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Review by Frank Costigliola, University of Connecticut 

espite its advances over the past two decades in terms of fresh methodologies, topics, and sources, 
our field of foreign/international relations history has, in a way, also suffered a certain deprivation. 
We have only a few books and articles from the brilliant intellectual maverick Anders Stephanson. 

His first book, George F. Kennan and the Art of Foreign Policy, subjected Kennan’s thinking to rigorous 
philosophical and political analysis.1 Kennan saluted the sprawling dissertation on which the book was based 
“as the most unsparing and impressive critique of my published views. I was fascinated by it, couldn’t put it 
down.”2 In ensuing years, Stephanson published a deft study of a key topic, Manifest Destiny, and a few 
outside-the-box, insightful essays on the structure of the Cold War.3  

The article under review is signature Stephanson: original, thought-provoking, and a bit opaque. The thesis is 
that Kennedy, easily bored by many things, chafed at orthodoxy and constraints, including the limits imposed 
by the Cold War. He favored imaginative, bold, intelligent action, an approached that matched both his 
temperament and his assessment of world affairs. Stephanson asserts that Kennedy’s personality and analytical 
perspective endowed him with the potential - a capacity realized only in part – for transcending the Cold 
War. Emphasizing contingency and personality, Stephanson argues that while Kennedy did indeed launch the 
1961 Bay of Pigs invasion, pursue nuclear dominance, escalate the war in Vietnam, and confront the Soviets 
in the Cuban missile crisis, those Cold-War actions did not necessarily follow from Kennedy’s basic 
orientation, nor did they forestall his possible pursuit of something like détente in a second term. Kennedy’s 
more militant policies flowed not so much from a rigid Cold-War view as from his commitment to America’s 

                                                      
1 Anders Stephanson, Kennan and the Art of Foreign Policy (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989). 

2 Frank Costigliola (ed.), The Kennan Diaries (New York: W. W. Norton, 2014), 562-63. 

3 Anders Stephanson, Manifest Destiny: American Expansion and the Empire of Right (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1995). 

 

2016 
 

H-Diplo 
@HDiplo 

Article Review  
No. 644 
27 September 2016 

 

D 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0021875813002594
http://tiny.cc/AR644
https://www.twitter.com/HDiplo


H-Diplo Article Review 
 

exercising flexible, innovative, even transcendent leadership. Indeed, Kennedy sensed that the Cold War was 
evolving from a life-and-death struggle to a long-term, dynamic competition that had to be both carefully 
managed and skillfully played. In Stephanson’s view, Kennedy remained a Cold Warrior but only in 
ambiguous, ambivalent ways. 

Though Stephanson does not use the terminology of emotions history, his approach explores the conjunctions 
of mood, personality, and ideology. His objective is to explain why Kennedy was so eager to escalate the 
competition with the Soviet Union while also negotiating a reduction in tensions with that nation. 
Stephanson’s necessarily conjectural analysis is persuasive. He does not over reach by claiming a degree of 
certitude beyond what his evidence and arguments can support. He emphasizes instead the elements of 
contingency, ambiguity, and inchoateness intrinsic to both Kennedy’s sense of himself and to historians’ 
appraisal of his abbreviated life and presidency. 

Stephanson points out that Kennedy, in addition to his temperamental preference for action, was motivated 
by his dislike for imperialism and by his conviction that its days were numbered. By imperialism Kennedy 
meant both the suppression of Poland and other Eastern European satellites by the Soviet foe and the colonial 
bondage perpetrated by America’s European allies, especially France. Stephanson notes both Kennedy’s 
appreciation of Communist leader Ho Chi Minh’s popular support and his self-delusion regarding the Ngo 
Dinh Diem government in South Vietnam. He emphasizes the significance of Kennedy’s July 1957 speech 
attacking French control of Algeria. Kennedy’s potential for moving beyond the Cold War was evidenced also 
by his determination to reach out to Poland and other Soviet satellites and by his appreciation of the growing 
importance of North-South relations. 

Delving deeper into Kennedy’s inclination (albeit an uneven one) to challenge orthodoxies, including those of 
the Cold War, Stephanson depicts Kennedy as someone who, despite his enormous privilege, retained a kind 
of outsider-perspective. His predilection and experience fed each other. Aside from “some journalistic 
dabbling” after the war, Kennedy, Stephanson reminds us, “never had a proper ‘job’” (4). As the second son, 
he escaped until age twenty-seven the stifling influence of his domineering father. Kennedy’s serious health 
problems gave him, “existentially, a life of being towards death.” (5) Regardless of his political maneuvering, 
Kennedy appeared to identify in constitutive ways neither as “a particularly good Catholic nor a good Irish 
American” (5). He distanced himself from both those stereotypes. Though not an intellectual, Kennedy read 
politics and history. He could reflect on his behavior and ideas and he could, as Stephanson puts it, think 
“above the actions about the conditions of that action” (5). Even in comparison with other well-traveled 
incoming presidents, Kennedy had seen first hand more of the world’s trouble spots. In 1938, for instance, 
Kennedy, assisted by Kennan, ventured from Prague into German-occupied areas of Czechoslovakia. Only 
weeks before the outbreak of war in 1939, he visited Moscow as well as Jerusalem. Finally, Kennedy retained 
an ambiguous political orientation. Never a doctrinaire liberal, he balked at prescribed programs while seeking 
out “movement, energy, action and power” (6-7). Taken together, these proclivities and experiences, 
Stephanson argues, engendered in Kennedy a propensity for “detachment, a distancing operation” that 
nurtured his sense of irony and his willingness to experiment (7).  

Much of Stephanson’s article is a nuanced re-visiting of a perennial issue in Kennedy historiography: was John 
F. Kennedy capable of, indeed on the verge of, developing into a wise leader who could see beyond the Cold 
War, or was the militant Cold Warrior of 1961-63 the Kennedy that America would have had in a second 
term? With regard to the most poignant aspect of that question, Stephanson acknowledges that while a 
definitive answer is impossible, “if I were pressed against the wall . . . I would have to say that the idea of 
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Kennedy sending a half-million troops to Vietnam seems really far-fetched” (7). In terms of the overall aspect 
of the what-if question, Stephanson brings to bear considerations less tangible though no less important than 
those cited by most other historians. He concludes that “Kennedy’s detachment, his fluidity,” his not being 
“locked into any ideology” enabled him to contemplate moving beyond the Cold War. Nevertheless, 
Kennedy might not have brought that capability to fruition. His death ensured that he would not do so. 
Stephanson’s article should be read by those scholars concerned with Kennedy as well as by those interested in 
seeing what a creative historian can do with a seemingly exhausted topic.    
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