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Introduction

George F. Kennan is generally seen as one of the architects of American con-
tainment policy during the Cold War, yet in 1967 he attacked the 1947 Tru-
man Doctrine speech as “universalistic” on grounds that it had committed the
United States to intervention in any case of Soviet aggressive action against
free countries. He claimed that he had opposed such an indiscriminate policy
and insisted that in 1947 he had protested to the drafters of the speech on this
point.1 An analysis of the drafting and actual content of the Truman Doctrine
speech shows that the speech was not meant to be universalistic. In fact,
Kennan had approved a draft of the speech and provided amendments that
were included in its ªnal version. Ironically, universalism later became en-
shrined in public opinion as a fundamental element of American Cold War
policy, more as the result of Kennan’s own policy recommendations in “The
Sources of Soviet Conduct” than because of the Truman Doctrine.2 Examina-
tion of the intentions of the authors of both documents shows that neither
meant to include what Kennan in 1967 branded universalism.

Kennan’s essay “The Sources of Soviet Conduct” and the Truman Doc-
trine speech were prepared in the ªrst three months of 1947. Both documents

1. See George F. Kennan, Memoirs 1925–1950 (New York: Bantam, 1967), chs. 13, 15. Kennan’s use
of the terms “universalistic” and “universalism” with regard to the Truman Doctrine is not the same as
the universalism that John Gaddis discusses in relation to Kennan in Strategies of Containment: A Criti-
cal Appraisal of American National Security Policy during the Cold War (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1982), pp. 55–58. In Gaddis’s book, universalism refers to a desire to make the world over in the
American image. Kennan’s universalism is also not the same as that considered by Arthur Schlesinger,
Jr., “Origins of the Cold War,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 46, No. 1 (October 1967), pp. 26–29. My current
article uses the terms only in the sense used by Kennan in chapters 13 and 15 of his Memoirs 1925–
1950.

2. Mr. X [George F. Kennan], “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 25, No. 4 (July
1947), pp. 566–582.
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recommended a new American policy directed against Soviet threats to free
countries, although the doctrine speech cloaked its true intentions by not
taming its target. Each called for positive action on a global basis, but neither
clariªed the circumstances in which such action should be taken. Together
they were seen as the ªrst announcement of direct American opposition to the
Soviet Union. Kennan’s document was made public only as an article in the
journal Foreign Affairs, but by the time it was published he had become head
of the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff. As a result, the article was
seen as a statement of ofªcial policy, almost as important as the president’s
speech.

The two documents were written for different purposes and with almost
no communication between their authors. Kennan’s article was the result of a
request from Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal for an explanation of the
ideological motivations of Soviet attitudes and policies. Kennan added to this
his own recommendations for positive American responses, phrased in such a
way as to call for reaction to every aggressive move on the part of the Soviet
Union. The Truman Doctrine speech, in its early drafts, was no more than a
request to Congress for authorization of substantial funds to help Greece and
Turkey withstand Soviet pressure. Six days before the speech was given, the re-
quest was put into the framework for a new global foreign policy, a major
change in State Department thinking.

Although most of the American press and public approved of the Truman
Doctrine speech, a minority objected to it on grounds that it would lead to
the expenditure of large sums of money, not just for Greece and Turkey, but
for other countries. Some also feared that it would lead to a complete break-
down in relations with the Soviet Union or even war. Many, including Henry
Wallace, Eleanor Roosevelt, and the inºuential journalist Walter Lippmann,
felt that the problem should have been taken up ªrst with the United Na-
tions. A number of senior legislators, when faced with the request to provide
aid to Greece and Turkey, asked whether such a step would commit the
United States to similar action in every case of Soviet aggressive action. Dean
Acheson, who oversaw the drafting of the Truman Doctrine,3 quickly ex-
plained to the congressmen that the United States would take action only
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3. The Truman Doctrine speech was the product of the combined effort of three committees, trial
drafts by three State Department ofªcials, two major drafting sessions chaired by Acheson, and a com-
plete reorganization and stylistic rewriting by the White House staff. Acheson was in direct control of
all of these elements, except for the last, which he modiªed. He established the principles on which
the speech was based and made the decision to place the request in the framework of a global policy.
Finally, he personally defended the speech in the face of Congressional opposition. Little of the prose
is his, but he deserves to be called the author. For George M. Elsey’s disclaimer of any inºuence by
himself and Clark Clifford on the policy aspects of the speech, see his article, “Impressions of a Speech
Writer,” in E. T. Rossides, ed., The Truman Doctrine of Aid to Greece (New York: Academy of Political
Science, 1998), pp. 55–59.



when circumstances made it suitable and within its capabilities. This allayed
most of the concerns, as evidenced by the passage of the aid legislation by
greater than 70 percent majorities in both houses of Congress.

Kennan, on the other hand, did not publicize what he really meant for
many years. Looking back, he claimed that “The Sources of Soviet Conduct”
had led to a one-word encapsulation of a foreign policy he had not intended.
Containment, in the popular mind, as well as in the minds of some senior
statesmen, was a simple, direct statement of a policy of opposing the Soviet
Union at every opportunity.

In his 1967 memoirs Kennan ªnally set forth what he says he actually in-
tended to recommend as U.S. policy toward the Soviet Union in “The
Sources of Soviet Conduct.” He also launched a strong attack on the Truman
Doctrine, claiming that when he examined an early draft of that speech he
had objected to what he termed its universalistic tone. By that he meant that
the speech recommended “a universal policy” of reaction whenever and wher-
ever the Soviet Union was endangering democracy. Twelve years earlier, Jo-
seph M. Jones, the amanuensis of the Truman Doctrine speech, had pub-
lished a similar account of Kennan’s 1947 objections to the speech, without
providing a source.

Kennan’s statement that he had opposed the Truman Doctrine in 1947,
seemingly conªrming Jones, has been accepted by many authorities, includ-
ing Daniel Yergin, David Mayers, Walter L. Hixson, Wilson D. Miscamble,
and Arnold Offner.4 In all cases they based their statements on Kennan’s and
Jones’s accounts. In fact neither of these accounts is in accord with Kennan’s
actual opinion of the speech in 1947 when he ªrst reviewed a draft and then
commented on the ªnal versions a few weeks later. In that period Kennan ap-
proved the draft speech with some minor reservations. He provided a list of
suggested changes, most of which were adopted. He also provided an alterna-
tive draft that was neither more nor less universalistic than the one he had ex-
amined. But his draft lacked the other’s force.
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4. See Daniel Yergin, Shattered Peace: The Origins of the Cold War and the National Security State
(Boston: Houghton Mifºin, 1977), p. 282; Wilson D. Miscamble, George F. Kennan and the Making
of American Foreign Policy, 1947–1950 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), p. 32; Da-
vid Mayers, George Kennan and the Dilemmas of U.S. Foreign Policy (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1988), pp. 136–137; Walter L. Hixson, George F. Kennan: Cold War Iconoclast (New York: Co-
lumbia University Press, 1989), p. 59; and Arnold Offner, Another Such Victory: President Truman and
the Cold War, 1945–1953 (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2002), pp. 200–201. To these can
be added many others, including Robert J. Donovan, Conºict and Crisis: The Presidency of Harry S.
Truman, 1945–1948 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1977), p. 282; John L. Harper, American Visions of
Europe: Franklin D. Roosevelt, George F. Kennan, and Dean G. Acheson (New York: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1996), p. 197; Thomas G. Paterson, Soviet-American Confrontation: Postwar Reconstruction
and the Origins of the Cold War (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), p. 199; and Hugh
De Santis, The Diplomacy of Silence: The American Foreign Service, the Soviet Union, and the Cold War,
1933–1947 (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1979), p. 213.



This article explains how the Truman Doctrine speech became a state-
ment of a new foreign policy oriented against the Soviet Union, how it related
to Kennan’s “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” and how valid Kennan’s atti-
tude toward the Truman Doctrine was. In particular, the circumstances in
which the Truman Doctrine speech was forged require a detailed analysis of
how a seemingly simple request for funds from Congress became a statement
of a major policy change. The article also examines the policy change itself to
determine whether it was a commitment to intervene in any case of Soviet ag-
gressive action and, if so, whether that amounted to Kennan’s universalism. In
addition, the article explores the value of the concept of universalism and
looks at it in comparison with “The Sources of Soviet Conduct.” Although no
deªnite answer can be given to the question of why Kennan attacked the Tru-
man Doctrine in his memoirs, the article offers some tentative conclusions
and assesses the validity of the most used sources for the preparation of the
Truman Doctrine speech.

The Domestic Context of American Foreign Policy
in February 1947

On 21 February 1947, the administration of Harry S. Truman was presented
with a major problem. Without warning, the British embassy in Washington
had notiªed the State Department that Great Britain was almost immediately
terminating aid to Greece and Turkey, both of which were facing what were
perceived to be Soviet pressures. The British hoped that the United States
would take over the tasks of preventing the collapse of the Greek government
and strengthening the ability of the Turks to defend themselves. British lead-
ers worried that unless the United States intervened, Greece and possibly Tur-
key were in danger of becoming Soviet satellites.

