
           Responding to Kennan’s Diplomacy in the Modern World:  




       A Critique of Classical Realism


In 1951 George Kennan, wrote a book titled American Diplomacy 1900-1950 in which he wrote an article titled Diplomacy in the Modern World.  The purpose of this article was to respond to an emerging trend in international relations that he described as “the legalistic-moralistic approach to international problems” (28).  The approach described by Kennan is what we would today describe as classical liberalism.  In his article he attempted to describe the practical dangers of classical liberalism, as well as its logical and philosophical inconsistencies.  In doing so he was also describing an alternative approach, that would later be described as classical realism.  For my response I will show that the criticisms of liberalism placed forth by Kennan are with out merit, and I will show the logical and philosophical inconsistencies of classical realism.  


To discredit liberalism Kennan used two approaches.  He attacked liberalism on a practical level, arguing that liberal foreign policy is both impossible to fully implement and detrimental to the international system.  He further described “the greatest deficiency” of liberalism in logical and philosophical terms.  To first understand Kennans criticism one must understand the assumptions that Kennan argued liberalism relied upon. Kennan then attacked these assumptions in order to state his critique.  The first assumption of liberalism is that it is possible, and indeed necessary, to bring order to the chaotic system of international relations.  Liberals believed that it was possible to counter the aspirations of nation-states through by appealing to a higher transnational authority.  Kennan argued that this belief was  “an attempt to transpose the Anglo-Saxon concept of individual law into the international field and to make it applicable to governments as it is applicable here at home to individuals.” (28) He applied a classical realist view, stemming from Machiavelli, who stated that if a private morality existed, it had no bearing in the conduct of the prince (or nation-state).  Kennan asserted that trying to impose a transnational morality on the actions of state was futile.  Absolute morality, argued Kennan, was undefined, abstract, and if it were indeed found it would be impossible to enforce without the use of force.  

A second assumption on which liberalism rested was “the American assumption that the things for which other peoples in the world are apt to contend for are for the most part neither creditable nor important and might justly be expected to take second place behind the desirability of an orderly world.” (28)  Kennan argued that nation states have different and competing interests. National borders are not absolute and force has usually been used to resolve international conflicts.  The idea that an international entity could in some way place in check the aspirations of nation-states is implausible for the realist.  


Kennan, writing in 1951, was experiencing the turmoil of the early post-war world.  The fledgling United Nations was being tested in Korea, and ultimately failed to ensure peace.  Kennan and others were extremely cautious with regards to the implementation of any form of international order.  The UN was founded on the principle that international law existed and that it was possible to implement order on the chaotic international system. Kennan saw international law as placing an undue strain on the workings of the international system.  He stated that “the function of international relationships is not to inhibit [the] process of change by imposing a legal strait jacket upon it but rather to facilitate it: to ease its transitions, to temper the asperities to which it often leads” (29).  Kennan argued that the international system was naturally dynamic and flexible.  Because of this the international process was an “unstable phenomenon in a constant state of change and flux” (29).  He saw the implementation of rigid law as constraining the natural fluidity of the international system.  International law was simply “too abstract, too inflexible, too hard to adjust to the demands of the unpredictable and the unexpected” (29).  

Another problem Kennan saw with the liberal international system was that it allowed many negative actions of nations to ‘slip through the cracks’ of international justice.  Again it is important to understand the time in which Kennan wrote.  He witnessed the Soviet Union denials of sovereignty in Eastern Europe made possible through circumventing international standards and establishing puppet governments.  The Soviet Union broke a supposed international norm “legally”, and the international community had no means for legal recourse.  Finally, Kennan argued that the system of international law was deficient in its reliance on the system of international collations.  In his view it is nearly impossible to effectively bring about a coalition of nations.  The coalitions of the past were successful because they resolved some immediate need, not because they recognized a need to maintain international order.  Such alliances, argued Kennan, were brief and self-serving, collapsing when the immediate interests of the member nations were no longer served. 

