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Ts WAR WITH RUSSIA

INEVITABLE?
Five Solid Arguments for Peace

By George F. Kennan

Counselor of the State Department

Because of the unusual importance of this article, written for this magazine by a
high official of the State Department, The Reader’ s Digest wishes, in the common in-
terest, 1o waive its copyright privileges. Full permission 1s hereby granted, as of February
24, to quote from, reprint or use this article in any way, provided its source is credited.

GREAT conrusion of thought pre-
vails today with respect to
American policy toward the Soviet
Union and Russia’s real attitude
toward us. There is much loose talk
going around — oq.both sides of
the ocean — about “preventive
war,” “the inevitability of the con-
flict,”” and “‘warmongering im-
perialists.” Let us ask, and answer,
five basic questions — and see if they
do not give a pretty clear answer to
all this talk of war.

1. Are the Russians planning 1o
make war on us?

Naturally, only the Soviet leaders
themselves could answer this ques-
tion with certainty. But the follow-
ing facts are worth remembering.

Tt is true that Lenin wrote: “The
existence of the Soviet Republic
side by side with imperialist states
for a long time is unthinkable. One
or the other must triumph in the
end. And before that end comes, a
series of frightful clashes between
the Soviet Republic and the bour-
geois states is inevitable.” And this
still remains accepted Communist
doctrine.
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But current Stalinist doctrine
does not demand war. On the con-
trary, it also teaches that eventually
capitalism will fall largely of its own
weight, z.e., as a result of the inner
“contradictions” which the Com-
munists believe it embodies. They
see the role of Communism as one
of hastening the collapse of capital-
ism and assisting, as a miﬂdwife, at
the birth of the Socialist order. In
theory, they seem inclined to regard
this as primarily the task of the
native Communists in each country,
and not of the Soviet Red Army.

There is nothing in Stalinist doc-
trine which would make it neces-
sarily the main responsibility of the
armed forces of the Soviet Union
themselves to overthrow capitalism
everywhere by direct military ac-
tion. This premise would actually
seem illogical and improper, from
“the Communist point of view; for it
would imply that capitalism, in the
absence of such an attack, would be
basically sound and capable of cop-
ing permanently with its own “con-
tradictions.” But this is exactly
what good Marxists do not believe.

So much for doctrine. How about
Russian tradition? This factor can-
not be ignored; for everyone who
knows the ssians is sure that
Russia has changed Communism
more than Communism has changed
Russia.

Russia has a long history of ex-
pansion; but it is generally a history
of a sly and cautious expansion, of a
readiness to wait patiently for op-
portunities to extend existing
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borders without undue risk. Ap-
parent exceptions, such as the Finn-
ish War, seem to have been the:-
results of miscalculations.

The Russians, because of the vast-
ness of their territory and the nature
of their geographic position,  are
land-minded; and this psychology
leads them to a preoccupation with
their land frontiers and the terri
tories which lie just beyond them
This, on account of their technica:
and economic backwardness, gen-
erally precluded them from ver
tures which would carry them f.
afield. Russian imperialism has gen-
erally been a process of nibbling
carefully geared to the capacity
the digestive organs of the Russian
state. The experience with the pres-
ent Eastern European satellites in-
dicates that in this case Soviet im-
perialism bit off more than it could
comfortably chew. The resulting dis-
comfort should make the Kremlin
more wary, rather than less, about
taking on much bigger bites just at
this time.

Finally, we must ask ourselves
whether the Soviet leaders would
have reason, from the standpoint of
their internal interests, to want a
world war at this time.

Less than five years have elapsed
since the termination of the one
great war in which the Soviet Union
has engaged. For the Russians that
war was terribly wearing and de-
structive. While steady progress is
being made, it may be several years
before the human and material dam-
ages have been entirely remedied.
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In addition to repairing the dev-
astations of the war, the Soviet
regime is engaged, with deadly seri-
ousness, in implementing a program
designed to make the USSR, a
strong and well-rounded industrial
state. It will also take several years
before some of the basic parts of this
program could possibly be com-
pleted. World War II set the pro-
gram back nearly ten years. Another
one could not fail to constitute
another serious interruption.
_ Viewed against the background of
doctrine, tradition and practical
realities, therefore, the picture
would look something like this: The
Russian leaders believe our downfall
is inevitable. They would do any-
thing they could to hasten it, but
they would not wish to endanger in
any major way the security of the
world citadel of Communism, the
USSR,

In these circumstances, where an-
other world war would obviously
involve such dangers, it is hardly
likely that the Russians are now
charting an early
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does not affect it very much. The
bomb is complicated, costly and
difficult to produce. The raw ma-
terials required for its production
are still not easy to come by.

