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INTERVIEW WITH GEORGE F. KENNAN

(This is the first of two interviews)

Date: August 30, 1989
Place: Princeton, New Jersey

Interviewer: Patricia H. Labalme

CASSETTE ONE, SIDE ONE:

LABALME: I haven't seen this letter to Marty Segal.l

KENNAN: Well, this was a very serious letter about the Institute, its
organization, its possibilities, and ought to be available to you.
LABALME: Good.

KENNAN: I can't remember who Mr. Segal was.

LABAIME: Well, he's still a Trustee. Martin Segal.

KENNAN: Ah! That was it.

LABALME: And he was Chairman of the Lincoln Center for the Performing
Arts. But he also chaired the Review Committee in 1976, too, in that
connection.

KENNAN: Well, it was no doubt in this respect that I wrote this to him.
However it is the most serious thing that I ever wrote about the
Institute, and what I suggested for how it might be improved and so forth.
LABAIME: 1I'd love to look this over but I won't address it right now
since I haven’t had a chance to read it. Can we begin with the beginning?
You came in 19507

KENNAN: I did.

1A copy of Professor Kennan’s letter to Martin Segal is attached to the

transcript.
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LABALME: What brought you to the Institute?

KENNAN: Of course, I'm going to try to avoid saying the things that I
already said in my Memoirs which I gather you'’ve read.

LABALME: 1I've read them.

KENNAN: As you know from the Memoirs I met Robert Oppenheimer for the
first time when I was in charge of the political or non-military
instruction at the National War College in the first year of its
existence, and he came there to lecture. So I knew him from that time on.
I think he remembered me from coming over there to lecture. Then the next
year--or no, not the next year, four years later, I think early in the
1950s--1 probably met him even earlier than 1950. Probably in 1948 or 49
as head of the Planning Staff. I can't remember all of the meetings
within Government that took place within those years. My poor memory, I
am sure. But I do recall being involved with him in early 1950 in the
question of whether to go ahead with the hydrogen bomb. I wrote at that
time, and I am sure I showed it to him, a paper for Mr. [Dean] Acheson.

It was a personal paper because I retired from my position as head of the
planning staff on the last day of 1949 and remained only as Counselor of
the State Department, which is a position in which you had no
institutional staff for you at all. (It was purely a personal position.)
It was in that capacity that I wrote this paper for Mr. Acheson which I
regard in retrospect as one of the most important I ever wrote. I was
quite disappointed recently that Mac [McGeorge] Bundy hardly mentioned it
in his history.

LABAIME: Is it published anywhere? 1Is it available?



From The Shelby White and Leon Levy Archives Center, Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton NJ USA

Oral History Project, Box 8, Kennan, George Frost-Interview

KENNAN: 1In the foreign relation series, a portion of it is published.
LABAIME: Right.

KENNAN: But in any case that pertained to a problem with which Robert
Oppenheimer was so very much involved at that time from a different point
of view. We, I know, discussed it. We were almost alone in opposing the
intention of our Government--and its decisions--to go ahead and develop
the hydrogen bomb. So far as I know no one paid any attention to us. But
that brought us together. Then I have a vague memory that there was, at
some time in the late winter or spring of 1950, a conference up here at
Princeton. I can’'t remember what it was, but both Oppenheimer and I
attended it. I'm not sure that he did not chair it. But I do remember
coming up here to attend it. I stayed at his house by his invitation, and
he got me fearfully drunk on one these monstrous martini cocktails that he
used to--[Laughter]

LABALME: Did he really?

KENNAN: --prepare himself. (Of course, everybody’s always to blame for
his own actions). At any rate, I stayed there and I got to know him.? I
enjoyed his company and enjoyed being his guest, despite the cocktail.

And it was not the last time, as I recall it. I was there many times for
evenings later, with him and with Kitty. And even on that first occasion
we enjoyed each other's company and I think he respected my mind if not my
experience, because I hadn’t had very much at that time, and I knew

nothing about science. So when I finally decided that year--I can’t

2Rennan’s letter of thanks to Oppenheimer for this visit is dated January

9, 1950.
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remember whether it was before or after the conference--to ask for a long
leave of absence from the State Department because felt I had exhausted my
usefulness there at the time, and when I had received the permission for
it, he himself, as I recall it, asked me whether I would not be interested

3 This was indeed, for

in coming as a temporary Member to the Institute.
me, a wonderful opportunity, because I didn't know what else I would have
done with this year except to go out to our farm and try to write or
something out there. But this was far better and I accepted it. I might
interject at that point that it was not the first time--neither at the
conference nor when I came--not the first time I had seen the Institute;
because I came here once before (I cannot remember, I think it was in
connection with the 200th anniversary of the University in 1946). I
believe that on that occasion, it must have been, I came out and called on
Dr. Aydelotte who was then the Director. 1I have a very slight memory of
this. I called on him at his home over there. I have very little
recollection even of what he looked like. I found him a mild, tolerant,
relaxed scholar in the humanities as I remember it--of the older
generation such as I might have met here in Princeton 25 years before--or
whatever it was--when I graduated. I had a pleasant conversation with
him, but I don’t think that at that time we discussed any possibility of

my coming here.

LABAIME: Had you been aware of the Institute as a place, as a entity?

3Telegram to George Kennan from Robert Oppenheimer, dated February 16,

1950, reads: "Formal letter of appointment in the mails."
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KENNAN: Hardly at all. And how I came to come to call on him I can’t
remember. It may have been through Ed Earle, who took an interest in my
work, I think, even before I left government, and had a lot to do with
encouraging Oppenheimer, I'm sure, to invite me here.

LABALME: Yes.

KENNAN: Earle, as I think you may remember, had written a book on
American strategy, together, if 1 remember correctly, with Gordon Craig at
the University; and that was probably what brought me. I had read his
book*, incidentally, and it may have been that I wanted to call on him
when I was here, and he suggested that I see Aydelotte. In other words,
there had been contact with the Institute before Oppenheimer approached
me--presumably through Ed Earle. I'm sorry to be so vague about this.
LABALME: That'’s all right.

KENNAN: This is the way memories are at this distance.

LABAIME: 1It's a while ago.

KENNAN: So that the time I came up for the conference was presumably the
time at which I stayed at the Oppenheimer'’s house. I'm afraid that the
clearest memories I have of that occasion were the hangover I had the next
day, but in any case, that was not the first time I had been here.
LABALME: Once you came, it seems to me from what I've read in the files,
there was a very warm relationship between Oppenheimer and you.

KENNAN: Yes, although we had not known each other extensively at all, we

were drawn to each other--I, through great admiration for him for his

“Makers of Modern Strategy
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extraordinary mind and all of his qualities which I talked about in the
Memoirs, and I think he perhaps was relieved to find someone in government
that he thought was more open to general intellectual discourse,

LABAILME: And you had in common this commitment to public service.

KENNAN: That is correct, and we both understood that. This was not so
uncommon even at that date, in the years right after the war. The young

men who wrote who the book called The Wise Men seemed to be astounded that

we were devoted to the public interest (which is more of a commentary on
their time than on ours).

LABAIME: Isn't it? 1It's so true. But Oppenheimer was very supportive
over the years of your struggle between these two worlds.

