
Excerpts from two key Cold War documents     HI 112 Fall 2011 

George Kennan’s telegram from Moscow, 1946 (published w/o his name in Foreign Affairs 1947). 

Kennan was an experienced diplomat in Russia and a staunch anti-Communist. His document 

became perhaps the most cited and most influential statement of the early years of the Cold War. 

Basic Features of Post War Soviet Outlook, as Put Forward by Official Propaganda Machine 

Are as Follows:  USSR still lives in antagonistic "capitalist encirclement" with which in the long run 

there can be no permanent peaceful coexistence. As stated by Stalin in 1927 to a delegation of 

American workers: 

"In course of further development of international revolution there will emerge two 

centers of world significance: a socialist center, drawing to itself the countries 

which tend toward socialism, and a capitalist center, drawing to itself the countries 

that incline toward capitalism. Battle between these two centers for command of 

world economy will decide fate of capitalism and of communism in entire world." 

“Russians will strive energetically to develop Soviet representation in, and official ties with, 

countries in which they sense Strong possibilities of opposition to Western centers of power. This 

applies to such widely separated points as Germany, Argentina, Middle Eastern countries, etc.” 

Kennan believed the Soviets would attempt “to undermine general political and strategic potential of 

major western powers. Efforts will be made in such countries to disrupt national self confidence, to 

hamstring measures of national defense, to increase social and industrial unrest, to stimulate all 

forms of disunity. All persons with grievances, whether economic or racial, will be urged to spelt 

redress not in mediation and compromise, but in defiant violent struggle for destruction of other 

elements of society. Here poor will be set against rich, black against white, young against old, 

newcomers against established residents, etc.  On unofficial plane particularly violent efforts will be 

made to weaken power and influence of Western Powers of [on] colonial backward, or dependent 

peoples. On this level, no holds will be barred. Mistakes and weaknesses of western colonial 

administration will be mercilessly exposed and exploited. Liberal opinion in Western countries will 

be mobilized to weaken colonial policies. Resentment among dependent peoples will be stimulated. 

And while latter are being encouraged to seek independence of Western Powers, Soviet dominated 

puppet political machines will be undergoing preparation to take over domestic power in respective 

colonial areas when independence is achieved.”  

“Soviet power, unlike that of Hitlerite Germany, is neither schematic nor adventuristic. It does not 

work by fixed plans. It does not take unnecessary risks. Impervious 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. 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 influence. 

Read the full document online: http://www.gwu.edu/~nsarchiv/coldwar/documents/episode-

1/kennan.htm 
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NSC-68 

NSC-68 was a National Security Council report to Truman, written by Paul Nitze in 1950 (top 

secret; declassified in 1975 after successful lobbying by historians) 

“The fundamental design of those who control the Soviet Union and the international communist 

movement is to retain and solidify their absolute power, first in the Soviet Union and second in the 

areas now under their control. In the minds of the Soviet leaders, however, achievement of this 

design requires the dynamic extension of their authority and the ultimate elimination of any effective 

opposition to their authority.  

The design, therefore, calls for the complete subversion or forcible destruction of the machinery of 

government and structure of society in the countries of the non-Soviet world and their replacement 

by an apparatus and structure subservient to and controlled from the Kremlin. To that end Soviet 

efforts are now directed toward the domination of the Eurasian land mass. The United States, as the 

principal center of power in the non-Soviet world and the bulwark of opposition to Soviet expansion, 

is the principal enemy whose integrity and vitality must be subverted or destroyed by one means or 

another if the Kremlin is to achieve its fundamental design.” 

“The Kremlin regards the United States as the only major threat to the conflict between idea of 

slavery under the grim oligarchy of the Kremlin, which has come to a crisis with the polarization of 

power … and the exclusive possession of atomic weapons by the two protagonists.” 

“It is true that the United States armed forces are now stronger than ever before in other times of 

apparent peace; it is also true that there exists a sharp disparity between our actual military strength 

and our commitments. The relationship of our strength to our present commitments, however, is not 

alone the governing factor. The world situation, as well as commitments, should govern; hence, our 

military strength more properly should be related to the world situation confronting us. When our 

military strength is related to the world situation and balanced against the likely exigencies of such a 

situation, it is clear that our military strength is becoming dangerously inadequate.” 

“Four possible courses of action by the United States in the present situation can be distinguished. 

They are:  

a. Continuation of current policies, with current and currently projected programs for carrying out 

these policies; 

b. Isolation; 

c. War; and 

d. A more rapid building up of the political, economic, and military strength of the free world than 

provided under a, with the purpose of reaching, if possible, a tolerable state of order among nations 

without war and of preparing to defend ourselves in the event that the free world is attacked.” 

 

Read the full document online: https://www.fas.org/irp/offdocs/nsc-hst/nsc-68.htm 


