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Pttblisher' s Note 
Chapters 1-V of this book were initially presented at 

Hollins College in 1953 as lectures in honor of Bessie 
Carter Randolph, who was President of the College from 
1933 to 1950. Mr. Marshall, now Paul H. Nitze Professor 
of International Relations at The Johns Hopkins Uni­
versity School of Advanced International Studies and 
Research Associate at the School's 'Vashington Center of 
Foreign Policy Research, was at that time a member of 
the Policy Planning Staff of the State Department. His 
assignment, in the words of then President of Hollins, 
Dr. John R. Everett, was "to give our college community 
a sane and firm platform of fact and theory for under­
standing foreign policy." That Mr. Marshall succeeded is 
attested to by the critical acclaim The Limits of Foreign 
Policy received from scholars and statesmen alike when it 
was published in 1954 by Henry Holt and Company, Inc. 
Since then it has been frequently quoted-it is a very 
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quotable book-and has won for itself the position of a 
minor classic in the literature of international relations. 
Like good wine, it has aged well, without losing any of 
its zest or originality. It is a book graced with wit and 
wisdom, and its central message-that world affairs are not 
likely to be susceptible to planned or rational manage­
ment-is, if anything, more pertinent in the era of Viet­
nam than it was in the cold war years of the early fifties. 

The book has been out of print for some ten years. 
Because of its continuing relevance, and in response to re­
peated suggestions from scholars and students, arrange­
ments were made with Holt, Rinehart, and '\Vinston, Inc., 
for this enlarged paperback edition published by The 
Johns Hopkins Press. Although some of the collateral 
points reflect the perspective of 1953, the original text has 
not been altered. The retrospective correction of certain 
minor anomalies would have had the effect of shifting 
the character of the work from its original conception as 
an essay on attitudes about foreign policy to an examina­
tion of diplomatic history. However, in the interests of 
contemporaneousness, Mr. Marshall has provided a sub­
stantial Afterword in which he assesses his original dis­
courses in the light of intervening events and then extends 
his discussion to take account of our present involvement 
in Asia, especially in Vietnam. 
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policy-makers should not have to do everything. The roach 
sets all this down under the title of "statesmanship," with 
a suggestion that the account has in it "something analo­
gous to a number of easy schemes for the improvement of 
the human race." 

It does indeed bear such analogy. Nothing comes more 
easily or does less good than the engaging pastime of think­
ing up bold and imaginative schemes for improvement in 
disregard of the means for realizing them. This is true in 
all human endeavor. Here I wish to apply the thought to 
the subject of foreign policy. 

I do not need to exhort about the importance of this sub­
ject. Foreign policy has a bearing on the duration and the 
conditions of our lives as individuals. It bears also on pro­
found questions of our destiny as a nation, for the relation­
ships between us and the portions of the world external 
to our jurisdiction will largely determine whether our 
nati<?nal greatness is to be enduring or brief. 

That issue is not foreclosed in our favor. No grace in­
herent in us and no providential gift exempt us from the 
pitfalls and infirmities attending the course of great na­
tions. Whether, and how long, we shall avoid them will 
depend in some great and essential portion on our courage 
and wisdom as a politically organized people in handling 
our relationships with other peoples in other lands with 
cultures and loyalties different from ours. 

Surely here is a subject of such moment as to deserve our 
taking great care in thinking about it and discussing it. 

Foreign policy does not always receive such care. Indeed 
it is altogether too often denied it. The sweep of its prob­
lems gives foreign policy a special attraction for those-in 
the words of Shelley's self-description-born with a passion 
to _reform. the world. Foreign policy appeals to those in­
spued by Identification with large and high-sounding pub­
he causes. Its complexities and subtleties are rich with 
opportunity for generalizers and obfuscators. 
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This is consequential. Ours is an accountable govern­

ment. Acceptability to popular opinion is certainly a factor 
in the conduct of foreign policy by our government. Popu­
lar opinion is not of much, if any, value in helping in the 
discovery of answers to the problems in this field. It cer­
tainly counts, however, in setting bounds to the area of 
maneuver available to those charged with responsibility. 
A sound general understanding of the limits of foreign 
policy, avoiding excessive expectations and the sense of 
frustration incident to the disappointment of such expecta­
tions, is therefore essential to the conduct of a sound for­
eign policy. 

I do not mean to identify lack of public comprehension 
as the sole brake on progress along wise courses in foreign 
policy. If it were that, then all that would be necessary in 
order to achieve wisdom and success would be to do away 
with accountability in our government and to let magis­
trates and experts take over unconditional authority with 
respect to external relations. Magistrates are never worthy 
of such mastery, however, and experts are never endowed 
with such expertness. Those who govern and those who 
counsel them are subject to refractions of view and errors 
of judgment. The problem is neither how to endow them 
with unquestioned authority in foreign affairs nor how to 
render them entirely subservient to the whims and pres­
sures of the particular interests which in sum constitute the 
public. The problem is how to acquaint Americans in gen· 
era], whether in government or out of it, with the inherent 
limits respecting foreign policy so that issues may turn on 
questions how best for the nation to fill the limits rather 
than on vain propositions of perfection and destructive self­
reproach over failure to achieve it. 

I intend in these discourses to put calipers on foreign 
policy. I wish to stress its limits rather than its magnitudes. 
In this first I shall do so analytically, con'centrating on 
the inherent character of the subject. In the second I shall 
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trace briefly our past. I shall stress the effects of its peculiar 
characteristics in forming the bright and wide expectations 
of Americans in regard to their country's role in the world. 
The third discourse will recount how circumstances ex­
ternal to the nation have changed enonnously in our times 
and have imposed on us the necessity of revising the atti­
tudes toward world affairs made habitual in our historic 
past. The fourth will examine the importance of the con­
cept of limitation in foreign policy in relation to the issues 
dividing the world in the present. The final one will be an 
exercise in hindsight on some of the undertakings in for­
eign policy resulting from inflated hopes in combination 
with depressed critical faculties during the half-century or 
so since our nation attained the status of a great power. 

As a beginning in laboring the analytic aspects, a loose 
definition will do. The foreign policy of a state takes form 
in the courses of action undertaken by authority of the 
state and intended to affect situations beyond the span of 
its jurisdiction. 

Do not construe too narrowly the meaning of the word 
action. In this field utterance is sometimes a form of action, 
and pronouncements are deeds when they convey meaning 
about things intended to be done rather than merely ex­
pressing abstractions and moralizations. 

Let me emphasize the human and therefore finite char­
acter of the political institutions concerned in foreign 
policy. 

The state is an abstract expression representing a body 
of people occupying a defined territory and politically or­
ganized so as to be capable of acting collectively with re­
spect to matters both within that territory and beyond it. 
Government is the apparatus of decision and execution for 
such action. 

The terms state and government convey ideas of huge­
ness, majesty, and impersonality. These overtones should 
not mislead us. The state-and this is true also of its agent, 
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government-remains, in Plato's phrase, man ·written large. 

