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Abstract 

This paper will attempt to reinterpret the early Cold War moment in Euro-American 

relations that gave rise to and ultimately destroyed George Kennan’s plan to reunify and 

neutralize Germany—the so-called “Program A” of 1948–49. Kennan envisioned his Program as 

the first and decisive step towards creating a united, non-aligned European bloc capable of acting 

as a “third force,” thus ending the Cold War in Europe. But before it could be presented to the 

United States’ European allies, Britain and France, some of the plan’s principal features were 

leaked to the New York Times. These features, as described in the Times, received a hostile 

reception in Europe; the State Department withdrew its support for Program A; and the 

American policymaking establishment embraced a strong transatlantic commitment, cementing 

Europe’s division between East and West. 

Some scholars of the Cold War, including John Lewis Gaddis, have blamed the demise of 

Program A on the Europeans, whose resistance to Kennan’s neutralization initiative compelled a 

reluctant United States to play the hegemon in Western Europe. But this extreme version of Geir 

Lundestad’s “empire by invitation” theory would not have satisfied Kennan, who maintained that 

his State Department colleagues were too fearful of offending their European allies and too eager 

to abandon his plan. Examining the circumstances from which Program A emerged, the 

opposition it faced from within the State Department, and the steps its authors took to address 

British and French concerns suggests that Kennan may have been right. The extreme “empire by 

invitation” thesis demands revision: Europe may have extended an invitation to empire, but as 

Kennan grasped, the United States bore the responsibility for accepting it. 
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I 

On 12 May 1949, as the Berlin Blockade Crisis simmered to a close and the chill of Cold 

War began to settle over Europe, an extraordinary announcement appeared on the front page of 

the New York Times. Wrote Times columnist James Reston: “The United States was reported 

today to have under consideration a plan under which all occupation troops would be withdrawn 

into restricted areas.” The implications for European security were obviously profound, and 

Reston did little to gloss them over. Though the Soviet Union was to be compelled to pull back 

its forces as well, “the disadvantage, from the West’s points of view, is that the screen of United 

States, British, and French troops now standing between the Soviet Army and Western Europe, 

would be withdrawn. This thought disturbs some officials in the Western countries.” Who had 

proposed this dramatic and possibly dangerous policy reorientation? The figure responsible, 

Reston revealed, was none other than George Foster Kennan, father of Containment and head of 

the State Department’s Policy Planning Staff.1 

Kennan had indeed devised a plan—the so-called “Program A,” under consideration 

since mid-1948—which called for scaling back occupying forces in Germany and regrouping 

them into garrisons on the country’s periphery. But as Reston pointed out, Program A’s real aim 

was to spur a Soviet withdrawal from the heart of Europe. But this was to be only the beginning: 

beyond lay German reunification and neutralization, the emergence around Germany of a non-

aligned bloc, a “third force” situated between East and West, and thus the end of the Cold War in 

Europe.2 In May 1949, American officials were preparing to unveil Kennan’s plan to their 

                                                           
1 James Reston, “U. S. Plan Weighed: Big Three Would Withdraw to Ports in the North under Proposal,” New York 
Times, 12 May 1949, accessed 9 December 2015, 1. See also Wilson D. Miscamble, George F. Kennan and the 
Making of American Foreign Policy, 1947–1950 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton university Press, 1992), 165, 170; and 
John Lewis Gaddis, George F. Kennan: An American Life (New York: Penguin Press, 2011), 348–49. 
2 Reston, “U.S. Plan Weighed,” 1; United States Department of State Policy Planning Staff, “A Program for 
Germany,” memorandum circulated as PPS 37/1, sub-annex to “Position to be Taken by the U. S. at a CFM 
Meeting,” Policy Planning Staff report, 15 November 1948, Doc. 720 in Foreign Relations of the United States 
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British and French allies at a Conference of Foreign Ministers in Paris. It was on the eve of this 

Conference that the Reston article appeared, born of a leak from within the American foreign 

policy establishment. The leaker, whose identity remains unknown, was almost certainly an 

opponent of Program A hoping to scare off the Europeans—and sure enough, Britain and France 

expressed concerns about the troop regroupings as described in the Times. The Americans, faced 

with a what sounded like rejections of a key component of Program A, chose to press no further. 