KENNAN: Yes, he was. He understood it, and I owe everything to him. You
see, it was at the end of that period of long leave of absence, after only
a year and a quarter of it, that I was asked to go as ambassador to
Russia. I was still a member of the American Foreign Service, only on
leave of absence. And the idea would have been strange to me not to
accept an appointment given to me by the President. Had I already been a
private person it might have been somewhat different. But in any case, as
I say, I was still a member of the Foreign Service; and I regarded it as a
matter of course that being asked to take this position I had to go and do
it. I think that Oppenheimer understood that. However, as you know, it
lasted very briefly. I was back here in this country before I knew it.
And then when I came back, arrangements were made for the support of my
work at the Institute by the Rockefeller Foundation and by the Institute

itself. Robert Oppenheimer arranged that and invited me to come back here
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under those arrangements. I was, of course, not a member of the Faculty.
This was a rather long-term invitation which was also unusual, but it was
offered to me. And I regard this, in retrospect, as an absolutely crucial
turning point in my life. I had no academic credentials. No university
would have taken me on their faculty. 1I'd never written anything in
particular for publication, except the X article and a couple of others.

I had been here, of course, the first time, when I was on leave of absence
in 1950. I had arrived here in August of that year, I think. At that
time, incidentally, we were put up in what was called the dog kennel.
LABAIME: What was that?

KENNAN: It was a little building which had been used for some such
purpose on the terrain right where, as you go around the circle and turn
off to go on Maxwell Lane. There was no through road there at that time.
The little building lay in the meadow. It was given to us, at first, to
live in. I then settled down to work, and I will tell you about that a
little later if I may revert to it. But to hold my line of reminiscence
here: it was then later that year, around December, that I was reminded
by the University of Chicago Press that I had lightheartedly, when still
in government, accepted an invitation to go out there and deliver six
lectures in the spring of 1951. I had accepted it very frivolously, and
had even forgotten that they said that they had the right to publish the
lectures. So as the time for this approached, I did have to work on these
lectures. They were to be on American diplomacy, some comments on
American diplomacy over the first half of this century. So that I did

while here at the Institute; and I went out and did deliver them. That is
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recounted also, I think, in the Memoirs. These lectures proved to be
extraordinarily successful. They began in a student lounge with students
sitting around on all four sides, on the floor. But the next day they had
to move them into a large place, and they ended up in the great hall for,
I don't know, a thousand or so people. I lost, incidentally, as soon as I
had to talk in a place like that, the direct contact with my listeners I
had had at the outset.

LABAIME: Yes, it became formal.

KENNAN: Yes, but in any case, they did get published. The University of
Chicago was horrified to find that I hadn't written all of them out. The
last one was dictated in the offices of the publishing company, with a
thousand typewriters going around me, on the morning of its delivery.

They got me down there by the scruff of the neck and said: you’ve got to
produce this before you deliver the lectures. Well, these lectures proved
to be the most successful thing I ever published. I received just
yesterday a royalty of $2,300 still on these lectures. They're still
being assigned as supplementary reading to students.

LABALME: On American diplomacy?

KENNAN: On American diplomacy, because they were more informal. Somehow
or other, there wasn'’t anything quite like them. They're dated in many
ways now. They had thus been already given at the time when I was asked
to go as ambassador to Russia. They had been published; and they had
been, as I recall it, well reviewed. (I'd have to check on the dates of

this.) So that Oppenheimer, in asking me to come back here after my
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tour of duty in Moscow, had something more to go on, in the scholarly
sense, than he had had before.

LABALME: How did the colleagues--well, they weren't yet professorial
colleagues, but you surely knew them, and you mentioned Ed Earle--feel?
KENNAN: Ed Earle was strongly supportive all the way through. When I was
preparing to give these lectures, I became suddenly aware of my ignorance
about these things. And because one of them dealt with World War I and
Wilson's diplomacy, and so forth, and here was Arthur Link right in town,
I did, with Earle'’s encouragement ask some people to come together here
from various parts of the country and to join me in critically going over
this terrain that I expected to cover.

LABAIME: A kind of a seminar.

KENNAN: Yes. It took place down there in the E Building, in their little
conference room there. Earlgwas there, of course. I think he chaired it.
There were various others, diplomatic historians: Dick Leopold from
Northwestern University; I think probably Herbert Feis, and so forth. And
these people did take me to pieces gently and very usefully. I think that
generally they were encouraged with the results. This, I suppose, got
back to Oppenheimer; and it was the appearance of the book, of course,
plus that conference here that had been held in preparation for it, that
probably gave him the academic foundation he needed for offering me a
longer term appointment.

LABAIME: And then when you came back, what did you engage yourself in?
KENNAN: Oh, you know, the X article had made its way and I was pursued

by the usual importunities and pressures for other such contributions.
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And, very foolishly I yielded to some of those. One was to go on to
become a member of the initial Board of Trustees of the Ford Foundation.
Paul Hoffman, the first head of the Foundation, had great ideas of
assuring world peace through this agency. I was just inexperienced enough
to believe all that, and I immediately got caught in this activity.

[There were] other pressures--very, very intense and very difficult to
cope with for anyone as inexperienced as I was; and I began to feel the
tension between these pressures and what I wanted to do as a scholar here.
LABAIME: That tension really has followed you all long.

KENNAN: All my life and down to the present day, really. When I first
came here before my ambassadorship in 1950, Oppenheimer said to me, "I
would recommend that you don’t start to try to write anything, that you
sit down and do some basic reading"--because I was very poorly educated--
"and take these months to do this." I foolishly didn’t and have always
regretted it. He was absolutely right. I was a damn fool not to listen
to him.

LABALME: 1It'’s turned out all right. There's something in the Memoirs
that intrigues me. The first day you describe how you went to the
University book store and you picked out Calvin’s Institutes and you read
in it.

KENNAN: Well I loved it. I was just ripe for all this. I had had
experience in governmment. I was now more mature. I just ate this stuff
up. When I went to the National War College to lecture to these officers,
I began to read up on the theoretical works on strategy which I found in

Ed Earle'’s book. I was absolutely fascinated by this--1I was open for
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all this. It was the right time in my life, and my experience permitted
me to relate to it. I should have done, of course, what Oppenheimer said.
I certainly did--except for those Chicago lectures--misuse a lot of my
time.

LABALME: I mention Calvin because Calvin had a great sense that resonates
with what you talked about, of being led through so many turnabouts in
life. He never expected to be a religious leader, and I wondered if you
sensed some affinity with him.

KENNAN: Well, although I had of course been brought up a Presbyterian, I
never felt very close to the Calvinists ideologically or religiously. But
I was entranced with the mode of thought of a man of Calvin’s time.
LABAIME: And the clarity of expression.

KENNAN: Yes, and how much of it was relevant to the present day. Well,
when I came back here, I remembered the follies of my first months here,
before my brief ambassadorship in Russia, when I had gotten involved in
too many other things. And although I continued to fumble with this
problem even after I got back, nevertheless I came back resolved that I
would now do some serious studying and would try to do some serious
academic writing. And that was origin of the two volumes on the early
period of Soviet-American relations. This was something I considered
myself competent to write through my own experience, and the languages I
knew, and so forth. The two books were successful beyond my expectations.
The first did get the Pulitzer prize and several others. It was supported
by my colleagues here. I told of the encouragement that Ekg‘gava me. I

can’'t remember when Ed Earle died. I'm not sure that he--.

