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Review by Andrew J. Rotter, Colgate University 

he foreign-relations historian Frank Costigliola has made a career of expanding the methodological 
and conceptual boundaries of the field.  He has long argued that culture matters in U.S. encounters 
with the world—that Hollywood films, for example, had influence in Europe during the 1920s as 

exports of American values.  Over the past two decades, Costigliola has placed gender at the center of U.S. 
Cold-War thinking, examined language closely as a means of bringing to bear on the study of diplomacy post-
structuralist theory, and even explored disability history by taking us inside the affective community created 
by Franklin D. Roosevelt to advise and soothe him during World War II.1  The article under review offers a 
persuasive case study of how emotion might be used as a category of analysis. It is applied here to the work 
and thought of the diplomat George Kennan, author of the Containment doctrine and among the most 
brilliant and distinguished (and anguished) foreign policy intellectuals the United States has produced.  

Seemingly self-contained, erudite, a speaker of colloquial Russian and, above all, an exacting analyst of history 
and power and the abject failings of his own society, Kennan was also a bundle of feelings, frequently 
overtaken by emotions so powerful that they bore him in directions, and at speeds, he could neither anticipate 
nor control.  Costigliola opens his essay by recording, from Kennan’s diary, that Kennan “sat…blubbering 
like a child” (1075) while he watched a performance of Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard in London in 1958.  
The episode reflected Kennan’s deep attachment to Russian culture and to the common people of Russia, 
with whom he had claimed to connect during his first posting to Soviet Union in 1933-1934.  It revealed too 
his sense that those people had been betrayed by their awful leaders.  Toward both sets of Russians Kennan 
felt powerful emotions: for the people an affection that bordered on longing, almost sexual in content; for the 
masters of the Soviet state an anger and frustration that emerged not only from their brutalities toward their 
own citizens, but from the restraints they placed on him when he returned to Moscow during the war.  As we 
evaluate Kennan and assess his role in the origins and development of the Cold War, Costigliola tells us, we 

                                                      
1 Frank Costigliola, Roosevelt’s Lost Alliances: How Personal Politics Helped Start the Cold War (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2012). 
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must understand not just Kennan’s abstract intellect but also his feelings.  Thus, for instance, Kennan 
responded to his treatment by Soviet officials during the 1940s by “embracing and extending the Kremlin’s 
regime of isolation” (1090), prescribing a containment policy that would reciprocate Soviet behavior that 
meant—and he took it personally—his own walling off from the romanticized Russia that he loved.   

The emotional attachments persisted.  By the early 1950s, Kennan concluded that the United States must try 
once more to engage Moscow, lowering tensions by allowing for a unified Germany and accepting a mutual 
military withdrawal from Central Europe.  The Truman administration thought in its later years that Kennan 
has lost his nerve, or perhaps his mind, though it did send him back to Moscow as ambassador in May 1952.  
There, bitterly disappointed by his inability to move either his superiors or Soviet dictator Josef Stalin, and 
unable to restore a connection to the country’s soul, he “snapped,” likening the Soviets to Nazis, a move 
unlikely to endear him to his hosts (1098). The Kremlin declared him persona non grata and sent him home.   

As he so often does, Costigliola here introduces foreign-relations historians to a historiography that they have 
largely neglected but ought to know.  There has been, he notes, an “emotional turn” (1076) in the discipline 
as a whole, one with valuable lessons for the foreign-relations subfield. Historical actors, even ones who seem 
dedicated to logic, cannot escape their own emotional attachments, and historians must not pretend to think 
so. (Kennan is a good example of this maxim because he seems at first appearance to be such a bad example.)  
Nor does the novelty of Costigliola’s approach detract from his scholarly rigor.  He is not spinning castles 
here: the article is grounded in extensive archival research.  Costigliola reads documents and diary entries 
inventively for their emotional content.  He reads the scholarship of others with sensitivity and care.  