The problem was not the simple one of deciding whether to accept the
British challenge. Any signiªcant help to Greece and Turkey would have to be
justiªed to Congress in order to obtain the necessary funds. This would also
mean asking for support of an increased U.S. presence in the Near East. Con-
gressional approval would, in the long run, depend on the public’s acceptance
of this request.

In the mid-term elections of November 1946, Truman’s Democratic
Party lost control of both houses of Congress. This meant that any appeal to
Congress for money for a new foreign policy initiative would risk defeat. The
1946 Republican victory had been won mainly on domestic issues, war weari-
ness, and a lack of conªdence in Roosevelt’s almost unknown successor. Al-
most all Republican legislators believed that reduction of government expen-
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diture was the major goal. Some legislators were also expected to object to
what they would see as an attack on the Soviet Union, a wartime ally. They
worried that condemnations of Moscow would dash hopes for a solution to
the German problem, which was to be considered in a few weeks time at the
Moscow Peace Conference.

Most Republicans who took an interest in foreign affairs accepted that
the Soviet Union represented a threat to world peace, but they had few sug-
gestions about how to deal with it. At the same time, a signiªcant number of
old isolationists who were still present in the Republican ranks of Congress
were wont to challenge any new departure in American foreign policy.5 A
small but vocal group of maverick Democratic Senators, including Claude
Pepper, Glen Taylor, and Harley Kilgore, were also inclined to join with Re-
publican isolationists to oppose support to Greece and Turkey.

The American public had limited interest in foreign affairs. By the au-
tumn of 1945, many still feared that the Depression would return with the
closing down of defense industries and the large number of returning service-
men with no jobs. Pressure for further demobilization, which would leave the
United States with limited military capability, was strong. Calls for the reduc-
tion of wartime taxes and an end to rationing and economic controls gained
strength. Many believed that world problems had more or less disappeared
with the defeat of Germany and Japan. They were conªdent that the new
United Nations would solve any problems that might arise. In the last resort,
any real threat to the United States from abroad would be countered by the
new American weapon, the nuclear bomb.

By the beginning of 1946, however, it was becoming apparent to many
Americans that the Soviet Union was no longer the ally it had been in the last
four years of the war. The frustrating actions of Soviet representatives in the
United Nations (UN) and the Council of Foreign Ministers (CFM), as well as
Soviet efforts to retain control of occupied areas, were recognized. The Iran
crisis of January–May 1946 and the Soviet pressures on Turkey in August–
October 1946 caused increased distrust. By the end of 1946 a poll showed
that a majority of the American people disapproved of the foreign policy of
the Soviet Union and felt that the policy of their government was too soft.
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5. The Senate included at least eight isolationists, plus Robert Taft, the Republican Majority Leader
who, though perhaps not strictly an isolationist, generally opposed any new adventures in foreign pol-
icy. The House of Representatives included at least thirteen isolationists. The smaller proportion in
the House was probably attributable to the defeat of a number of isolationists in the November 1946
election. See Justus D. Donecke, Not to the Swift: The Old Isolationists in the Cold War Era (Lewisburg,
PA: Bucknell University Press, 1979). For an opinion that the isolationist rump in Congress could be
seen as a signiªcant problem in securing congressional approval of aid to Greece and Turkey, see John
Lewis Gaddis, The United States and the Origins of the Cold War, 1941–1947 (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1972), pp. 341–344.



Nonetheless, the Truman administration was not sure that the American pub-
lic would support a stronger approach. Ofªcials underestimated the willing-
ness of the public to accept the probable danger and monetary cost of a new
and tougher policy.6

The implementation of U.S. foreign policy from July 1945 until January
1947 was the responsibility of Secretary of State James Byrnes, who sought
to carry out the wartime agreements entered into by Franklin Roosevelt,
Winston Churchill, and Josif Stalin regarding the future of the defeated coun-
tries of Eastern Europe, along with the establishment of the UN as a body to
ensure future peace. Much of Byrnes’s time was taken up in conferences with
the other Allied powers in attempts to establish peace treaties with East Euro-
pean countries, Germany, Austria, and Japan. He was later accused of giving
in too often to the Soviet Union, although he seldom had any alternatives if
progress was to be made. He early recognized the dangers of Soviet policies
and did his best to counter them. By early 1946 he was beginning to take
a ªrmer line, although he remained hopeful that compromises could be
achieved and continued his rounds of conferences. By mid-1946, he approved
recommendations of the State Department staff for a tougher stance against
the Soviet Union, but he did not institute an overall plan or program.

In practice, the day-to-day operations of the State Department, as well as
planning and recommendations for important decisions, were in the hands of
Dean Acheson. Acheson had served as an assistant secretary of state since Feb-
ruary 1941, his main duties involving economic affairs and liaison with Con-
gress. He was appointed under secretary in 1945 and was acting secretary of
state on and off for almost half of Byrnes’s term as secretary. Upon Byrnes’s
resignation in January 1947, Acheson agreed to remain an under secretary for
six months when George Marshall began his term as secretary. Acheson was
an international lawyer and a prominent member of the Democratic Party
who had brieºy served as assistant secretary of the Treasury and then acting
secretary of that department in the ªrst Roosevelt administration. During
most of the period in which the Truman Doctrine took shape, he was again
acting secretary of state while Marshall was attending the Moscow Confer-
ence. Marshall had consented to the initial decision to ask Congress to ap-
prove the aid requested for Greece and Turkey, but he had no part in the de-
velopment of the Truman Doctrine speech except for directions to modify
one sentence that might irritate the Soviet Union.7
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6. See Ernest R. May, “Lessons” of the Past: The Use and Misuse of History in American Foreign Policy
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1973), pp. 48–49.

7. Charles Bohlen’s statement that Marshall had ordered changes to the initial drafts of the Truman
Doctrine speech on grounds that it incorporated “too much ºamboyant anti-communism” is contra-
dicted by the actual cable Marshall sent from Paris, which instructed only that a comparison of totali-



A group of specialists emerged within the diplomatic service who saw a
threat to future peace from the USSR. They believed that instead of contin-
ued attempts at détente, the United States must oppose the Soviet Union
wherever it tried to expand its inºuence. The group included the four most
prominent experts on the Soviet Union in the State Department and Foreign
Service: George Kennan, Loy Henderson, Charles Bohlen, and Elbridge
Durbrow. Kennan and Henderson had been stationed in the U.S. listening
posts in the Baltic republics between the wars, and Durbrow had begun his
overseas career in the U.S. embassy in Warsaw. After diplomatic relations were
established with the Soviet Union, all four had served extensively in the em-
bassy in Moscow. Durbrow became the senior staff ofªcer for Soviet matters
in the State Department toward the end of World War II and replaced
Kennan in Moscow when the latter returned to Washington in mid-1946. In
1946–1947 Henderson was director of the Ofªce of Near East and African
Affairs, which concerned Greek and Turkish matters; Bohlen was special ad-
viser to the secretary of state.8

This group, together with other less senior ofªcers, was united in an aver-
sion to the Soviet Union. Although they were allowed to express their opin-
ions, they were opposed by those within the State Department who still be-
lieved that a chance existed for compromise with Moscow. Benjamin Cohen,
a counselor at the State Department and close adviser to Byrnes, was the lead-
ing ofªcial among those who were reluctant to initiate new approaches that
might antagonize the Soviet Union.9 Kennan’s “Long Telegram” of February
1946 may have had some effect on the department in general, but it led to no
overall change of attitude. The no-compromise group recognized the threat
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tarianism with Communism and fascism be deleted. Contrast Charles E. Bohlen, The Transformation
of American Foreign Policy (New York: W. W. Norton, 1969), pp. 86–87, and Charles E. Bohlen, Wit-
ness to History, 1929–1969 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1973), p. 261, with “Marshall to
Acheson,” 7 March 1947, in U.S. Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1947,
Vol. V, pp. 100–101 (hereinafter referred to as FRUS, with appropriate volume and page numbers).

8. This is not to accept the “Riga Axioms” thesis of Daniel Yergin in Shattered Peace. Each one had dif-
ferent ideas as to how the United States should react to the Soviet Union. For Bohlen, see Robert L.
Messer, “Paths Not Taken: The United States Department of State and Alternatives to Containment,
1945–1946,” Diplomatic History, Vol. 1, No. 4 (October 1977), pp. 297–319. For Henderson, see
H. W. Brands, Jr., Inside the Cold War: Loy Henderson and the Rise of the American Empire, 1918–1961
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1991), pp. 308–313. For Durbrow, see “Relations with the So-
viet Union” in State Department Papers, European Affairs File, Records of the Ofªce of European Af-
fairs, Matthews-Hickerson Files, 1934–1947, U.S. National Archives and Records Administration
(NARA), College Park, MD. This unsigned and undated document was used for a brieªng of Mar-
shall when he became secretary of state. A NARA archivist, Milton Gustafson, has identiªed the docu-
ment as having been written by Durbrow. The document appears to have been written in mid-
summer 1946, before Durbrow was sent to Moscow. Bohlen did not serve in a post in the Baltics but
spent two summers there while completing his language studies.

