effort.”12
      


      
        Kennan carried the message of his 12 December article to a wider audience in February 1966, when Senate Foreign
        Relations Committee Chairman William Fulbright summoned him to testify in hearings on the subject of Vietnam.
        Kennan’s appearance before the committee was televised live and generated front-page news stories.13 In his testimony, he
        reiterated his view that the US involvement in Vietnam was distracting Washington from other international
        priorities, and his belief that escalation of the conflict—particularly the bombing of North Vietnam—was
        unlikely to facilitate anything approximating “victory.” But he also repeated his acknowledgment that a
        “precipitate and disorderly withdrawal could represent in present circumstances a disservice to our own
        interests.”14
      


      
        Kennan instead supported a middle course between escalation and withdrawal: that of adopting a defensive
        military strategy that focused on securing “enclaves” where US and South Vietnamese forces could maintain their
        position on the battlefield while the conflict as a whole was allowed to simmer down. This idea was not
        original to Kennan; it had been proposed a few weeks earlier by retired US Army General James Gavin, who
        subsequently also testified before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.15 Echoing Gavin’s thinking, Kennan argued
        that the enclave approach offered the best opportunity for facilitating a settlement: “I would recommend
        … that we try to limit the conflict rather than to expand it, that we adopt in
        general a defensive strategy and put ourselves in a position where we cannot be hurried, where we cannot be
        panicked, where we can afford to wait, and let the logic of this situation then gradually sink in on our
        opponents, and I think then there is a possibility that with a little greater patience than we have shown thus
        far, possibilities for an acceptable resolution of the conflict may open up.”16 Kennan hastened to add, however, that an
        “acceptable resolution” would not necessarily be one that held “any triumphs or indeed any great satisfaction
        from our standpoint.”17 In his view, Washington needed to extract itself from Vietnam, regardless of whether it
        could do so triumphantly.
      


      
        This was simply because he believed that Vietnam was not worth the effort, and that the United States had no
        compelling reason to be fighting there. Here Kennan reaffirmed the view of Indochina he had formulated fifteen
        years earlier—that it was not strategically valuable enough to justify an open-ended US commitment. As he told
        the Senate:
      


      
        
          If we were not already involved as we are today in Vietnam, I would know of no reason why we should wish to
          become so involved, and I could think of several reasons why we should wish not to. Vietnam is not a region
          of major military, industrial importance. It is difficult to believe that any decisive developments of the
          world situation would be determined in normal circumstances by what happens on that territory. If it were not
          for the considerations of prestige that arise precisely out of our present involvement, even a situation in
          which South Vietnam were controlled exclusively by the Viet Cong, while regrettable, and no doubt morally
          unwarranted, would not, in my opinion, present dangers great enough to justify our direct military
          intervention.18
        

      


      
        Kennan argued that the logic that had originally drawn the United States into Vietnam was no longer valid. The
        “so-called domino effect,” he said, appeared less menacing than it had previously, and the Sino-Soviet rift had
        increased the likelihood that a Communist South Vietnam would “follow a fairly independent course.”
      


      
        In any case, Kennan insisted, Washington should never have allowed itself to assume from the South Vietnamese
        people themselves the primary burden of defending the country. “This is not only not our business,” he said,
        “but I don’t think we can do it successfully.” When a senator questioned Kennan’s implication that the South
        Vietnamese military should be abandoned to its fate, he responded bluntly: “Senator, if their morale is so
        shaky that without an offensive strategy on their part they are simply going to give up the fight, I do not
        think they are worth helping anyway. And, as for the question of our having a moral obligation to them, they
        have had enormous help from us to date. I mean, goodness, they have had help in billions and billions of
        dollars. How many countries are you going to give such a claim on our resources and
        our help? If they cannot really do the trick with this, I feel strongly that the trouble lies somewhere with
        them and not with us.”19
      


      
        Kennan’s testimony before the Senate drew a flood of media attention that the Johnson administration could not
        ignore. Indeed, an anti-war group within the New Jersey Democratic Party subsequently tried to draft Kennan as
        a Senate candidate.20 The day after Kennan’s appearance, the president was asked about it during a press
        conference. Johnson responded that there was “not a great deal of difference between what [Gavin] and Kennan
        are saying and what the Government is doing.”21 Kennan’s old colleague Dean Rusk, who as Johnson’s
        secretary of state was himself grilled during the Senate hearings, called Kennan shortly thereafter to complain
        about his implicit criticism of the administration’s policy in Vietnam. In a follow-up letter to one of Rusk’s
        assistants, Kennan tried to correct what he viewed as Rusk’s misunderstanding of his statements, and to
        emphasize that he had not volunteered to testify. He also tried to clarify, for Rusk’s benefit, precisely where
        he differed with the administration. Kennan suggested that mistakes had been made in three areas: (1) in
        Washington’s association with the “parochial ambitions” of the South Vietnamese regime, (2) in the “usefulness
        and wisdom” of the bombings in the North, and (3) in the “style of our entire operation,” which he saw as
        haphazard and poorly coordinated.22
      


      
        The bottom line of Kennan’s testimony, however, was essentially the idea that containment was not applicable to
        Vietnam. Indeed, this was specifically raised during the hearing when a senator asked Kennan, “How can we
        contain in Vietnam?” Rather than state flatly that he saw no need to do so, he answered the question obliquely.
        Washington “would do better,” he said, “if we really would show ourselves a little more relaxed and less
        terrified of what happens in … the smaller countries of Asia … and not jump around like an elephant frightened by a mouse every time these things occur.
        It is my feeling that no one is going to be able to draw blood from a stone, and no one is going to make much
        more out of these territories than what is in them, and I do not think that even the Communists in most
        instances are going to do anything with these territories that is necessarily going to be as tragic as we
        think.”23 The
        United States, Kennan concluded, was “a very great power” that “could absorb probably more of this sort of
        thing than one thinks.”24 In effect, he was suggesting that Washington simply recognize and acknowledge that Vietnam
        was expendable.
      


      
        Kennan had explicitly made this point—that he deemed Vietnam outside the line of containment—in a lecture at
        Denison University on 9 February, just one day before his Senate testimony. Vietnam, he stated, was “vital
        neither to our interests nor to the peace of the world.” This judgment was reinforced, in his view, by the
        Sino-Soviet rift, which he saw as the ideal vehicle of containment. Southeast Asian
        Communists, Kennan argued, were more likely to play Beijing and Moscow off each other than to align themselves
        decisively with either. As a result, monolithic Soviet-led Communism—the original target of containment—was not
        a serious threat in Vietnam.25
      


      
        As quickly as he rendered this judgment, however, Kennan raised the prestige factor, which tended to
        contradict, if not undermine, his own argument for disengagement. Although the basic theory of containment
        would not have justified the US presence in Vietnam, Kennan said, the theory nonetheless dictated that the
        United States—given the situation as it existed in early 1966—was obliged to stay there long enough to seek a
        settlement that did not significantly enhance Beijing’s or Moscow’s prestige at Washington’s expense.
        Unfortunately, Kennan argued, the administration was frustrating this goal through its escalation of the war
        and its efforts to achieve a “nice democratic Vietnam,” which he believed was impossible. For that reason, he
        concluded, “I am obliged to say that what we are trying to do in Vietnam today, in the military sense, goes
        beyond anything the original containment theory was meant to justify, and beyond anything which the application
        of that theory to the conditions of today in Southeast Asia would warrant.”26 Nonetheless, as long as US prestige was
        at stake, Kennan did not yet advocate a complete US withdrawal from Vietnam.
      


      
        Perhaps not surprisingly, Kennan’s highly publicized statements of February 1966 were not heeded by Johnson and
        Rusk, and he became even more pessimistic about the course of events in Vietnam and the way the administration
        was handling them. His mood was captured in a letter he wrote in late May 1966:
      


      
        
          I have a feeling of miserable unhappiness and helplessness about this whole situation. I see a series of
          catastrophic possibilities, and no favorable ones, at the end of the path on which we are now advancing. And
          it is particularly shocking to see the President and the Secretary of State doing all in their power to
          stimulate and to enlist behind this hopeless effort the most violent sort of American patriotic
          emotionalism—conveying the impression that what we are now involved in is a great national cause, that we
          have passed the point where any useful purpose could be served by discussion about the desirability of our
          action, that we must now all stand together behind the boys on the battlefield, that we are full of
          “determination,” etc. I wish I could do something more, myself, but I have the feeling that my piece has been
          spoken, and that further remonstrances would do no good.27
        

      


      
        But as the war intensified and the commitment of US troops increased, Kennan soon felt the need to break his
        silence again. On 25 September, he wrote another letter to the New York Times, this time to address the
        “strong possibility that we may be approaching the point of no return in the drift
        toward major war.” Kennan renewed his plea for “a wide measure of moderation and restraint,” and particularly
        for the end of the bombing of North Vietnam. The bombing campaign, Kennan believed, not only was not improving
        chances for a peaceful settlement; it was also having a negative effect on world opinion.28
      


      
        By November 1966, Kennan was ready to compromise on the prestige factor. He told an audience at the Woodrow
        Wilson School in Washington, DC, that the United States should extract itself from Vietnam “as soon as this can
        be done on anything less than humiliating terms.” He now viewed the US involvement there as “unnecessary,
        unprofitable, [and] unpromising” and saw “no conceivably favorable outcome” to continued US military
        engagement. The only viable solution, he suggested, would be an international agreement to neutralize Vietnam.
        Under such a scheme, Kennan argued, it would make no difference whether the country was Communist or not. Nor
        did it matter, he said bluntly, what happened to the South Vietnamese regime; it would in any event be guided
        by self-interest, and so should Washington. Kennan was asked whether he expected the Johnson administration to
        follow this advice. “Not in the slightest,” he said.29
      