It is only man. It is not superman.· It is man written 
large, not limitless. The individual is multiplied in the 
frame of the state. The individual's limitations are not 
transcended. The institutions of political life do not add 
to the dimensions of the human mind. They have no in­
sights denied to individuals. They produce no wisdom 
beyond the compass of man's mind. The intelligence oper­
ating in the lines of decision and execution is but human 
intelligence. It has the inherent attributes of contingency, 
fallibility, and subjectivity. Service to the state does not 
bring to the minds of the servants any additional endow­
ments for perceiving the future. For all its majesty, the 
situation of the state is still the human situation. 

Americans generally recognize the characteristics of in­
trinsic limitation in respect to the state's role in domestic 
affairs. Here indeed, in their precepts if not so much in 
their practices, the Americans are virtually singular among 
the nations for their skepticism about the wisdom and the 
efficacy of public authority. Americans tend to overlook 
these limitations-at least, many Americans tend to do so­
in their attitudes toward the role of the United States in 
foreign affairs. In this range their perspectives tend to be 
thrown off. Americans, said Gertrude Stein, are brought 
up "to believe in boundlessness." With respect to nothing 
else is this so manifest as it is with respect to their views as 
to the inherent capability of the United States government 
to avail in matters actually external to its jurisdiction and 
therefore beyond its control. 

I stress the obvious but often overlooked externalness of 
foreign policy. The fundamental circumstance giving rise 
to foreign policy is that most of the world is outside the 
United States. The areas in which our foreign policy has 
its effects are those lying beyond the range of our law. They 
include about fifteen-sixteenths of the world's land surface 
and contain about sixteen-seventeenths of its peoples. We 
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cannot ordain the conditions there. The forces do not re­
spond to our fiat. At best we can only affect them. We exer­
cise only influence, not the sovereign power to dispose, in 
those ranges once described by the Supreme Court in a 
memorable opinion as "this vast external realm, with its 
important, complicated, delicate, and manifold problems." 

I can recall from my own experience dozens of examples 
of the American tendency to disregard limitation of power 
precisely with respect to matters beyond the limits of our 
control. 

An exigent lady in the audience in a Midwestern city 
about three years ago asked me to outline the course of 
United States foreign policy for the next ten years. I denied 
having a crystal ball. She reduced to five years the interval 
concerned in the request. I carefully restated my view of 
foreign policy as necessarily being in large part a response 
to situations arising beyond the national jurisdiction and 
therefore beyond our government's control and beyond my 
modest power to predict. She spurned that answer. She 
insisted on the predictability of the future in world affairs, 
given sufficient diligence on the part of those conducting 
policy. I told her the main surely predictable element of 
the future was trouble, which was bound to proliferate 
along our course, though I could not undertake to define 
all its forms and occasions. The lady answered with scorn 
for the Department of State for not having worked out a 
formula for eliminating trouble. 

Such ideas abound within as well as outside the govern­
ment. I recall, for example, a conference of a couple of 
years ago between a delegation from another office of the 
government and the members of the Policy Planning Staff 
of the State Department. The visitors wanted to mesh with 
foreign policy certain plans of their making. They asked 
us to unroll the secret scrolls of the future-at least for a 
twenty-year interval of it. They departed in dudgeon, dis­
dain, and disbelief on hearing our disclaimer. 
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I call to mind being asked by a man in an audience in 

Texas a few months ago to explain the State Department's 
failure to foresee the rising clash in interest and purpose 
between metropolitan France and native elements of 
French North Africa. I assured him this had been foreseen. 
Then he asked for an accounting on the United States' fail­
ure to prevent it. 

In the life of the state as in the life of the individual, 
problems foreseen may often be beyond the scope of one's 
power of ordaining. The situation in the conduct of for­
eign policy often reminds me of the story of the boastful 
pilot. ·while steering a ship into port, he remarked to the 
skipper, "I know every rock in this harbor." A rending con­
tact between ship and reef interrupted him. Then he 
added, "That's one of them now." I related all this to my 
questioner in Texas but did not convince him that the fact 
of a falling out between North African Arabs and France 
was not due to some remissness in "\Vashington. 

A while back a friend of mine, giving me his personal 
views on how to handle foreign affairs, drew an analogy 
from his own business, railroad traffic management. He 
represented the world as a switchyard, the United States as 
a locomotive, and all the other nations as boxcars. I re­
marked on the irrelevancy of his account of railroading 
technics to foreign affairs. The world is not an organized 
place like a switch yard. Other nations are not inert vehicles 
like boxcars. They are corporate entities 'vith purposes of 
their own. Respecting them the United States disposes no 
monopoly of power like that of a locomotive among box­
cars. All this I explained to my friend. He rejoined with a 
comment about the mulish unwillingness of the members 
of the State Department to accept from other walks of life 
the lessons of how to conduct the nation's affairs. 

The same notion of the attainability of perfect foresight 
in the planning and perfect efficacy in the execution of 
foreign policy is an ingredient in the abundant schemes 
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put forth by well-meaning groups for a variety of one-shot 
solutions of the problems of a difficult world. It is reflected 
also in a way many people have of attributing develop­
ments in every quadrant of the globe to some design con­
ceived in Washington. 

This underlies a great deal of discussion about the China 
issue. One hears repeated references to our having lost 
China-a land never ours to lose. That ancient, complex, 
and populous land is represented as without a substance 
of its own-as merely a screen reflecting only what is pro­
jected from this side of the Pacific. The course of that 
remote nation is construed as wholly determinable by 
American will. From the tone of discussion one might 
never guess that indigenous impulses and predispositions 
counted for anything in China's course: for the native 
army's want of military zeal someone here must be held to 
account; for an Oriental regime's loss of grip on itself 
blame must be fixed in Washington. 

This mistaken notion of thinking of our policy as the 
paramount factor in situations beyond our borders is not 
confined to the China issue. I have heard serious-minded 
Americans lay at our own doorstep the blame for every­
thing believed by them to be deficient in the internal situa­
tions of the Latin American nations. Three learned gen­
tlemen with whom I dined recently spent much of the 
evening discussing how the United States must go about 
curing what they called the emotional sicknesses in the 
political societies of Western Europe-all with the assump­
tion that the states of mind of other peoples were amenable 
to our sovereign disposition. 

I believe it worth while to ponder briefly the causes of 
this tendency to see in disproportion the dimensions of our 
power in the world, a tendency highly important as a main 
obstacle to sound thinking about foreign policy. 

According to a friend of mine professionally concerned 
with the study of deeper sources of human behavior, this 
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tendency of individuals to think of the state as if it were 
omnipotent in the world is an unconsciously chosen way 
of redressing the sense of their own inadequacy, much as 
small boys redress their boyishness by vaunting the imag­
ined prowess of their fathers. I shall leave such theory to 
others better prepared than I to delve into the psyche. 

One source of the notion of perfect efficacy in foreign 
affairs, it seems to me, is consciousness of an extraordinarily 
successful past-something to be discussed in my next dis­
course. The diplomatic course in the evolution from a 
colonial beachhead to a power of highest magnitude was 
one of matchless performance. It is easy to assume this as 
setting the enduring standard for our conduct in the 
world. 

