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American diplomat George Kennan was stationed in Moscow in the mid-1940s
when he sent a “long telegram” to his superior in Washington, James Byrnes,
President Truman’s secretary of state. Subsequently published as “The
Sources of Soviet Conduct” in the influential policy magazine Foreign Affairs
under the signature X, the telegram outlined Kennan'’s views on the Soviet
Union. To counter Soviet aggression, he called for a policy of containing the
communist threat, a policy soon formulated as the Truman Doctrine, the central
foreign policy strategy of the Truman administration.

We have here a political force committed fanatically to the belief that with US there

can be no permanent modus vivendi,' that it is desirable and necessary that the internal
harmony of our society be disrupted, our traditional way of life be destroyed, the in-
ternational authority of our state be broken, if Soviet power is to be secure. This politi-

cal force has complete power of disposition over energies of one of world’s greatest
peoples and resources of world’s richest national territory, and is borne along by deep

and powerful currents of Russian nationalism. In addition, it has an elaborate and far

flung apparatus for exertion of its influence in other countries, an apparatus of amazing
flexibility and versatility, managed by people whose experience and skill in under-
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accessible to considerations of reality in its basic reactions. For it, the vast fund of ob-
jective fact about human society is not, as with us, the measure against which outlook
is constantly being tested and re-formed, but a grab bag from which individual items
are selected arbitrarily and tendenciously to bolster an outlook already preconceived.
This is admittedly not a pleasant picture. Problem of how to cope with this force is un-
doubtedly greatest task our diplomacy has ever faced and probably greatest it will ever
have to face. It should be point of departure from which our political general staff work
at present juncture should proceed. It should be approached with same thoroughness
and care as solution of major strategic problem in war, and if necessary, with no small-
er outlay in planning effort. I cannot attempt to suggest all answers here. But I would
like to record my conviction that problem is within our power to solve — and that
without recourse to any general military conflict. And in support of this conviction
there are certain observations of a more encouraging nature I should like to make:

(One) Soviet power, unlike that of Hitlerite Germany, is neither schematic nor ad-
venturistic. It does not work by fixed plans. It does not take unnecessary risks. Imper-
vious to logic of reason, and it is highly sensitive to logic of force. For this reason it
can easily withdraw — and usually does — when strong resistance is encountered at
any point. . . . Thus, if the adversary has sufficient force and makes clear his readiness
to use it, he rarely has to do so. If situations are properly handled there need be no
prestige engaging showdowns.

(Two) Gauged against western world as a whole, Soviets are still by far the weaker
force. Thus, their success will really depend on degree of cohesion, firmness and vigor
which western world can muster. And this is factor which it is within our power to in-
fluence.

(Three) Success of Soviet system, as form of internal power, is not yet finally
proven. . . . In Russia, party has now become a great and — for the moment — highly
successful apparatus of dictatorial administration, but it has ceased to be a source of



emotional inspiration. Thus, internal soundness and permanence of movement need not
yet be regarded as assured.

(Four) All Soviet propaganda beyond Soviet security sphere is basically negative
and destructive. It should therefore be relatively easy to combat it by any intelligent
and really constructive program.

For these reasons I think we may approach calmly and with good heart problem of
how to deal with Russia. As to how this approach should be made, I only wish to ad-
vance, by way of conclusion, following comments:

(One) Our first step must be to apprehend, and recognize for what it is, the nature
of the movement with which we are dealing. We must study it with same courage, de-
tachment, objectivity, and same determination not to be emotionally provoked or un-
seated by it, with which doctor studies unruly and unreasonable individual.

(Two) We must see that our public is educated to realities of Russian situation. . . . I
am convinced that there would be far less hysterical anti-Sovietism in our country to-
day if realities of this situation were better understood by our people. There is nothing
as dangerous or as terrifying as the unknown. It may also be argued that to reveal more
information on our difficulties with Russia would reflect unfavorably on Russian
American relations. I feel that if there is any real risk here involved, it is one which we
should have courage to face, and sooner the better. But I cannot see what we would be
risking. Our stake in this country, even coming on heels of tremendous demonstrations
of our friendship for Russian people, is remarkably small. We have here no invest-
ments to guard, no actual trade to lose, virtually no citizens to protect, few cultural
contacts to preserve. Our only stake lies in what we hope rather than what we have;
and I am convinced we have better chance of realizing those hopes if our public is en-
lightened. . . .

World communism is like malignant parasite which feeds only on diseased tissue.
This is point at which domestic and foreign policies meet. Every courageous and inci-
sive measure to solve internal problems of our own society . . . is a diplomatic victory
over Moscow worth a thousand diplomatic notes and joint communiques. If we cannot
abandon fatalism and indifference in face of deficiencies of our own society, Moscow
will profit — Moscow cannot help profiting by them in its foreign policies.

Despite such incidents, and to some degree because of them, a generation was
spurred into action during the war years. In New York City, employment discrimina-
tion on the city’s transit lines prompted one of the first bus boycotts in the nation’s his-
tory, led in 1941 by Harlem minister Adam Clayton Powell Jr. In Chicago, James
Farmer and three other members of the Fellowship of Reconciliation (FOR), a nonvio-
lent peace organization, founded the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) in 1942.
FOR and CORE embraced the philosophy of nonviolent direct action espoused by Ma-
hatma Gandhi of India. Another FOR member in New York and proponent of direct
action, Bayard Rustin, led one of the earliest challenges to southern segregation, the
1947 Journey of Reconciliation. Meanwhile, after the war, hundreds of thousands of
African American veterans used the GI Bill to go to college, trade school, or graduate
school, placing themselves in a position to push against segregation. At the war’s end,
Powell affirmed that “the black man . . . is ready to throw himself into the struggle to
make the dream of America become flesh and blood, bread and butter.”