The second and most poignant layer of Kennan's criticism of liberalism comes in the form of a logical and philosophical argument against the adoption of a liberal model for international relations.  Kennan argued that a more pressing discrepancy emerges when one takes the prescriptions of liberalism to an extreme.  Kennan feared:

 “The inevitable association of legalistic ideas with moralistic ones: the carrying-over into the affairs of states of the concepts of right and wrong, the assumption that state behavior is a fit subject for moral judgment… And when such indignation spills over into military contest, it knows no bounds short of the reduction of the lawbreaker to the point of complete submissiveness - namely unconditional surrender.”(30) 

Kennan feared that when political disputes become moral ones, a potential exists for the party that believes itself to be right to feel obligated to restore justice, regardless of the consequences.  He argued that moralizing leads to crusading, from which the only solution to disputes becomes complete annihilation of the party who is perceived to be wrong.  He argued, “A war fought in the name of high moral principle finds no early end short of some form of total domination.” (30)  In examining international conflict, Kennan stated that a political problem is far easier to solve and has fewer destructive consequences than a moral problem. When a nation feels morally superior, it is easier to advocate a crusade to vanquish one’s enemy who is perceived to be immoral.  Thus Kennan argues, that introducing moral fervor into the international spectrum will, in fact, have a negative effect.  Moralizing would create and sustain more conflict and the intensity of these conflicts would be magnified.  

Kennan, like all realists argued that realism makes no normative judgments on the way international relations should be.  Rather, realists argue that they are simply stating how the world is.  They see the system as chaotic and defined by anarchy.  Thus it  is a self-help system whereby a nation can only truly rely on itself.  He advocated an “attitude of detachment and soberness and readiness to reserve judgment.” (31)  He advocated the view that, for a nation’s foreign policy to be truly ‘good’ it need only answer to itself.  A nation’s interests are what should define its actions,  if a nation pursues ‘good’ self-interest then it is helping to make a better world.  Thus, argued Kennan, the liberal system that gave the world the UN has not only failed to create a safer and more secure world, but indeed it has put the international community at risk.


I must admit that George Kennan puts forth a compelling argument.  When he wrote this article, the UN was in decline,  its goal of preventing future war appeared to be a failure, and it seemed that America existed in a dangerous world where a strong realist hand was needed to guide her foreign policy.  But Kennan’s arguments, and indeed realism itself, contains some very crippling internal, practical, and logical flaws.  I will begin with the idea of a public and private morality. Kennan stated that no morality exists that is applicable to the actions of the nation state.  Almost every person will agree that there exist normative moral standards that govern our personal actions.  For example, no one believes that murder is acceptable.  The abhorrence of murder is a public moral standard.  Indeed our domestic laws are based in part on such moral standards.  It is immoral to steal and hence illegal to steal.  That is not to say that all that is immoral is illegal and all that is illegal is immoral.  But morality is certainly the basis for our legal system.  

Now, it can be argued that almost all people desire safety and security for their persons and their family.  Indeed this desire for safety and security is at the heart of mankind’s desire for organized government.  Government was established initially to ensure the safety and security of the individual.  If the desire for safety and security is universal amongst all people then the desire to live in a nation that provides these necessities must be shared by all people.  Thereby it is in the interest for all people and all nations to live in a safe and secure world.  

History will bear this point out; most wars have been fought in the name of restoring peace and justice to the world.  Granted many aggressors have pursued confused and misguided policies, but the goal of these policies were almost always to restore what they believed to be the proper order of the world. This does not assume that all conceptions of justice are correct, and that all aggression is right, but it does indicate that all people have a strong desire for order, safety and security, even those who seem to work against these ideals.  Assuming that it is the role of government to act in the best interests of its people it can be shown that the desire for order, safety, and security does exist as a transnational goal to be pursued by all nations.  Thus it can be said that any action that fosters world order, safety, and security can be considered good and a morally correct foreign policy.  Thus the realist claim that no international moral law could exist is false.  An international set of laws can be, and has been created based on the universally held belief that the world would be a better place if all nations were able to live in safety and security and that the international system that has been plagued by chaos would benefit from order.  The realist assumption that nations are far too self-interested to share a common goal is false, and this set of common desires could be the basis for international morality, and hence international law.  