Faith in law-perhaps I should say excessive faith in 
legislation-is another factor relevant here. Legislation is 
law. Law is to be obeyed. An aim legislatively expressed is 
ipso facto achievable. So goes the reasoning. This tempts 
toward exaggerated notions of the preventive as well as of 
the positive power of legislation. In both respects this has a 
bearing on ideas about foreign policy. In the Congress the 
same voices may be raised both on behalf of peremptory 
propositions to impel Europeans toward the constitutional 
venture of integration-as if peremptoriness availed in such 
matters-and for undertakings to exempt our own prac­
tices from the altering influence of foreign affairs by 
veering back toward the modes of the Articles of Confed­
eration. The question of consistency between two such 
proposals reminds me of the time I heard a quartet in a 
contrapuntal arrangement of "Sailing Over the Bounding 
Main" and "River, Stay Away from My Door." 

Uncritical faith in the efficacy of legislation in its posi­
tive aspects has a particular relevance in the phase of ex­
tensive grants-in-aid to other countries. I used to note this 
in the time of my service as consultant to the Committee on 
Foreign Affairs of the House of Representatives. In execu-
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tive sessions of the committee and in conferences on legis­
lation with their senatorial counterparts, the more zealous 
members would contend over the tones of adjectives, the 
nuances of nouns, and the degrees of activity implicit in 
the verbs going into congressional statements of policy 
accompanying legislation in the field of foreign affairs. In 
such arguments the atmosphere often seemed charged with 
the import of destiny. It was as if the issues of history were 
being settled by verbalization. 

The very fact of having a lot of legislation laying down 
the objectives entertained by the Congress for situations 
internal to other countries tends to obscure the limits of 
our jurisdiction-to make us forget that we cannot by our 
own fiat cure problems arising from the narrowness of the 
margins of political power within other countries or ordain 
the easy and immediate consummation of purposes realiza­
ble, if at all, only with energetic and purposeful support of 
other peoples in long spans of time. 

Another influence .m the American attitude toward for­
eign affairs might be called faith in engineering-confi­
~ence of a lin:itless power to transform situations by work­
mg on the material factors, faith in the achievability of 
great purposes through applying technics. This relates to 
our natural pride in the physical development of our coun­
try. Popular tradition treasures the notion in the realm 
of creation all things are possible to those who will them. 
A recent book by an American assailing his government 
fo~ suffering the postwar contretemps in Germany dis­
misses the notion of limitation of American power with the 
obs~rvation, "Americans can do anything." The margins 
~vatlable to us have made this true at least in a poetic sense 
m the development of our own country. The error arises 
in the attempt to apply it to situations involving wills other 
than our own. 

This faith in capability to transform through material 
fact~rs is relevant to a tendency to think loosely about the 
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nature of force, which is physical, and its relation to power 
in general. By force I mean the capacity to transmit energy 
and so to expend it as to do vital harm to a foe and also the 
deterrent, compulsive effect produced by having that ca­
pacity. It is only one of many forms of power. For power 
let us use Count Tolstoi's definition of it as "merely the 
relation between the expression of someone's will and the 
execution of that will by others." 

vVars occur when nations seek to impose their wills by 
effecting drastic changes in the ratios of power through rad­
ical action in the factors of force. The force factors are 
susceptible of precision in military planning. The elements 
are concrete. The speeds of ships, their capabilities for 
carrying men and cargo, the distances, the fuel require­
ments of planes and tanks, the fire power of divisions, and 
so on are knowable factors. The military planning process, 
insofar as it relates to the ponderables of real or hypotheti­
cal campaigns, turns out tidy and complete results. I do not 
mean that battles and campaigns are fought according to 
preconceived schedules. I mean only that insofar as ad­
vance planning is employed in the military field, the quo­
tients are precise, the columns are even, and the conclusions 
concrete. 

In a course of active hostilities force capabilities may be 
brought to a ratio of 100 to o as between one side and the 
other by the elimination of resistance in a particular place 
for a particular time, changing the relationship between 
antagonists to that between victor and vanquished. Sur­
render may be complete and unconditional. Victory may 
appear absolute. 

It is easy for the unwary to jump to a conclusion that if 
all human affairs were laid out with the precision of mili­
tary plans, then all problems could be brought to as com­
plete solution as can the problem of force in the conduct 
of a victorious military campaign. 

Victory's appearance of absoluteness is/'...- \ ~lffYo,.VfCVv--..'-, 
~ ~s\'---- ;- ~fc;e; -, 

' "~"'' 3;~6 7 ' P' \ /(~,- Acc.Nn ............ '"\<1· 
{( o_~ {C,-'i· ?o .~-;: 
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tory itself is evanescent. It invariably has given way to a 
substitute unless the victors, like the Romans at Carthage, 
have obliterated the conquered or undertaken permanently 
to deprive them of will-in other words, to enslave them, 
an undertaking likely to prove burdensome and fearsome 
to the enslavers as well as to the enslaved. 

Ascendancy based on force begins to diminish as soon as 
force ceases to be sole arbiter. The introduction of factors 
other than force modifies the relationship between con­
querors and those conquered. The victor will ceases to be 
the only active will. The vanquished recover in some de­
gree wills of their own. A mutuality of relationship begins 
to be renewed. The relationship recovers political charac­
ter. Victory fades as a circumstance and becomes only a 
memory. Bold expectations identified with the moment of 
victory fade away with it. 

This accounts for an ancient and recurring cliche-! am 
old enough to have heard it in the sequels to two world 
wars-about politicians' having dissipated the glories and 
bPnefits of victories achieved by violence. To my view a 
failure of events to confirm expectations shows something 
wr?ng ~bout the expectations rather than something de­
fi~Ient Ill the facts. The failure of peace to live up to the 
high hopes of the moment of victory shows something to 
be ~eceptive about the hopes-indeed about the concept­
of VIctory itself. 

Use of force is an incident. The problems of power are 
endl.ess. Wars occur. Politics endures. Let us identify as a 
persistent illusion about power in foreign policy the idea 
~hat hy dint of planning and perseverance it can be realized 
m t~at degree of efficacy seemingly secured in the moment 
of VIctory. It is an illusion first in equating all power with 
force and second in exaggerating the enduring effectiveness 
of the latter. 

In .exa~ining the urges and the claims of perfection of 
solution In foreign policy, let us take note of a character-
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1st1c tendency of our times to regard the whole field of 
human relations as substantively and entirely an aspect of 
science. This links with a notion of the capability of cumu­
lative and organized knowledge to solve anything and an 
accompanying view of every problem as something by 
definition solvable. If not creative scientific thinkers them­
selves, then certainly popularizers of scientific achievement 
have nurtured this idea. Whatever the applicability in 
material relations, the concept is misleading when applied 
as a universal. 

I call to mind a statement of august auspices: "In social 
science in its broadest sense, which is concerned with the 
relations of men in society and with the conditions of social 
order and well being, we have learned only an adumbra­
tion of the laws which govern these vastly complex 
phenomena." That is part of a pronouncement by the 
American Association of University Professors in 1915 in 
advocacy of academic freedom. The case for nonrestriction 
in the study of human affairs here is simply that mankind 
has not yet done all the homework to be done. The concept 
of truth implicit here is of some"thing not yet fully mastered 
rather than something ever unfolding and therefore be­
yond formulation. 