      
        By the end of 1966, Kennan had largely given up the fight and was finally inclined to withdraw into silence.
        For the most part he did so, although he was again called before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in late
        January 1967. In this appearance, Kennan addressed the subject of Vietnam only to repeat his opposition to the
        bombing in the North and his continued support for Gavin’s “enclave” strategy. After that, he made little
        public comment on Vietnam throughout 1967—“in reluctant deference,” he wrote late in the year, “to the numerous
        intimations from [Johnson and Rusk] that criticisms of their policy played into the hands of the
        enemy.”30
      


      
        In private, however, Kennan remained staunchly opposed to the war and was often consulted for his views by
        other public figures and scholars. One of these was Columbia University professor Arthur Schlesinger Jr., who
        had been a special adviser to Kennedy. In a lengthy 17 October 1967 letter to Schlesinger, Kennan outlined what
        he saw as “the crucial weaknesses” of Johnson’s policy in Vietnam, which in his view resulted from “confusion
        in the analysis of the problem and in the shaping of our own response.”31
      


      
        The primary element of confusion, which Kennan associated in particular with Rusk, was the failure to
        acknowledge that the Vietnamese conflict was essentially a civil war rather than an international one. Closely
        linked to this was the administration’s misrepresentation of the war as one in which the Chinese Communists
        were intimately involved as the ultimate enemy. Here Kennan expressed his belief that “the Chinese have not
        taken any active part in this war,” and that a successful Vietnamese Communist regime
        was more likely to be independent than a puppet for Beijing.32
      


      
        Kennan then focused on his complaints about the US response to the Vietnam problem. “Of these,” he stated, “the
        most central, most fateful, and least excusable” was the administration’s failure to acknowledge that it could
        never do more for the South Vietnamese than what they were willing and able to do for themselves: “A correct
        approach to this problem would have begun with the recognition that … the
        possibilities for our success were limited by the qualities of determination, strength, morale, leadership,
        etc., that were present in the Saigon regime. If the non-Communist South Vietnamese, as seems to have been the
        case all along, were incapable of producing out of their midst a political vitality commensurate with that of
        the Vietcong, then we should have recognized at the start that this patient was beyond saving, either by us or
        by any other outside party, and our concern should have been to soften the impact of his demise, not to try to
        keep him alive by crawling into his skin.”33 This language, and especially that which followed, was strongly reminiscent of
        Kennan’s attitude toward Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist Chinese regime during 1948–49:
      


      
        
          Surely a South Vietnamese body politic which, even with the help of fifty to a hundred billion dollars worth
          of aid from us, and with the support of an American army of a half a million men, has shown itself unable to
          cope with the problem of Communist infiltration and intimidation in its own villages, is not likely to be
          able to look after its own interests very well in the wake of an eventual American withdrawal. Against this
          background of political torpor and frailty on the part of those we are trying to help, the best we could hope
          to achieve by further military successes in this encounter would be to saddle ourselves with a longterm
          occupational commitment—a commitment which would itself be apt further to weaken, rather than to strengthen,
          the political vitality of the South Vietnamese.34
        

      


      
        Kennan saw equally egregious miscalculation in the administration’s apparent belief that Ho Chi Minh and the
        Viet Cong would eventually call off the struggle and sue for peace if and when they were persuaded of
        Washington’s determination to “stay the course.” This, Kennan said bluntly, was a “chimerical hope” because
        surrender was not in the Communist tradition. On the contrary, “they might prefer to go down
        fighting.”35
      


      
        In his final comments for Schlesinger, Kennan addressed what he considered the faint hope, under the prevailing
        circumstances, of a negotiated settlement. Again repeating his plea of nearly two years earlier, he insisted
        that de-escalation of the conflict was a prerequisite to any settlement, negotiated or otherwise. This,
        moreover, meant above all an end to the bombing of North Vietnam: “The bombings should
        stop because they obviously represent an extravagant and profoundly misconceived undertaking, in which the
        relationship of military result to the resources committed is absurdly uneconomical, and which suffers further
        from the fact that it flies in the face both of the sensibilities of the world public and of the moral
        conscience of our own. They should stop for these reasons, whether their termination leads to negotiations or
        not. If their cessation does lead to negotiations, so much the better … but the
        public should not be given the impression that the cessation is not desirable unless this were the
        result.”36
      


      
        This letter to Schlesinger was essentially an academic treatise. Needless to say, it had no impact on
        administration policy, nor was it necessarily intended to. Kennan by this time was merely one voice in a chorus
        of critics of Johnson’s Vietnam policy. But his was an eloquent voice, and he again took it public in 1968. In
        what was probably the most politically partisan act of his career, Kennan endorsed Senator Eugene McCarthy’s
        presidential candidacy almost exclusively on the basis of McCarthy’s opposition to the Vietnam War. Indeed,
        some of Kennan’s most emphatic public criticism of the war, and of Johnson’s handling of it, was contained
        within a speech he gave introducing McCarthy to an audience in Newark, New Jersey in February 1968. On that
        occasion, he characterized the US involvement in Vietnam as “devoid of a plausible, coherent, and realistic
        object.” The Johnson administration, despite “a long series of pleas and warnings from wise and experienced
        people,” had committed what could only be viewed as “a massive miscalculation and error of policy, an error for
        which it is hard to find many parallels in our history, an error rendered doubly serious and difficult to
        excuse by the number and quality of the warning voices that have been raised against it.” It was fortunate,
        Kennan said, that an election year had arrived to give the nation an opportunity to remedy the situation by
        summoning new leadership.37
      


      
        In another public speech on 1 June 1968, Kennan expressed his hope that “further escalation” of the Vietnam War
        had at last become “politically unthinkable.” He was not optimistic, however, about the peace negotiations
        which by that time had begun. He observed only that “successful liquidation” of the US commitment in Vietnam
        was “a prerequisite to any successful national policy over the coming four years, whether at home or
        abroad.”38
      


      
        Kennan maintained this position after Richard Nixon was elected president in November 1968. A year later, after
        perceiving that the Nixon administration was temporizing, Kennan finally issued a call for the speedy
        withdrawal of US forces from Vietnam. It was no longer worthwhile, he argued, to continue “holding the South
        Vietnamese regime up by the scruff of the neck like a limp puppet.” It was “not up to us” to mediate the civil
        war in Vietnam: “What we should have is military withdrawal and more quickly than the President seems to
        envisage—but combined, of course, with every effort to mitigate [its] unfavorable
        effects. Let us do all we can to prepare the South Vietnamese regime for its additional burdens, giving it
        whatever it needs in the way of military equipment and training to meet the political competition it has to
        face. But then let us really withdraw. What remains is their task, not ours.”39 This statement in one respect is
        reminiscent of Kennan’s attitude toward the South Koreans in 1948–49. At that time, he gave lip service to the
        idea of bolstering the South Koreans’ capacity for self-defense, when in reality he was willing to surrender
        South Korea to its fate—which he fully expected to be Communist domination.
      


      
        The statement, however, again reflects the fundamental inconsistency that was common to Kennan’s thinking about
        both Vietnam and Korea. As he had with Korea, Kennan had declared Vietnam to be strategically unimportant to
        the United States while at the same time declaring that American prestige should not be abandoned there. In
        Korea these two ideas had proved irreconcilable: in June 1950, after the withdrawal he advocated had
        facilitated the Communist invasion from the North, Kennan led the charge for US military intervention to defend
        US prestige on the Korean peninsula. Now, in 1969, he was advocating the withdrawal of US forces from Vietnam
        without suggesting how American prestige was to be upheld in the process. Surely if there was a way to
        “mitigate the unfavorable effects” of a US withdrawal, the Johnson administration would have seized on it much
        earlier, and many of the dilemmas of the US presence in Vietnam could have been avoided.
      


      
        Historian Walter Hixson has characterized Kennan’s call for a US withdrawal from Vietnam in late 1969 as a
        “belated abandonment” of containment there.40 Kennan, however, had in fact abandoned containment in
        Vietnam more than 20 years earlier. Nor was Kennan, as Hixson has suggested, particularly concerned about the
        “domino effect” in Southeast Asia. What Kennan had failed to do was reconcile his original decision that
        Indochina was expendable with his instinctive defense of US prestige when it was challenged by Communist
        forces. He ultimately resolved this dilemma only when he concluded that even US prestige could not be salvaged
        in Vietnam.41
      


      
        In February 1970, Kennan returned to Denison University to give another speech—this one entitled “Beyond
        Vietnam”—on the fourth anniversary of the 1966 speech at Denison in which he had declared that Vietnam was
        “vital neither to our interests nor to the peace of the world” and thus outside the scope of containment. On
        this occasion he reiterated his desire for a US withdrawal from Vietnam—as “a matter of necessity,” no longer
        of choice—but he emphasized two additional themes. First, Kennan asserted that the prolonged US intervention in
        Vietnam was fueling international “cynicism about our motives and methods” that was a growing liability for
        Washington regardless of how “overdrawn and unjust” the criticism of the United States might be. Second, Kennan
        made a point of distancing himself from and even condemning the radical ideological opponents of the war: “I do
        not share the view that we have gone into Vietnam for evil purposes. I don’t believe we have knowingly done
        monstrous things to the Vietnamese people. I feel no part of that admiration and sympathy for our communist
        opponents that many critics of the Vietnam War have professed to feel. I see those opponents as brutal, bigoted
        fanatics. Finally, I do not like, any more than thousands of other people do, some of the methods by which
        opposition to the Vietnam war has been manifested here at home in these last years.”42 Kennan nonetheless reaffirmed that the
        US involvement “has got to stop, and the sooner the better.”
      