9. See Martin Weil, A Pretty Good Club: The Founding Fathers of the U.S. Foreign Service (New York:
W. W. Norton, 1978), ch. 16, esp. pp. 230–238; and De Santis, Diplomacy of Silence, pp. 204–210.



posed by the Soviet Union, but their only suggestion in 1946 seems to have
been diplomatic action and the maintenance of strong military forces, an un-
popular idea, especially in terms of expense. The Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS)
were worried about Soviet military strength and intentions, but they, too, saw
no other way in which the threat could be countered.10

Not until the Clifford-Elsey report of September 1946 did a deªnite idea
of reacting to every Soviet aggressive action appear in the records. That docu-
ment was not divulged to any of the Soviet specialists except Kennan, who re-
viewed a late draft of the report and made a number of suggestions for minor
changes, which were inserted into the report, often word for word. Kennan
added, without being asked for it, a comment summarizing its recommenda-
tions for a new policy of restraining the Soviet Union whenever and wherever
possible. The report did not have any effect on Kennan’s views of the Soviet
danger, but he did ªnd the suggestion of a program of confronting the Soviet
Union a suitable proposal for future action. In his “Long Telegram” and in
subsequent speeches and writings up to this time, he had made no recom-
mendations about U.S. policy beyond detailed observation of the USSR and
education of the American public on the problem. The day after he read the
Clifford-Elsey report he delivered a speech to a group of State Department
ofªcials in which he outlined a program intended to contain the Soviet
Union.11

Although the experts were anxious to see the adoption of a new policy of
opposition to the Soviet Union, their inºuence on those who wrote the Tru-
man Doctrine speech is difªcult to trace. Even Kennan does not seem to have
made a speciªc recommendation for a global policy statement until he read
the Clifford-Elsey report and was encouraged by Forrestal to begin the paper
that eventually became “The Sources of Soviet Conduct.” Of the four, only
Henderson had any direct part in the preparation of the Truman Doctrine
speech. Durbrow was in Moscow, as was Bohlen except for the ªrst few days
after the delivery of the British notes. Kennan was detached from the State
Department to be deputy commandant for foreign affairs of the National War
College.

The dominance of the State Department experts who still hoped for
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10. See Gaddis, Origins of the Cold War, pp. 282–315; and the documents in FRUS, 1946, Vol. I,
pp. 1160–1171.

11. George Kennan to Clark Clifford, “Comments on the Document Entitled American Relations
with the Soviet Union,” 16 September 1946, p. 2, in George M. Elsey Papers, Harry S. Truman Li-
brary (HSTL), Independence, MO. For Kennan’s speech of 17 September, see Kennan, Memoirs
1925–1950, pp. 318–320. Clifford and Elsey were amused afterward with the thought that, had their
report been published before “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” American Cold War policy might
have been called “Restrainment” rather than Containment. See Clark Clifford, Counsel to the Presi-
dent: A Memoir (New York: Random House, 1991), p. 125.



agreements with the Soviet Union was weakening as Truman and Acheson be-
gan in 1946 to take a more antagonistic attitude. From the beginning of
1946, when Truman wrote his “I’m tired of babying the Soviets” (unsent) let-
ter to Byrnes, the president was increasingly annoyed by Soviet deªance of the
West. In July1946 he ordered the preparation of the Clifford-Elsey report, but
his role in suppressing that document indicates that he was not yet prepared
to initiate any positive action or public declaration of his attitude. Acheson
had taken a gentle line with the Soviet Union until mid-1946, although no
public evidence of a change of heart surfaced until the months just before the
Greek-Turkish crisis erupted.12 Byrnes continued to take a stronger line by
mid-1946 and was considering more robust action against the Soviet Union.13

The difªculty was that any signiªcant action would require major funding at
a time when relatively small requests for aid had to be turned down or limited
to gifts of surplus arms or equipment.

Thus, even though by February 1947 the administration accepted that
stronger action should be taken to oppose the Soviet Union, there seemed lit-
tle that could be done in the face of congressional skepticism, the public’s rela-
tive lack of interest in foreign affairs, and the general concentration on domes-
tic issues. The one favorable factor was Marshall’s replacement of Byrnes
as secretary of state. Acheson had intended to leave government service at
this point but agreed to remain the under secretary to insure continuity. At
the same time, Marshall approved a long overdue reorganization of the de-
partment that would increase efªciency (and put more power in Acheson’s
hands).

The Response to the British Notes

On the day the British notes were received (21 February), Acheson in Mar-
shall’s absence established an ad hoc group of ofªcials to analyze the problem
and propose a course of action. Their report recommended that the adminis-
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12. See Robert L. Beisner, “Pattern of Peril: Dean Acheson Joins the Cold War,” Diplomatic History,
Vol. 20, No. 3 (Summer 1996), pp. 321–335; and the documents in FRUS, 1946, Vol. VIII, pp. 223–
245, 827–850.

13. “Memorandum Regarding Proposals Contained in British Aide-Memoirs of February 21 Relating
to Greece and Turkey” 24 February 1947, in FRUS 1947, Vol. V, pp. 41–42, n. 1; “Memorandum by
the Chairman of the Special Committee to Study Assistance to Greece and Turkey to the Under Secre-
tary of State,” n.d., in FRUS, 1947, Vol. V, pp. 48–55; Joseph M. Jones, The Fifteen Weeks (February
11–June 5, 1947) (New York: The Viking Press, 1955), pp. 133–135; Dean G. Acheson, Present at the
Creation: My Years in the State Department (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1969), pp. 217–218; Richard
D. McKinzie, “Oral History Interview with Loy Henderson,” Washington, DC, 14 June 1973, p. 85,
in HSTL; Loy Henderson to George Kennan, 2 and 29 April 1967, in Henderson Papers, Library of
Congress (LC), Washington, DC.



tration accept responsibility for aid to Greece and Turkey but did not suggest
extending aid to other countries or establishing any new policy. Foreign affairs
experts were agreed that the aid would be highly desirable, but they realized
that a determined effort would have to be undertaken to obtain congressional
approval.

A “Special Committee” of senior staff members, including Kennan,
Bohlen, and Henderson, was established to prepare a new draft of the report.
Two committee members suggested that “the ªnancial part of the problem be
approached on a global basis” and that “it be presented to Congress as part of
a world wide program.”14 The new draft was formalized as the “Report of the
Special Committee to Study the Assistance to Greece and Turkey.” No men-
tion was made of the suggestions that any assistance given should form part of
a worldwide program. Marshall and Acheson presented their recommenda-
tions based on this report to Truman, who approved them and convened a
group of senior congressmen for a presentation by Marshall on the problem.15

No stenographic record of this meeting has been found. Acheson recalls mak-
ing an impromptu speech when congressmen did not seem impressed by
Marshall’s presentation. Acheson says that he emphasized the danger to the
United States and the free world if aid were not given to Greece and Turkey.
He foresaw the spread of the Soviet bloc into both the Middle East and West-
ern Europe unless drastic action was taken.16

Acheson’s intervention has been interpreted by many to mark the initia-
tion of a major change in U.S. foreign policy. It is difªcult to see anything in
the vague records of the meeting that could be considered a recommendation
for the support of threatened democracies worldwide. All sources agree that
the congressional leaders recognized the need for aid to Greece and Turkey
but had strong doubts about whether it would be authorized. The legislators
recommended that if the president wished to proceed he should send a strong
message to Congress.17

12

Frazier

14. “Minutes of the First Meeting of the Special Committee to Study Assistance to Greece and Tur-
key,” 24 February 1947, in FRUS, 1947, Vol. V, pp. 45–47; and “Memorandum by the Chairman of
the Special Committee to Study Assistance, ibid., pp. 48–55.

15. Jones, The Fifteen Weeks, pp. 137–138; Acheson, Present at the Creation, p. 219; and Harry S. Tru-
man, Memoirs, Vol. II, Years of Trial and Hope, 1946–1952 (London: Doubleday, 1956), p. 108.

16. Jones’s The Fifteen Weeks, pp. 138–142, contains the most detailed account of Acheson’s speech
and is usually the source quoted in studies of this event. The account appears to be based on Jones’s
draft memorandum of 28 February 1947 titled “Chronology,” in Jones Papers, HSTL. In another
memorandum, Jones also includes a summary of Acheson’s speech, but he states that his knowledge is
based on “hearsay from Acheson and others concerned.” See Joseph Jones, “The Drafting of the Presi-
dent’s Message to Congress on the Greek Situation,” 12 March 1947, in Jones Papers, HSTL (herein-
after referred to as Jones, “Memorandum 12 March”). Acheson’s later account, in Present at the Cre-
ation, p. 219, is less detailed and less dramatic than that of Jones.