Alone, the bomb could not win a
total war against a great industrial
nation unless it were possible to de-
liver enough bombs to cripple mili-
tary resistance at the outset and to
compel the government to sue for .
peace on the attacker’s terms. The
crippling of resistance would in itself
require not just one bomb, success-
fully delivered, but many. And
there are no indications that the
Soviet Union now possesses any-
thing like the requisite number of
bombs and carriers to achieve this
effect on the United States.

In 1946 Stalin said: “I do not
believe the atomic bomb would be
as serious a force as certain politi-
cians are inclined to regard it.
Atomic bombs are intended for in-
timidating weak nerves, but they
cannot decide the outcome of war.”
There is no reason to believe that
the Soviet leaders

military onslaught

have departed

on the Western
World.

2. How does
Russia’s develop-
ment of atomic
weapons affect
this situation?

From the evi-
dence available
today, Russia’s
development of
the atomic bomb
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from this view.
Furthermore,
an aggressor would
have to take ac-
count of the fac-
tor of retaliation.
In a war where
our adversary
also has bombs
and means of de-
livery, you have
to reflect not only
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upon what you might do to him
but also upon what he might do to
you. A single bomb will not suffice
to cripple a great industrial nation;
but a single bomb may suffice to
wipe out national landmarks and
shrines of inestimable value in the
hearts and traditions of a citizenry,
to say nothing of individuals whose
importance to the nation cannot be
measured in any material terms. It is
one thing to ask an innocent people
to bear such blows when they come,
unprovoked, from an arrogant ag-
gressor; it is another to ask people
to bear them when they represent
the logical and foreseeable conse-
quence of a policy on which their
own government has deliberately
embarked.

In the past, aggressors have gen-
erally had the hope that their own
country might emerge relatively
unscathed from the adventure upon
which they were embarking. Weap-
ons being what they were, it was tech-
nically possible, if your superiority
looked good enough, to have such a
hope. Today, if you inaugurate the
use of the bomb against civilian-
industrial targets, and if your ad-

versary also has atomic bombs and’

carriers, this hope becomes much
dimmer. You may do fearful injury
to your adversary; conceivably, if
you have enough bombs and the
ability to deliver them, you may
even inflict upon him damage which
would wreck for a time his capacity
for large-scale, organized resistance;
but only two or three of 4is bombers
need get through in order to wreak
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upon your own country counter-
injuries which can make any reports
of victories far afield sound to most
people like a hollow mockery.

Let us apply these considerations
to the purposes and psychology of
the men in the Kremlin.

With respect to such retaliation,
it is not hard to guess at Soviet
reactions. There is no country where
the evidences of man’s handiwork,
both in the cultural monuments of
the deep past and in the products of
modern industrialization, mean
more to people. The cultural monu-
ments are few. They symbolize cul-
tural achievements won with suffer-
ing and anguish from the soul of the
Russian people. They command
deep and general reverence.

The modern industrial plant has
also been built up the hard way.
Much of it would not compare
qualitatively with our own. But to
most Russians, regardless of their
attitude toward the Communist
regime, it symbolizes, again, the
potential road of escape from the
bondage of Russian backwardness.
As for the Russian Communists
themselves, it is their outstanding
prize and achievement. It was for
this, good Communists might pri-
vately tell you, that the comfort
and the freedoms of at least one
generation have been sacrificed.

Now we have already seen that
these physical values took a terrible
beating in World War II. In these
circumstances, further large-scale
destruction in Russian cities or in-
dustrial communities would consti-
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tute a major tragedy from the
standpoint of both the regime and
the people. This is not to mention
the human values; and not even the
Kremlin can be oblivious to these,
for man power constitutes the. core
of dictatorship as well as of democ-
racy. The idea that the men in the
Kremlin, just because they are
tough, “‘wouldn’t care’” about
atomic destruction in Russia reflects
an ignorance of Russian realities.

For the Russians, then, atomic
aggression would be an inconclusive
and risky venture. It might produce
certain momentary favorable ef-
fects, but it would also involve
considerable dangers. It would be-
gin a war which it alone could not
finish. The last two world wars
stand as lessons to those who start
things they can’t finish, and partic-
ularly to those who attempt to
conquer Europe before they have
found some means of permanently
neutralizing the military-industrial
potential of the North American
continent.