That statement echoed in my consciousness a few days 
ago in a conversation with a young man regarded as a 
comer in the field-perhaps I should say ~he nebula-of 
psychological warfare. He assured me of such developments 
ahead in the science of psychology as would afford com­
plete prediction of human responses to verbal stimuli and 
enable the exercise of complete mastery over mankind's 
future, presenting the prospect of making and keeping all 
men free by pouring the right words into their ears. Ac­
cording to him, all this would be realized with the closing 
of the interval by which social sciences lag behind the 
natural sciences, placing the problems of man's behavior 
on a footing with the problems of environment and render-
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ing them completely subject to control by technics. "The 
manipulation of men's minds" is the horrible phrase he 
used. 

The prospect set forth involves ingenious paradox. Who 
would manipulate the minds of the manipulators while 
the manipulators were busy manipulating minds? Choice 
being the condition of freedom, how could men be said 
to be free if deprived by mental manipulation of the pos­
sibility of being anything else than free? These questions 
were not germane or important to the young psychological 
warrior. He looked forward to the sovereignty of propa­
gandists with a professional self-assurance equal to that of 
the philosopher Plato's proposal of the kingship of philoso· 
phers like himself as a formula for political perfection. 

The notion of the power of scientific reason to solve all 
the problems of our age relates to a habit of mind derived 
from the study of history. To this I wish to give special 
emphasis. 

The whole continuum of time and space, in all its vast· 
ness and variety, far exceeds the compass of any finite mind. 
Only an infinite consciousness could understand all of it 
and perceive the lines of relationship among all the entities 
and all the occurrences within its scope. With his limita­
tions, the individual can work his intelligence only on 
small portions of it. Within segments comprehensible to 
him and from his particular standpoint, he observes or con­
strues relationships between one phenomenon and another. 
In the measure of his understanding he tries to analyze 
these as lines of cause and effect. From these he seeks to 
derive principles for comprehending and controlling his 
environment. This in general is the method of science. 

I am concerned here only with its application to history. 
The historian turns his powers of inquiry and analysis onto 
some segment of space and some range of past time man­
ageable within his intellectual compass. From what is avail­
able to him of the residual record, he infers lines of 
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causation. He distills his knowledge and sorts it into chap­
ters and volumes presenting the essences, as he understands 
them, of the eras and areas subjected to his analysis. 

This is legitimate and necessary intellectual endeavor. 
To its results, however, one must always take care to apply 
proper reservations. The past did not actually unfold in 
chapters and volumes. Its emerging realities were never as 
compact and crystallized as they are made to appear by the 
craftsmanship of the historian. The participants in past 
events never enjoyed those clear vistas marked for us by the 
historian along the lines of cause and effect. To the con­
temporaries the proportions in any epoch were very differ­
ent from what they appear to us in long retrospection. 

Besides this tendency to confuse the history with the 
reality of the past-besides the notion that the residue we 
retain is the whole and the essence of any departed epoch­
let us take note of the notion that history unfolds accord­
ing to some logical scheme, the whole of which is inferable 
from any of its parts, much as an archaeologist contrives to 
reconstruct an entire skeleton from a few stray bones. This 
is the notion that from history we can derive the key to the 
future. This is the notion that by sufficient diligence we 
can lay down the lines of what is to come as neatly and 
definitively as the systematic historian seems to plot out 
the lines of what has gone before. 

It is only a step from this concept to the idea of manipu­
lating the future. If the pattern of the future is ascer­
tainable by human intelligence, then its determinative 
elements must be discoverable by human intelligence also, 
and by pre-empting control of these and working them 
according to its own will, a human agency can take charge 
of destiny. So the idea goes. 

This notion of finding and working the push-buttons 
and levers controlling the future involves a great contra­
diction between two concepts-on the one hand, the de­
terministic idea of an ascertainable pattern of the future 
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and on the other the concept of the possibility of perfect 
freedom of will involved in the assumption that a mortal 
entity can gain ascendancy over the future and make it 
responsive to its desires as a machine responds to a guiding 
hand. This notion makes man and his mind, his will, and 
his institutions on the one hand the puppets of a foreclosed 
destiny. On the other hand it presumes to place the con­
trolling cords in the hands of human agency. 

George Santayana's words caution us against reliance on 
any special school of thought "which squints and over­
looks half the facts and half the difficulties in its eagerness 
to find in some detail the key to the whole." This fallacy 
resides in every undertaking to formulate a system about 
the past and then to apply it to gain mastery over the fu­
ture. It inheres in every notion of an exclusive formula for 
being right in human affairs and in every overweening 
claim to the possession of that formula. It is implicit in 
every exhortation for us to meet the Communist threat by 
adopting a system matching that of the adversary in its pre­
tensions to universality and to possession of the keys to the 
future. 

Anyone who has dealt responsibly with foreign policy 
must have felt the meaning of Whitman's lines: 

How can I pierce the impenetrable blank of the 
future? 

I feel thy ominous greatness, evil as well as good; 
I watch thee, advancing, absorbing the present, 

transcending the past; 
I see thy light lighting and thy shadows shadow­

ing, as if the entire globe; 
But I do not undertake to define thee-hardly to 

comprehend thee ... 

To perceive the great extent to which a foreign policy, 
attempting to cope with the future, must be speculative 
and chancy is not a source of weakness. To the contrary, in 
Edmund Burke's phrase, "We can never walk surely but 
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by being sensible of our blindness." The gravest errors are 
consequent from deceiving oneself that it is possible by 
some prodigy of planning to overcome this inherent cir­
cumstance. 

Something of this fallacy is basic to every proposition 
for a perfect, all-embracing solution of our problems in 
foreign relations. The young Gladstone's mentor advised 
him that politics was an unsatisfactory business and that 
he would have to learn to put up with imperfect results. 
That advice has wisdom akin to the lessons of Faust and 
Paradise Lost: that grace derives from a sense of one's limi­
tations and that tragedy is the wage of losing that sense. 

Not perfection but utility is the test of planning in a 
foreign policy, and utility is a modest virtue. Perhaps an 
illustration from another field, military operations, prop­
erly applies here. The Duke of Wellington once referred 
to the differences in concept and planning between his ad­
versary and himself in the Peninsular Campaign. The 
French plans, he said, were made with logical perfection 
and completeness. He likened them to a fine leather har­
ness-admirable and useful until some part broke, where­
upon the whole was useless. His own plans, he said, were 
made on the principle of rope, and as portions broke under 
the stress of circumstance, he would just tie knots and go 
on. A foreign policy should be planned on that principle. 

Foresight in foreign policy-the planning function, I 
might call it-is best if seasoned with contingency and a 
recognition of human limitation. To set proper perspec­
tives, let us take account not only of the finiteness of the 
state and of the point that the areas concerned in foreign 
policy lie beyond the span of national jurisdiction, but 
also of another point implicit in the definition of foreign 
policy which I gave at the outset. I refer to the essential 
relationship between foreign policy and action. 

At the risk of sounding very academic, I shall labor this 
with some more definitions. I do not claim exclusive cor-
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rectness for them. I set them forth only to insure under­
standing of my use of the terms. 

The situation of the state-substitute the term govern­
ment or nation if you will-is that of having some, but only 
some, capability. That is the situation of responsibility. It 
lies between the extremes of omnipotence and powerless­
ness. Each of these extremes alike carries no responsibility. 