17. Senator Tom Connally, the Democratic chairman of the Senate Foreign Affairs Committee, and



The next morning, Acheson instructed senior State Department ofªcials
to prepare a draft of a presidential request to Congress for approval of aid to
Greece and Turkey. He seems to have set forth only two principles to be fol-
lowed: “There should be no direct provocation of the Soviet Union; instead
the spread of Communism worldwide should be stressed. . . . The concepts
of liberty and democracy should be basic, as a matter of national self-inter-
est.”18 Neither of these guidelines indicates an intention to embark on a more
outgoing foreign policy or to establish a new doctrine of support to any
country whose democratic system or independence was being threatened.
Acheson’s instructions were put in the hands of the Foreign Policy Informa-
tion Sub-Committee (FPI) of the State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee
(SWNCC). This group consisted of senior ofªcials from the State Depart-
ment, the Army, and the Navy. A two-day conference witnessed at least three
calls for a new policy of providing aid to free governments everywhere that
were under threat.19

While the report of the subcommittee’s deliberations was being prepared,
Henderson, in overall charge of the appeal to Congress; Gordon Merriman,
the chief of the Division of Near Eastern Affairs; and Joseph Jones, a tempo-
rary State Department speechwriter, who were all present at the meeting,
wrote trial draft speeches for Truman. Each of them included in different
words a recommendation for a global policy of support for any democratic
country under internal or external Soviet pressure.20

However, the formal report of the subcommittee included a statement of
“Basic United States Policy” that began:

A cardinal objective of United States foreign policy is a world in which nations
shall be able to work out their own way of life free of coercion by other na-
tions. . . . It is the policy of the United States to give support to free peoples who

13

Kennan, “Universalism,” and the Truman Doctrine

Senator Arthur Vandenberg, the senior Republican member, both denied having pledged their sup-
port for the request as a result of Acheson’s speech, although both pressed for the resulting appropria-
tion bill. See Tom Connally, My Name Is Tom Connally (New York: Thomas T. Crowell Co., 1954),
p. 319; and Arthur H. Vandenberg, Jr., The Private Papers of Senator Vandenberg (London: Gollanz,
1953), p. 339. Truman’s Memoirs, Vol. II, p. 109, fails to mention Acheson’s intervention.

18. See The Fifteen Weeks, pp. 145–147; and Jones, “Chronology.”

19. “Report on the Meeting of the State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee (SWNCC) Sub-
Committee on Foreign Policy Information, 28 February 1947,” n.d., in Records of the State-War-
Navy Coordinating Committee File, Lot 54-D202, Box 11569, State Department E-1530, Subject
Files 1945–52 of the Assistant Secretary for Public Affairs, “Greece, General,” NARA. The printed
document with the same title in FRUS, 1947, Vol. V, pp. 66–67, contains only a small part of the dis-
cussions and does not include these proposals, which were put forth by Francis Russell, director of
public affairs; R. L. Denison, Navy representative; and Llewellyn Thompson, chief of the Division of
East European [Russian] Affairs.

20. See “Suggestions for the President’s Message to Congress in Regard to the Greek Situation,”
3 March 1947, in Jones Papers, HSTL; “Mr Merriman’s Draft,” in Jones Papers, HSTL; and
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are attempting to resist subjugation from armed minorities or from outside
forces. The United States will, within the framework of the Charter of the
United Nations, assist in assuring the ability of peoples, who are now free, to
work out their own destiny. This is not a new policy. It was stated in the Atlantic
Charter and in the Declaration of the United Nations, and was carried forward
in the Yalta Agreement.21

This statement is at variance with the suggestions in the subcommittee’s min-
utes and the three trial drafts. The statement claims that the United States al-
ready had a policy of supporting threatened free countries but only because of
its responsibilities to the UN for carrying out wartime agreements. The state-
ment denies that the speech would amount to a policy change, in a seeming
attempt to use U.S. membership in the UN as the only justiªcation for giving
aid to Greece and Turkey. The ofªcials in charge of the program evidently be-
lieved that a unilateral global approach was desirable but would not be accept-
able to Congress. In effect, they had no intention to introduce anything that
could be considered universalistic.

The Working Drafts and the Final Version

After Acheson read these drafts and the Special Committee’s report, he in-
structed Jones to put the speech together. A series of drafting sessions under
Acheson’s supervision began on 5 March. The ªrst two drafts were based on
the subcommittee report, sometimes word for word, as when they stated that
no new foreign policy was being suggested. The views of the three trial draft-
ers and the suggestions in the subcommittee discussions on this point were ig-
nored.

At some point in the drafting session of 5 March, a request was inserted
asking for $250,000,000 for Greece and $250,000,000 “to be used in Turkey
or in any other such country as may ªnd itself in need of help in maintaining
that economic stability necessary to the survival of its independence and free
institutions.” Acheson put a question mark against this insertion, but it was
not discussed on 5 March. Jones brought up the matter on the morning of
6 March. He expressed puzzlement that now “the general philosophy and pol-
icy of the draft were so wide and sweeping that they led up to a request for an
open authorization.” Presumably because he had understood that the speech
was designed only as a means of obtaining funds for Greece and Turkey, he
went to Acheson for clariªcation. According to Jones:
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Acheson leaned back, looked over at the White House, and said slowly, “If
F.D.R. were alive I think I know what he’d do. He would make a statement of
global policy but conªne his request for money right now to Greece and Tur-
key.”22

That afternoon important changes were made to the draft. Acheson
scratched out the phrase: “It is the policy of the United States” and replaced it
with: “It must be the policy of the United States.” At the same time, the sen-
tence beginning “This is not a new policy” and the accompanying justiªca-
tion for aid to Greece and Turkey on the basis of responsibilities to the UN,
the Atlantic Charter, and the Yalta Agreement were omitted.23 Jones implies
that these changes were the result of Acheson’s reºections on what Roosevelt
would have done, although he pointed out that Acheson had already ordered
an examination of the possibility of basing the request on a global policy.

The substitution of “is” with “must be” constitutes a major change in the
State Department’s conception of U.S. foreign policy. Up to this point, the as-
sumption was that the United States was committed to supporting democracy
abroad only as part of its responsibilities under the UN Charter. In making
this change, Acheson was saying that an independent policy of aiding demo-
cratic countries worldwide had not heretofore existed. Instead, such a policy
must be inaugurated. This recommendation was a major point in the subse-
quent drafts of the Doctrine speech and was the crux of the ªnal speech; it be-
came enshrined as an axiom of U.S. foreign policy alongside the Monroe
Doctrine, although it was seldom invoked in justifying U.S. interventions
abroad. The recommendation was not a commitment but a statement of in-
terest on a parallel with Roosevelt’s 1937 “Quarantine” speech.

Acheson was risking a defeat for Truman and the Democratic Party. In
the context of American public opinion in the early spring of 1947, Congress
and the public might well consider that a global policy of intervention would
endanger world peace and put too severe a burden on the resources of the
United States. If Congress refused to appropriate signiªcant amounts of
money for Greece and Turkey because it might mean acceptance of a global
policy, or simply because it was the policy of the minority party, the adminis-
tration would be dealt a major blow. The failure to put the problem in the
hands of the UN might itself cause opposition. The day after the speech was
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delivered, Truman wrote to his daughter: “This terrible decision I had to
make has been hanging over my head for about six weeks.”24 It is not clear
whether he found it a difªcult decision because it might lead to war with the
Soviet Union or because it might result in a defeat for himself and the Demo-
cratic Party if Congress refused to accept it.

On the evening of 6 March, Jones incorporated Acheson’s major change
in the statement on foreign policy and other modiªcations into a new draft.
This was sent to Clark Clifford, the special counsel to the president, who cus-
tomarily supervised the preparation of Truman’s speeches.25 No one on the
White House staff was yet aware of what the State Department was propos-
ing. Clifford and his assistant, George Elsey, reviewed the draft, thoroughly
reorganized it, and made numerous changes to its style. They made no sig-
niªcant change to its content, no doubt because its global outlook closely par-
alleled their secret report to the president of September 1946. Their major
contribution was recasting in stronger terms the paragraph containing the
critical statement that it must be the policy of the United State to aid threat-
ened democracies. After ªnal discussions between Acheson and Clifford, a
new draft emerged, which was sent to the president on the afternoon of 10
March.26 Truman read the speech for the ªrst time less than 48 hours before it
was to be delivered.27 After further minor changes, a ªnal draft was agreed,
and this, with the addition of a few emphasis marks, became the rostrum copy
of the speech.28

The speech was generally well received and accepted as an announcement
of a new foreign policy directed against the Soviet Union. But signiªcant criti-
cism was voiced from several quarters. Henry Wallace, an ardent New Dealer
in Roosevelt’s cabinet who had been only recently removed from his post as
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secretary of commerce for attacks on Truman’s foreign policy, objected vocif-
erously to the doctrine. He saw it as a direct attack that would ruin any
chance of a settlement with the Soviet Union and pose a threat of military ac-
tion.29 Eleanor Roosevelt wrote a long letter to Truman objecting to the doc-
trine on grounds that it would harm the Democratic Party in forthcoming
elections and that it would be unwise to take over “Mr Churchill’s policies in
the Middle East.” Truman sent her a three-page letter (prepared by the State
Department) justifying the speech.30

Other criticisms of the speech were voiced in both liberal and conserva-
tive newspapers arguing that it might endanger future relations with the So-
viet Union or that it meant commitments to further expenditures for other
countries.31 Numerous critics averred that the president should have given the
matter to the UN to handle or at least should have consulted the UN ªrst.
One such critic was Senator Arthur Vandenberg, who had just become chair-
man of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Vandenberg and others who
wanted UN action were paciªed by the so-called Vandenberg Amendment to
the spending bill connected with the doctrine speech. The amendment called
for the ending of any U.S. aid if some international body could provide it in-
stead or if the UN found that such aid was unnecessary or undesirable.32 The
most vehement objections to the speech came from Walter Lippmann, who
objected on the speciªc ground that in his view this new policy meant that
the United States would go to the aid of any country threatened by the Soviet
Union.33

The day after the speech was delivered, three weeks of hearings began in
both houses of Congress on authorization to appropriate aid to Greece and
Turkey. The critical comments on the speech, especially Lippmann’s, were
given major prominence throughout the period. Acheson was fully aware of
this when he was summoned to testify before the Senate and House commit-
tees that would make their recommendations to their respective houses. Be-
fore the matter could be put before the full membership of Congress, the
chairman and ranking minority members of the Senate Foreign Relations
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Committee, Vandenberg and Thomas Connally, put questions (perhaps pre-
arranged) to Acheson relating to these criticisms.