      
        US military involvement in Vietnam, however, dragged on for another three years. In the spring of 1972, after a
        major North Vietnamese offensive into the South, Nixon renewed his pursuit of a negotiated peace but made no
        progress. In a national address on 8 May 1972, he attributed this lack of progress to North Vietnam’s rejection
        of a cease-fire proposal and intransigence at the negotiating table. Nixon announced that Washington’s only
        viable option was imposing a blockade and mining North Vietnam’s ports—in order to undermine its offensive
        capabilities—and continuing air and naval strikes. According to Kennan’s diary, he was contacted by a White
        House official—at Nixon’s personal instruction—to solicit his views on the president’s policy statement: “I
        said I was afraid I could give the President small comfort here. There were important points on which I simply
        could not go along with him. One was the bombings. I had never seen evidence that strategic bombing was very
        effective when it came to interdicting the flow of supplies to the battlefield.…
        Secondly, I thought it likely that the … people of South Vietnam were probably
        most concerned that the war should stop, and would be willing to pay the price of having a North Vietnamese
        Communist regime pinned on them, if that would only lead to the cessation of hostilities.… [As] far as the future was concerned, we ought to go ahead and get the troops out of there
        as fast as possible.” In an effort to soften the blow, Kennan emphasized to the Nixon aide that he had avoided
        associating himself with any of the president’s public critics “partly because I had sympathy with him in the
        problems he faced” but also because Kennan’s views diverged in some respects from many of the public critics
        and he “did not want to invite any confusion as to my own position.”43
      


      
        By then, Kennan had indeed finally withdrawn from the public debate over Vietnam, no doubt recognizing that
        nothing more could come of his engagement with it. The direct US military role in the war finally ended a year
        later, after the signing of the Paris Peace Accords in January 1973. Kennan had been largely correct in his
        warnings in 1949–50 about the dangers of US involvement in Indochina, and in his
        analysis in the 1960s about the mistakes Washington had made in Vietnam—particularly in the assessment he wrote
        for Schlesinger in October 1967. “The lessons of Vietnam are few and plain,” he wrote in 1975: “not to be
        hypnotized by the word ‘communism’ and not to mess in other people’s civil wars where there is no substantial
        American interest at stake.” Two years later, he reiterated the need to absorb those lessons: “No one believed
        more strongly than I did … in the folly of the undertaking. We miscalculated in a
        number of respects. We found that the venture could not be carried to completion as we had conceived it. Very
        well. We took cognizance of our failure, pocketed our losses, and retired. It is for us now to come to terms,
        quietly, in our own minds and hearts, with the experience.”44
      

    

  


  
    
       
    


    
      Conclusion


      LEGACIES OF ENGAGEMENT WITH EAST ASIA

    

    
      Kennan’s professional experience with East Asia policy began with profound impact and ended with deep
      frustration. Despite his early and dramatic success as director of the Policy Planning Staff (PPS) in guiding
      postwar US policy toward China and Japan in strategically pragmatic directions, his subsequent efforts to
      influence policy toward Korea and Southeast Asia were much less successful. Moreover, his vision for the US
      approach to both China and Japan was short-lived, given Washington’s decisions after the outbreak of the Korean
      War to embrace the Nationalist government on Taiwan (which Kennan despised) and establish long-term military
      bases in Japan (which he opposed). Thus, even where his impact on American policy in East Asia was profound, it
      was in many respects ephemeral.
    


    
      Kennan attributed this to misguided and politically driven mind-sets in Washington, and the difficulty of trying
      to understand the mind-sets of East Asian countries themselves. He wrote in 1960: “The entire vocabulary of
      Western politics and historiography is inadequate as a means of understanding and describing the political
      realities of the Orient.… The fact is, quite simply, that we are dealing here with
      a wholly different world not only geographically but also in thought and feeling, perhaps even in the nature of
      political reality.”1 Here again
      Kennan adopted the perennial stereotype of the “inscrutable” Asians, which clouded some of his judgments and
      which he may have used to rationalize some of his failures. But over time he found the US approach to East Asia
      equally inscrutable, or at least frustrating and ill fated.
    


    
      Kennan echoed most of these sentiments in his engagement with East Asian issues for the
      rest of his life, as already seen in the case of the Vietnam War. After retiring from government in 1953, he
      spent the next half century at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, New Jersey (with the exception of
      his 1961–63 tenure as ambassador in Yugoslavia). During that period he was occasionally prompted by events or by
      invitation to express his views or offer policy recommendations on Far Eastern affairs. Both the consistency and
      the evolution of Kennan’s views on these occasions reflect ideas about the region that he had inherited or
      embraced during his time as PPS director.
    


    
      Containment and East Asia


      
        Perhaps most surprising about Kennan’s approach to East Asia from the beginning was how narrowly he applied his
        doctrine of containment there. As has been shown, his focus was almost exclusively on Japan, because only
        there—in Kennan’s view—did the following combination exist: (a) a strategically consequential area that was of
        vital interest to the United States and (b) a real or potential threat of Soviet domination. This was the
        reason he made Japan the centerpiece of his “strategic concept” for US policy in the region and undertook
        pursuit of the “reverse course.” And although his ideas for the requisite US force posture in Japan were
        overridden (as Washington came to pursue globally a more militarized version of containment than he later
        claimed to advocate), Kennan never retreated from his belief that Japan was the forward line of US resistance
        against Soviet influence in East Asia.
      


      
        As has also been shown, Kennan early on had excluded Korea and Southeast Asia from the applicability of his
        containment doctrine. Neither of them, in his view, was strategically important enough to the United States
        that Soviet domination of either would represent a grave threat or intolerable loss to US interests. In both
        places, however, he was inconsistent in his application of this principle. After the outbreak of the Korean
        War, he invoked the need to uphold US credibility and prestige in supporting US military intervention aimed at
        pushing back against an extension of Soviet influence. And during the Vietnam War, Kennan delayed advocating a
        US military withdrawal until a loss of US prestige was unavoidable. But in both places he ultimately was
        prepared to accept Soviet domination—if it came—as something that was unfortunate but tolerable.
      


      
        This was essentially Kennan’s view with regard to China. Although his dismissal of China’s strategic importance
        effectively surrendered it to the Communists, he did not view this as betrayal or abandonment of containment.
        He simply denied that the doctrine was applicable to mainland China, because it was
        targeted specifically and exclusively at Soviet Communism. It was designed, moreover, to prevent the spread of
        Moscow’s influence into areas that were strategically important to the United States—and Kennan never
        considered mainland China to be such an area. As early as April 1948, in a draft letter to journalist Walter
        Lippman, he rejected Lippman’s suggestion that containment was destined to fail as a strategic doctrine on the
        grounds that the United States could not apply equal pressure against Soviet influence everywhere it appeared.
        Containment, Kennan said, was never intended to be applied everywhere—particularly not in China. The United
        States, he argued, had in fact recognized and accepted Soviet influence in much of northern China as part of
        the Yalta accord in 1945. At that time, moreover, it was seen as likely that Russia would extend its influence
        further into China: “What of it? I never said we would—or should—be able to hold equally everywhere. But I felt
        there was a good sporting chance that we would be able to hold in enough places, and in sufficiently strategic
        places, to accomplish our general purpose. I know now that there was.”2 Kennan thus dismissed China from any discussion of containment.
      


      
        Years later, however, his perspective would evolve. In 1960, after a decade of Chinese hostility toward the
        United States in the wake of the Korean War, Kennan asserted that it was a vital US interest to erect “firm
        barriers” to what he characterized as “contemporary Chinese imperialism,” and specifically to “see to it that
        the major archipelagos and islands lying off the coast of East Asia do not become susceptible of exploitation
        by mainland forces hostile to the peace and freedom of the Pacific community.” This clearly implied a desire to
        prevent the spread of Chinese influence within the region, and his approach seemed wholly consistent with his
        original characterization—in the 1947 “X” article—of the means of containing Soviet Russia: through the “adroit
        and vigilant application of counterforce at a series of constantly shifting geographical and political points.”
        But Kennan did not conceptualize or talk about China in terms of “containment,” and he continued to
        characterize China as internally preoccupied, diplomatically isolated, and incapable of posing an offensive
        threat to the United States.3
      


      
        In a speech four years later, however, Kennan shifted at least rhetorically, using “containment” to describe US
        policy toward China. Beijing’s Communist leaders, he said, hated the United States because of its “temerity to
        stand in their path and to obstruct the expansion of their power.” Kennan said the United States had “no choice
        but to place ourselves in that path” in order to preserve the post–World War II regional balance of power and
        to prevent the emergence of “an Asia dominated by people so prejudiced against us, ideologically, as the
        Chinese Communists.” He then nominally invoked his doctrine: “And as part of this effort of containment (for
        that is really what it is [emphasis added]), we have tried to see to it that
        Communist China was denied recognition, denied admission to the UN, denied the advantages of normal
        participation in the life of the international community until such time as its leaders would moderate their
        ambitions, desist from their expansionist efforts, and accommodate themselves to the continued existence of
        independent governments elsewhere on the Asiatic continent.… This effort at
        containment I have been talking about has been going on now, in one way or another, for a decade and a
        half.”4 On this occasion,
        Kennan insisted that the United States was seeking only to prevent the extension of Chinese Communist power to
        “those insular and peninsular appendages of the Asiatic continent”—this time including both South Korea and the
        offshore island countries. He emphasized that the US approach was wholly defensive, not “purely, or even
        primarily, a military” strategy, and not aimed at overthrowing the Chinese Communist regime. Kennan may have
        been using “containment” as a way of disparaging what he perceived as an overly antagonistic approach to
        Beijing by Washington. But whatever definition of “containment” he had in mind, it is hard to distinguish what
        he was advocating from his own approach to the Soviet Union.
      