Convinced that Europe was unready for any of Kennan’s ideas, they never revealed the other 

elements of the plan to their allies.3 Kennan’s ally Philip Jessup concluded that “[h]ad we come 

[to Paris] with ‘Program A’ (even if unhampered by the really serious effects of the Reston 

article), I do not think we could have secured tripartite agreement.”4 

Scholars of the Cold War have tended to agree with Jessup’s conclusion; Kennan, 

however, was much more willing to criticize his colleagues for giving up so quickly. This paper 

attempts to evaluate these two interpretations by situating them, and Program A, within a broader 

historical and analytical context. Drawing on the work of historians like Gaddis as well as on 

views expressed by contemporary Western policymakers in State Department documents, I will 

reexamine the circumstances from which Program A emerged and the steps its authors took to 

address concerns raised within the State Department and by the British and French. My 

conclusion, simply put, is that Kennan may well have been right. It seems clear that the initial 

European resistance to Program A could have been surmounted and the damage inflicted by the 

                                                           
[Henceforth: FRUS] 1948 Vol. II, United States Department of State, eds. William Slany and Charles S. Sampson 
(Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1973), 1325–1338. My summary also draws heavily on the 
elaborate analyses of Program A in: Miscamble, Kennan and the Making of American Foreign Policy, 143–71; 
Gaddis, Kennan: an American Life, 328–34, 347–49; and ibid., “Spheres of Influence: the United States and Europe, 
1945–1949,” in ibid., The Long Peace: Inquiries Into the History of the Cold War (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1987), 65–66. Gaddis’ views especially will be discussed in detail throughout this paper. 
3 Miscamble, Kennan and the Making of American Foreign Policy, 166–71; Gaddis, Kennan: an American Life, 
347–49. 
4 Jessup to Kennan, 24 May 1949, qtd. in Miscamble, Kennan and the Making of American Foreign Policy, 171. 
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Reston article avoided had not key American policymakers convinced themselves, prematurely, 

that the scheme was bound to create trouble for the United States. 

 One thing should be made clear at this point: I am not going to argue that the Americans 

would definitely have been able to force Program A and neutral Unionism on Europe in 1948. It 

is possible that, eventually, the British and French might have been persuaded to accept Program 

A in full—but we cannot be certain when dealing with hypotheticals. But bringing to light the 

possibility is interesting enough. To suggest that American policymakers might have played a 

decisive role in killing Kennan’s push for pan-European neutralism is to call into question a 

hard-line interpretation of the so-called “empire by invitation” theory: that the United States’ 

allies forced it to establish, against its will, a hegemonic presence in Europe. 

II 

 The first scholar to characterize the United States as an “empire by invitation” with 

respect to Europe was Geir Lundestad. Lundestad believed that “the revisionist view of the 

United States thrusting itself into the affairs of other countries,” though accurate in other 

contexts, was poorly suited to describing American engagement with Western European states, 

whose governments, with “tacit or even stronger support from their peoples,” had in fact sought 

out stronger transatlantic economic, political, and military relationships. As a result, “[t]he rule 

was that the United States was invited in.” This did not mean, however, that American 

policymakers had no independent interest in accepting the invitation. Lundestad “just [took] it 

for granted that the United States had important strategic, political, and economic motives for 

taking on such a comprehensive world role.” Ultimately, “America’s foreign policy was 
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determined by America’s own interests, not by the invitations from the outside. This point is 

obviously true.”5 

 The “obvious truth” of this statement has been lost on some of Lundestad’s fellows. For 

Gaddis and the political scientist G. John Ikenberry, the invitation to empire, extended by a 

nervous Europe, was one the United States was forced reluctantly to accept.6 Gaddis submits as 

proof of this the demise of Program A. In his opinion, the Kennanist effort to establish a 

geopolitically independent “third force” in Europe was doomed to failure by intransigent, 

narrow-minded European timidity. The reactions to Reston’s article merely made “painfully 

clear” the fact that “Britain, France, and their smaller neighbors preferred the known risks of a 