Acheson insisted that the new policy was to be implemented on a case-
by-case basis. When questioned by legislators who worried that the doctrine
would commit the United States to engagement against any Soviet aggressive
move, he answered that the president had said no such thing, and he reiter-
ated that aid would be given only when speciªc circumstances and capabilities
warranted it.34 Acheson made similar statements to the House committee. His
explanations were immediately published in the press, although they did not
receive much attention.

It is difªcult to see how the Truman Doctrine speech could be described
as universalistic, in view of Acheson’s immediate clariªcation at the congres-
sional hearings. His explanation probably reassured many of the objecting
congressmen but did not have wide circulation in the press. Even so, most of
the opposition was silenced. The appropriations bills for the requested aid
were passed by large majorities in both houses, with more than half the Re-
publicans voting with the Democrats.35 Those who voted against the bill were
strong isolationists or left-wing radicals. However, Lippmann continued to
publish unfavorable comments on the doctrine for the next six months, seem-
ingly ignoring Acheson’s statements to the legislators.

Sources for the View That Kennan Objected to the
Doctrine Speech

All scholars and documentary evidence are in agreement that Kennan visited
the State Department on the afternoon of 6 March 1947 and examined a
draft of the Truman Doctrine speech that was being revised before being sent
to the White House. Several scholars have accepted the view that Kennan ob-
jected to the major theme of the speech, sometimes exaggerating its defects
and misquoting the sources on which their analysis was based. For example,
Walter Hixson argues:
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From Kennan’s realist perspective, the presidential address, with its universal
pretensions and Manichean imagery, aroused memories of idealistic crusades to
make the world safe for democracy. He argued that American assistance should
be conªned exclusively to combating communism in Greece and that no aid be
extended to Turkey, where no communist insurgency existed. He raised these
objections with Acheson, who declined to order revisions in Truman’s text on
the basis of Kennan’s critique.36

David Mayers takes the same view:

After reading a predelivery version on the President’s talk, Kennan told Acheson
and other drafters of the speech that its ideological content was overblown and
its commitment to rescue anti-communists so open-ended that the Soviets
would probably view it as a deliberate step toward war. Kennan warned Acheson
that the administration’s decision not to discriminate explicitly among interna-
tional dilemmas and American choices, and its lapsing into hyperbole, would
exact a high cost in public and congressional confusion about foreign affairs.37

Presumably, Hixson and Mayers were not aware of the contents of two
written messages Kennan sent to Acheson in March 1947. The comments of
Hixson, Mayers, Yergin, Miscamble, Offner, and many others are based on
two sources. The ªrst is an account in Jones’s 1955 Fifteen Weeks on the ori-
gins of the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan. Much of Jones’s discus-
sion of the writing of the doctrine speech is based on his own detailed memo-
randa written in March 1947. However, these memoranda do not mention
the visit of Kennan to the State Department or any objection by Kennan to
the draft he saw. Jones gave no source for his 1955 account, which depicts
Kennan as having objected strongly to the tone of the message and the speciªc
action proposed. According to Jones, Kennan was especially opposed to the
ideological content of the message and the open-ended commitment to aid
free peoples. Jones quoted Kennan as saying “The Russians might even reply
by declaring war!” Jones claims that Kennan voiced his objections all the way
up to Acheson but was told that it was too late to consider any changes be-
cause “the decisions had already been taken and approved.”38

The second source often cited is that of Kennan’s 1967 Memoirs, which
contains a strong attack on the Truman Doctrine along the lines of Jones’s
1955 account. Unfortunately, both Jones’s and Kennan’s post hoc accounts
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are contravened by Kennan’s actual comments to Acheson concerning the
draft speech.

Kennan in his memoirs admitted that he did not clearly remember his
visit to the State Department and that he had relied on Jones’s 1955 account
for some of the details.39 He recalled his attendance at the meeting of the Spe-
cial Committee and mentioned that he then felt he had “participated in a his-
toric decision of American foreign policy.”40 He had no connection with the
drafting of the speech for the next ten days. Kennan claimed in his memoirs
that the draft he saw on 6 March41 did not reºect the views of Henderson or
of any other member of the geographical divisions of the department. He de-
scribed it as the product of the Foreign Policy Sub-Committee of the
SWNCC at the instigation of the State Department’s public relations ofªce.
This is true only to the extent that some sections of the subcommittee report
were still being used in Jones’s working drafts. Considering that Henderson
was in overall charge of the preparation of the drafts and that he, with other
ofªcials of the geographical divisions, participated in the drafting sessions,
Kennan’s comments make little sense.

Kennan claimed that he had suggested some alternative language but had
no record of it.42 He said that he had based his 1967 views of the Truman
Doctrine on a problem he had given to his War College students on 14 March
1947, two days after the delivery of the speech, and his 28 March lecture to
the students, in which he provided his own answers to his problem. In analyz-
ing these questions and their answers, one needs to bear in mind that Kennan
probably composed his answers at the same time that he devised the problem;
that is, before he was aware of the charges by Lippmann and others that the
speech was dangerously universalistic. What is clear is that the lecture was
given when Congress was still debating whether to grant the requested funds.

In setting the problem, Kennan had asked the students to consider four
questions concerning the provision of aid to Greece and Turkey. These were:

a. If we don’t do this, what would happen to the world at large?
b. What would that mean for our own security?
c. If we do do it, what does it let us in for elsewhere?
d. To what extent does this constitute a new departure in our national

conduct?43
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In the memoirs, Kennan’s use of his comments on questions a and b gives
a strong impression that he had approved the aid to Greece and Turkey. He
appears to justify this by discussing, along lines quite similar to those in
Acheson’s intervention speech in the congressional brieªng, the threat of So-
viet expansion in Greece and the Middle East.

Instead of continuing with question c at this point, Kennan inserted in
the memoirs a section that has no connection with anything in his lecture to
the students. The placement of this section creates the impression that it is
part of that presentation. His insertion begins with the question “Why, [if I
approved the decision to provide aid to Greece] did I take exception to the
language of the President’s speech? I took exception to it primarily because of
the sweeping nature of the commitments which it implied.”

He followed this with a citation of the “I believe it must be” section of the
ªnal version of the speech and the following:

This passage, and others as well, placed our aid to Greece in the framework of a
universal policy rather than in that of a speciªc decision addressed to a speciªc
set of circumstances. It implied that what we had decided to do in the case of
Greece was something we would be prepared to do in the case of any other
country, provided only that it was faced with the threat of “subjugation by
armed minorities or by outside pressures.”

This is similar to the text of Jones’s 1955 account of his visit to the State
Department, except that it does not include Jones’s attribution to Kennan of
the statement “The Russians might declare war!” This passage from Kennan’s
memoirs and Jones’s account has generally been accepted as proof of Kennan’s
objections to the Truman Doctrine speech.

Kennan in his memoirs eventually returned to his comments on question
c and more or less repeated them. They included a list of considerations in-
volved in the problem. These were, ªrst, that the problem was within U.S.
economic, technical, and ªnancial capabilities; second, that the resulting situ-
ation if the United States did not take action to aid Greece would “redound
very decidedly to the advantage of our political adversaries”; and third, that if
the action is taken, “the favorable consequences will carry far beyond the lim-
its of Greece.” Kennan followed this by pointing out that these principles
might not apply to other regions, mentioning China as an example, with the
implication that in these cases the doctrine would not apply. Kennan spe-
ciªcally said that the considerations “supported our decision to extend assis-
tance to Greece.” In other words, Kennan believed that they were part of the
new policy Truman had announced.
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One page later in the memoirs, Kennan mentioned Acheson’s explana-
tion at the congressional hearings that the doctrine would be invoked only in
appropriate cases. Kennan approved of this but continued by saying: “Never-
theless, the misapprehension already conveyed was, as I see it, never com-
pletely corrected.”44 Kennan was complaining here not about the policy of the
Truman Doctrine to provide support to countries under threat but about
what he saw as the failure to make clear that the policy would be implemented
only on a case-by-case basis. It is unfortunate that most historians have based
their accounts of Kennan’s attitude toward the Truman Doctrine speech on
the passage quoted above without considering Kennan’s comment on
Acheson’s explanation.