Questions that are often answered in books emerge when the writing under review is in the short form of an 
article.  I would ask, first—and, speaking of boundaries—whether Kennan’s complicated emotional 
relationship with Russia was in any way replicated in his feelings about Germany?  Before Kennan first went 
to Moscow, or even Riga, he was posted to Germany (Hamburg in 1927, when he was 23, then Berlin the 
following year).  Surely the conflicted feelings Kennan had for his time in the Soviet Union found some 
analogue in Germany.  He had responsibilities there, began his career in the foreign service, and evidently had 
sexual affairs during the late 1930s despite being married. Following the outbreak of war in 1941, Kennan 
spent five months in a hotel in Bad Nauheim, where he was responsible for holding together a group of 130 
trapped American diplomats and journalists who were not always stalwart in temperament, and for 
negotiating their departure with German authorities.  Kennan was an emotional man.  Might it be that his 
unpopular advocacy of unity for Germany after 1950 was the result of his emotional attachments there?   If 
containment of the Soviet Union was a policy manifestation of Kennan’s frustrations over his own 
confinement in Moscow, it would seem a reasonable guess that his quest for German reunification spoke to 
some longing for reconciliation with (and within) Germany lodged in his own heart.  

It is unlikely to be a spoiler to reveal that Costigliola is writing a biography of Kennan, so this article is hardly 
surprising in its tantalizing forecast of what is to come.  One wonders whether a study of a different American 
policymaker would yield with equal effectiveness to Costigliola’s emotional analysis.  We do have 
psychological studies of Woodrow Wilson, Richard Nixon, and Henry Kissinger, though only the last of these 
is explicitly about emotion.2  If biographers put on emotional lenses and rewrote the lives and times of, say, 

                                                      
2 Alexander L. George and Juliette L. George, Woodrow Wilson and Colonel House: A Personality Study (New 

York: Dover Publications, 1964); Fawn M. Brodie, Richard Nixon: The Shaping of His Character (New York: W. W. 
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Henry Stimson, Dean Acheson, and Robert McNamara, what would they show?  And would the lenses be the 
same as Costigliola’s?  Costigliola has an interesting relationship with Sigmund Freud.  On the one hand, he 
writes: “Historians need not subscribe to Freud to use his categories in examining Kennan’s self-
understanding” (1077).  This implies, though it does not quite say, that Costigliola is a Freud skeptic—and 
indeed, there are few, especially in the universe of psychoanalytic amateurs, who would ‘subscribe’ to 
Freudianism, with its various musty or distasteful associations.  Yet whose approach to a subject’s inner life are 
we to take?  Whatever Costigliola’s ambivalence about Freudianism, he does point out that, while Kennan 
was “skeptical” of Freud in a formal sense, he nevertheless kept a dream diary, struggled throughout his life 
with the death of his mother just two months after she gave birth to him, and saw himself in an epic struggle 
between Eros and civilization, between his emotional being and his sexual appetites on one side and his sense 
of duty and conscience on the other (1081).  The beauty of this is, of course, that Kennan would recognize 
himself in Costigliola’s analysis, even if he would not much like it. 

Finally, Costigliola teaches us that reason and emotion are not binary opponents but partners in the 
generation of thought.  This view is supported by neuroscientists and humanists alike (1076).  But how do 
reason and emotion fit together, or work together?  Some thinking, Costigliola writes, “is more intensely 
emotional” than other (1077).  Is it possible to measure the emotional content of thought in a meaningful 
way?  Or can emotion be disaggregated from rational thought in a way that allows it to become a stand-alone 
category of analysis?  A model of this dual combination is, on the surface, easy to envision: two inputs 
(abstract intellect and emotion), each with an arrow pointing at a box that says ‘thought.’  Yet the image 
seems incomplete.  What are the inputs to the inputs?  Costigliola tells us: the “modes of cognition that 
Kennan used in learning about Russia” were “analysis, sensory perception, immersive engagement, intuition, 
and identification” (1077).  An enormously helpful list, though each of these is, as Costigliola recognizes, 
difficult to distinguish from the others and to parse, and surely they guide intellect as much as they shape 
emotion.  That we can ask these questions at all is because of Costigliola’s typically imaginative and fertile 
essay.  
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