Europe divided into Soviet and American spheres of influence to the imponderables of a unified 

‘third force’ that could conceivably fall under German or even Russian control.” If the European 

sense of security “depended upon a formal American military commitment, then Washington . . . 

was hardly in a position to argue.” Thus, pondering why Program A and “the Kennan vision of 

an autonomous ‘third force’ in Europe . . . failed to materialize,” Gaddis has concluded that 

“[t]he reason . . . was that the Europeans themselves did not want it.”7 

  Kennan’s own reaction to his program’s abandonment accords superficially with 

Gaddis’; he recognized the decisive role criticism from Europe had played in its demise.8 But 

                                                           
5 Geir Lundestad, “Empire by Invitation? The United States and Western Europe, 1945–1952,” Journal of Peace 
Research 23/3 (1986): 268–73; ibid., The United States and Europe since 1945: From “Empire by Invitation” to 
Transatlantic Drift (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 99. 
6 Gaddis, “Spheres of Influence,” 57–58, 61, 64–65, 71; G. John Ikenberry, “Rethinking the Origins of American 
Hegemony,” Political Science Quarterly 104/3 (1989), 376–77, 385–94. 
7 Gaddis, “Spheres of Influence,” 61, 64–65, 71. While Ikenberry does not address Program A specifically, he has 
made statements regarding Kennan that parallel Gaddis’. For example: “Taken together, the United States and State 
Department officials such as George Kennan were much more eager to see an independent Europe than the 
Europeans themselves. In the end, the European governments were not willing to take the risks, expend the 
resources, or resolve the national differences that would necessarily be a part of an independent, third force.” 
Ikenberry, “Rethinking the Origins,” 394. 
8 Miscamble, Kennan and American Foreign Policy, 171–72. Miscamble has submitted as evidence in support of his 
claim a quotation from a letter to him written by Kennan. However, the letter also supports my interpretation. 
Kennan asserted that “[French and British views] made a deep impression on Mr. Acheson: first, I think, because 
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crucially, according to Kennan, the reason the Europeans had been able to flex their muscles in 

the first place was because the Americans, foolishly, had let them do so. Writing to Secretary of 

State Dean Acheson, Kennan laid much of the blame for the Paris debacle at the feet if his 

colleagues. “We do not really want to see Germany unified at this time,” Kennan lamented. 

“[W]hat we felt would be a logical program for advance towards . . . unification” had been 

dismantled “in our own deliberations . . . and in the concessions we have made to French and 

British feelings.” Ruefully, he proposed that the Europeans be held responsible for defending the 

new Western position on Germany, but only on the grounds that the United States had “deferred 

extensively to their views.”9 

Thus, according to Gaddis, European resistance killed Program A—end of story. Kennan, 

on the other hand, implicated not just the resistance per se but also the extent to which the 

Americans were willing to listen to it, to treat it as inevitable and insurmountable. The difference 

is subtle, but decisive. Kennan’s view, if correct, would at least complicate the Gaddis-Ikenberry 

formulation of the empire-by-invitaion theory. It would also raise some interesting questions: 

why were American policymakers, allegedly inclined to “thrust themselves into the affairs of 

other countries,” so sensitive to the concerns of their weaker European allies? Might this 

sensitivity have shaped the way in which Americans framed their interests? Keith Wilson, 

writing in a very different context, has observed a curious feature of associations between states 

of different strengths: the vulnerability of the weaker parties may “put the stronger States almost 

                                                           
while he did not know much about Europe, he assumed that they did; secondly, because they largely coincided with 
those of our own military establishment; and thirdly, because they had the support of the Western European division 
of the department of State.” In other words, the real sources of European influence were Acheson’s ignorance and 
the support European views received from like-minded Americans. George Kennan, letter to Wilson D. Miscamble, 
10 August 1979, in Miscamble, Kennan and American Foreign Policy, 171, nt. 125. 
9 George Kennan, memorandum to Dean Acheson, 20 May 1949, document 450 in FRUS 1949 Vol. III, United 
States Department of State, ed. Charles S. Sampson (Washington: United States Government Printing Office, 1975), 
888–90. 
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entirely at the disposal of their dependents.”10 The weight of such considerations will add gravity 

to my contextual analysis of Program A. 