1. Ernst Kantorowicz
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LABALME: '54,

KENNAN: Yes, I think he died just about the time that it appeared, but
anyway Oppenheimer always encouraged it.

LABALME: Do you remember what Eka contributed? You say that he read the
manuscript.

KENNAN: Well, he criticized the manuscript from the professional
historical standpoint: when a historian could or couldn’t use the first
person, and that sort of tricks of the trade. There were parts, I can't
remember what they were, of the draft that he read which he thought
sounded unprofessional and which he would have put in a little different
way .

LABALME: Yes.

KENNAN: And I was very happy to have these suggestions; I learned from
them; they registered; I saw right away that he was right. I loved to
have this kind of criticism. I don't think that the draft was shown to
[E.L.] Woodward. I'm not sure that Woodward was here at that time. I
don’t know what he would have said to it; he was a very severe critic.
LABALME: You speak at one point, I think it's in a letter to Oppenheimer,
of the loneliness of a historian.

KENNAN: Well, this is something that has always impressed me, especially
in connection with the subjects I’'ve worked on. This particular one, for
example. There was, at that time, almost no one else working on it. And
the same thing later with the Franco-Russian alliance. In working on that
subject, I was totally alone in this country. There was nobody at the

Institute with whom I could talk these things over, never has been.
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LABALME: Or at the University?

KENNAN: Or at the University. It would have been nicer, and I'm sure
that it would have been good for me, if I'd been working somewhere where
other people were working on these things. I just received and have been
looking today at a bundle of articles from an East German lady professor
who has been working on this same period, who had read my first volume but
never dared try to communicate, and who now sent me reprints of things she
had written. It just shows you how far apart people were who worked in
this field.

LABALME: Yes. This is on the Franco-Russian treaty?

KENNAN: Yes.

LABAIME: How did you come to that, because the earlier topics were
American diplomacy 1917-19187

KENNAN: Well, I‘1l tell you. The work on the earlier topic drove into my
awareness what a tremendous disaster World War I had been. It had been a
disaster for all the participants. I had observed how people had been
thrilled when it broke out, and thought it was going to be a great event.
And then I reflected to myself: look what this meant--for the Czar’'s
government, total disaster for the entire generation that had been
connected with it; and for the French government: a really terrible
defeat, for nothing in the peace settlement could make good what the
French had lost in that war, and then--only to be confronted fifteen years
later with Hitler. And I thought, how could men have made so great a
miscalculation as they went into this first world war with high hopes.

And I thought: I will look at this and see whether I can find, by looking
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at what was in their minds at the time--they concluded this treaty [in
1895] - -why men make certain kinds of mistakes. And then I discovered that
there was very little good literature on this alliance. Only one book
existed. That was in French, didn't carry the story very far, and treated
purely the diplomatic side of it. It didn’t go into the psychological
side, or motivations of people, or anything like that. So I thought, I
have to do this myself. Well, then I discovered that before the
negotiations ever began, there was a long history of the development of
European diplomacy in the ’'70s and in the '80s that led to this
relationship, led to the very possibility of such an alliance. And I
found that so much was mysterious and unknown about all that, that I wrote
the first fat volume just on that background. All of this was, if you
will, dilettante history.

LABAIME: Why do you call it dilettante history?

KENNAN: Because I hadn’t been a teacher in history, you see.

LABAILME: That doesn't make you a dilettante.

KENNAN: I know, but the Institute is one of the few places where that
sort of writing could have been done. I don't think that there was any
other place where this sort of writing could have been done. I was
pressed very strongly a little later on, in the ’'60s, to take appointments
both at Harvard and at Yale. Great temptations lay in my path. But on
reflection--well, of course, there are other personal reasons too: I
didn’t want Annelise to be moved again; she’d had to move about thirteen
times in the foreign service, and I thought what a tremendous sacrifice

that was, and I recognized her need for a permanent home. But I also
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realized that given the sort of thing I did, and the never-ending struggle
against all these other pressures, if I'd had to go through that together
with a teaching career, I could never have been productive as a scholar.
That's why 1 stayed here. And that's a commentary on the Institute, of
course.

LABAIME: Indeed, it is.

KENNAN: Well then, I had written those two books on Soviet-American
relations. They appeared; they were reviewed; and one had the reactions
of the scholarly community to them. It was on that basis, I assume, that
in 1956-57, when I was at Oxford, Oppenheimer told me that my colleagues

here had offered me a permanent faculty position.’

But, said he, I want
you to know that the only doubts that were expressed among them related to
the question of whether you intended to be a scholar for the remainder of
your life. And if you don’t, I want to say to you that I don't think you
should accept the offer. That seemed to me fair enough. And I had to
examine myself very carefully.

LABALME: That letter's not in the files.®

KENNAN: It must be in my files.

5George Kennan was elected a professor November 15, 1955, his
professorship to begin January 1, 1956.

5There is a letter of &4 December 1962 in which Oppenheimer wrote Kennan
while Kennan was still ambassador to Yugoslavia and deciding on whether to
return to the Institute or accept an appointment at Harvard or Yale: "It
is...clear that no man would have reason to accept a professorship at the
Institute unless he had a serious and continuing interest in advanced study.
There is no presumption that the subject of study, or the style, will be the
same after a man has been here a while as it was to start with, and important
changes have indeed occurred in the intellectual development of many members
of our faculty" [ed.].
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LABALME: That would be interesting, because what I've read sounded so
supportive of anything you should choose to do.

KENNAN: Yes. Well he left it to me. But I thought he was absolutely
right to tell me about this and to force me to face this before I accepted
the professorship. I'm still full of amazement that the position was ever
offered to me by these colleagues. They could be very, very difficult
people and especially about professorial appointments.

LABALME: Indeed. But you came and then later, of course, you did go to
Yugoslavia.

KENNAN: Yes, I did that. I think Oppenheimer understood that very well
too, because, you see, both of us had been the victims not of McCarthyism,
not in its direct form, but of the atmosphere that surrounded it. I mean,
he had faced--at the same time--all of these same difficulties. This was
really why Foster Dulles had let me out of the Foreign Service. And he
had done so unjustly. I hadn't done anything to merit that. Oppenheimer
was aware of this, and he was aware that he too had been treated unjustly.
And when Kennedy came and took a different attitude toward him, and also
toward me, and offered me an appointment either in Yugoslavia or in
Poland, I was well aware, and so was Oppenheimer, that he did this
thinking that this was to make amends for the way the government had
treated me in 1953. So I thought I ought to take it--that I shouldn't
rebuff the President here. And I don't think it was bad for me that I
accepted it, even from the standpoint of the Institute.

LABAIME: Well, it enlarged your scholarly writings.
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KENNAN: It enlarged them. And actually, I got interested in the history
of that area. In order to encourage the other officers of the embassy, I
even wrote a little history of medieval Serbia for them. We were going to
try to prepare a conglomerate history of Yugoslavia. Because nobody could
write the whole thing. You'd have had to have ten or twelve languages to
do that. This is why I accepted the appointment, and why I was happy to
come back here afterwards. Oppenheimer let me go for that time. I must
say he was very broadminded, and he showed great confidence in me.
LABAIME: I think he felt a kindred spirit in you.