The situation of responsibility involves the necessity of 
choice. Choice is simply the selection of one possibility to 
the exclusion of others when no more than one is feasible. 
Choice inevitably involves renunciation. In the view of the 
scholastic philosophers, even an infinite being is compelled 
to make choices because of being unable to will into ex­
istence simultaneously inherently contradictory things. 
Finite entities have to make choices not only as between 
inherently contradictory possibilities but also as between 
things which together are practicably unfeasible within the 
means at hand. 

One knows this from the daily circumstances of his own 
life-the continuing necessity of allocating one's time and 
rationing one's money, one's inability to spend the same 
two hours in both studying and going to the movies, and 
the incapacity to obtain together the rewards of diligence 
and the comforts of indolence. One must repeatedly put 
aside one desirable thing in preference for another thing 
also desirable. This circumstance distinguishes the real life 
from the myths treasured in childhood with their seven­
league boots, lamps of Aladdin, magic carpets, and open 
sesames. 

The situation of the state in its external responsibilities 
is that of the limits of adult reality, notwithstanding that 
many Americans persist in talking of foreign policy in a 
frame of reference akin to the wishful tales of childhood. 
Let us apply then to the state in its external relations the 
simple concepts about will applicable to other human 
endeavors. 
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Will is the faculty for making choices. The difference 
between a weak and a determined will is simply a differ­
ence in steadfastness in carrying through with the renun­
ciations inescapably involved in making choices. This is as 
true in the frame of the state as it is in other human affairs. 

An exercise of will is a volition. A volition unfolds at 
three levels. The first of these concerns motives. By that 
term I mean those impulses rising from some inner need or 
desire and spurring the mind to volition. The second level 
involves ends. By an end I mean that which the mind con­
ceives as representing the satisfaction of the need or desire 
identified as the source of motivation. The third level in­
volves intentions. At this level the mind adds to the con­
ception of ends the projection of action in pursuit of them. 

Note that I say pursuit, not attainment. The capacity 
of the mind to conceive ends is limitless. The means at 
hand are invariably limited. The level of intention in­
volves above all the establishment of a balance between 
ends and means-that is, if one is responsible in his under­
takings. Balancing ends and means requires at any juncture 
the selection of some feasible fraction of one's ends to be 
acted upon and the deferment of the rest. The portions of 
one's ends selected for action let us call purposes. 

All this applies to foreign policy. 
The formulation of foreign policy, if done responsibly, 

must be regarded as the forming of our intentions-as dis­
tinguished from our ends-regarding the world external to 
our national jurisdiction. The distinction makes a differ­
ence. The sum of the foreign policy is the sum not of 
things we should like to achieve but of the things we do 
or are going to set about doing in the world. Foreign policy 
is not the business, in words of Kipling, of 

Thinking of beautiful things we know, 
Dreaming of deeds that we mean to do, 
All complete, in a minute or two-
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Something noble, and grand and good, 
Done by merely wishing we could. 

Many-one finds them in government as well as out of it­
regard foreign policy as a set of good wishes and high aspi­
rations about the world, as that and nothing more. That 
sort of thinking relates to foreign policy as cheer-leading 
to quarterbacking or as the sum of a man's New Year's 
resolutions to his biography. 

I do not mean to decry the essentiality of a set of goals 
in foreign policy. Ultimate purposes have a value in serv­
ing as a standard for knowing how to proceed, problem by 
problem, in this field. Moreover, the good is not always 
beyond reach, though the way to it is arduous, long, and 
charged with paradoxes. 

A few years ago one of our most distinguished military 
leaders, one typifying in the best sense the combination of 
soldiery and statesmanship, made a speech about the cri­
teria for our relationships with the rest of the world. His 
peroration was a plea for the nation to guide by the eter­
nal stars instead of steering by the lights of each passing 
ship. The sweep and grandeur of his metaphor impressed 
me. I said so in a conversation with a seafaring friend. "Ob­
viously you don't know much about the sea," he told me. 
".One of the easiest parts of seamanship is celestial naviga­
tiOn. That never keeps you awake on the bridge all night. 
The test of seamanship is the shoals, the fogs, the storms 
that blow and yet you can't do anything to stop them, and 
the passing ships. Just try to imagine sailing under a skip­
per who thinks the big part of his job is star-gazing." 

That anecdote makes my point. The goal aspect of for­
eign policy is essential. It is also easy. It is the easiest part 
of the business. The difficult part comes not in figuring out 
w?at one would do if one could do everything one may 
Wish to do. It comes in deciding what to do in the circum­
stances of being able to do only part of what one may wish 
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to do. That is the task of handling dilemmas and of ration­
ing means. Here the making of foreign policy reaches the 
vital level. Here success is courted. Here failure is risked. 

From this concept of the making of foreign policy as 
essentially involving not the mere conceiving of ends but 
the establishment of purposes of action and the allocation 
of means comes a recognition of the determinative im­
portance of means. We know this well in the frame of indi­
vidual lives. Probably not one of all the men in Sing Sing 
set Sing Sing as his goal in life. They all arrived there be­
cause of grievous errors in the calculation of means. 

Let us then apply to foreign policy a few simple ideas 
relating to the economy of means. 

The nation's ends, as I have used the term here, in their 
whole range inevitably exceed the means. It is important­
nay, necessary-to maintain balance between those portions 
of ends chosen as purposes for action and the means avail­
able. The necessary balance between purposes and means 
is not solely a quantitative matter. The means must be not 
only sufficient to the purpose. They must also be qualita­
tively appropriate to the purpose. 

Regard for this necessity of balance between means and 
purposes is the heart of foreign policy. Let me reinforce 
the point by quoting from the Gospel according to St. 
Luke: 

For which of you, intending to build a tower, sitteth 
not down first, and counteth the cost, whether he have 
sufficient to finish it? ... Or what king, going to 
make war against another king, sitteth not down first, 
and consulteth whether he be able with ten thousand 
to meet him that cometh against him with twenty 
thousand? Or else, while the other is yet a great way 
off, he sendeth an ambassage, and desireth conditions 
of peace. 

To approach policy without regard to the necessity of 
bringing purposes and means into balance courts not mere-
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ly futility but the danger also of violence and tragedy. 
Certainly, for example, the history of German diplomacy 
in the time of William II demonstrates the peril inherent in 
attempting to substitute pronouncement for reality and 
in establishing purposes in excess of capabilities. Another 
example of the sequence of overreaching and then of catas­
trophe is the foreign policy of Napoleon III in France. 
History is replete with similar instances of governments 
which committed themselves overtly to undertakings which 
they could not fulfill but from which they could not back 
away and in consequence incurred war. 

Once begun, the process of inflating the purposes is most 
difficult to stop. A government proclaims aims in excess of 
its means to effect them. Becoming anxious over the dis­
parity between what it can do and what it has proclaimed, 
it seeks to redress the disparity by even wider assertions of 
aims still more stridently proclaimed. Eventually the range 
of assertions and the range of achievements are so obviously 
and widely disparate that the nation's policy faces immi­
nent disintegration. Here the temptation to resort to coer­
cion by threat and display of force rises, bringing on the 
danger of counterthreat and counterdisplay, and finally the 
plunge into general violence. Thus the course of proclaim­
ing goals beyond the margins of capability provided by 
calculable means tends toward war. This course no nation 
can afford to begin. We must not presume for our nation 
any exemption from the penalties imposed for mistaking 
pronouncement for policy. 
. Having in mind that a purpose achieved in foreign pol­
Icy may become the means for achieving a further purpose, 
let me state as a further point that the economy of means 
requires that the ends selected as purposes for action be 
such as, if achieved, will provide the best feasible basis in 
means for going on to achieve further purposes. That is to 
say, as far as possible a government disposing great power 
in the world must project its purposes so as best to progress 
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toward its whole range of ends or, if it cannot progress, at 
least to minimize the setbacks. 