III 

Without question, the United Europe project faced a serious hurdle during the uncertain 

period after 1945: Western European foreign policy strategies, though shaped by common fears, 

were essentially incompatible. This was largely due to the German Question. Nightmarish 

visions of a resurgent Germany, possibly acting in alliance with the Soviet Union, loomed large 

in the minds of both British and French policymakers, but the countermeasures they sought were, 

initially, antithetical.11 Recognizing the advantages of speedy German economic revival, eager to 

expand their security perimeter, and determined to safeguard resources under their control and 

especially the rich Ruhr from the reparations-hungry Soviets, the British leaned towards division 

and the establishment of a friendly West German state in 1946, eagerly merging their zone of 

occupation with that of the United States.12 By contrast, French officials, driven partly by 

Germanophobia, partly by concerns that the fast-moving Anglo-American policies would 

provoke a war with the Soviet Union, tried to stymie their allies and hobble more completely 

German power and independence.13 

One possible solution the German Question was to rehabilitate West Germany while 

strengthening American military commitments in Europe in order to calm especially French 

nerves. This seemed to be taking shape in 1948. France’s German policies had by then softened 

                                                           
10 Keith Wilson, “The Agadir Crisis, the Mansion House Speech, and the Double-Edgedness of Agreements,” The 
Historical Journal 20/3 (1972), 529–30. 
11 Hans-Peter Schwarz, “The Division of Germany,” in Origins, Vol. 1 of The Cambridge History of the Cold War, 
Melvin P. Leffler and Odd Arne Westad (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 140, 144; Melvin P. 
Leffler, “The Emergence of an American Grand Strategy,” in Origins, 80–81. 
12 Josef Foschepoth, “British Interest in the Division of Germany after the Second World War,” Journal of 
Contemporary History 21/3 (1986): 392–404; Schwarz, “Division of Germany,” 139–40. 
13 Schwarz, “Division of Germany,” 144–45; Leffler, “Emergence of an American Grand Strategy,” 80–81.  
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somewhat, and Paris seized upon enhanced security guarantees from Washington as an essential 

precondition to a mutually-acceptable German settlement. Simultaneously, British policymakers, 

led by Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin, began to lobby for a transatlantic military alliance—what 

would become the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)—capable of fending off Soviet 

pressure and absorbing, eventually, the West German state they sought to create.14 Certainly, 

sensitivity to this European mindset influenced American strategy. By February 1949, Dean 

Acheson had embraced NATO as the best means of coaxing France into accepting a German 

settlement.15 And when Acheson met with British and French officials the next month, he was 

struck by the fact that, as Wilson Miscamble has put it, “they desired Western Germany 

integrated into Western Europe.”16 By mid-1948, American officials were simultaneously 

considering plans to adhere to NATO and, alongside British and French representatives, laying 

the constitutional foundation for an independent West German state at a conference in London.17 

Cast in this light, the division of Europe and American hegemony seem almost 

teleologically predestined. Even Kennan, Gaddis has pointed out, was not blind to “the force of 

[the] logic” behind it.18 But for Kennan, understanding did not breed sympathy. In fact, the 

conceptual basis for Program A sprang from adaptive inversions of European thought patterns. 