KENNAN: Yes, well, in many ways we were very different people, of course.
LABAIME: Tell me a bit about him as you have before, beyond the Memoirs.
You mentioned once in a conversation that he was a poet.

KENNAN: He had a very deep interest in and understanding for poetry. I
remember once at his request, when sitting there in the evening, reading
aloud to him Robert Lowell's tramnslation of Akhmatova’s poem called
"Requiem, " about the disappearance and purge of her son, and at the end of
it I found him weeping. He was a very--at heart, he had a very
sentimental temperament. He was very thirsty, really, for friendship, but
for friendship particularly on an intellectual basis--on the basis of
intellectual and aesthetic understanding. I think, as I've said in the
Memoirs, or may have said, that it was a disappointment to him, (I don't
think I explained it quite as I'm doing now), a disappointment te him that
there was not more real mutual reverence and friendship among the great
scholars here at the Institute. He really revered great intellectual

capabilities. This--to see how Bohr's mind worked-- was the basis for his
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relationship to Niels Bohr, whom he deeply loved. This was, to him,
something that attracted a real form of love and affection: to see the
scrupulousness and the effort that Bohr put in to what he was doing. And
so it was with all of us. One of the moving things about Robert was this
great feeling that he had for high scholarship and also, I think, for the
literary arts. I'm not sure that he had very much interest in the wvisual
arts or even the musical. I think it was primarily the literary arts.
LABAIME: Did you discuss literature together? Had he read in Russian
literature for example?

KENNAN: Yes, we did discuss literature. Kitty, with all her problems,
was in that respect supportive, interested, and encouraged him to
encourage others this way. Her unhappy qualities didn’t come out so much
in this. When I was living here already in Princeton and was at the
Institute, I must have been on numbers of occasions at their home in the
evening; and on these occasions, avoiding his cocktails, I greatly enjoyed
the rest of the evening.

LABALME: Did he hold his liquor well?

KENNAN: Yes, this was it, he could toss these things down. It didn't
bother him at all. Kitty, of course, would get really high and violent in
her opinions and all that, and it got worse and worse with time. But he
could handle this very well. And he was a delightful companion in
conversation. Everything was elevated by the immense quickness and
sharpness and reflectiveness of his mind.

LABALME: So many people seem to have had that impression of him.

END OF CASSETTE ONE, SIDE ONE
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CASSETTE ONE, SIDE TWO:

KENNAN: Also there’s one thing I might interject here, too. He
[Oppenheimer] used to attend the meetings of the Historical School, and I
think even in effect to chair them. And he was an excellent
administrator. Many people might think of him as an intellectual with his
head in the skies. Not at all. He was a very quick, rapid, incisive, and
decisive administrator; and he helped us dispose of the problems of our
School more rapidly and effectively in my opinion, than we would have been
able to do without his presence.

LABALME: Did he, as Director, attend all the School meetings?

KENNAN: I expect he did.

LABAIME: That's interesting.

KENNAN: And my colleagues don't seem to have resented it. In the first
place, he was informed about our problems. He had really read all the
documentation. He was interested. And he came in a helpful spirit, never
antagonistically, but throwing himself in and seeing how he could be
helpful to us in examining these questions: who should come here and why.
And of course his comments were always very good, because he had the same
reverence for high scholarship in the humanities that he had for other
forms of scholarship. So that was a part of his personality that is not
generally appreciated. I never could understand the source of his
difficulties with the mathematicians and the others here. I still don't
know what they were arguing about or why it didn’t work out.

LABAIME: That was where there was antagonism, you think?
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KENNAN: I have a recollection of being told that they objected to--well,
they were a difficult bunch of men in my opinion. We’re talking, of
course, about people thirty or forty years ago. But they never could get
on with any Director here.

LABALME: That'’s true. When he had his difficulties in Washington, was
there support for him here in the Institute community?

KENNAN: Oh, yes! Very strongly so. I went down and testified before the
Gray Commission Committee on his behalf. He was, of course, deeply hurt
by all this. You know the situation. It was painful in the "nth" degree,
with Strauss being simultaneously the Chairman of the Board of the
Institute and the man who was hounding him out of his position in
Washington. I never inquired about his relation with Strauss or anything
like that. I could see that I could embarrass him by asking him to
discuss that with anybody here on the Faculty, and so I never did. I
could never understand the government's position about the matters in
conection with which he was under investigation. They had known all of
these things years and years before. They had nevertheless seen him
through as director of the whole great Los Alamos project, and had let him
be the chairman of the General Advisory Committee for all these years. To
come back ten years later and say that you should have reported to the
police what somebody once said as a guest in your house--this seemed to be
a sign of the most dreadful sort of McCarthyite confusion of the time.
LABAILME: Did Oppenheimer talk about these things to anyone here that you

knew of, or was he closed with Kitty?
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KENNAN: I can’t remember that there was anybody else here on the Faculty
with whom he discussed these things. Poor man, he had had at that time,
as I recall, already secret police people sitting in his office and
looking at everything that came in and everybedy that came in. An awful
situation there, as though he were highly suspect.

LABALME: And did it change his behavior afterward? Because he remained
Director until 1966; that's another decade really.

KENNAN: Let’'s see, how long was that? I can’t remember when these
hearings took place.

LABAIME: I think it was ’'52, '53, around then.

KENNAN: I thought it was a little later.’ Mac Bundy’s book has something

about this.®

A very fine book that Mac has written. But in any case, I
don't know, there may have been people either here or on the University
faculty who were interested in physics and in the nuclear problem with
whom he discussed some of these things, but I think he felt pretty lonely
in it and abandoned.

LABAIME: You mentioned that it was for him a great source of pain
afterward, that he could not serve the government.

KENNAN: Yes, it was. He felt he had something to offer. He felt that he
had proven it in his years of government service. When you look back on

all this today and read Mac Bundy's book, you see very clearly, I think,

that the government would have done well to listen to him. And his

7 The hearings took place in April, 1954,

®McGeorge Bundy, Danger and Survivial: Choices about the Bomb in the

First Fifty Years (1988).
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awareness of the fact that he did have things to offer heightened his
unhappiness. He was, after all, in many ways the brightest of the lot,
and devoted to the government’s interest. Also, he was quite far-seeing.
For one thing, I remember that when I first came here (this was way back
in the period 1953-54-55) he always tried to persuade me that complete
openness was the only answer in all these nuclear problems. He felt that
we should have no secrets, that nothing would be lost by taking the
Russians into confidence. I was then skeptical. I had come through the
war with the government. I was used to governmental security and all that
sort of thing. I myself--today I see the error of it--I had written, when
it first became known that we had this bomb, but before I knew what it
was, to the State Department and had said: "For God's sake, don't
frivolously go and tell the Russians everything about this." Because of
course this was the Stalin era, and I had no confidence in those people at
all. But today I see that he was quite right, there was nothing to be
lost. The Cold War might not have taken the forms it did if we had known
what the other people were really doing instead of acting on the basis of
our own worst fears. And I've become convinced that our government is not
a government in which things should be done in secret, for better or for
worse. If that’'s a limitation, it’s a limitation that comes from the
nature of our society. So I have a lot of respect, looking back on it,
retrospectively, for what Oppie was then saying and felt.

