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    George Kennan (1904-2004) stands out among 20th century American specialists on international politics. As author of the famous Long Telegram in 1946, Kennan became an architect of U.S. foreign policy during the early stages of the Cold War. His article "The Sources of Soviet Conduct," which appeared in Foreign Affairs in 1946 under the pseudonym "Mr. X," popularized the concept of containment. 
    Kennan later bridged the gap between practitioner and analyst over a long second career at the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton, where he produced thoughtful scholarship on European diplomacy and America's engagement with the world.
    Ironically, Kennan's renown makes him a figure more often discussed than understood. Realists claim him as a visionary, while their critics seize upon Kennan's skepticism toward democracy to dismiss him as un-American. Kennan often thought himself misunderstood, and thus felt compelled to explain his opinions, with mixed success. Viewing him more clearly brings into focus important wider themes in the American study of international relations. 
    John Lukacs' illuminating "George Kennan: A Study of Character" makes a valuable contribution that focuses on Kennan as writer and thinker. Even as a diplomat and presidential adviser, his intellectual bent shone through. Mr. Lukacs writes both as Kennan's longtime friend and a leading historian of the 20th century, and he gracefully sketches a portrait worthy of its subject.
    Though favorable, Mr. Lukacs reveals more than he may have intended. Kennan possessed great discernment and even wisdom in his appreciation of European culture, but he never quite understood other people or the informal dynamics of Washington politics. Loneliness and being misunderstood mark recurring themes.
    Averell Harriman called Kennan "a man who understood Russia but not the United States," and he brings to mind Samuel Johnson's dismissal of Lord Bute as a "book statesman." The fact that Kennan was an intellectual, albeit of the highest caliber, rather than a man of affairs with a shrewd appreciation of human interaction was the tragic flaw that terminated his diplomatic career and distorted his perspectives. 
    Born in Wisconsin to a solidly middle-class Presbyterian family with New England roots, Kennan grew up in cultured surroundings where his mother's death and father's remarriage left little warmth. An outsider at Princeton University (the social life of which F. Scott Fitzgerald immortalized), Kennan had little connecting him to the American Midwest either.
    Kennan determined on a diplomatic career in the newly professionalized Foreign Service and, following a rocky start, found that diplomatic life suited him exceptionally well. Kennan found his metier reporting on affairs in Germany and Russia. His namesake and cousin to his grandfather had been a noted American expert on Russia, and Kennan eagerly followed in his steps. Marriage to Annelise Sorenson in 1929 gave him a vital emotional and logistical support. 
    Postings in Riga, Prague and Berlin gave him a close view of a European world shattered by the upheavals of the 1930s and '40s. Deeply knowledgeable and reflective, he approached Europe with an imaginative sympathy few Americans match: Mr. Lukacs calls him the best writer on Europe of his generation. Reaching beyond his own New England and Scots antecedents, Kennan sought to understand Continental European cultures.
    Mr. Lukacs points out that Kennan's appreciation for Russia and Germany made him skeptical about the viability of smaller nations in Eastern Europe. Kennan also criticized democracy, often harshly. Democratic politics often placed momentary advantages in domestic politics above concrete national interests, and he questioned whether a great power could act within institutions created for a small republic. Ignoring problems for the sake of keeping public opinion unruffled bothered Kennan, as did political or military interference with prerogatives of the diplomatic service. 
    Contemptuous of populism in any form, Kennan believed governance by a disinterested elite best served public interests. While critics later charged Kennan with turning against American principles, his critique fits within an authentically American genre of self-criticism. Moreover, it also reflected popular currents of opinion among Kennan's generation, which saw liberal societies in crisis and different strains of authoritarianism as the answer. If others changed their views, at least in public, Kennan stayed consistent.
    When America entered the war, Kennan served in Lisbon and London before taking the job in Moscow that made his reputation. There he saw Soviet politics at close quarters. Kennan tutored Averill Harriman when he became ambassador and later took on the job of explaining Soviet policy and its Russian antecedents to officials in Washington who had become rapidly disillusioned with their wartime ally.
    Kennan's analysis in 1946 came at an opportune moment that brought him, in Mr. Lukacs' words, onto the bridge of the ship of state, where he helped Washington make sense of the situation. A few years earlier his views would have been dismissed as alarmist, and a few years later they would have been unremarkable save for the sophistication of their expression.
    If Kennan provided welcome expertise for a time and played a key part in developing the Marshall Plan and other initiatives, he soon fell afoul of political currents in Washington. The tone-deafness behind his criticism of American political culture led him to misread situations, and he gradually fell out of favor. After leaving government, Kennan focused on writing at Princeton. There he found his true vocation as a teacher, or perhaps more properly, a kind of preacher calling Americans to public virtue. 
    Many of his later writings have a hint of jeremiad to them, pointing at failings and inadequacies. The messianic streak in American foreign policy appalled him. Kennan persistently decried going abroad in search of dragons to slay, popularizing a phrase coined by John Quincy Adams. He emphasized concrete interests and the limits of what power can accomplish. 
    Plans for transforming other societies led him to point toward problems in the United States. Often shrewd and sometime wrong, Kennan did better as a critic than offering feasible alternatives. He retained a quirky idealism of puritan bent that belied his standing as a realist and made him an American original. 
    Mr. Lukacs does his friend justice and closes on an elegiac note. He also offers a useful guide to Kennan's writing and voluminous private papers. While Mr. Lukacs makes no claim to offering a comprehensive biography, his book whets the appetite for more comprehensive studies on Kennan's life and work.
    
    William Anthony Hay, a historian at Mississippi State University and senior fellow with the Foreign Policy Research Institute, is author of "The Whig Revival, 1808-1830."
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