These things can be figured only in a rough sort of cal­
culus. No prodigious formulas are at hand-no easy or per­
fect ways, no free rides. 

My last point relates to the costs. 
The use of means involves cost. The achievement of pur­

poses represents gain. It is easy to wish a gain. The difficult 
part is the envisaging of the cost. The cost aspects of a for­
eign policy are the aspects despite which a course of action 
is undertaken. The gain aspects are those because of which 
a course of action is undertaken. 

In the balancing between these two aspects every im­
portant policy issue officially familiar to me has been also 
a close one. The merits in argument for and against an 
acceptable line of action never occur in ratios of 100 to o 
or even of So to 20. They tend rather to occur in the order 
of 55 to 45 or even 51 to 49· Even at best, the arguments 
against a line of action in foreign policy tend to be almost 
as weighty as the considerations in favor. Yet these small 
margins of difference constitute the distinction between 
success and failure and are all-important. 

I did not find the issues so closely balanced in a former 
time when I used to write newspaper editorials about for­
eign policy. Then I could arrive at solutions plain as day 
and overwhelmingly cogent for even the most serious 
issues. The process usually took only about forty-five 
minutes. I did almost equally well with solving the great 
problems of policy in teaching international relations. In 
the line of responsibility, however, things look quite differ­
ent. 

Whatever his shortcomings as a philosopher, Jeremy 
Bentham was surely right in this: the forming of an in­
tention includes the acceptance of the cost as well as the 
entertaining of the gain. One has truly resolved his will in 
favor of a course of action only in bringing his mind to the 
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acceptance of those aspects despite which as well as those 
aspects because of which he acts. 

This too applies to affairs of state in world relations. 
The limits of our foreign policy are determined not 

alone by our inherent finiteness and not alone by our ex­
trinsic capability but also by the degree of our steadfastness 
in shouldering the burdens. That, rather than the right­
eousness of unexecuted wishes, will be the test of us as a 
great nation. To forget this would be to say a long farewell 
to all our greatness. 





II 

Long, too long America, 
Traveling roads all even and peace­

ful you learn'd from joys and 

prosperity only, 

But now, ah now, to learn from 
crises of anguish, advancing, 
grappling with direst fate and 

recoiling not, 
And now to conceive and show to 

the world what your children 
en-masse really are • • • 

-:WALT :WHITMAN, Drum Taps 



The Course of 
the Past 

I recently read a magazine article recounting the author's 
observations in Ethiopia. He thought it odd of the Ethi­
opians to regard their homeland as the focal point of world 
affairs. No doubt they thought it equally odd of him to 

think otherwise. 
Any people inveterately thinks of its own domain as the 

center of the world's concerns and regards others, remote 
from that center, as outlanders. In the sense of having its 
own exclusive coordinates for viewing time and space, 
every nation gets the feeling of being a chosen people. As 
peoples we all tend to be like the subdebutante character 
in some of Mary Roberts Rinehart's stories, the one who 
measured the importance of contemporary events in terms 
of how well they could be adapted to her diary. Individuals 
may become cosmopolitan. Nations do not. No people ever 
succeeds completely in interchanging points of view with 
another. Each people has its own traditions. These may 
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become familiar to others. No other can acquire the same 
perspectives for viewing them. 

The tendency to particularism among nations, while a 
stumbling block to rationally contrived schemes for a per­
fect and universal solution of the problems of international 
order and peace, is by no means a wholly deplorable qual­
ity. It distresses the organizers of Utopia. Yet the same 
characteristic supplies the cohesiveness that enables peoples 
to stand against tyranny. We have seen it in our own time 
sustain the British in standing alone after Dunkirk. The 
nationalism of the occupied countries buttressed them 
against the German conqueror as it now strengthens them 
in hope against the Russian. 

In the current phase of international affairs the reigning 
cliches and formulas reflect an obsession to discount 
national individuality. Supranationalism is the watchword. 
Rare is the statesman who does not have a plan for some 
other nations, if not also his own, to pool something or 
other and to act as if they were one instead of several. In 
such a time a word on behalf of national individuality may 
not be amiss. At the same time let us take care not to ex­
aggerate its virtues into vice. 

This latter thing happens when men seek to discover 
universal significance in the particular characteristics of the 
nations with which they are identified. In a current book 
Aubrey Menen discusses this tendency. He notes the quest 
of men of all nations "for the convincing explanation of 
their own astonishing excellence," adding that "they have 
frequently found what they were looking for." Some 
have found it in the theory of natural selection. Others 
have traced the vaunted excellence of particular nations to 
the will of God or to the forces of history. Those who rule 
in Russia trace it to a theory of reality in which their own 
nation is represented as the exponent of an inevitable 
future. 

We Americans should be aware that we too are not 
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spared the temptation to translate our individual charac­
teristics into universals. 

For example, a contemporary author of great repute, 
writing recently on foreign affairs, put forth the notion of 
the American as being the first to transcend the limits of 
particularism-the first, in his fancy phrase, to develop a 
"planetary mind." This is merely a conceit. vVe are like 
all the others in being ourselves unlike all the rest, and our 
peculiar characteristic is not that of being universal men 
among others who are more particularists. 

This assumption of having planetary minds, of being a 
nation peculiarly endowed with universal merits, involves 
a paradox and some dangers. The paradox is one inherent 
in all attitudes endowing peculiar characteristics with uni­
versal import. Such an attitude involves on the one hand 
an exclusion of all others-the arrogant business of stand­
ing separately from others not graced with the peculiar vir­
tue, whatever it may be. On the other hand, it involves the 
equally arrogant presumption of seeing oneself as repre­
sentative of all others. 

Let us assume neither that foreigners are peoples totally 
apart nor that they are would-be Americans who happen 
to wear beards. With this proportion we can go on trying 
to communicate with others without feeling chagrin and 
pique at failures of our friends abroad to share our prem­
ises and conclusions immediately and wholly even when 
we feel so right. 

Let us try to understand the distinguishing circumstances 
of our past and their effects on our present outlook upon 
the world. Let us do this not for the purpose of posing as 
men of distinction but for the purpose of recognizing the 
differences to be overcome in communicating with peoples 
in the vast external realm. 

The American nation is in an essential way a product 
-and, one may say without undue boasting, in some 
ways the most successful product-of a great movement of 
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peoples, culture, and power out of Europe and into areas 
across the seas, beginning roughly four hundred and fifty 
years ago. 

The results of that movement have varied widely area 
by area as determined by a number of factors. Let us name 
some of the important ones and recall their application in 
the American experience. We shall see in sum that the 
combination of factors was singularly favorable with re­
spect to the emergence of the United States-a circum­
stance justifying our gratitude to Providence for a windfall 
rather than self.admiration for our merits. 