      
        In any event, Kennan also introduced the thought that the Sino-Soviet split, which by then was fully apparent,
        was profoundly relevant to the issue of containing Communism, if not to containing China: “The basic fact that
        world communism is becoming pluralistic rather than a monolithic phenomenon represents, unquestionably, the
        most hopeful thing that has come over the world situation in the past twenty years.” By 1967, when Kennan
        published the first volume of his memoirs, he was crediting the Chinese Communists with the crowning
        achievement of containment in its strictest sense. By asserting its independence from the Kremlin, Beijing had
        challenged Moscow’s claim to leadership of the Communist world, making it a bipolar one. The Sino-Soviet split
        was thus “the greatest single measure of containment that could be conceived. It not only invalidated the
        original concept of containment, it disposed in large measure of the very problem to which it was
        addressed”—that of counterbalancing the international control of Soviet Communism.5
      


      
        By then Kennan had firmly settled on a definition of containment that excluded China as a target. His
        explication came in a 1966 speech entitled “Containment: Russia and China,” which was prompted by the fear of
        Chinese Communist influence in Vietnam. Having emerged by then as a public critic of US intervention in
        Vietnam, Kennan probably sought to refute the notion that it was necessary to contain China there. He started
        by admitting that his theory of containment—as initially presented in the “X” article—had been ill defined.
        Among the omissions he acknowledged was his failure to specify that all areas of the globe were not equally
        important. He recalled, however, that he had originally identified five strategic
        power centers in the world: the United States, Britain, continental Europe, Russia, and Japan. “Please note,”
        Kennan observed, “that China did not enter into this category. I personally do not consider that it enters into
        it today.” The containment doctrine was about keeping the other power centers outside Soviet control. China was
        beyond that scope, even though it was under Communist control, because it was not, in Kennan’s view, a
        strategic power center and, in any event, was not under Soviet Communist control. With regard to
        “containing” Communist China, the only relevant factor was Washington’s post–World War II commitments to Japan,
        Taiwan, and South Korea, which would have been undermined by Communist control of those countries. But Kennan
        appeared confident that China either did not intend or did not have the capability to assert control over those
        areas. Consequently, although Communist control of China was undesirable, regrettable, and disturbing, it was
        “not an intolerable threat, in itself, to world peace, and does not represent anything we cannot live with for
        a good long time.” Kennan acknowledged the implicit threat of Chinese Communist expansion elsewhere in Asia,
        but he concluded that it appeared to be possible only in areas that were not strategically important to the
        United States—here he included Vietnam—or would not be capable of posing a substantial military threat if they
        were under Chinese Communist control. These circumstances, in Kennan’s judgment, further negated the
        applicability of the containment doctrine to Chinese Communism.6
      


      
        Kennan reaffirmed this view in 1973 when again asked whether containment applied to China. He responded that
        the strategy did not have “any great relevance” there because China was not a “highly expansive power” except
        with regard to its prior territorial claims, especially Taiwan. Beyond that, Kennan assessed, the Chinese
        aspired “to know how to make friends and influence people” within East Asia, but they did not appear to be
        trying to impose “direct Chinese domination” over neighboring countries—as the Soviet Union did.7
      


      
        On balance, and especially in retrospect, Kennan was ambivalent and inconsistent on the applicability of
        containment to Communist China. It was perhaps his prerogative to exclude China from his own doctrine by
        narrowly defining the doctrine as targeted exclusively at the Soviet Union. But his insistence on erecting
        “firm barriers” to an expansion of Chinese power, his justification for standing in its path, and his
        explanation of what policies this would require amounted to essentially the same strategy and tactics he
        advocated against the Soviet Union.
      


      
        Moreover, Kennan’s insistence that containment did not apply to China because it was not strategically relevant
        to the United States was remarkably inattentive to China’s strategic potential and thus lacking in prescience.
        It was also inconsistent with his own judgment about the implications of the Sino-Soviet split, which greatly
        enhanced China’s strategic value to the United States in ways he recognized and
        admitted. Indeed, the rift between Beijing and Moscow was a primary catalyst for the US opening to China in the
        1970s.
      


      
        Ironically, although Kennan denied the applicability of his containment doctrine to China, his support for the
        goal of limiting China’s influence within East Asia relative to the United States validated the perception of
        the Chinese themselves, who came to refer to that US goal—Washington’s determination “to stand in their path
        and to obstruct the expansion of their power,” as Kennan had described it8—as a policy of “containment.” Thus, a version of his doctrine
        became operative in the region even though it had renounced its name.
      

    

    
      The Legacy of Kennan’s China Experience


      
        When Kennan left the State Department, he carried with him several firmly established ideas about China and how
        to deal with it that long resonated in his commentary on Chinese affairs and China policy. “As for China,” he
        wrote in 1951, “I have no use for either of the two regimes.” Channeling both MacMurray and Davies, Kennan was
        contemptuous of Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist government on Taiwan. He never accepted any rationale for a
        continued US commitment to Chiang after the generalissimo fled to the island; on the contrary, he considered it
        “both fateful and discreditable.” During the Quemoy crisis of 1958, he expressed his hope that the episode
        would provide an opportunity for Washington to “free ourselves from excessive commitment to the personal
        fortunes of Chiang as a figure on the Chinese scene.” As late as 1984 he observed that the Communist takeover
        of China was primarily attributable to “the weakness and corruption of the Chiang Kai-shek regime, and the
        tendency of that regime to lean on us instead of pulling up its own socks.”9
      


      
        Kennan came to exhibit no less contempt for the Chinese Communists after they had attacked US forces in Korea
        and embraced xenophobia and authoritarianism. He castigated the leaders in Beijing as a group of “embittered
        fanatics” who had chosen to become rabid enemies of the United States: “I have never seen anything that would
        suggest to me that these men have the faintest concern for Western values of any sort. I have the impression
        that there is no catastrophe that could befall Western civilization, however appalling the destruction of
        historic values and however tragic the suffering, which they would not witness with satisfaction and
        enjoyment.”10 This view was
        only reinforced over time. In 1960, Kennan observed that China’s Communist regime was engaged in a campaign of
        anti-Americanism “more vicious, more violent, more impregnated with hatred and falsehood, than any propaganda
        effort any government has ever conducted.” Even Stalin at his worst, he wrote in 1964, was less emotional and
        more pragmatic than the leaders in Beijing, with “their extraordinary belief that the sort of gray, joyless
        hell they have drawn over the Chinese people has something to do with human progress.”11
      


      
        Kennan had also reached several firm conclusions about the Chinese nation as a whole—judgments also based in
        part on ideas he had absorbed from MacMurray and Davies. On the one hand, he acknowledged China as “the seat of
        a great culture which deserves our highest respect” and he credited the Chinese with being “an extremely
        mature, intelligent, industrious and resourceful people” and indeed “the most intelligent, man for man, of the
        world’s peoples.”12 On the
        other hand, they had shown themselves to be “intensely xenophobic and arrogant” and “capable of great
        ruthlessness when they considered themselves to be crossed.” The Chinese were “heirs to a political philosophy
        and a tradition of statesmanship that has never really adjusted itself to a relationship of equality between
        China and the outside world.” China was, in short, “a nation animated by a rather outrageous superiority
        complex toward the rest of mankind and led congenitally by governments that pursue their own interests, with a
        cynicism and ruthlessness and finesse second to none in the annals of the behavior of modern great
        states.”13
      


      
        Kennan retained this cultural perspective on the Chinese for decades thereafter. As late as 1999 he told an
        interviewer: “The Chinese, to my opinion, are the French of Asia.… They are both
        proud people. Both are conscious of being the bearers of a great cultural tradition. They don’t really, in
        either case, like foreigners; or at least they don’t particularly appreciate the presence of foreigners in
        their midst. They like to be left alone.”14 Kennan claimed it was through this combination of arrogance, diplomatic skill, and
        xenophobia that the Chinese had “succeeded in corrupting a large proportion of the Americans who had anything
        to do with them.” In his view, Americans who believed themselves to be building a bilateral friendship with
        China had been repeatedly duped. “How many more lessons do we have to have,” he wrote in 1958, “before we learn
        that the Chinese have thought us fools for our generous impulses and have hated us all the more for the
        necessity that compelled them to accept the benefits?”15
      