In an atomic world, total war re-
mains a possibility, inherent in the
susceptibility of men to fallacy. But
it is now perhaps even less of a prob-
ability than before. For it has be-
come potentially more suicidal; and
the masters of the Kremlin, in con-
tradistinction to Hitler and the
Japanese, are not suicidally inclined.

3. Is war possible?

Of course it is, and we must un-
fortunately always think of it as
possible as long as we have the sort of

world we have today. As Alexander
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Hamilton once wrote: “Let us recol-
lect that peace or war will not al-
ways be left to our opinion; that,
however moderate or unambitious
we may be, we cannot count upon
the moderation, or hope to extin-
guish the ambition, of others.”

There are three main reasons why
we must reckon with the possibility
of war:

(a) Wars can arise by accident,
even though none of the parties
really wants them. Considerations of
prestige, and the natural nervous-
ness which surrounds the use of
armed forces anywhere, mean that
nations can become involved in wars
accidentally. This risk is perhaps
less than it used to be: people are
today well aware of the horror of
war, and they have calmer nerves
than they used to have in dealing
with explosive incidents.

The totalitarian states are par-
ticularly callous about these mat-
ters. In 1938 the Russians and the
Japanese fought a full-fledged pocket
war, using artillery and aircraft and
whole divisions of troops, with
scarcely a word about it in their
government-controlled newspapers
and without any formal complica-
tions. The democratic countries,
which are more old-fashioned in
this respect, are also learning to keep
cool nerves in tight situations. But
still, when you have military forces
operating in such close physical
proximity and in such complex con-
ditions as our forces and the Russian
forces in Germany and Austria, there
is always a danger of incidents.
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(b) War can occur because the
Russians may think someone is going
to attack them. While their ideology
does not say that they must attack
us, it does not say that we will not
sooner or later attack them. On the
contrary, the official doctrine is that
most non-Communist statesmen are
panting to unleash military attacks
on the Soviet Union; that they are
restrained temporarily by the might
of the Red Army and by the great
sympathy and respect which, accord-
ing to the Soviet press, the U.S.S.R.
enjoys among the popular masses
throughout the world; but that
eventually, unless world revolution
or some devastating inter-capitalist
war intervenes, the attack will come.

The fact that this is nonsense does
‘not make it any the less serious. One
of the worst things about totalitarian
governments is that they tend to
misinform themselves. No one, not
even the dictator, can be sure that
he is getting honest and reliable in-
formation. While we think the So-
viet leaders must know that we are
neither armed nor arming for aggres-
sive war, we have absolutely no rea-
son to trust the accuracy of the
information about our ultimate in-
tentions which is permitted to reach
higher authority by the organs of
the Soviet secret police. And we
have no reason to trust the ability
of that higher authority — cut off
as it is from normal contact with the
world — to evaluate such informa-
tion as it receives.

The thesis that the outside world
is hostile and deceitful and menacing
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is essential to the maintenance of
the internal power and position of
the Soviet secret police. They will
do everything they can to uphold
that thesis, without regard to reality.
We can never be entirely sure that
they will not someday succeed
either in convincing themselves and
their masters that a capitalist attack
is imminent, in which case they
might feel that they had to move in
order to get the jump on their ene-
mies, or in causing those masters to
make further miscalculations similar
to those they have occasionally made
in the past, with similar results.

(c) This analysis, like any other
analysis involving the future of in-
ternational affairs, may be wrong. Of
estimates of this nature, noné is fool-
proof; there are only some that are
more likely to be right. The author
believes that his is likely to be right,
or he would not have written it. But
the public should bear in mind, as
the author does, that he may be
wrong.

These are all reasons why we must
regard war as possible. No one of
them could be cited, nor all of them
together, as a valid reason for regard-
ing war as probable at an early date.

4. Where, in these circumstances,
must the accent of U. S. policy lie,
with respect to the Communist danger?

It must continue to lie in a vigor-
ous and hopeful foreign policy
which firmly rejects all defeatism
about a future war and aims at
keeping alive and pursuing vigot-
ously every possibility for solving
international differences where pos-
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sible (and for bearing them where
solution is not yet possible) without
recourse to war.