Kennan did not include in his memoirs any discussion of question d on
whether aid to Greece constituted a new departure in “our national conduct.”
To the students, he had pointed out that the UN, being composed of both
Communist and non-Communist states, was helpless in problems such as
those then present in Greece and Turkey. In his view:

Human situations which call for strong outside material support and guidance,
applied according to some sort of system, will jolly well have to be met by one or
the other of the two competing ones; for it is only in rare circumstances that you
can have a mixture of the two. Either our system is applied, or the other one.
And if we are too timid to apply our own when we are asked to do so, we must
be prepared to admit the application of the other.

He continued:

If there is anything that is new in what we are considering for Greece and Turkey
it is the thought that we are being asked here to go beyond a policy of rhetoric
and to give ºesh and blood for the ªrst time to principles which we have long ac-
knowledged and admired in the comfortable plane of generality. Here we can no
longer hide behind language, behind any international policy of responsibility,
or behind that smug sense of disentanglement that animates us whenever we dis-
pense pure charity. Here we have to bite [sic] it and chew on the bitter truth that
in this world you cannot even do good today unless you are prepared to exert
your share of power, to take your share of responsibility, to make your share of
mistakes, and to assume your share of risks.45

As a whole, Kennan’s comments to the War College students form a clear
statement of his views in mid-March 1947 about the appropriate policy to
adopt toward the Soviet Union. They do not contain any great amount of
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analysis of Soviet ideology or motivations but include a detailed study of the
probable course of the Soviet Union’s efforts to extend its inºuence through-
out the world. Kennan called for steps to block such moves but argued that
they should be limited to those within the capabilities of the United States
and to the areas of greatest signiªcance. He included a strong recommenda-
tion for the provision of aid to Greece and Turkey. At the same time, his
comments amounted to an open-ended call for support to other unnamed
countries in similar situations. Nothing in his comments was critical of the
doctrine speech. At that point Kennan clearly believed that the doctrine
should be implemented so long as it was within the capabilities of the United
States.

The day before Kennan delivered his lecture to the students, he sent a
copy of the assignment and the script of his lecture to Acheson. In a cover
note, he told Acheson that he hoped that his comments “might just possibly
be of some help to you in answering questions on [the doctrine speech].”
Acheson did not take advantage of the offer, but there is little doubt that the
publication of Kennan’s comments in March–April 1947 would have been of
great value to Acheson and the administration in countering the criticisms of
Lippmann and others. Kennan’s intention in March 1947 must have been to
praise and support the speech, even if he did not approve of its style.

Kennan’s Message to Acheson on 6 March 1947

Kennan in 1967 seems not to have remembered his actual comments to
Acheson when visiting the State Department on 6 March. Before leaving the
department that day after examining the draft, Kennan had dictated two rec-
ommendations, which he sent to Acheson under cover of a brief handwritten
note. The ªrst enclosure was a two-page set of amendments he felt should be
made to the State Department draft. His ten suggestions included proposed
deletions of repetitious or what he considered undesirable material, as well as
recommendations for rewriting portions. Three of his suggestions were im-
mediately accepted and applied to the current draft; ªve were incorporated
later. Of the two that were rejected, one concerned Turkey (but did not ex-
clude aid to Turkey), and the other recommended deletion of two paragraphs
on grounds that they were redundant. Some of the eight comments that were
accepted were slightly rewritten but without losing Kennan’s meaning.46 This
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is in direct contradiction to Jones and Kennan, both of whom in their later
accounts say that Kennan’s comments on the draft came too late to be used.

None of Kennan’s suggestions amounted to an objection to the major
points of the draft; they did improve its style and clarity. He made no com-
ment at all about the statements in the State Department draft that the policy
of the United States is or must be to aid threatened democracies generally.
Most likely, the draft he read was the one that still contained the statement “It
is the policy of the United States” and not the working copy that was being
changed that very afternoon to “It must be the policy.”47 If this is correct, his
criticism in 1967 of the new statement must have been based on a reading of
the actual speech and not on what he read on 6 March.

The second attachment was Kennan’s own draft of a speech that he felt
should be substituted. Although it depicted Turkey as being in less immediate
danger, it concluded by repeating the recommendation made by the State De-
partment for support to both countries. Kennan did not provide grounds for
aid in terms of either an existing policy or a proposed new policy. His
justiªcation was a more generalized conviction that U.S. action was required
in terms of national security and world stability, with the conclusion: “We
cannot now stand aside and see totalitarian regimes imposed upon free peo-
ples for lack of support from our side for the forces of democracy.”

This is similar to his recommendation for action in his comments to the
War College students. His words in his message to Acheson contain nothing
that might be construed as an objection to a universal approach. His only
signiªcant complaint concerning the State Department draft was that it was
too lengthy and somewhat obtuse. In effect, he approved of the Truman Doc-
trine speech.48

His own draft does not differ in signiªcant content from the one he read,
although it is much shorter and more stylish. Its weakness was its peroration,
which did not emphasize the importance of the problem or the threat to the
United States. In effect, his draft lacked ªre. Senator Vandenberg, when he
heard the presentations by Marshall and Acheson to the congressional leaders,
is alleged to have told the president that it would be necessary to “scare hell
out of Congress.” Although the story is probably apocryphal, the phrase is an
accurate representation of the underlying purpose of the Truman Doctrine
speech. Kennan’s version would have scared no one.
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The later accounts of Jones and Kennan simply cannot be squared with
Kennan’s letter of 6 March 1947 or with his lecture text two weeks later. The
discrepancies are puzzling. After all, Jones was almost certainly the one who,
at Acheson’s direction, amended the working drafts to insert Kennan’s sug-
gested changes. Jones must have known who provided them, although he
probably did not meet Kennan on the afternoon of 6 March. Kennan in 1967
admitted that he had forgotten what he had recommended. Perhaps he forgot
that he had sent Acheson a copy of his comments to the students. Even so,
when Kennan in 1967 reviewed his 1947 comments to the students he should
have noticed the discrepancy between his comments on “what it might let us
in for elsewhere” and his inserted section in his memoirs criticizing the Tru-
man Doctrine.

“The Sources of Soviet Conduct”

When Kennan recommended a global approach in his proposed draft, he was
not simply borrowing an idea that had been introduced by Acheson. That
same idea had already been included in “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,”
without trying to insert its most extreme recommendation, the concept of
containment. Although the article was not published until July 1947, it was
completed ªve weeks before Kennan reviewed the doctrine speech. In his ªrst
draft of the article, written prior to 7 January 1947, Kennan stated: “[The
Kremlin’s] inherent expansive tendencies must be ªrmly contained at all times
by counter-pressure which makes it constantly evident that attempts to break
through this containment would be detrimental to Soviet interests.”

In his ªnal version of 31 January 1947, he wrote:

The Soviet pressure against the free institutions of the western world is some-
thing that can be contained by the adroit and vigilant application of counter
force at a series of constantly shifting geographical and political points, corre-
sponding to the shifts and maneuvers of Soviet policy. . . . [The possibility of So-
viet decline because of internal weaknesses] would of itself warrant the United
States entering with reasonable conªdence upon a policy of ªrm containment,
designed to confront the Russians with unalterable counter-force at every point
where they show signs of encroaching upon the interests of a peaceful and stable
world.49
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This was not Kennan’s ªrst use of the term “containment” in recommending a
global policy of response to Soviet threats of aggression. His earliest use of this
term appears to be in a talk to State Department staff on 17 September
1946.50 This in turn is no doubt a paraphrase of his comment the previous
day on a draft of the Clifford-Elsey report, in which he had said:

Our best chances of inºuencing the Soviet Government consist in keeping it
confronted with a set of circumstances which make it unmistakably clear that
action contrary to our conception of a decent world order will redound to the
disadvantage of the Soviet regime whereas friendly and cooperative action will
pay dividends. If such a state of circumstances can be maintained ªrmly enough
over a long enough period of time the logic of it must eventually permeate into
the Soviet system, with beneªcial results.51

Kennan must have had in mind this view as well as his recent recommen-
dations in “The Sources of Soviet Conduct” when he examined the doctrine
speech draft. It is difªcult to see why he would have then criticized the draft
on universalistic grounds, as he claimed in his memoirs. “The Sources of So-
viet Conduct,” if taken literally, was far more universalistic than the Truman
Doctrine. Had Kennan in March 1947 really found the Truman Doctrine
speech undesirable because it was too universalistic, logic would demand that
he should have withdrawn his own article from its scheduled publication.
What is more likely is that Kennan in March 1947 could see no difference be-
tween the two documents in this sense. He later claimed that he had never in-
tended “The Sources of Soviet Conduct” to be considered as what he de-
scribes in the memoirs as universalistic or as a doctrine.52 However, his
message to Acheson and his comments to the War College students included
nothing in that vein.