      
        It was for those Americans enamored of China that Kennan reserved perhaps his most visceral criticism, again
        reminiscent of MacMurray: “We, in our sentimentalities, our bumbling goodwill, our thirst for trade or
        converts, our political naiveté, and the ease with which we could be both flattered
        and misled by the obsequiousness of talented servants who hated our guts behind their serving-screens, were
        simply not up to them.”16
        Kennan condemned in particular the China Lobby, whose efforts had for so long frustrated his own efforts to
        help devise a pragmatic and realistic China policy—and whose partisan recriminations had destroyed Davies’s
        career and filled the public mind with “myths” assigning blame for the “loss of China.” On the latter point,
        Kennan said the United States “had never had China” and thus “could scarcely have lost it.” The China
        Lobby, he believed, had fostered political divisions in the United States “to the vast detriment of our society
        and to the amused enjoyment of our most bitter enemies.” Kennan’s contempt was so intense that he wrote in 1956
        that he would prefer a relationship with China “founded on total hostility and suspicion” to one driven by the
        constituencies and motivations of the China Lobby.17 His verdict on the impact of this mind-set on US policy toward China was damning: “We
        paid … a heavy price for our emotional commitment to China … [and] we received in return precisely nothing. Never has any policy of this government
        suffered such a disastrous failure as that policy which over fifty years staked our interests in East Asia on
        the prospective gratitude and favor of the Chinese people.”18
      


      
        This appears to have been the foundation for Kennan’s long-standing belief that the United States should and
        could simply divest itself from engagement with China. In 1950 he actually took consolation in the fact that
        the collapse of Nationalist forces and the victory of the Chinese Communists had effectively “spelled the
        elimination of United States influence from the mainland of Asia.” Kennan was content to leave it that way.
        “The less we have to do with China the better,” he wrote in 1951; “We need neither covet the favor, nor fear
        the enmity, of any Chinese regime.” Kennan considered the withdrawal of the United States from mainland China
        to be a positive step in the sense that it broke the spell and gave Washington its first opportunity in fifty
        years to reassess its relationship with China. Moreover, he hoped that the period of US isolation from China
        would endure for a long time so that “our people might be cured both of their silly dreams of intimacy with the
        Chinese and of their equally silly excesses of moral indignation over the behavior of Chinese governments.”
        Until that time arrived, Kennan recommended that Americans “had better be kept away from the Chinese; they are
        now like moths before the flame, whenever they come near them.”19 Kennan reaffirmed this judgment as late as 1970: “I remain
        incorrigible and unrepentant in my wish that the American public and its political establishment could get over
        its infatuation with the mainland of Asia and could recognize that we have very little to contribute to that
        part of the world and even less to expect from it. We should be content to leave it alone, and to be left alone
        by it.”20
      


      
        Through the 1960s Kennan retained his ambivalence on whether the United States should recognize the Chinese
        Communist regime or support its admission to the UN. Regardless of the benefits either step might yield,
        neither was likely to change the regime’s “loathing for us or their determination to see our influence and
        activity removed, lock, stock, and barrel, from Asia and the Far East generally.”21 In the long run, Kennan believed, the Chinese
        Communists would ultimately come around and seek engagement with the United States out of necessity: “When the discipline of adversity has done its work, when it has driven home the lessons which
        it alone is capable of bringing to arrogant and excited people, and when anti-American and other illusions
        which now distort Chinese policy have been shattered as completely as those which for so many years guided
        American policies toward China, then, perhaps, an era will open when the tremendous possibilities of a
        Chinese-American relationship devoid of patronization on the one side, of arrogance and hatred on the other,
        can be realized.”22 Kennan
        acknowledged in 1965 that the absence of any relations with China was “wholly unnatural.” He believed, however,
        that any normalization process would take a long time and would eventually require bargaining and
        compromise—“like any great adjustment of international relations.” In the meantime, Kennan advised in 1970 that
        the United States should not hope for or expect too much from the Chinese Communists: “They are not likely to
        harm us. They are also not likely to help us. What we have to do is learn, at long last, to leave them alone:
        to go our way and let them go theirs.”23
      


      
        When President Nixon neglected this advice and launched his “opening” to China in 1972, Kennan was initially
        critical, probably in part because of his Democratic Party sympathies. He wrote that Nixon’s visit to Beijing
        “cannot fail to raise hopes and anticipations at home which no one could seriously expect to satisfy.” It would
        also be a blow to US allies in East Asia: marking “in one way or another, the end of the Chiang regime on
        Taiwan,” a severe shock to South Korea, and “a grievous loss of face” to the Japanese that “they will not soon
        forget.” While Kennan acknowledged that the visit might have some positive consequences, on balance it “cannot
        have enhanced America’s reputation for steadiness and reliability.” As a professional diplomat, he also faulted
        Nixon and National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger for front-loading summitry when so many bilateral political
        issues were unresolved. Kennan bluntly accused Nixon of pursuing the visit primarily for domestic political
        reasons, and lamented what he anticipated as the revival of the “sentimental enthusiasm for China.” In any
        case, he predicted that “the importance of the Nixon visit will be largely exhausted, like the President
        himself, by the time he sets foot in the United States” because it will have been more symbolic than
        substantive, and would not have achieved “any greater understanding between the two peoples than has existed in
        the past.”24
      


      
        Kennan’s assessment of the Nixon trip mellowed over time, but only marginally. One year later he told an
        interviewer that Nixon had essentially “turned over half of the US influence … in
        the Far East to the Chinese Communists,” but Kennan—maintaining his isolationist perspective—said this was not
        necessarily bad because US efforts to play a leading role there were “unnatural” and there was “no great future
        in American intimacy with China.” By 1977, however, he allowed that the
        Nixon-Kissinger breakthrough had been “constructive” but would have been more so if it had been conducted “in a
        normal and businesslike manner and without the histrionics of the Nixon visit to Peking.”25
      


      
        In any event, the strategic shift represented by Nixon’s opening to China ultimately did not alter Kennan’s
        long-standing view that the United States should keep its distance from China and deal with it only as
        warranted by diplomatic requirements. In 1973 he recommended that Washington only “have outwardly polite and
        respectful relations” with Beijing and pursue “minimal facilities” for cultural and intellectual exchanges. In
        1977, commenting on those who aspired to US friendship and partnership with China, he was “unable to see the
        foundation for such a view.” Chinese and US national interests, he asserted, did not coincide and we should not
        pretend otherwise. The two countries should “collaborate where we can, agree to differ where we cannot, and see
        whether we cannot contrive to live reasonably peaceably together for the time being, despite our differences,
        not asking too much of each other—or too little.”26
      


      
        At the same time, Kennan recognized that diplomatic normalization with Beijing was inevitable. To that end, he
        supported and even advocated the downgrading of US relations with Taiwan, including abrogation of the US-Taiwan
        mutual defense treaty that had been signed in 1955. But he acknowledged that this needed to be done in a way
        that ensured both Taiwan’s security and the security of US interests in the region. Kennan’s bottom line on
        Taiwan had long been that it simply needed to be kept out of hands that were hostile to or problematic for the
        United States; only in this respect was the island important to US security. He did not want to see it under
        Beijing’s control, but—given his unhappy experience with Chiang—he did not trust the Nationalist government on
        the island to govern it wisely or securely. Instead, Kennan asserted, Taiwan’s long-term status should be held
        open until the regimes on the mainland and the island reached an arrangement that was mutually acceptable to
        them—and to the people on Taiwan. In the meantime, the United States could maintain pragmatic relations with
        both sides, while still keeping Beijing at a distance.27
      


      
        Even China’s “reform and opening up” under Deng Xiaoping in the 1980s and 1990s did not alter Kennan’s desire
        to avoid more than superficial US relations with Beijing. In his diary in 1996, he reaffirmed his mind-set in
        terms that were strikingly inattentive to China’s growing strategic importance: “I cannot see that we have
        anything to gain from a closer government-to-government relationship with that country. I would like to see us
        treat them on the diplomatic level with the most impeccable courtesy (which they would understand) but to have,
        beyond that as little as possible to do with them, and, in the areas where we have to deal with them, to treat
        them with no smaller a firmness than they are accustomed to putting forward in their relations with us. This
        would apply in no less measure in problems of trade than anywhere else.”28 On this occasion Kennan was
        especially dismissive of engaging Beijing on matters of trade or—in the wake of the Tiananmen Square crackdown
        of 1989—human rights. He advised that “we should guard against allowing our business world to develop any
        extensive dependence on China in commercial matters” and that we should “desist, finally and completely, from
        any and every effort to press the Chinese government, now or in [the] future, on matters of human
        rights”—because the latter “is their concern, not ours.”29 Commenting on China’s domestic governance in 1997, Kennan
        included it among major countries that face more internal problems than they pose externally. Such countries,
        he wrote, are “dangers both to themselves and to others—not because they necessarily have evil intentions, but
        because the effort to exert political control over such vast and varied numbers of human beings is too much—too
        much for democratic processes, too much even for effective despotic authority.”30
      


      
        Finally, in what was probably Kennan’s last written commentary on China, he wrote in 2001—when he was 97: “I
        simply fail to understand the long-standing infatuation of our press and public for that country.… Whatever we do, they are not going to love us. Where interests conflict, we should look
        first to the traditional institutions of diplomatic intercourse for the necessary composing of differences.
        Such problems are normal in the relations among great states. If the problems prove difficult of solution at
        any given time, this is no reason for seeing China as a dangerous enemy. If, on the other hand, they yield to
        amicable negotiation, there is no reason for regarding China as a major ally. In either case, I see no reason
        for over-dramatization of the relationship.”31 Kennan thus never retreated from his inclination—and his recommendation—to pay China no
        more attention than dictated by necessity.
      


      
        In retrospect, this appears to reflect Kennan’s embrace of MacMurray’s assessment that China ultimately was
        not—and was unlikely to ever become—strategically important or even relevant to the United States. He
        internalized this early on, and his frustrations in dealing with Nationalist China during the late 1940s and
        with Communist China thereafter reinforced it—as did his desire to avoid any US engagement with the Chinese
        that would give the China Lobby, and other constituencies with sentimental attachments to China, renewed
        opportunities to drive American policy in unrealistic or counterproductive directions. To undergird his
        argument that China should be left alone, Kennan convinced himself that it could be left alone,
        because it was not important—especially compared with Japan—and lacked the capacity to either threaten the
        United States or command its attention.
      


