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Washington, DC   -  Within the past five months we have lost two individuals who literally shaped the world.  Paul Nitze died last October, and George F. Kennan passed away in mid-March.  You may not have been familiar with either of them, but their thoughts and actions directly influenced you.

Both Nitze and Kennan were wealthy intellectuals who operated in a highly influential layer of the U.S. government that is rarely seen.  But their influence was considerable.  They were contemporaries, but Kennan, who died at age 101, was four years older.  If labels had to be applied, Kennan, it could be argued, was the Republican, and Nitze the Democrat.  However, their allegiance was more to the United States than to any given political party or dogma, and their actions defied easy categorization.

Kennan was more of an academic, although both had Ivy League educations.  After leaving Princeton, Kennan served for the State Department as a Foreign Service Officer in a series of posts throughout the world, primarily in Europe. His specialty was the Soviet Union, where in 1946 he authored perhaps one of the most influential and important cables ever produced.  Known as “The Long Telegram,” this document determined U.S. policy toward the Soviet Union for the next 50 years. It was a frank and sober assessment of the Communist regime in which he argued that the USSR was “impervious to the logic of reason” but “highly sensitive to the logic of force.”  Thus began our policy of containment which resulted in 50 years of Cold War between the U.S. and the Soviets.  

Kennan later served briefly in two Ambassador assignments, but the majority of his remaining years was spent at Princeton writing and lecturing as a diplomatic historian.  His major theme was that the United States cannot reshape other countries in our own image, and that attempts to do so are inevitably futile and not in our own interest. [One can only imagine what Kennan’s reaction would be to our current stated goals of exporting democracy to all regions of the world!].

Nitze, on the other hand, was a continuous player in the Washington power circuit.  Like Kennan, he established his reputation by writing an influential document, largely unknown to the general populace.  After graduating from Harvard, he had become very wealthy as a banker (and by marriage), and, by age 30, came to Washington in 1940 to work on President Roosevelt’s staff.  For the next half century he directly influenced U.S. foreign policy. He first gained prominence in 1950 by writing a top secret document, NSC-68, which warned of Soviet design for world dominance through a surprise nuclear attack on the United States.  This document changed President Truman’s approach to U.S. defense policy and led to massive missile buildups by the United States to counter the Soviets.

Nitze went on to several other prominent positions within both Democratic and Republican administrations.  I met him twice.  The first time was in 1965 when, as Secretary of the Navy, he handed me my diploma as I graduated from the Naval Academy.  The second time was in 1982 in a large office in the State Department building.  Nitze was then the Chief U.S. Negotiator for the Intermediate Range Nuclear Forces Treaty (INF) talks in Geneva.  As I briefed him on the intricate (and arcane) details of cruise missiles, I noticed the sparkle in his eyes and his aristocratic manner.  Within a matter of weeks, he would conduct the now-famous “Walk in the Woods” in Geneva with his Soviet counterpart in which Nitze single-handedly, on his own initiative, reached an agreement to cut nuclear missiles in Europe leading to a far safer world.  

Kennan and Nitze served us well.  I am not sure that they make them like that anymore.

I thought you might like to know.
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