The most basic of these was the idea that, while Western European integration might require 

                                                           
14 Ibid.; Miscamble, Kennan and American Diplomacy, 113–16. 
15 Gaddis, “Spheres of Influence,” 66; Leffler, “Emergence of an American Grand Strategy,” 80–81. 
16 Miscamble, Kennan and American Foreign Policy, 164–65. 
17 Ibid., 116–33 (an elaborate discussion of early NATO negotiations), 142 (a summary of progress towards the 
London conference); see also Gaddis, “Spheres of Influence,” 62–65.   
18 Gaddis, “Spheres of Influence,” 66. Gaddis supplies the following Kennan quotation: “Either the rest of Europe 
tries to work with the West German State, as it is now emerging, takes a sympathetic an constructive interest in it, 
and learns to regard its development as a European as well as a German responsibility, or there will be soon no 
Germany with which the rest of Europe can cooperate, and no possibility of real unity and strength within Western 
Europe.” This is evidence that Kennan recognized how problematic the German Question had made consensual 
Western European integration; it accords with my analysis as presented in this paragraph. Kennan to Acheson, 29 
March 1949 (unsent), qtd. in Gaddis, “Spheres of Influence,” 66. 
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German division, a fragmented German state could likewise only exist within a federal Western 

Europe. “Without such a Europe, the partition of Germany would be a futile attempt at 

retrogression,” Kennan wrote in August 1948. And the Europeans, who alone were capable of 

creating the requisite federal structure, were clearly unwilling or unable to do so. Thus, “faced 

with the weariness and timidity and lack of leadership among the western European allies which 

prevents them from making real progress towards a federation,” American policymakers had no 

choice but to rejuvenate and reunite Germany on their own.19  

This was itself an ambitious project. But its realization would fuel another, even grander 

than the first. Kennan suggested that German reunification on his terms would prevent an East-

West “congealment” that threatened to make it “harder than it is now . . . to find ‘the road back’ 

to a united and free Europe.” Here was a second decisive inversion: while German division and 

American hegemony were prerequisites to Western federation on European terms, Kennan 

presented German union under American auspices as an alternative catalyst to European 

cohesion and independence. And by 1949, he had elaborated plans to use his reunified Germany 

as a nucleus around which a third-force Europe could be constructed.20 To be sure, this would 

require the cooperation of the Soviets, which might not be immediately forthcoming. But by 

making the offer, the United States could at least hope to “keep the situation flexible . . . for an 

eventual softening of the Russian position,” something Kennan believed was inevitable. And 

                                                           
19 George F. Kennan, “Policy Questions Concerning a Possible German Settlement,” memorandum circulated as 
PPS/37, 12 August 1948, Doc. 718 in FRUS 1948 Vol. II, 1296. A fine analysis of Program A’s theoretical basis can 
be found Gaddis’ biography of Kennan, but it advances the view that Kennan broke with and pressed beyond, rather 
than adapted, existing strategic structures. Gaddis, Kennan: An American Life, 328–32. 
20 Kennan, “Policy Questions,” 1290, 1296; Gaddis, “Spheres of Influence, 65, 68–69. As above, see also Gaddis, 
Kennan: An American Life, 328–32. 
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once the Soviets retreated, the source of debilitating European anxiety, of gridlock on the 

continent, would vanish.21  

In short, instead of following the path of least resistance towards European union as 

marked out by its allies, Kennan advocated seizing the initiative from them in dramatic fashion 

to achieve a parallel, superior end. As Gaddis has grasped, Program A thus “raised fundamental 

questions as to where the American interest in Europe lay”: Kennan had brought into sharp relief 

the choice between empire by invitation in Western Europe and a true third-force policy.22 

IV 

Of course, recognizing that a choice existed did not mean that Kennan’s preferred 

solution would be adopted. A fierce debate erupted within the American foreign policy 

establishment. Acheson, who had been involved in early planning for Program A, was 

sympathetic to Kennan.23 Others were not, either pointing to or parroting European concerns. 