      
        This judgment was consistently reflected in his writings. He expressed alarm when a British diplomat calculated
        in 1950 that China over the long term would be more important than Japan and thus
        deserved priority in Allied thinking and planning. Kennan responded that China would “never be dependable from
        the standpoint of Western interests” because, as he expressed on several occasions through the 1960s, China was
        “not the great power of the Orient.” It had neither the military nor the economic and industrial capacity to
        project power or to pose “any insuperable military threat or problem to us.” Indeed, he judged that China’s
        weakness was a fundamental source of many of the problematic trends in East Asia and Washington’s difficulties
        in dealing with it.32
      


      
        Interestingly, this is one of the few issues on which there was a discernible difference in views between
        Kennan and Davies, who appears to have been more realistic about China’s potential strategic weight and
        importance. In a 1953 letter to Kennan from his “exile” in Peru, Davies enclosed a draft essay entitled
        “Foreign Policy in the Long View,” in which he anticipated the challenges the United States would face if it
        tried to retain its postwar predominance by keeping down “virile, ambitious people occupying natural power
        bases.” He referred specifically to China, which “notwithstanding certain serious industrial deficiencies
        … is likely to be a considerable power, provided that it has Manchuria.”
        Moreover, Davies—in contrast to Kennan—ranked China above Japan, which he assessed “could not be a significant
        center of power” unless it had influence in or control over other areas that could help meet its need for
        natural resources. Kennan, in his response to Davies, did not address this divergence of views; he focused
        instead on questioning Davies’s underlying premise about the viability of US predominance.33
      


      
        Given Kennan’s frustrating personal experience with China policy, it is perhaps understandable that when he
        left government he was eager for Washington to wash its hands of China, and to rationalize that desire by
        dismissing China’s importance. Over the long term, of course, it was not possible for the United States to
        simply ignore China; and Kennan was uncharacteristically shortsighted and unrealistic when he assessed well
        into the 1970s and beyond that China would never become a force to be reckoned with.34 It is surprising and unfortunate that Kennan’s
        personal disgust with the Chinese leadership—both Nationalist and Communist—and for Chinese diplomacy allowed
        him to deny and overlook the importance of China as long as he did. Late in life he hinted at an explanation.
        In a 1998 letter to Davies, when Kennan was almost 94, he explained why his extensive writings included little
        about China: “The reason for this is obvious. I knew, and still know, very little about it.”35 Of course, Kennan had learned quite
        a lot about China earlier in his career. But he appears never to have overcome his distaste for dealing with
        it.
      

    

    
      Kennan and the US-Japan Alliance


      
        Having set in motion the “reverse course” in Japan, Kennan was immensely gratified by its long-term impact. But
        he failed to realize his tandem goal of neutralizing Japan militarily, or to persuade anyone of the viability
        of that goal. In later years he instead came to focus on the presence of the US bases there and the “growing
        friction with the Japanese” that resulted from them. He had identified this as a potential problem in his 21
        August 1950 memo to Acheson, when he warned that a long-term US military presence in Japan “would inevitably be
        a bone of political contention.”36 In 1956, Kennan said such a presence was bound to be an unnatural and unnecessary burden on
        Japanese-American relations unless and until it was replaced with arrangements that were more respectful of
        Japanese sovereignty and more acceptable internationally. Echoing the observations he had made in 1948 about
        the impact on Japan of the US presence there, Kennan described the US military facilities as a “handicap rather
        than an aid” in presenting a positive image of Americans to the Japanese.37 He no doubt felt vindicated in this view when the
        renegotiation of the 1951 bilateral security treaty in 1960 prompted violent public protests in Japan against
        the treaty’s perceived infringement on Japanese sovereignty. He told an audience in Seattle several months
        later that the United States should not expect or oblige Tokyo to wholly align its policies with Washington,
        and should “be careful not to apply to [the Japanese] that self-indulgent patronizing favor that misled us so
        grievously in the case of China.”38
      


      
        In 1964, Kennan visited Japan for the first time since 1948 and subsequently published a retrospective
        assessment in Foreign Affairs entitled “Japanese Security and American Policy,” in which he expressed
        his disillusionment with Washington’s tendency to ignore the negative impact of the US military presence in
        Japan and to take the security relationship with Tokyo for granted. The Japanese, he said, must ultimately
        resume responsibility for their own defense and, more importantly, reclaim their role as an independent player
        in world affairs: “There is—and Americans may as well face it—a perfectly natural desire among the Japanese to
        escape at least partially from the cloying exclusiveness of the American tie, from the helpless passivity it
        seems to imply … and to throw open a sector of the international horizon where
        Japan could have a set of relationships and an importance of her own, not dependent on American tutelage,
        perhaps—who knows?—even helpful, ultimately, to the United States in an area where we seem to have difficulty
        helping ourselves.”39 Kennan
        also criticized what he saw as Washington’s inclination to view Japan largely as a “passive instrument in an
        all-out cold war” because this constrained Tokyo’s ability to forge constructive relations with its mainland
        neighbors—something that would be important to Japan’s long-term security. He reiterated this concern in a
        letter a month later, after attending a conference in New York that discussed the
        stationing of US nuclear submarines in Japan: “I came away shaken by the apparent inability of the members of
        the group, including outstandingly those who came from Washington, to look at the Japanese situation in terms
        other than those of our military competition with Russia and China, and to believe that Japanese-American
        relations could contain any other values of importance.… I have dismal misgivings
        about such an outlook; for in the long run it can only place us in conflict with the Japanese, who are
        interested in a more hopeful world than the one we seem [to] envisage.”40 Accordingly, Kennan in his Foreign Affairs article
        recommended that Washington invite Tokyo into consultations “on the suitability of the various arrangements”
        and the term of the security treaty, and also consider renewing conversations with Moscow about a possible
        “joint guarantee of Japanese security” that might realize “at long last, General MacArthur’s far-sighted
        concept” of Japanese neutrality. As in 1950, however, these recommendations—especially the idea of engaging the
        Soviets on Japan—were deemed impracticable and ignored in Washington, regardless of the validity of Kennan’s
        underlying concerns about the long-term impact of the US military presence on US-Japan relations.41
      


      
        By the 1970s, Kennan conceded that his earlier warnings about the psychological impact of the US bases on the
        Japanese body politic had been exaggerated. The security relationship, he acknowledged in 1972, had survived
        relatively intact for two decades. But “the strain has been great,” Kennan argued. Younger Japanese were
        increasingly alienated by the US military presence, and their political activism had occasionally stretched the
        limits of Japan’s fledgling democracy. The long-term consequences of this were hard to predict, he observed,
        but “they could scarcely be good ones.” Within a few years Kennan was again thinking in terms of addressing
        this dilemma by modifying the bilateral security treaty “to make it less offensive to Japanese opinion and
        clearer in its implications,” and the US base structure to make it “less burdensome to Japan.” Although by then
        he was ready to acknowledge that there was “no visible satisfactory alternative” for Tokyo to the US-Japan
        alliance, he remained uneasy about the asymmetry and room for disappointment in US and Japanese expectations of
        each other.42
      


      
        Kennan’s embrace of the alliance in spite of these concerns reflected his strong belief that US policy in East
        Asia under whatever circumstances needed to be centered on Japan—a core belief that dated from his initial
        reading of MacMurray’s memorandum but was also inherent in the rationale for both the “reverse course” in
        occupation policy he had spearheaded and the offshore “security concept” he had proposed in 1948. “There can be
        no question,” he wrote in 1977, “but that the cornerstone of American policy in the Far East should be Japan.”
        He reaffirmed this in 2001, just four years before he died, writing that US “strategic interests in the
        entire north-Pacific region, for which we fought so hard in World War II, are
        dependent, as I see it, on the maintenance of a relationship of mutual confidence and alliance” with
        Japan.43
      


      
        But Kennan never retreated from his insistence that the United States needed to be attentive to the “moral
        obligation” it inherited when it assumed responsibility for Japan after World War II. This was the obligation
        to deal respectably and fairly—not condescendingly—with the Japanese, and to acknowledge that Japan was a great
        power in its own right that would inevitably want and need to assert its independence. According to Kennan,
        Japan should continue to be the cornerstone of US policy in the Far East, but “not a passive
        cornerstone—rather, an active one, a talking one—a stone which often harbors a superior wisdom—a stone to be
        consulted, in some instances to be looked to for guidance, to be looked to sometimes even for
        leadership.”44 He offered
        the Japanese direct advice on how to exercise this role during a 1980 visit to Tokyo. Japan, he said, had
        “possibilities for greatness” and was uniquely equipped to exercise an international “usefulness of the highest
        order” because it had reached the “very top ranks of world powers” and had “the resources, the genius, the
        inventiveness, [and] the industriousness” to set an example for other countries. That example was of a
        prosperous and enterprising country that had the wisdom to avoid both defining national power and influence in
        military terms and embroiling itself in international conflicts. Accordingly, in a speech at the Tokyo
        International House, Kennan advised Japan not to “depart from the sound basis on which her defense posture has
        rested for these past 30 years” by pursuing offensive military capabilities, which would “tend to undermine”
        the US-Japan relationship—specifically reminding his audience that the security treaty did not oblige
        Washington to support offensive Japanese military operations. Kennan also warned that it would be the “most
        dreadful folly” for Japan to pursue nuclear weapons, observing that Hiroshima and Nagasaki had given the
        Japanese “a moral right superior to that of any other people to warn against the dangers of war in the modern
        age.”45
      


      
        Most fundamentally and strategically, Kennan said the “time has come” for Japan to “make her own judgments on
        the trend of world events” and “not hesitate to make her voice heard independently.” She should do so not only
        with “those whom she cannot yet regard as friends” but also with “those to whom she had been accustomed to look
        for friendship and guidance and understanding”—implicitly but no doubt especially the United States. And in
        that regard, the Japanese should not “rely too extensively on the moods [and] the vagaries of opinion in other
        countries.”46 Kennan wrote
        in 1993 that Washington should be prepared to modify or even abandon the US military presence in Japan whenever
        Tokyo itself was inclined to do so. This was especially the case after the end of the Cold War, which in Kennan’s view eliminated “most of the original rationale for the existence of the
        present [US-Japan] defense arrangements”—except for the lingering problem of North Korea’s nuclear
        ambitions.47
      


      
        Kennan’s encouragement to the Japanese to voice disagreements with US policy or about the bases was not always
        viewed as helpful in Washington. But he was nonetheless correct in identifying an underlying tension and fault
        line that would continue to complicate US-Japan relations. Although he may not have foreseen it in 1948, his
        own “reverse course” policy had helped plant the seeds of the prosperous and powerful Japan that would pose
        this dilemma for Washington decades later.
      