Within a few weeks of Truman’s delivery of the speech, Kennan was
brought in to head the State Department’s new Policy Planning Staff. His ªrst
task was to determine how the United States could come to the economic aid
of Western Europe. In his initial report, an important contribution to the
genesis of the Marshall Plan, he included a section on the Truman Doctrine.
He urged that in announcing the new program, steps should be taken to
avoid a problem he thought had been created by the doctrine speech. He felt
that press coverage of the speech was an indication of a widespread perception
that U.S. policy was now to be a blank check for economic and military aid to

26

Frazier

cause of restrictions on Kennan’s papers. I assume that the quotation from the second draft is identical
to that in the published article of July.

50. Kennan, Memoirs 1925–1950, p. 320.

51. “Comments on the Document Entitled ‘American Relations with the Soviet Union,’” 16 Septem-
ber 1946, p. 2, in Elsey Papers, HSTL.

52. Kennan, Memoirs 1925–1950, p. 383.



“any area of the world where communism showed signs of being successful.”
He stressed that his concern was not the actual content of the speech but the
lack of clarity in stating that it would be implemented only when circum-
stances were suitable.53

Kennan recognized a problem with “The Sources of Soviet Conduct” at
some point after it was published. He might have been inºuenced by what he
called the “dangerous impressions” of the Truman Doctrine and by the early
criticism of Lippmann and others of that speech. After publication of “The
Sources of Soviet Conduct,” Lippmann attacked it as vigorously as he had the
Truman Doctrine speech. (Lippmann believed that Kennan was the author of
the speech and felt that the two documents were part of the same recommen-
dation.)54 In 1948, Kennan prepared, but did not send, a strong letter to the
journalist in which he insisted that his article had been misunderstood. In
particular, he stressed that he had not intended to call for intervention at
every point and at every instance. However, his clariªcation of what he meant
was not made public until his memoirs appeared in 1967.55

In his memoirs Kennan explained in retrospect what he meant by con-
tainment. He admitted that language such as “a long term, patient but ªrm
and vigilant containment of Russian expansive tendencies” and “adroit and
vigilant application of counter force at a series of constantly shifting geo-
graphical and political points” was “at best ambiguous, and lent itself to mis-
interpretations.” He said that he should have speciªed more clearly that he
wanted action taken only with respect to areas of the world in which “the sin-
ews of military strength could be produced in quantity.” Because only the So-
viet Union and its East European satellites were under Communist control,
the main task of containment was to ensure that none of the other core areas
fell under such control. He also believed that action was not needed on every
occasion. He wrote that he should have made these points clear in “The
Sources of Soviet Conduct” and found it “mysterious” that he had not. In

27

Kennan, “Universalism,” and the Truman Doctrine

53. George Kennan to George C. Marshall, “Policy with Respect to American Aid to Western Europe:
Views of the Policy Planning Staff,” 16 May 1947, in FRUS, 1947, Vol. III, pp. 229–230. Although
some have suggested that Kennan changed his mind at this point because he was now in a more senior
and more sensitive ofªce, Kennan was in fact fully aware that he was to take up this position before the
Greek-Turkish problem occurred. It seems unlikely that moving to the new ofªce would have sud-
denly changed his views.

54. For a collection of Lippmann’s objections to “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” as well as to the
Truman Doctrine, see Walter Lippmann, The Cold War: A Study in US Foreign Policy (New York:
Harper, 1947).

55. Kennan, Memoirs 1925–1950, pp. 380–382. For a discussion of Kennan’s long failure to explain
his real meaning in “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” see Eduard M. Mark, “What Kind of Contain-
ment?” in Thomas G. Paterson, ed., Containment and the Cold War: American Foreign Policy Since
1945 (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1973), pp. 101–102. It is worth noting that Kennan in 1951
appended the text of “The Sources of Soviet Conduct” to his American Diplomacy 1900–1950 (Chi-
cago: Chicago University Press, 1951) without any questioning of its full validity.



providing this explanation, he pointed out that his objection to the Truman
Doctrine “revolved largely around its failure to make this distinction.”56

This clariªcation of his beliefs removes any charge of “universalism” from
his own foreign policy recommendations, but it does not explain his strong
attack on the Truman Doctrine in the memoirs. Kennan’s memoirs include a
reference to Acheson’s explanations in the congressional hearings but do not
point out that Acheson’s testimony cleared the doctrine speech from being
universalistic. Kennan implied that he had objected to the doctrine speech
when he read it only because it created a misapprehension (that the doctrine
was universalistic) that was “never completely corrected.” This is in contradic-
tion both to his letter to Acheson and to his comments to the War College
students in which he said nothing about any possible misunderstanding of the
scope of the doctrine speech.

Why Did Kennan Change His View of the Truman
Doctrine in 1967?

There seems little doubt that Jones obtained his story of Kennan’s objections
to the Truman Doctrine speech from Kennan himself, or from Kennan
through some intermediary. The story is not something Jones or some other
person would have invented. When Jones set out in 1954 or 1955 to write his
book, he probably asked Kennan for information concerning the origins of
the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan. Kennan’s 1967 account follows
Jones so closely that it must be either based on The Fifteen Weeks alone or on
an accurate recall by Kennan of what he had told Jones. Kennan did admit in
1967 that he did not remember the actual details of his visit to the State De-
partment or what he actually told Henderson and Acheson. This suggests that
Kennan used Jones’s account blindly, perhaps without remembering that he
himself was its source. Historians were no doubt glad to ªnd that Kennan
conªrmed Jones’s earlier statements; this seemed to add strength to their com-
ments. Unfortunately, the conªrmation was circular—there was only one
source.

Why should Kennan have provided Jones with the obviously inaccurate
story in early 1955? By then, Kennan was thoroughly unhappy with the State
Department’s policies vis-à-vis the Soviet Union. He had played a major part
in the preparation of the Marshall Plan and saw it as an expression of his own
views. However, in 1949 he opposed the administration’s decision to initiate
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the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, regarding it as a serious mistake that
would ruin the chances of settlements for Austria and Germany, as well as any
return to democracy in the East European satellites. From then on, he bom-
barded his superiors with proposals for negotiation with the Soviet Union.
But the government by this point had almost completely adopted contain-
ment as the basic policy. Kennan’s pleas were rejected, leading to growing dis-
agreements with Acheson, who had replaced Marshall as secretary of state.
Kennan’s position as head of the Policy Planning Staff was downgraded until
he was replaced by Paul Nitze in 1950. Kennan remained as counselor of the
State Department, an advisory post, and then resigned at the end of the Tru-
man administration in 1953.

By 1955, Kennan must have been very unhappy that his “The Sources of
Soviet Conduct” was being used as a justiªcation for foreign policy in a man-
ner that contradicted his current intentions and beliefs. He probably felt the
same way in 1955 about the Truman Doctrine but had no clear memory of
his attitude toward it when it was being drafted. Having a hazy idea that he
had not approved of it (perhaps thinking of his comment in the ªrst Policy
Planning Staff paper), he gave Jones an inaccurate account of his comments to
Acheson. Apparently in 1967 he had forgotten what he had actually written
to Acheson on 6 March 1947 and had kept no copy of his message. He con-
sulted his record of comments on the War College assignment, but when he
quoted them in his memoirs he misrepresented his comments on question c
(conditions that should be observed) as objections to the draft. Instead, those
comments were actually his interpretation of what the speech intended. This
misapprehension led him to insert the claim that he had objected to the draft
on grounds that it was universalistic and that those conditions were not
spelled out. This is speculative but is the most generous explanation.

There are two other possible reasons. The most obvious would be that
Kennan did not remember what he said in his 6 March message to Acheson.
As a result, he simply followed Jones, regardless of his record of what he said
to the students. The other reason is that he wished to make clear to the world
that his policy recommendations for continuous diplomatic and economic
pressure on the Soviet Union and negotiation had been and were being ig-
nored. Perhaps he was attempting to distance himself from the growing con-
troversy around Vietnam. All of these suggestions are difªcult to accept. One
wonders what Kennan, in later years, would have said if he had been faced
with a copy of his 6 March message to Acheson. Perhaps he would have found
his insertion of the critical passage in his memoirs a “mystery,” the same term
he used for his failure to distinguish between the Soviet Union and other in-
dustrial centers in “The Sources of Soviet Conduct.”
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The Evidence for the Preparation of the Truman
Doctrine Speech and Kennan’s Involvement

The primary sources for the development of the Truman Doctrine speech
consist of documents available to historians and the oral and written com-
ments of those involved in the preparation of the speech. The documentary
evidence is plentiful and useful. The difªculty comes with the latter, in partic-
ular Jones in The Fifteen Weeks and in his papers deposited in HSTL and
Acheson in Present at the Creation, along with Kennan. There is little reason to
question Jones’s two memoranda written in March 1947, which are in most
cases conªrmed by other evidence. Much of the rest of his writing on the Tru-
man Doctrine speech is based on hearsay from others, and on several points is
contradicted by documentary evidence. Acheson’s memoirs are disappointing
in their lack of detail and appear to be based to some extent on Jones, but they
are seldom open to question.