Kennan’s colleague Charles Bohlen asserted that the French would never support the removal of 

American troops from central Europe. John D. Hickerson, one of Program A’s fiercest critics, 

believed that the Soviet Union would inevitably exploit the emergence of a military vacuum in 

Germany given Western Europe’s current military and economic weakness. It was also feared 

that any retreat from the West German program devised at London would deal mortal blows to 

both Allied prestige and the fragile West German economy, forcing the Germans into waiting 

communist arms. While the American military government under General Lucius Clay had 

initially committed to compromising with the Soviet authorities, by the end of 1947 the patience 

                                                           
21 Kennan, “Policy Questions,” 1288; United States Policy Planning Staff, “Position to be Taken by the U. S. at a 
CFM Meeting,” report, 15 November 1949, Doc. 720 in FRUS 1948 Vol. II, 1321–23; Gaddis, Kennan: An 
American Life, 329. 
22 Gaddis, “Spheres of Influence,” 65. 
23 Miscamble, Kennan and American Foreign Policy, 148, 158–62. 
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of many American officials, including Clay, had been exhausted. With the United States 

convinced that a permanently impoverished Germany would fall prey to communism, the 

pressure to establish a healthy, Marshall-Plan-backed Western state as soon as possible grew 

stronger. Kennan, according to Gaddis, came to believe that “too many people had locked 

themselves into creating a West German government.” 24 

Strikingly, Kennan himself was fully recognizant of the trouble his German settlement 

was likely to raise in Europe. The prospect of a reunified Germany would be “bound to alarm 

and dismay the French” in particular. And the Germans were untrustworthy; they might “enter 

into political deals with Moscow” or try once again to achieve continental hegemony.25 But this 

awareness meant that Kennan was well prepared to handle potential pitfalls. Program A outlined 

specific safeguard policies “designed to assure against the ‘capture’ of Germany by the Russians, 

as well as against a revival of German aggression.” The suggestion that occupying troops be 

withdrawn to specified sites rather than completely removed was designed to placate the wary 

French. Moreover, there would be no regrouping of troops until a fully-functioning German 

government, freely and democratically elected, had been firmly established; given the 

unpopularity of Soviet activities in the East, the Germans would almost certainly vote anti-

communist. Steps would also be taken to safeguard the German economy against Soviet pressure 

and to prevent the misuse of German police forces, which were particularly well-organized in the 

Soviet zone. And of course, to check native or externally-sponsored aggression, Germany would 

                                                           
24 Hickerson, comment on Kennan, “Policy Questions,” 1287–88 nt. 1; Reinstein, comment on Kennan, “Policy 
Questions, 1287–88 nt. 2; United States Department of State Office of Intelligence Research Division of Research 
for Europe, “Effects of Postponement of the West German State,” research paper, 10 February 1949, in FRUS 1949 
Vol. III, 194–96; Gaddis, “Spheres of Influence,” 65; Miscamble, Kennan and American Foreign Policy, 147, 149–
54; Schwarz, “Division of Germany,” 141–43; Leffler, 74–75, 78–81; “Emergence of an American Grand Strategy,” 
80–81. For the quote, see Gaddis, Kennan: An American Life, 331. 
25 Kennan, “Policy Questions,” 1293–94; Gaddis, Kennan: An American Life, 332; Miscamble, Kennan and 
American Foreign Policy, 146. 
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be demilitarized in a manner described as “sweeping and complete.” Most cleverly of all, 

Kennan was careful to present Program A as an outgrowth of the existing push for creating a 

West German state. This was convenient, as it meant that the Americans “might obtain British 

and French acquiescence to the plan as a development of the London program.”26 

In light of Program A’s disastrous debut at the Paris conference, Kennan’s hopes might 

seem naïve. Yet interestingly, he managed to anticipate with remarkable precision European 

concerns and desires as articulated in mid-1949. This was especially true in the case of the 

British. In spite of their reactions against the Reston article, British officials in Paris seem to 

have been at least as eager as Kennan to roll back Soviet influence in Germany, even suggesting 

that Moscow be granted partial influence over the precious Ruhr in exchange for Eastern 

Germany’s freedom.27 And while military officials had raised strong technical objections to the 

troop regroupings, the Foreign Secretary, though worried about the “unsettling” effect the Reston 

article might have on European public opinion, reported from London that he did not reject 

regrouping as a concept; rather, he deemed it worthy of “a most careful study among us.”28 True, 

the British were nervous about the idea of evacuating Germany, especially given the strength of 

Soviet-backed police forces, and they had pledged to establish a stable government for Western 

Germany before sending any troops home.29 Yet as I have explained, Program A contained 

provisions intended to assuage both of these concerns.  