There is one curious thing I would like to say about Oppenheimer
which was only touched on in the book. It is in connection with his

lecture at the War College. Marvelous as he was in conversation or even,
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for instance, in his interview with Ed Murrow--wonderful as were the
insights and phrases that he could get off--when he had to address a large
gathering of people, something awful happened. He put himself in a sort
of stratosphere, high above their capacities for reception, and was
totally ineffective. I would like, if I had the time, to get out his
Reith lectures, which fell absolutely into this category, and look at them
again.

LABAIME: The BBC series.

KENNAN: Yes, the BBC lectures. 1 gave those lectures the year before, I
think. I would like to read them and to see if I could now understand
them. But at the time, nobody did.

LABALME: Why do you think he did that?

KENNAN: I don't know. He simply was incapable of communicating very well
with the larger public in these matters. He could do it in conversation
most marvelously, but when he tried to put these things together--. He
must have written out the lectures; they were published later. I have
seen them since, and it seemed to me, glancing at them, that they were as
obtuse, obscure in print as they were when they were heard. But, in any
case, he was quite ineffective in that way.

LABAIME: Were they understood by the cognoscenti, by those people--?7
KENNAN: 1I really don’t know. It would be interesting to see whether they
were. I must look--we have here a volume of Solly Zuckerman'’s memoirs.

He would have been a person greatly interested, and he was an English
scientist. I would like to find out what he thought. I knew him,

Zuckerman. But there we were, and this was a peculiarity of Robert
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Oppenheimer’'s. Somehow or other, from that sort of a platform he could
not talk down to people. I can say, without arrogance I think, that it
was quite the opposite with my own lectures. They were exceptionally
widely listened to and understood by people. But one thing I think he did
not understand is that in a lecture like that, or a talk, you can hope to
put only two or three thoughts across, and these you have to elaborate in
such a way that they are driven home. My lectures at Oxford were back to
back with those of Isaiah Berlin, so I often attended his lectures in the
same hall. They were the most popular lectures in Oxford at that time,
and I learned a lot from Isaiah.

LABALME: But his style is not always comprehensible, because I've heard
him lecture.

KENNAN: Well, of course, he talks so fast.

LABAIME: That's right. Looking off into a cormer.

KENNAN: I know. He would always fix his eye on that corner. And his
students knew this, so they would all sit on that side. But in any case,
he did usually get his points across. He phrased them all different ways.
It always reminded me of someone polishing a billiard ball, someone who
turned it around and polished every side of it. But Oppenheimer did not
know how to do this. That was unfortunate because he had a lot to offer
which never really got across.

LABALME: 1I'd like to go to a somewhat different topiec. You had in the
earlier years here a group of younger people.

KENNAN: Yes. I'm glad you mentioned that. At the time of the Marshall

Plan in government, I had tried to persuade the government, in the paper
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that we produced in the planning staff, that it was high time that we toock
a look at our natural resources and measured them up against our ideas of
the future of this country: what we could do, what we couldn’t, what were
going to be our needs, what were going to be the pressing things we would
have to have in mind some years hence. That recommendation was not
understood in Washington at all, and was all messed up by the Truman
administration which did the wrong things, in the belief that they were
doing what I had talked about. But what they did had no relation to it,
really. And so I thought, when I got here, that I would call together--
and 1 proposed this to him, to Oppenheimer--a small group of people, three
or four, people we could work together with, and try to find out what were
the sort of material prerequisites of American foreign policy, what we had
to know about our own country, that is, in order to design policy
correctly, and particularly about what was happening to our natural
resources. What we had to have in mind as we did these things. And that
was it: it did get started. Two or three papers were produced about it.
But it had to be cancelled when I was given the appointment to Russia; the
project had to be wound up. I'd gotten money for it, I think from one of
the foundations. It may have been a clumsy idea. I'm not sure that it
was. I think if it had been carried through the way I conceived it might
have been a useful study.

LABALME: Later, were you not able to gather them again?

KENNAN: No, and I don't think I wanted to. When I came back I realized

that I now had to do some real independent work. I didn’'t want to be
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involved with other people anymore. This proved to be more time consuming
than I had thought.

LABAIME: Well, you've been involved with other people in a non-scholarly
sphere.

KENNAN: Well, I meant right here at the Institute. It was out of the
line of the Institute. I think I shouldn’t have recommended it or asked
for permission to do it.

LABALME: But other scholars here have gathered coteries around them.
KENNAN: Yes they have, I know. Well, this is what I had had in mind.

But I don't think it was really right for this Institute somehow or other.
I think it got too close to contemporary things.

LABALME: You mention special funding for this original group. Has that
been a concern?

KENNAN: No, I think it came from the Ford Foundation at that time.
LABAIME: Given the pressures that you've had, though, with the demands of
the outside world, you've needed more secretarial assistance at times.
KENNAN: I did. Well, I think at that time--as soon as I became a
professor, there was no problem about this. Up to that time I think it
was done with the help of the Rockefeller Foundation and the Institute.
LABAIME: And the Director--Directors I should say because you’ve been
through a series--have been sympathetic?

KENNAN: Yes, I didn’'t demand so much in that line after I became a
professor. I tried to stick more to what would have been here regarded as

traditional scholarship. And I've tried ever since to do that. I



From The Shelby White and Leon Levy Archives Center, Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton NJ USA

Oral History Project, Box 8, Kennan, George Frost-Interview

28.

mentioned in the Memoirs what one of my secretaries, Janet Smith, once
said to me about this.

LABALME: Say it again.

KENNAN: Well, in effect, she said, you run around complaining about all
of these outside pressures. You should stop complaining and realize that
if people value you as a historical scholar, it is because they think you
have had some experience in diplomacy, in real life, and if, on the other
hand, they value you as a commentator on current problems of international
affairs, it’s because they think there’s some historical background to
your views, that these views are of particular value to them because they
see that you are a scholar; so these two things are really complementary,
and you--this is what she said in effect--you should quit bellyaching
about it and accept this as your lot in life. This was a lesson to me,
and bless her heart for this insight.

LABAIME: Yes. You would say then the tension you speak of, at times you
have even called intolerable, was fruitful in this way.

KENNAN: I think it was, really. I think it was. I think really that
through the Chicago lectures, especially through the book on Russia and
the West under Lenin and Stalin, and in the Memoirs there were--well all
of these things were attempts to fructify each of the sides of this
tension through the other, if you see what I mean, both the scholarly side
through contact with contemporary problems, but also the contemporary
problems through scholarship. And as I mentioned in the Memoirs, it made
a deep impression on me one time when this English lady scholar here, I've

forgotten her name--.
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LABALME: Victoria Wedgewood.

KENNAN: Yes. A fine British historian. When she said to me you mustn't
let your pursuit of history deprive you of your interest in contemporary
things.

LABAIME: How wonderfully understanding of her to make that statement.
KENNAN: I also realized that people in England who were in similar
situations accepted it as being quite natural. Harold Nicholson was a man
whose work had a strong exemplary importance for my own, made a strong
impression on me, and was very important to the development of my own
work. He was the first really interesting and highly literary scholar in
the field of diplomatic history, yet he was at one time a member of
Parliament and was in current affairs very strongly. I just was reading,
incidentally (this was much more of the British tradition)--I was reading
up in Maine where we recently were, a book on Byzantine history written by
a man--I didn’t know who he was and was going to write to Dmitri Obolensky
to find out who he was, because this was the first of a planned three-

volume history of Byzantium.®

Then I discovered he's a Lord, he's a
member of the House of Lords. 1 found this out from an article I read in
Encounter.