One factor is the degree of the disposition or the ability 
of those in authority in the homeland to keep leading 
strings on the overseas outpost. 

At the outset the burdens of overseas interference with 
the British colonists in America were minimal. The colo­
nists were left on their own. In time the homeland govern­
ment attempted to attach leading strings. The attempt 
came too late. Its result was only to impel the American 
colonists to cut the lines of allegiance so as to preserve an 
independence already established in their hearts. 

A second main consideration is the character of the po­
litical institutions translated from overseas. 

The institutions implanted here from abroad were those 
?f free individuals. They regarded government as their 
Instrument and not themselves as the instrument of gov­
ernment. 

The early Americans did not invent this concept. Its 
antecedents were developed in the Old World and trans­
lated here. They had emerged not as intellectual ideas but 
as the products of hard conflict. 

The concepts of a freedom accessible to every man and 
of government as the accountable servant of a people had 
been known in classic times, but the lineage was not un­
broken. The concepts revived as political standards in con­
sequence of wars-the English invasion of France, the 
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Spanish war of liberation from the Moors, and the Italian 
resistance to the Holy Roman Empire. The struggle for 
supremacy between church and state also contributed the 
idea of liberty. As Lord Acton has told us, "the aim of both 
contending parties was absolute authority," and "although 
liberty was not the end for which they strove, it was the 
means by which the temporal and spiritual power called 
the nations to their aid." 

The Americans received these concepts as the largess of 
history. The nation was spared the pain of the struggles 
which had produced them. Destiny enabled the Americans 
to make a clean start in an open land with the concepts of 
limited government and liberty hammered out in centuries 
of ordeal. 

We too often forget this. We too often regard our his­
toric opportunity not as our special fortune but as a special 
grace. We find it too easy to identify as our own inventions 
the ideas which were only given to us to embellish after 
others had brought them forth in struggle. We incline too 
much to assume concord rather than conflict as the condi­
tion of liberty. It comes too easy to us to believe that all 
that is needed for others to match our achievements is to 
make a fresh start. We tend to forget that the opportunity 
for a fresh start was peculiar to us. 

A related factor pertains to the resources for political 
leadership. 

Here again America was richly blessed. The leaders of 
the generation which achieved nationhood were men not 
only endowed with courage and energy but also versed in 
public law. They had learned from Locke, Harrington, and 
Montesquieu and many others the wisdom of politics at 
its highest sense developed over the centuries of European 
experience. This wisdom they adapted into American 
forms as the principles underlying our independence and 
our constitutional structure. "\Ve owe much to the circum­
stance that among the founders were men of ranging mind, 
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men who read deeply, reasoned scrupulously, wrote well, 
and respected the intellectual function. 

Let us consider also some of the material advantages in 
the American endowment. 

With respect to the general geographic situation, em­
bracing the accessibility, the contours, the climate, and the 
value of the natural resources of the overseas areas, nature 
favored the Americans. 

While not so remote as to impede commerce and restrict 
the flow of objects and ideas of culture and the influx of 
immigrants, the position was far enough away to avoid im­
mediate and heavy pressures from the powers in other 
continents. British sea power, moreover, was interposed in 
the intervening spaces. This provided added protection for 

the ncw-ficdgecl and growing nation-a favorable c.irc.nm­
stancc whose importance most Americans were loath to 
rerogniw. though it was apparent to tht more reflective 
of their learlers. 

Now. with real rlangers pressing from so many quarters, 
it is quite beyond our imagination to comprehend the way 
of looking at the problem of national security in world 
affairs under the enchantment lent by distance-and by 
the protective shield of British sea power-in earlier phases 
of national development. 

In the moment of victory for independence in 1783 the 
Continental Congress immediately reduced the army to a 
strength of eighty privates, who served as watchmen over 
stores of military supplies at Fort Pitt and West Point. The 
Continental Congress simultaneously solved-or thought it 
solved-the problem of American naval power by simply 
omitting to appropriate money to maintain the handful of 
fighting ships then composing the Continental navy. 

Marauding tribes soon forced the restoration of the army 
as a combat element. By the time of the establishment of 
the Constitution, the necessities of Western frontier secu­
rity had increased the number to more than five hundred. 
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A half-century elapsed before the requirements of the ex­
panding frontier had forced the figure into five digits. 
Piratical depredations in the I\Icditerrancan also soon com­
pelled the reconstitution of our navy. More than a century 
was then to pass before the navy's role came to be con­
ceived of as something more than that of harrying the occa­
sional harriers of American commerce-as an integral and 
pervading factor of national greatness. 

The self-confidence of the early Americans regarding the 
national security was reflected in Abraham Lincoln's as­
sertion of 1837-so soon forgotten were the experiences of 
the war of 1812-of the impregnability of the national 
domain even "in a trial of a thousand years" with the en­
tire military potential of Europe. Asia. aml Afric:-~. m:-~r­

sllaled by a Napoleon and supported by all the wealth of 
tho~c continents. This was an expression not. of a srlf­
assmancr peculiar to Lincoln but ol something generally 
taken tor !)Tanted by Americans. l.rt u~ remember that 
uuly four decades al!,u a President directed the abolition 
of the anuy's slaff division fur war plans un the g-rounds of 
its superfluity in view of the manifest circumstances that 
involvement in wars was never to be an element of 
national policy. 

Such high expectations of a gentle destiny, such belief in 
a providential exemption from the vicissitudes of power, 
are explainable as the consequences not only of geographic 
circumstance but also in part of a general preoccupation 
with filling the boots of nationhood, as in the present and 
under quite different circumstances, the same views are 
manifested by peoples new to independence, for example 
our friends in India. 

The new land then lying on the vast American horizon 
offered opportunity rather than bounty. The continental 
rang·e was well forested. It was richly endowed in soil in 
broad and accessible expanses. It offered a proliferation of 
natural wealth under the surface. It had natural waterways 
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without equal. Yet it was a land of potential to be devel­
oped, not one offering effortless enjoyment. D. vV. Brogan 
closes one of his books with a story of an immigrant out­
side the Grand Central Station in New York. He was asked 
what forty years of experiencing life in America had taught 
him. He replied reflectively, "There is no free lunch." i\Ien 
had to work and to earn. The opportunity lay in free land 
in abundance-a continent of unencumbered, unvested 
wealth, constituting a dowry of incalculable value for insti­
tutions, and justifying Lincoln's boast about the nation's 
"peaceful possession of the finest portion of the earth as re­
gards extent of territory, fertility of soil, and salubrity of 
climate." 

Another related factor pertains to the character of the 
indigenous population-its numbers, its attitude, and the 
strength of its culture. 

The aboriginal population in that part of North Amer­
ica now the United States presented no grave difficulties to 

the expansion and enrichment of the political society and 
the cultures transplanted across the Atlantic and modified 
into American forms. 

In general the tribes retreated before the oncoming pio­
neers. In the course of some three dozen frontier wars 
they were deprived of their access to the limitless open 
spaces and suffered as well as inflicted considerable loss of 
lives. Their hostility, always latent, was only sporadic. The 
outbreaks of violence, while marked by ruthlessness on 
both sides, were localized. Little by little resistance dimin­
~shed. By sixty years ago it had vanished. The once-roam­
mg tribes were settled into scattered enclaves as wards of 
the government. 