    

    
      Revisiting Korea


      
        In the years after the Korean War, Kennan reverted to his “fair-weather” position toward the US commitment to
        South Korea. During the 1960s and 1970s, he criticized successive governments in Seoul as repressive and as
        taking the US security umbrella for granted. Kennan especially viewed South Korea as a “dead weight” on US
        policy toward Japan because of what he saw as the South Koreans’ unwillingness to accommodate themselves to
        Washington’s primary need to focus its East Asian policy on Japan—which he flatly asserted was more important
        to the United States than Korea. By 1977, he was again advocating the gradual withdrawal of US military forces
        from Korea—albeit in consultation with its neighboring great powers—on the grounds that the region was
        sufficiently stable to allow it.48
      


      
        Over the same time period, Kennan developed a somewhat revisionist view (revising his own long-standing
        assessment) on the strategic importance of Korea. In the 1964 speech in which he briefly acknowledged
        “containment” of China, he included South Korea among those areas where Washington needed to prevent the
        extension of Chinese Communist control: “those insular and peninsular [emphasis added] appendages of the
        Asiatic continent” that had survived intact after World War II and the Communist victory in China. Two years
        later, he reaffirmed his denial of a containment policy toward China, but nonetheless asserted that South Korea
        was among those areas where a Communist takeover would have been “irreconcilable” with Washington’s postwar
        security commitments. And in 1970 he asserted that Korea was “important to us because it is vitally important
        to the security of Japan.” This, Kennan professed, was the logic he had applied to US intervention in the
        Korean War in 1950. As we have seen, however, there was inconsistency at the time both in the logic he had used
        and in his advocacy of it: he had sometimes deemed South Korea strategically important, but usually not; and he had often insisted that letting it fall into a Communist sphere of
        influence was unacceptable—but he was sometimes prepared to let that happen if it did so in a way that was
        “gradual and inconspicuous.”49
      


      
        To his credit, Kennan anticipated that Washington would separately have problems with North Korea. In 1970, he
        observed that the regime there had “lost nothing, over [the] years, of its resentment over the frustration of
        its earlier effort of aggression,” had retained a “burning hatred of us for standing in its way,” and was
        militarizing and exuding hostility in ways that could easily fuel a crisis. Because of this risk, he wrote in
        1977, “Korea represents one of the two most explosive and dangerous spots on our political map of the world,”
        next to the Middle East.50
        The danger Kennan observed then was subsequently amplified by Pyongyang’s pursuit of a nuclear weapons program.
      

    

    
      The Legacy of Kennan’s Southeast Asia Experience


      
        Kennan never considered Southeast Asia itself to possess strategic importance to the United States. His
        consistent view was simply that it should be kept neutral—specifically, that it remain outside Communist
        control and thus unable to pose a danger to the United States. Paradoxically, even the Communist victory in
        Vietnam was consistent with this view inasmuch as Kennan’s original defensive perimeter concept had dismissed
        the mainland of East Asia as expendable. Instead, his strategic concept had focused on the offshore islands and
        had paired the Philippines with Japan as a link that needed to be demilitarized and neutralized. Although
        Kennan retained this view for years thereafter, its efficacy—as with Japan—fell victim to the Korean War, which
        provided the rationale for Washington to sign the Mutual Defense Treaty with Manila in 1951, thereby ensuring a
        long-term US military presence. In the wake of the Vietnam War, he nonetheless tried to revive his earlier
        proposal for demilitarizing the Philippines by recommending the removal of the US military bases there on the
        grounds that the “original justification” for them had been “extensively undermined” and the US “involvement in
        Southeast Asia has been liquidated.”51
      


      
        This was another one of the very few areas in which Davies had a somewhat different perspective than Kennan. In
        the 1953 draft essay “Foreign Policy in the Long View,” which he shared with Kennan and in which he—unlike
        Kennan—anticipated China’s eventual emergence as an important strategic power, Davies also advocated a
        different operational approach to the defensive perimeter concept in Southeast Asia. He specifically
        anticipated the importance of the Philippines—and even some countries in mainland Southeast Asia—as
        forward-operating areas for the United States. Although he acknowledged the
        vulnerability of the Southeast Asian countries at the time, “the strategic significance of these states in the
        situation which we envisage for the future would be considerable.”
      


      
        
          It would be through them that we would wish to exert pressure when necessary, on China, Russia and perhaps
          Japan. It would be from their territory, in part, that we might wish to intervene directly, when necessary,
          against one or several of the secondary powers in Asia.… [The Philippines would
          be particularly important in this respect, but Thailand, Malaya, and Burma] would also be a barrier to
          overland expansion southward and southwestward by China or Japan.… [In effect,
          the] avenue for projection of American strength would be, in addition to the direct course across the Arctic
          and North Pacific, across the Central Pacific to the Philippines and thence, as needed, to a continental
          lodgment in Thailand, Malaya, and Burma.52
        

      


      
        Although some elements of Davies’s vision were ultimately embraced by US military planners in the region,
        Kennan never subscribed to it. Instead, he retained his focus on demilitarizing and neutralizing Southeast
        Asia, based in part on his assessment of its marginal strategic importance. In his 1966 discourse on the
        relevance of containment to China and East Asia, he excluded not just Vietnam but the whole region. The
        countries of Southeast Asia were not in the same category as Japan or Korea because “they are not ones where we
        had, until recently at least, any specific commitment which bound us to their defense,” and in any event even
        Soviet or Chinese Communist control of them would do “no irreparable damage, from the standpoint of our
        interests.… You can’t draw blood from a stone; and no communists are going to
        make major military-industrial powers out of the Southeast Asian countries in any short space of time.” Kennan
        added that the Sino-Soviet rift made it likely that any Southeast Asian Communist regime would more likely play
        Moscow and Beijing off each other than be a puppet of either. For those reasons, he dismissed any need for US
        military involvement in the region.53
      


      
        Kennan reaffirmed this verdict in 1977, when he recommended that the United States retreat from Southeast Asia
        and focus instead on contemplating the lessons of Vietnam. Perhaps comparing it in his mind to what he—echoing
        both MacMurray and Davies—saw as the earlier ill-fated American infatuation with China, Kennan lamented the
        advocates of deep US engagement in Southeast Asia: “I find surprising the level of interest in the affairs of
        that area still manifested by portions of the American press and other media. Surely, if there are any peoples
        of which it may fairly be said that we have nothing to hope from them, it is the people of that unhappy
        region.”54 As with China,
        however, he was surprisingly shortsighted about the economic potential and strategic relevance of Southeast
        Asia.
      


      
        Nonetheless, in the political realm Kennan was insightful and prescient in drawing a key lesson for the United
        States from his experience with Southeast Asia: the risks involved in dealing with mercurial friends and
        allies. In 1964 he highlighted one of the fundamental challenges inherent in the US competition with China for
        influence in the rest of East Asia, and Southeast Asia in particular:
      


      
        
          The weapons with which the Chinese are operating here are primarily the political reactions of the people of
          the threatened areas themselves; their inherited resentments, their fears, their weariness, and such error
          and prejudice among ourselves and their own regime as can be artificially pumped into their minds. And we, by
          the same token, have to struggle for control of this same weapon. We have to look to it, in fact, as the
          basis for our efforts.… It is vitally important to remember that we are working
          here with and through the reactions of people who are not under our power, and on whose loyalty and obedience
          we can lay no ultimate claim.… For this reason, I think we should be chary of
          ringing professions of determination and of brave resolutions to ourselves and to the world about what we
          propose to accomplish.… [For] our success depends on the collaboration of
          others for whom we cannot responsibly speak.… [The] main question has been not
          what we ourselves could do, but what we could assist and encourage others to do. We have had a great deal of
          loyal and effective collaboration in this effort. But we have found ourselves wedded, throughout, not just to
          the virtues of our associates in the threatened countries, but also to their weaknesses: to their domestic
          political ambitions, their inefficiencies, their blind spots, their internal rivalries and divisions, their
          ulterior commitments. We have found our way blocked, at one time or another, by short-sightedness, by
          timidity, by indifference, by misunderstanding, by deliberately inculcated error, by dislike of foreigners or
          anti-western prejudices, and above all, by the congenital tendency of people to respond to the efforts of
          outsiders towards their protection by slackening their own.55
        

      


      
        Kennan added that these frustrations might have justified US withdrawal from the region if not for the
        probability that the consequences of doing so could be even worse. At the time, he was thinking primarily of
        South Vietnam and was still ambivalent about the rationale for the US military presence there. By the end of
        the Vietnam War, however, he had reassessed that balance sheet and advocated American military withdrawal and
        political retreat from Southeast Asia. Over the long term, a US strategic retreat from
        Southeast Asia would be neither feasible nor conducive to US interests. But Kennan’s concern about the
        challenges and risks of relying on East Asian governments as vehicles for US policy in the region would remain
        a valid one.
      