The French, too, revealed themselves to be neither as narrow-minded nor as reflexively 

Germanophobic as American officials assumed them to be. In March 1949, a French official, 

                                                           
26 Policy Planning Staff, “A Program for Germany,” 1325–29, 1330, 1338; Gaddis, Kennan: An American Life, 328–
30; Miscamble, Kennan and American Foreign Policy, 146. As will be explained below, the strength of police 
forces in the Soviet zone worried the British. See Bevin to Acheson, 13 May 1949, in FRUS 1949 Vol. III, 875.   
27 Bruce to Acheson, 14 May 1949, in ibid., 878. 
28 Bevin to Acheson, 13 May 1949, in ibid., 874–75.   
29 Bruce to Acheson, 14 May 1949, in ibid., 878.  
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clearly speaking under instructions from Paris, told Kennan that “the time had come for a 

sweeping and forward-looking solution” to problems in Germany. France was open, he declared, 

to the abolition of Allied military government and a scaling-back of the Allied administrative 

presence. True, the official did not seek to withdraw troops, and his comments on administration 

referred only to steps to be taken by “the three [presumably Western] governments.” Yet 

intriguingly, he concluded by declaring that “[w]e should seize the occasion . . . to place the 

whole German question [emphasis mine] on a new and higher plane.”30 Indeed, even after the 

Reston debacle, the French did not categorically oppose the creation of a single German state. At 

the Paris conference, French officials declared that unification would be acceptable provided that 

free elections were held and that the national government operated according to the 

constitutional framework that had emerged from the London proposals.31 Program A, I have 

shown, was not incompatible with such aims. 

V 

Of course, as explained in the introduction to this paper, the aftereffects of the Reston 

article ensured that the softer side, the persuasive side of Program A never saw the light of day in 

Europe. But what if things had been different? What if, instead of confronting the troop-

regrouping proposals lifted from their context and sprawled across the front page of the New 

York Times, the British and French had seen those proposals embedded within Kennan’s grand 

vision, set alongside safeguards specifically tailored to win over a skeptical Europe? What if 

Program A had been proffered carefully, firmly, and under better conditions than those brought 

about by the leak—which Kennan deemed a “spectacular coup de grace” directed against his 

                                                           
30 George F. Kennan, notes on a trip to Germany (extract), 21 March 1949, in ibid., 113–14. 
31 Bruce to Acheson, 14 May 1949, in ibid., 878. 
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plan—and the mysterious Kennan opponent responsible for it?32 What if embracing the strong 

transatlantic commitment that cemented Europe’s division between East and West could have 

been avoided in 1949? 

To try to answer these questions, to draw more exciting conclusions about what might 

have happened had the full Program been seriously discussed during the Paris Conference, would 

be to leap into the realm of historical fiction—an interesting exercise, to be sure, but one that lies 

beyond the scope of an academic paper. It should be clear, though, that Program A’s demise and 

the establishment of American hegemony in Western Europe cannot be blamed exclusively on 

the Europeans. Conceivably, something akin to Kennan’s proposals might have emerged from 

determined negotiations with the British and the French. That this did not occur was partly, but 

not entirely, the fault of the Europeans. American officials, by assuming that their allies were 

incapable of compromise, fatally limited the pressure they were willing to exert on Kennan’s 

behalf. The extreme version of the “empire by invitation” thesis put forward by Gaddis and 

Ikenberry thus demands revision: Europe may have extended an invitation to empire, but as 

Kennan grasped, the United States bore the responsibility for accepting it. 

  

                                                           
32 George F. Kennan, Memoirs, qtd. in Miscamble, Kennan and American Foreign Policy, 170; Miscamble, Kennan 
and American Foreign Policy, 170. 
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