LABAIME: This is quite different from the United States, you think?
KENNAN: Yes, the British expect their scholars to take a part--you look

at A. J. P. Taylor and those people. They're prominent people in the

discussion of contemporary events and yet they’ve managed to combine that

%John Julius Norwich, Byzantium: The Early Centuries (1989).
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with a respectable amount of real scholarship. I think it’s just a little
harder to do in this country, because there are so few of us, and the
pressures are very severe and sometimes give you the feeling that you have
no right to resist them. This is a country in which, as I've always said,
the position of a person, let’s say a scholar, who gets involved in
contemporary affairs, is like that of a girl at her first ball--either
everybody wants to dance with her or nobody does. Either can be
embarrassing.

LABALME: Yes, and very difficult. George, we're nearly done, I could go
on and on. But is there some question I haven'’t asked you that you would
like to address?

KENNAN: Well, I think about my thoughts about the Institute itself as
they’ve developed over the years. They are given and I won't repeat them
in this letter--

LABAIME: Of 1976 to Martin Segal?

KENNAN: As they were then in 1976, and I think that all of this stands up
so that there you have them. There's only one other thing I might have
added to this, I see. I'm not sure it was in my mind at that time. And
that is this: I feel that at least in the humanities and in the School of
Social Sciences, the professors should be encouraged by the Institute (I'm
not saying obliged, but encouraged) to give one lecture for the whole
Institute community, preferably on a subject that is not too highly
specialized, one that could be expected to be understood and appreciated

by the Institute community in general. Some of us have done that. John
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Elliott recently gave an excellent lecture.'® A model of this kind of a
lecture. Others of us--I have on occasions also, a lecture connected with
my own scholarly work but trying to bring out the interest that it should
hold for a wider intelligent public. Some of the members of the
Historical School, Cherniss I think, maybe Clagett, I can’t remember, were
strongly against this, didn't want to do it, themselves didn’t think
anybody else should be asked to do it. I don'’t think they approved of it
when any of us did it.

LABAILME: Was it ever discussed in the School?

KENNAN: Not that I know of. Well, it has been, evidently. I gather
since I left it has been: I haven’t attended those School meetings. I
was too intimidated by these elder scholars to push this. I could only do
it by example, and I did.

LABALME: You know, it is going to be done this year by the Historical
Studies Faculty. Everyone is giving a public lecture.

KENNAN: Oh, well, good. That's my idea, and I talked to them
individually about it. But this was something that was lacking in earlier
years. Some of the temporary members complained that when they went back
to their home institutions and people said to them: oh, what a marvelous
experience this must have been, and you must have heard so-and-so lecture
and so forth, he had to admit he never met so-and-so or even heard him
speak.

LABAIME: But what is its deeper rationale apart from that?

OsTwo Seventeenth-Century Statemen: Richelieu and Olivares," October

21, 1983.
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KENNAN: Well, the rest I think is in here [the letter to Martin Segal].
It relates primarily to the Faculty here. I think the problems of the
Institute have been overwhelmingly problems relating to the Faculty, not
to the temporary membership. I think this place has worked most
marvelously for the temporary members. The principles have been correct:
you bring these people here, you don't put competing pressures on them,
you leave them alone to do their own work. That is just fine. But I am
not convinced that the concept of the Faculty, as it now exists, is
entirely sound. I feel, and this is stated in this paper, that the
faculty positions here ought to go really for older, renowned scholars who
have completed most--not all, but most--of their own great creative work
and who need a place where they can reside in dignity and comfort and keep
up the ties with their discipline, give encouragement to younger people
and continue to do such work as they are capable of doing. This was the
way it was with Einstein, with von Neumann, but also with people in our
field. It was the way it was with a number of others I could think of,
with Eka, with Panofsky, with Woodward. These were all great figures in
their own field; and this was a proper place for them. They needed to be
in a place that had an academic setting, where they had an office, where
they had help, where they could have their libraries around them, where
people could come without always having to invade their homes, and so
forth. And that'’s fine. But when you come to younger scholars, I'm not
sure that a life without obligation like this is always good for them.
They may be fine scholars, and perhaps if you asked in a School meeting,

well, who is the best person in this or that field, someone would be named
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who is 40 or 45. But it is not to be assumed that this is going to be the
best way for him to spend the rest of his life. Four or five years here?
Yes, I think this can be extremely fruitful, and can enable him to do
writing which can be of great value. But most of them ought then to go
back to teaching, at least for a time.

LABALME: And you feel that a public lecture is a kind of reminder?
KENNAN: That is right. I think these things hold together. But I've
seen people that I thought should not have come here for life. They might
better (better for them) have been brought here for a time, in a position
somewhat different from those of the regular scholars who come here to do
nothing but their own work. Do you see what I mean?

LABALIME: Yes,

KENNAN: But it shouldn’t be a life sentence.

LABAIME: And did you feel that the public aspect of a professorship would
serve this harmony that Oppenheimer wanted? Do you also see that as a
goal? The communication?

KENNAN: ©Not really, because the differences between the exact sciences,
the natural sciences, and the humanities are really so great that the
possibilities of intercommunication are not greater then they are between
people generally in life. I was here at the same time as Einstein, but,
as I said in the Memoirs, I never went to see him because I felt he was
besieged by visitors, they were consuming all his time, and I had nothing
serious to see him about. I couldn'’t contribute to anything in his field,
and I knew it; he couldn’'t contribute very much in mine, but I fear,

didn't know it. Yes, of course, if he’'d had more leisure, if he were not



From The Shelby White and Leon Levy Archives Center, Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton NJ USA

Oral History Project, Box 8, Kennan, George Frost-Interview

34,

under the pressures he was under, I would have liked to have been able to
talk with him. But in general, no. When I have talked with some of my
colleagues in the other Schools here, I didn’t find much profit in it for
me or for them. Here you had the great mathematical logician here, Gédel,
a great man I have no doubt; but if you tried to talk to him about a
problem of the present age or even a faculty problem, the man was childish
beyond belief.

LABALME: Really?

KENNAN: You see, this is a whole different thing. It’s like being a
great chess player or possibly a great musician. I mean, look at Mozart
with his incredible music, but then his also equally incredibly wvulgar and
childish letters to his family.

LABALME: Well, I guess these things are they way they are.

KENNAN: Well, they are. But on the other hand I think there should be a
large amount of intercommunication between the historians and the social
scientists. I think that is absolutely needed. I think we historians
should be interested in that sort of communication, and should try to
contribute to it.

LABAIME: Well, I think there'’'s been a fair amount.

KENNAN: Yes, I think this is much better now.

END OF SIDE TWO, CASSETTE ONE

END OF FIRST INTERVIEW
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THE INSTITUTE FOR ADVANCED STUDY
PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY 08540

December 30, 1975

Dear Professor Kennan,

The Board of Trustees of The Institute for Advanced Study has undertaken a

review of the structure and functions of the Institute in connection with
e————— . D e = st i

the end of the term of service of the present Director and the need to choose

a new one. A Review Committee has been appointed to study the activities of

the Institute, its position in the academic world, and its financial prospects,

and to make recommendations to the Board about future policy.