It is practical for an international system, based in these above stated principles to exist. And such a system could indeed, if supported by the majority of nations, be used to solve disputes peacefully.  The rule of law has been established by man to ensure that disputes between individuals could be solved without resorting to violence.  It seems logical that such a legal system could be applied to international conflict resolution as a means of avoiding international violence.  A legal system, based on universally held principles of the need for safety, security, and order could be used to solve any number of international problems. Such laws are not necessarily the “legal strait jacket”  described by Kennan.  International laws should be modeled after the United States Constitution in that they leave the open the possibility of future revision and updating.  Of course international relations is a fluid system, but laws made to govern that system can, if carefully conceived, be made flexible and able to adapt to novel situations.  It is clear that international law need not be the abstract and inflexible “legal strait jacket” described by Kennan.  To state that present international laws are too abstract to be of use shows a misunderstanding of current law and does not necessarily damage the concept of a system of international law and order.  American tax law is at times complex and abstract but these deficiencies do not indicate a need to destroy concept of tax law.  The same can be argued for those situations in which a party has been able to ‘slip through’ the system.  The violation of a nations sovereignty by ‘legal’ means is an example of a need to alter the system of law not destroy it.  

Kennan’s argument that such a system could foster a crusading mentality is an important point to consider.  It is true that when one nation feels itself in the right, it has a tendency to justify any means necessary to achieve goals it thinks are just.  An example of this was the indiscriminant bombings of Japan and Germany in WWII, which killed countless civilians.  Little remorse, and less international criticism has emerged because these measures were seen as necessary to further a good cause, namely to win a ‘just’ war.  That is why as Kennan stated, it is so important for the global community to remain with “an attitude of detachment and soberness” (31).  Force, if necessary, should be used by the global community as a whole, and only to enforce international norms.  Thus if one nation violates the principles of safety, security, and order, it should be the role of the world community as a whole, with a sober and detached attitude, to restore international law.  Crusading is impossible if the cause is truly just.  As Gandhi argued, truly just ends must be achieved by truly just means.  With the consensus of a world community acting in the best interests of the world community such crusading will not emerge.    


.  One of the greatest fallacies of realism is its logical inconsistencies.  Realism stated that no absolute laws exist for the governance of the relations between nation states.  This argument runs into the classical criticism of any statement of non-absolutism, namely that to say that no absolute law exists in the international community is in fact stating an absolute law that governs the international community.  Thus the major assumption of realism is it self, false.  Another equally compelling inconsistency of realism is its elimination of moral responsibility and accountability.  If no laws govern international relations then, taken to its extreme, realism advocates any action taken in the pursuit of national interest.  Kennan argued that a nation pursuing its perception of a good national interest is conducting good foreign policy.  This statement highlights another flaw in Kennans reasoning.  If no international standard of what is “good” exists, how could one ascertain what a good national interest would be?  Under a realist system all national interests are, by nature, short-sighted with no possible way to judge if what was being done was right or wrong in the long run.  A conception of the national interest is not fixed in the realist system.  What is of the national interest one year may run counter to the national interest the next.  Without moral guidelines to steer foreign policy, international relations becomes a system dominated by the whims of those in power.  

If a nation in conjunction with other nations pursues interests that are of benefit to every person on earth, how can they help but create a better world?  Because we are all human we all share many of the same fears, hopes, and dreams.  Where realism and idealism differ most is that realism tends to focus on the differences between men while idealism focuses on their similarities.  The first sees conflict as inevitable and natural, thus realism becomes a self-feeding system.  If realists in power see conflict as natural, then they will pursue policies that will lead to conflict.  

Following the logic of George Kennan, American foreign policy was led into the cold war, a war that could have conceivably gone on forever.  Both sides saw conflict as inevitable a thus preceded with an aggressive “us verses them” mentality.  Idealism tends to focus on what brings men together.  It realizes that all nations have similar interests, namely safety, security, and world order. It also realizes that in this rapidly changing world all nations are facing similar challenges.  AIDs, poverty, terrorism, the rise of the information age, international corporations, all of these entities know no national boundaries.  The world is in many respects becoming a smaller place, where the old ideas of pursuing ones own national interests have become obsolete.  The true danger in American foreign policy comes not from competing interests of foreign nations, but reliance on a model of foreign policy that maintains the realist status quo in a rapidly changing world.  If American foreign policy cannot maintain the fluidity that Kennan stated was so important, then America as a global power risks becoming obsolete.         
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