The contradictions between Kennan’s actual comments to Acheson on
6 March 1947 and the two accounts of the same visit by Jones in 1955 and
Kennan in 1967 constitute the major problem. If their two accounts had been
consistent with the facts, their close similarity would have been understand-
able, but they are not. This implies that both were using the same defective
source, which can only be information Jones received from Kennan prior to
publication of The Fifteen Weeks, probably as the result of a request by Jones.
Kennan in his memoirs admits that he had forgotten the exact details of his
connection with the Truman Doctrine and that he relied on Jones for some
matters.

Evidence of this is reinforced by comments by Loy Henderson when
Kennan sent him an excerpt of his draft memoirs for review. The exact con-
tent of the excerpt is unknown, but what is sure is that it included one rather
minor point, that of whether Kennan had attended the meeting of State De-
partment ofªcials on the night of 21 February, the day the British notes ar-
rived in Washington. Henderson, in replying to Kennan, seems to have taken
the view that Kennan was claiming to have had a major inºuence on the deci-
sion to recommend aid to Greece and Turkey that night, although he had not
been present and had not then been aware of the British notes. Jones in The
Fifteen Weeks had stated that Kennan did attend, and Kennan had reiterated
that point in his draft. Henderson drafted a strong letter of correction to
Kennan but did not send it until he had discussed the matter with other State
Department ofªcials who had been involved, and with Acheson, who by then
had left the State Department. Henderson then wrote Kennan a slightly more
moderate letter, pointing out that Kennan had had no part in the matter until
24 February, three days after the recommendations had been made. Presum-
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ably as a result, Kennan changed his draft to state that his ªrst knowledge of
the problem was on 24 February.

Kennan’s excerpt must not have included the memoirs version of his
6 March visit, or the reactions of Henderson and Acheson would have been
far stronger. Even so, Acheson’s response to Henderson’s enquiry and Hender-
son’s two replies to Kennan shed considerable light on their view of the accu-
racy of both Jones and Kennan, along with the suggestion that Kennan was
the source of Jones’s account of his 1947 visit to the State Department. The
following statements are pertinent:

I . . . regret to tell you that in my opinion the passage of time has understandably
blurred your memory of what took place. . . . I do not agree that they [Jones’s
facts] were all set forth “well and accurately.” (Henderson to Kennan, 2 April
1967)

I believe that the only basis that Jones had for his statement regarding to
George’s contributions was statements made to him by George. (Henderson to
Acheson, 4 April 1967)

In my opinion, although some of the accounts in Jones’s book are correct, others
which seemed to be clearly based on hearsay were inaccurate. (Henderson to
Kennan, 29 April 1967)

Acheson, in replying to Henderson, said that Henderson was correct and that
he was removing Kennan’s attendance on 21 February from his own account.
Presumably this means Acheson, like Kennan, had followed Jones in the draft
of his 1969 memoirs.57

These letters demonstrate grave doubts about the reliability of Jones’s ac-
count of the preparation of the Truman Doctrine speech. Except for the two
memoranda Jones wrote in March 1947, much of his history of events is
based on hearsay, some probably received a considerable time after the fact.58

Charles Bohlen had little to do with the speech, and his only comment
about it in his memoirs was at variance with documentary evidence. Loy
Henderson never ªnished his memoirs and left only an oral history recording,
in which he was not asked many of the questions for which the historian of
the Truman Doctrine would require answers. Only a few of Henderson’s pa-
pers pertain to the doctrine. Clark Clifford and George Elsey were involved
only in the last rewrite. They have provided detailed information on the
modiªcations they made to the style of the speech, but these had no effect on
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its thrust. Truman’s memoirs have several errors regarding the doctrine
speech. He claimed to have made the critical decision to change the sentence
on American foreign policy from “It should be the policy” to “It must be the
policy.” The word “should” is not used in any draft of the speech. The ªrst
version of the speech he saw on 10 March had already been changed to
“must.” He also stated that he had sent an early draft of the speech back to the
State Department on grounds that it read like “an investment prospectus.” He
did not see an early draft of the speech. A more minor error was his attribu-
tion to the SWNCC of the 21 February report of the State Department ex-
perts.59

These weaknesses in the evidence of the participants have had a consider-
able effect on the historiography of the Truman Doctrine. Too often Jones’s
and Kennan’s erroneous accounts have been invoked to label the speech uni-
versalistic without a careful analysis of its content and the intentions of its au-
thor. This has meant that the Truman Doctrine is often subsumed into the
“The Sources of Soviet Conduct” and the program of containment.

Better evidence is still needed on two points. First, what did Acheson ac-
tually say to the congressmen on 27 February, and, second, when and from
whom did Jones receive his information on Kennan’s supposed 1947 attack
on the doctrine speech?

Conclusion

The Truman Doctrine speech had as its goal the approval of Congress for sub-
stantial aid to Greece and Turkey. The president had to make a convincing
case for its acceptance. Initially, the drafters of the speech used American re-
sponsibilities to the United Nations as their justiªcation and ignored numer-
ous calls for a global policy, even those from their own body. At some point,
Acheson took the decision to justify the aid program not just on the needs of
Greece and Turkey but also on the threat to national interest if Soviet inºu-
ence were allowed to spread into Western Europe. Acheson used this threat to
gain support from congressional leaders, but he did not then venture to rec-
ommend it as a policy, nor did he include the idea in his initial instructions to
the drafters.

By 6 March, Acheson made the decision to put the request within the
framework of a global policy, whether inspired by Jones’s question or by an
earlier change of mind of his own. He never allowed the speech to suggest that
aid would be given in all circumstances. He was prepared to clarify this point
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if challenged, and did so. The approval of the appropriation bills by large ma-
jorities of both houses of Congress vindicated his use of the global tactic. De-
spite his explanation that the policy statement contained in the speech was
not intended to commit the United States to universal application, it was
widely taken to be a new doctrine of unlimited intent.

Kennan’s “The Sources of Soviet Conduct” began as an essay for the pri-
vate ediªcation of Forrestal on the motivations and intentions of the Soviet
Union’s rulers. Kennan added his own recommendations for a U.S. response.
Only in his 1967 memoirs did he stress that it had not been intended as a
doctrine or policy but as a set of principles.60 To his dismay, it was long ac-
cepted, at least by the public, as State Department (and therefore administra-
tion) policy, regardless of which political party was in power. One should not
overstate the role of a single article, however. The failure of the Soviet Union
to carry out its agreements for postwar settlements forced a reaction by the
Western democracies that would no doubt have led to a policy very like con-
tainment to stem Soviet expansion while averting a third world war. “The
Sources of Soviet Conduct” provided both a justiªcation for this reaction, one
already recommended by many others, and a general plan for its implementa-
tion. Unintentionally, Kennan also provided a catchword for such a program,
which was immediately broadened.

Kennan’s real inºuence on the Truman Doctrine speech in March 1947
was limited to some minor changes to its prose. In his comments to the stu-
dents he included a detailed discussion of how it should be implemented—
namely, on a case-by-case basis. If his commentary had been either added to
the speech or published shortly after its presentation, it would have silenced
many of the objections that arose. Obviously he did not foresee these, as he
did not foresee the same objections being raised against “The Sources of So-
viet Conduct.” It is probable that in March 1947 he did not recognize in
March 1947 any difference between the global scope of the Truman Doctrine
and that of “The Sources of Soviet Conduct.” Even though his article (with its
proposal to counter Soviet aggression at every point) seemed to recommend a
policy of opposition to Soviet thrusts anywhere and anytime, he later argued
that this interpretation contradicted his real meaning.

Kennan may be criticized for his strong words against the Truman Doc-
trine in his memoirs, but he did include in them an explanation that his ob-
jection was limited to the lack of clarity about intentions. This explanation
has generally been ignored. Had he asked Henderson or Acheson to review his
account of his visit to the State Department, he might have modiªed his
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memoirs. Jones is equally at fault for not asking Henderson or Acheson to ver-
ify the account in The Fifteen Weeks of Kennan’s visit.

The two recommendations for a global policy of opposition to Soviet ex-
pansion were made almost simultaneously, but independently. Together, they
did much to bring about the public acceptance of such a policy, although its
implementation was to take place slowly and in actions varying from the Mar-
shall Plan to the Korean War. Neither document was intended as a universal-
istic approach as later deªned by Kennan, but his denunciation of the Tru-
man Doctrine in his memoirs has hidden his actual position in March 1947.

It was not clear to those who criticized either the Truman Doctrine or
“The Sources of Soviet Conduct” that a statement of a policy announcing an
American interest in global affairs could not amount to such a commitment.
The objection to the doctrine speech on universalistic grounds should have
abated after Acheson’s explanations, although the friends of the Soviet Union
and the hardline isolationists (along with Lippmann) continued their cam-
paign. Kennan’s failure until 1967 to offer an alternative reading of “The
Sources of Soviet Conduct” resulted in the popular acceptance of that article
as a major guideline for American Cold War policy for many years. By associ-
ation, the Truman Doctrine was taken as part of the containment program
and given prominence in the historiography of the Cold War mainly as the
ªrst announcement by the U.S. government of clear, vigorous opposition to
the Soviet Union.
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