    

    
      Kennan and East Asia: The Balance Sheet


      
        As this book has attempted to show, Kennan’s overall approach to the Far East was based on a combination of his
        doctrine of containment, his defensive perimeter idea for applying that doctrine to the region, and—within that
        framework—his assessment of the relative strategic importance of those countries where the United States had
        interests at stake. In East Asia, Kennan applied containment in its strictest original sense: aimed exclusively
        at preventing the expansion of Soviet power and influence to areas vital to US interests or security. He
        discounted China in two respects: it was not strategically vital to US interests, and the expansion of Chinese
        Communism itself was not a major threat because China lacked the capacity for power projection—and whatever
        threat it might pose could be dealt with through the defensive perimeter concept. Indeed, in Kennan’s view the
        entire mainland of East Asia was not strategically important to the United States. Its domination by
        Communism—either Soviet or Chinese—might or might not be inevitable, but this did not matter: if it occurred,
        it would be unfortunate but not catastrophic for the United States, which in any case could not afford to
        invest the resources and effort that would be necessary to prevent it from happening. Instead, Kennan believed
        that the United States should focus on the offshore islands as the forward line of US defense, and on that line
        to make a strong, stable, and self-sufficient Japan—the only strategically consequential power in East Asia—the
        cornerstone of US policy in the region. Such a Japan, combined with a forward US military presence based
        primarily on Okinawa, would deter the expansion of Soviet influence in East Asia, secure US interests there,
        and promote regional stability.
      


      
        There were several flaws in this approach, many of which became apparent over time. The United States could not
        “renounce the idea that the mainland of Asia is a place where American purposes are to be realized or where
        Americans have some great role to play”—as Kennan advised as late as 1970.56 His core judgment that China was strategically negligible,
        and that the United States could virtually ignore it, was never realistic. Although that may have appeared
        reasonable and even preferable at the end of the Chinese civil war, Kennan was injudicious in assuming that
        China under the Communists—or any other regime—would never be able to develop its economic base and military
        strength to a level that would require the United States to reckon with it. In his
        approach to China during the late 1940s and early 1950s, he had embraced too firmly MacMurray’s dismissive
        attitude toward China a decade earlier. He then allowed both his frustration with policy direction and his
        emotions—especially in the wake of Davies’s downfall—to cloud his judgment. Kennan held Chiang Kai-shek’s
        regime beneath contempt, and his later assessment of the Chinese Communist leadership was similarly damning. He
        also remained scornful of those US constituencies and policymakers who advocated a deeper commitment to
        Chiang’s regime—identifying them with their predecessors to whom MacMurray had attributed an ill-fated
        infatuation with China. Consequently, in his efforts to justify disengagement from China, Kennan frequently
        overstated his case: vilifying the Chinese, insisting that the United States have nothing to do with them, and
        rationalizing this by declaring China wholly expendable.
      


      
        Some of Kennan’s policies toward Japan, especially those involving Japanese security, were also unrealistic. He
        supported the demilitarization and neutralization of Japan without examining closely how this could be either
        operationally or diplomatically realized. He eventually retreated when confronted with the views of the US
        military establishment, the absence of Soviet receptivity to the neutralization option, and the consequences of
        the Korean War. In the meantime, he urged that Japan be allowed to develop a self-defense force, even though
        this appeared inconsistent with the concept of demilitarization and was certain to cause concern among Japan’s
        neighbors.
      


      
        In these and other areas, Kennan’s approach to East Asia often reflected his disregard for domestic political
        or diplomatic realities. Although he recognized that US disengagement from China was staunchly opposed by many
        in Congress and much of the public, his underlying attitude—which became typical of his overall approach to
        foreign policymaking—was essentially that the uninformed or those with parochial interests should not be
        allowed to obstruct what he considered to be good policy and strategic pragmatism. He was similarly inclined to
        dismiss the political considerations that made it difficult for Washington to demilitarize Japan, to surrender
        South Korea to its fate, or to separate the United States from the European colonial powers’ problems in
        Southeast Asia.
      


      
        As has been seen, Kennan’s approach to the region also occasionally revealed ethnocentrism or selective memory,
        both of which clouded some of his judgments. His condescending and subtly racist attitudes toward East Asian
        populations almost certainly influenced his persistently dismissive view of their developmental potential and
        strategic relevance, and thus hampered the objectivity of his assessment of US strategic interests and
        possibilities in the region. In addition, Kennan sometimes forgot or “misremembered” his role in policy
        decisions that were ill conceived or ill fated, such as his strong support for a US withdrawal from Korea before 1950; and he later claimed more consistency in his thinking about
        the utility of US military bases in the Philippines or Japan than was apparent during the same period.
      


      
        Perhaps most importantly, Kennan’s strategic framework for East Asia—essentially the defensive perimeter
        concept—suffered early on from inconsistency and ambiguity. He was never able to fully reconcile his view that
        the mainland of Asia was strategically expendable with his belief that US credibility and prestige needed to be
        protected against the appearance of acquiescence to Communist aggression. This was especially evident in Korea,
        where his support of US military intervention in 1950 reversed his earlier dismissal of South Korea’s
        importance—a view to which he later returned. But it was also reflected in his approach to Vietnam, where he
        originally declared it strategically insignificant but then supported US military involvement—until the loss of
        US prestige there became irretrievable. Kennan was by no means alone in having no good formula for resolving
        this perennial dilemma in US foreign policy, but his vulnerability to falling victim to it highlights the
        limits on his diehard adherence to realpolitik. In the end, these inherent dilemmas in his defensive perimeter
        concept contributed to its short shelf life.
      


      
        Despite these flaws and inconsistencies, Kennan’s core East Asia policies were remarkably influential where
        they were followed, and were proved remarkably prescient where they were not. The former occurred primarily
        when Kennan was working for Marshall, who largely relied on the PPS to make policy, and the latter occurred
        primarily when he was working for Acheson, who did not.
      


      
        In China, Kennan was a central proponent and agent of the policy of minimal aid and gradual disengagement that
        Truman adopted in 1948, on Marshall’s recommendation. He was probably the most vocal advocate of the idea that
        Washington should adopt a wait-and-see attitude and not commit itself further in China—which is what Marshall
        chose to do. Moreover, Kennan originated the idea for the China White Paper, which provided the rationale for
        the disengagement policy even if it did not wholly succeed politically.
      


      
        Kennan’s influence in the case of Japan was indisputable and profound. He personally seized the initiative in
        conceptualizing and advocating a new approach to occupation policy, and in shepherding it through to approval
        by the National Security Council and the president. The “reverse course” that he thus orchestrated established
        the foundation on which postwar Japan was rebuilt, both politically and economically. And his strategic
        framework for the region, notwithstanding its ambiguities and short shelf life, helped establish the blueprint
        for Japan’s incorporation into the US strategic posture in East Asia.
      


      
        Korea, on the other hand, provides the most vivid example of a case in which Kennan’s policy advice in East
        Asia was overruled—with severe consequences. His was one of many voices that supported
        the US withdrawal from Korea before 1950, and the subsequent decision to intervene militarily after the North
        Korean invasion. But Kennan was almost alone in warning of the dangers of crossing the 38th Parallel with US
        military forces. The validity of his fears was subsequently borne out, and he was later called on to help
        Washington deal with the consequences.
      


      
        Similarly, Kennan’s advice with respect to Indochina was largely ignored but later vindicated. He warned
        Washington not to identify itself with the European colonial powers’ efforts to reassert their control in
        Southeast Asia, or to commit US resources in support of those efforts. Despite Kennan’s counsel and that of
        others, the United States assumed a political and military obligation in Indochina that led to the protracted
        failure of the Vietnam War—thus validating Kennan’s advice of fifteen years earlier.
      


      
        Over the course of his involvement in East Asian affairs, Kennan was not always right—and when he was right, it
        was not always at the right time or for the right reasons. But he almost always focused on the right
        questions—the same questions that have resonated ever since in US relations with East Asia. Kennan understood
        that one of the key challenges was recognizing and acknowledging the real and potential limits on US interests,
        influence, and leverage in the region. He anticipated the risk of miscalculating Washington’s capacity to drive
        events and ensure compliance with its strategic preferences in the Far East. He also anticipated the problem of
        dealing with East Asian governments—even and especially friendly ones—whose interests would never be wholly
        identical to Washington’s, whose nationalism would often chafe under perceived US pressure or a US military
        presence, and whose comfort with and confidence in US engagement in the region could be fickle.
      


      
        At its core, Kennan’s strategic approach to East Asia implicitly recognized that the US role there after World
        War II was a historical anomaly, the rationale for which, and the sustainability of which, almost certainly
        could not be perpetual. He grappled throughout his professional career and thereafter with the question of how
        the United States should posture itself to deal with this reality. We are still grappling with the same
        dilemma.
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