It would be useful to the Review Committee in its deliberations to know how
the Institute is viewed within the scholarly community. Because of your
membership on the Institute Faculty, we feel your views would be particularly
helpful to us. (As you may know, we are also sending a questionnaire to all
former members of the Institute.) We will be most grateful if you will share
with us your observations in response to the following questions:

What special role has the Institute played in the development of |
your field to which its own particular mode of operation has
contributed?

How would you assess the Institute's past and present role in
relation to leading academic departments and research insti-
tutions in the world? 1

What is your percention of the likely evolution of your field
of scholarship in general that will bear on the Institute's
future?

Please feel free to comment on both the long-range contribution
of the Institute to your discipline and the details of the work
and research atmosphere at the Institute.



1f convenient to you, we will appreciate your reply within two weeks. Kindly
address your response to me as indicated below my signature. T will send a
copy of your reply to all members of the Review Committee. Their names and
affiliations are indicated on the attached list, for your information.

e,

E, Wwith many thanks for your assistance in the Review Committee's deliberations,
2 .

E: Sincgerely yours,

_ Mirh. £. Seu2

Martin E. Segal

Chairman - Review Committee
Fuld Hall 415

The Institute for Advanced Study
Princeton, New Jersey 08540

';Professor Emeritus George Kennan
£ School of Historical Studies

The Institute for Advanced Study
Princeton, New Jersey 08540

T
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THE INSTITUTE FOR ADVANCED STUDY
PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY 08540

MEMBERS OF REVIEW COMMITTEE

Professor Armand Borel

Room C204

School of Mathematics

The Institute for Advanced Study
Princeton, New Jersey 08540

Mr. J. Richardson Dilworth*
Rockefeller Family and Associates
30 Rockefeller Plaza

Room 5600

New York, New York 10020

Dr. Joseph L. Doob¥*
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SCHOOL OF HISTORICAL STUDIES

THE INSTITUTE FOR ADVANCED STUDY
PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY 08540

15 January 1976

Deer rr. Segal:

In response to your letter of December 20 enquiring my views on the
various aspects of the structure and activity of the Institute for Advanced
Study, I would like to say the following:

1. Let me first make it clear that I regard the Institute, after a
quarter of a century of association with it, as an institution of immense
importance--one of the truly great centers of higher scholarship in the con-
temporary world. Its value to those who use its facilities, and the value
of the work they do here to scholarship the world over, would be hard to
overestimate. Among American institutions of higher learning, it is unique
and irreplaceable., It would be little short of tragic if anything were to
prevent it from continuing to serve the function it has sexved so well for
these past forty years.

I would like, in this connection, to pay my own personal tribute to Mr.
Morgan and the administrative staff of the Institute, as well as to the
librarians. I have spent long periods as a visiting scheolar at other in-
stitutions; and I think I am safe in saying that the facilities accorded to
our members and professors for the pursuit of their own scholarly work here
are unsurpassed anywhere in the world. The sort of service that has made
this possible has been rendered consistently with a modesty, patience and
courtesy that have, I think, too often been taken for granted by the bene-
ficiaries.,

2, There are three sets of problems that impress themselves on me at
the end of my active participation in the work of the Imnstitute,

Of these, the first concerns the roles of the Faculty and the Dirxector,
respectively. Here, I believe my views are already known to the Board of
Trustees. While fully agreeing that the Faculty should have the deciding
voice in matters of current academic policy, and especially the choice of"
members and professors, I have never been able to develop any enthusiasm for
the involvement of the Faculty in purely administrative, financial, and
physical-developmental problems. Not only is it too cumbersome a body to
act effectively in such matters, but not all of its members are prepared by
experience or temperament for dealing with them; the attempt to do so takes
up too much of their own time; and there is a certain unsoundness, to my
mind, in professors attempting to exercise authority in areas where the
Trustees have a clear personal responsibility (which they really have no
right to delegate) before the law and the courts.



From The Shelby White and Leon Levy Archives Center, Institute for Advanced Study, Princeton NJ USA

Oral History Project, Box 8, Kennan, George Frost-Interview

My. Martin I, Segal 2 15 January 1976

I consider that Mr. Aydelot's principle was corrcect:; namely, that
whercas the Director should not be bound to sponsor and recommend to the
Trustees Eggsi_nominution for a professorship that comes from the Faculty,
it should be understood that he would not sponsor and recommend any nomina-
tion that does not have majority support in the Faculty.

In opposition to a number of my colleagues, I do not think that the
responsibility for making individual nominations should be exercised by the
whole Faculty. I believé in decentralizing this responsibility to the respec-
tive schools, members of the other schools being given the privilege of
commenting, as has been done in recent years, but not of voting on the nomi-
nation.

3. The second problem which I see in the present functioning of the
Institute is that of the nature and length of the professorial terms. Here,
I can speak only to the needs of the Historical School.

I am not sure that appointments of indefinite duration, on complete
tenure, are necessarily the best answer for all members of the faculty. That
they are the best answer in some cases, I can well believe, but not in all.
Among those who are qualified to occupy chairs at the Institute, there are
some for whom, however suitable this might be for a limited time, it is not
the best arrangement for the entire remainder of a professional and personal
life. For this reason, I think there should be provision for greater flexibility
and variation in this respect. The permanent appointments, it seems to me,
might best be reserved as a rule for older men of high distinction who have in’
effect completed their teaching careers, who need the greater ‘freedom and
privacy the Institute is able to give them for the final years of creative
scholarship, and whose presence can be of exceptional value to visiting
menbers. For certain of the younger candidates for Faculty status, the best
answer might be a fixed, limited term, long enough to permit them to make a
serious contribution in a professorial status to the work of the Institute,
but not so long as to preclude their return to work at other institutions.
This would accord with the experience of scholars in all ages, which seems to
show that occasional changes of scene and intellectual environment are needed,
if the necessary stimulus and variety of association are to be achieved.

Should provision be made for limited appointments as well as indefinite
ones, I would suppose that the permanent faculty would eventually settle down

‘at a somewhat smaller level, numerically, than is the case today, the total

faculty being, perhaps, somewhat larger,

4. Finally, there is the problem of the arrangement of association and
responsibility within the general area of the humanities.

It is my impression that the practice of including all historical studies,
except the strictly economic and sociological ones, withim a single school,
while entirely logical on the face of it, has not worked out as well as one
might have hoped. The fields of classics and ancient and mediaeval history seem
to be separated from the field of modern history by a whole series of dif-
ferences, having to do with the type of work, the sources of support, the
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uses made of the work accomplished, etc. I have always considered that the
classicists, in the light of the more esoteric naturc of their concerns and
their greater remoteness from the present scene, have had a special need for
just the sort of facilities this Institute is able to give them; and for this
reason I was always happy, during my years of active work here, to support
the accept.uice of the many excellent candidates who have applied for work

in this field. The same is true for the history of art. I would not like to
see any changes that would detract from the extraordinary vigor and distinc-
tion which these fields of study at the Institute have achieved.