The events of the past few months
have caused many of us to be con-
cerned primarily with the possibility
of military attack on our own terri-
tory. But that is not the only way
that our security can be menaced. If
the Russian Communists should suc-
ceed, by means short of war, in
bringing progressively under their
influence the remaining non-Com-
munist countries of Europe and
Asia, our security would be more
subtly (but perhaps just as danger-
ously) undermined than by an
atomic attack on our own territory.
For the world balance of power
would then be turned, at least tem-
porarily, against us.

It is this political expansionism
which has been the real Soviet pro-
gram since the conclusion of World
War II. During this period the
Soviet Government has not taken
one inch of land by outright military
aggression. There are easier, less ex-
pensive and far less risky means of
extending power than aggressive
war; and it is on these means that
the Kremlin appears to have placed
its first reliance. There is no reason

to believe that this basic relation-

ship will be changed by Russia’s
possession of the atomic weapon.
Thus we still have justification for
hoping that by continuing the polit-
ical struggle known as the “cold
war” the worst of our present diffi-
culties can eventually be overcome
without another great outbreak of
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international violence. It means that
we must continue to take an intelli-
gent and helpful interest in the cf
forts of people everywhere to with-
stand the sort of pressures which are
brought to bear against them from
the Moscow Communist side. It
means that we must continue the
policy of throwing our weight into
the balance wherever there are
relatively good chances that it will
be effective in preventing the
further expansion of the power of
international Communism.

This policy has never been guar-
anteed to be equally successful al-
ways and everywhere. There are
limits to what a democracy can do
in this respect. The result depends
invariably not just on what we do
but on the interaction between our
own policy and the natural powers of
resistance which exist among the
peoples affected. (No one can forcea
country to be free which is not itself
deeply concerned for its own free-
dom.) Nothing that has occurred in
the recent past has disproven the
thesis that such a policy, if resolutely
and actively pursued, provides the
best chance of carrying us over the
peculiar dangers of the present to a
more stable and satisfactory condi-
tion of international society.

This procedure will not satisfy
those impatient spirits who look for
some sudden or dramatic solution to
the ills which now beset the interna-
tional community. But these people
would find it easier to reconcile
themselves to this procedure if they
would reflect realistically on the al-
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ternatives. There are only two: (a)
a return to isolation and armed neu-
trality, or (b) war. The first would
be accompanied by a disastrous de-
terioration of conditions in the rest of
the world. The second is something
which no democratic country could
make the objective of its policy.

An attempt at an over-all “agree-
ment”” with the Soviet leaders is not
really an alternative. The dynamism
of world Communism would not be
seriously affected by such an agree-
ment. Words would still mean differ-
ent things to the Russians than they
mean to us. The agreement would be
worth precisely what the realities of
world power made it worth at any
particular moment. Unless the free
world, including ourselves, main-
tained a vigorous resistance to Soviet
Communist political expansion
wherever possibilities for such re-
sistance presented themselves these
realities would rapidly deteriorate,
from our standpoint, and with them
the value of the agreement. Not to
mention the fact that in any over-
all agreement the Russians would
doubtless insist on provisions which
would be interpreted everywhere as
an acceptance and approval on our
part of the system of colonial op-

pression and exploitation which they

have imposed upon other peoples in
Eastern Europe and elsewhere.
The “cold war” will not be en-
tirely settled in our favor until those
whose aims and decisions now keep
the international community in a
turmoil have been caused to con-
clude that efforts to maintain or es-
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tablish political power over other
peoples are detrimental to their own
selfish interests and that it is inad-
visable for them to pursue those ef-
forts further. They will not be
brought to this view by oral persua-
sion. They must come to it in their
own manner in the face of a situation
of fact which it is our business to
help create. Until they do this, no
over-all written agreement will really
bind them to act as though they had.

Tt is evident, then, that there is no
escape for us from the long hard
road on which we have been ad-
vancing with a view to bringing
about, by peaceful means, a happier
and safer and more stable interna-
tional society. This is the hardest
task our country has ever under-
taken. It is one unfamiliar to us by
experience or tradition. But it has
fallen to us by the logic of history
and there is no avoiding it.

5. On what, then, does our national
security really rest in this coming
period? :

First, our security rests in making
sure that military aggression remains
improbable if not impossible. We
should continue to maintain a mili-
tary posture which, as Theodore
Roosevelt once said, will make fight-
ing us “too expensive and dangerous
a task to be undertaken lightly by
anybody.” Let us not be diverted
from our task by a morbid preoccu-
pation with what could possibly hap-
pen if. Let us remember that there is
no security in a search for the abso-
lute defense. Security lies in ac-
cepting moderate risks in order that