But it is perhaps the reverse side of this coin that there has not been
as much room for modern historical studies, at both faculty and membership
levels, as I could have wished. Not only that, but there has been, as it
seems to me, a certain loneliness on the part of the relatively few people who
come to work on modern history. They do not seem to have the same sort of
fruitful intellectual association with other members that we see in some of
the other fields, Very often, their interests draw them closer to those who are
working in the School of Social Science than to those who are working on
earlier periods within the Historical School. PFinally, it seems to me that the
present arrangement leads to the neglect of certain fields of modern historical
scholarship--notably literary and economic--which seem to fall scmewhare between
the areas of interest of the two schools.

One must bear in mind, in this connection, the fact that in recent years
and decades scholarship in modern history has come to concentrate much more
extensively on the history--social,, economic, and cultural-~of large masses
or bodies of people than on the doings of individual historical figures, and
has thus tended to approach the work of the social scientists.

All these considerations lead me to wonder whether the present_arrangement,
which groups all forms of what is called “history" in a single school, is really
the best one, after all, I can see two possibilities for alternative arrange-
ments which, it seems to me, might be considered.

The first would be that one has two schools under the general heading
of the humanities: a School of Classics, embracing mediaeval Western history
as well as the history of ancient Greek and Roman civilization, and also the
history of art; and a separate School of Modern History and Social Science.

The other alternative would be that you have a single School of Humane
Studies, to be broken down into three autonomous sub-sections: Classics (with
Ancient History), the History of Art, and Modern Political and Social History.

Something along the lines of either of these possibilities would seem
to me to be a more hopeful approach than what we have today. That there
would be strong opposition to both of these alternatives within the present
Faculty, I have no doubt. I can see no reason, however, why one or the other
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of them could not be tried, on--say--a five-year basis, as an experiment. There
would be no reason why one could not revert, at the end of that time, to the
present arrangement, if the others seemed even less satisfactory. '

Very sincerely yours,

b e

Mr. Martin E. Segal

Chairman, Review Committee

Fuld Hall 415

The Institute for Advanced Study
Princeton, New Jersey 08540
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particularly there. And some of them, I have no doubt,
thought that what was called Social Science, anthropology
and so forth--that a number of these, especially Social
Science, was not really a discipline, was not really a
science, and they were reluctant to see us go along that
path.

So that when the problem of the nomination of - came
along, it entered into a situation that was not entirely
calm?

That is correct. I think there had been negative feelings
about the setting up of a fourth School on the part of a
number of people, from the very beginning. I don’'t know how
true that was among the mathematicians and the physicists,
but I think there was some feeling about that among the
historians. My memories are dim about this, but I can well
see from what I knew of them that they would have been
skeptical.

Well, the natural scientists in the end went along with the
idea of a School, or a program in Social Science.

Yes. I think there was less objection there than anywhere
else. On the part of the mathematicians, I'm not sure that
it was really an objection in principle to the idea of such
a School. It may have been, but that's not my impression.
I can't quite remember what the source of their great
discontent was. Some of it certainly was centered on the

qualities of - as a candidate for a professorship here;
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and with those I sympathized, because what he had written at
that date and what we knew about him did not, in my opinion,
justify a professorship at this Institute. 1 think it was a
mistake on the part of Geertz or whoever did it to put him
up for that.

You mentioned at one point in your own writings that
everyone had made mistakes, though.

Well, everyone did in my opinion. First, the School made a
mistake in putting up a man whose qualities--it was a
sensitive matter; this was the second appointment, as I
recall it, in that School.

And there wasn't a School at that time.

There wasn't a School so you couldn't have the usual Faculty
passing on it. There was only one man. And I think at that
time (I'm not sure, it seems to me they did this later when
they came to the other appointment) they should have had a
search committee of outsiders,

They did have outsiders, but it was a mixed report from that
committee.

They did, did they?--well, that should have been a warning
to them then and there. But in any case, I de feel that the
decision to put forward - for this position was an
unwise one from the standpoint of the School itself--I don't
know what you call it, the School of Social Sciences.
"Program” it was called at that time, It was just CLiff

Geertz and Carl Kaysen.
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Program, yes. But then, having been put forward and
rejected by the Faculty, or not approved, I thought the
Director was at fault in appointing him over the head of the
Faculty. Simply that it was unwise and was bound to stir up
very deep issues here. Again, I reiterate, I do not think
that the Faculty should be the sole voice in who is to come
to this institution. If you go back to the origins of it,
it certainly was not. I mean, people were picked by Flexner
and Aydelotte and others who were already Trustees here, and
I think that they felt perfectly justified in doing this. 1
think that the Trustees are entrusted with the money that
was given to set up this institution, with the shaping of
the institution and with the guidance of it. In my opinion,
this gives them a very strong say in who should or should
not come here as a Professor. 1It's not exclusively the
right of the Faculty to determine that. But I think it
would be very undesirable for the Trustees to insist on
someone against strong cbjections in the Faculty.

Which is what happened with -

Which is what happened. And I believe that Aydelotte, in
something that he wrote at the time when he was here,
professed exactly my opinion, namely that the Trustees (I
can’t remember quite how he phrased it) should not make an
appointment without consulting the Faculty and without

strong support in the Faculty,
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Well, there was. And even, if my memory is correct, even
before the whole conflict over the - appointment, there
had been demands in the Faculty here that their role in the
governance of the Institute should be formally stated in
some sort of a written document. T was against this,
because I think there's always a danger in trying to strap
these things down in writing. You get later cases that
don't fit exactly the language you used. And then there’s a
lot of squabbling about it. I think that an institution of
this sort is really better handled on the basis of tact and
feeling by the Director and the Faculty. And perhaps that
was the greatest fault in the selection of Carl Kaysen, that
this was not the way he did it. Oppenheimer, although he
had his difficulties too, was much quicker and more
sensitive to the feelings of people on the Faculty.

I remember in your diary when you heard that the Board had
approved the appointment your phrase was, "Now all Hell will
break loose." And you'd think they would have anticipated
that themselves.

You'd think they might have. And, you know, there have been
such celebrated cases of this sort in the past. 1In

preparing for the talk I had to give on Toynbee, I was
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LABALME: Even after it was decided, and of course it had that tragic
issue--well, the suicide of - daughter wasn't
directly connected, but it brought to an end his own
particular role--did you feel in the year or two afterwards
that this went on, these tensions which had been generated?

KENNAN : No. I was not here very much after this, I think. When was
it resolved?

LABALME: By the end of April of '73 he'd withdrawn.

KENNAN : I left at the end of that academic year and went to
Washington for a year or two to found this Institute.! So
I think the excitement subsided as such things normally do
once you cease bringing the Faculty together and asking them
to confront the situation. Then everybody, I suppose, was
secretly relieved to have it out of their minds for a time.
You know, I'm sure, that when they finally decided to make a
new appointment, they asked me to chair the meeting, because
they were afraid that if Kaysen chaired it all these things
would pop out again.

LABALME: Indeed, there was a possibility at some point of your being
provisicnal Director during those years,

KENNAN: Yes.

LABALME: That must have been a thought.

1The Kennan Institute for Advanced Russian Studies, part now of the
Woodrow Wilson Intermational Center for Scholars (Smithsonian Institution) in
Washington, D.C..
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