The tribes were sparse. Their culture was simple. Their 
social and political forms were rudimentary. In perspec­
tive, the relations between them and the bearers of Amer­
ican civilization were only a minor factor. 

Suppose the numbers, the cohesiveness, and the level of 
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attainment of the tribes had been greater. Then we-I 
mean our antecedents-would have had the problems in­
herent in imposing one culture on another and establish­
ing a relationship of superior and subordinate between two 
coexisting groups of a divided society. The American ven­
ture would inescapably have been an imperial venture, and 
the colonists and their successors would have been cast in 
the role of lordship rather than that of free citizens in an 
equalitarian society. 

As a final factor bearing on the American success story, 
let us take account of the circumstances of world politics 
in the phase of the founding and the continental expansion 
of the United States. 

Notwithstanding our reluctance to make such admissions 
on the Fourth of July, let us recognize here the essentiality 
of foreign assistance and a resourceful diplomacy, besides 
American feats at arms, in the success of the American bid 
for independence. Our diplomacy made the most of the 
opportunities of world politics, first by winning the sup­
port of sovereign enemies of the Crown for American in­
dependence and second by cutting loose from them to win 
the Crown's recognition of independence in a separate 
peace. 

The new United States was the world's ugly duckling. 
In Europe the newcomer among nations was regarded at 
best with indifference and in general with cold hostility. 
The ruling classes of Europe assumed the early failure of 
the United States to be a certainty and devoutly wished the 
hastening of it. Even our benefactors in the war of the 
American Revolution did not wish us well in independ­
ence. 

Withal, the nation survived, expanded, and strengthened 
its institutions. In retrospection the historic success of the 
new nation appears to exceed the possibilities of conscious 
planning. The record seems to bear out the concept of 
serendipity, a word deriving from Serendip, an ancient 
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term for Ceylon. Literature preserves its memory in a fairy 
tale about three princes of Serendip. They were the special 
favorites of benign fortune. Things never worked out as 
the princes planned them, but they always worked out re­
markably well, nevertheless, and the princes went through 
life blessed with unintended and unforeseen happy conse­
quences. 

Combined with the factor of distance, the distribution 
of power in world relations among several nations of great 
magnitude-something quite beyond the capacity of the 
Americans to plan or to ordain-was the shielding circum­
stance making possible the great movement of the Amer­
icans out from their Atlantic beachhead and across the 
continent. 

The dispersion of power only half explains, however, 
the insulation en joyed by the Americans in the period of 
expansion. The other half of the explanation we can find 
~n their reciprocal determination to go it alone, to avoid 
mvolvements that could only impede their penetration of 
the continent-a determination in keeping with Washing­
ton's farewell advice to avoid alliances until the maturing 
of the nation's institutions should be completed. 

_That dispersion of power in the Old World, combined 
wuh a determination of the Americans to go the course 
alone, was reflected in the historic attitude-given in the 
course of time the name of the Monroe Doctrine-marking 
out. the American hemisphere as a zone of immunity 
agamst colonial penetration and interdicting the recon­
quest of the areas to the south where political independ­
ence from metropolitan Europe had been established. 

That prudent determination to stand aloof was an essen­
tial condition for a series of successes in foreign negotiation 
ne~er surpassed and perhaps never equaled by any state in 
a hke period. Diplomacy opened the way for the filling in 
of the continental position. One needs only to recall the 
main points of the series of notable successes: the Jay 
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Treaty, the Louisiana Purchase, the Florida Annexation, 
the acquisition-if that word does not give umbrage to the 
citizens of that most sovereign state-of Texas; the Oregon 
boundary settlement, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, 
the Gadsden Purchase, the annexation of Alaska, and the 
establishment of exclusive American rights in an isthmian 
canal. 

This old habit of aloofness from the political concerns 
of the old continent was essential in its time also to the 
growth of the American nation not only in the territorial 
aspect but also in the sense of the integration into the 
national base of peoples and cultures of widening variety. 

The nation was founded by a generation born and 
brought to maturity as subjects of the British Crown. The 
inhabitants of lands it came soon to encompass traced their 
antecedents to Spain and to France. 

The expansion invited, and indeed required, an in­
thronging from Southern, Eastern, Northern, Central, and 
Western Europe and the British Isles. This brought an 
increment not alone of numbers, for in training to respon­
sibility many millions of individuals before they moved 
on across the sea to enrich America with their talents, the 
European societies made one of their greatest contributions 
to the growth of our national life. Emma Lazarus' lines on 
the Statue of Liberty, referring to the immigrants from 
Europe as "wretched refuse from your teeming shore," may 
have edified those earlier on the scene, but they do less 
than justice to history in implying a unilateral bounty. 

A specially relevant characteristic of the great immigra­
tion of the nineteenth century is pointed out in Oscar 
Handlin's book, The UjJrooted. "The experience of these 
men on the move," he writes, "was more complex than that 
of the eighteenth-century Negroes or of seventeenth-cen­
tury Englishmen or of eleventh-century Normans." Those 
earlier mass migrants "had either wandered to unoccupied 
places, where they had only to adjust to new conditions of 
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physical environment, or they had gone under the well­
defined conditions of conquering invader or imported 
slave." Those entering American life in the nineteenth cen­
tury came into an established society "at a status equal to 
that of the older residents," and in relation to the law and 
the formal institutions of the nation "were one with those 
long settled in the New ·world." As Handlin points out, 
they could not impose their ways on American society and 
were not constrained to conform to ways already estab­
lished. They faced "the enormous compulsion of working 
out new relationships, new meanings to their lives, often 
under harsh and hostile circumstances." 

For the nation to have attempted taking sides in foreign 
issues before the new territories had been assimilated and 
the increments from abroad had been transformed in the 
alembic of America would have been incompatible with 
the needs of national growth. 

Isolation has become a charged word, with meanings of 
default in wider responsibilities and of obscurantism in 
outlook. Yet we must see the traditions of isolation in 
~istoric proportions. It was the logical and prudent condi­
~Ion of United States foreign relations in the epoch of creat­
mg a nation from a potpourri of ethnic origins and filling 
o~t .a continental range, and represented a realistic appre­
Ciation of the conditions of power during those decades. 
Of the period of isolation I can only sum up with words 
?fa song popular in my youth, "Wasn't it wonderful while 
It lasted?" 

s . 
.. om: sxxty years ago Lord Bryce wrote of our country: 
Amenca lives in a world of peace. Safe from attack, safe 

even from menace, she hears from afar the warring cries of 
European nations and faiths. For the present at least-it 
may not always be so-America sails upon a summer sea." 
This was in his notable book, The American Common­
wealth. In a later edition dated 1914-a significant year­
he wrote: 
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"There is a part of the Atlantic where the westward­
speeding steam-vessel always expects to encounter fogs. On 
the fourth or fifth day of the voyage while still in bright 
sunlight, one sees at a distance a long, low, dark gray line 
across the bows, and is told that this is the first of the fog 
banks that have to be traversed. Presently the vessel is upon 
the cloud, and rushes into its chilling embrace, not know­
ing what perils of icebergs may be shrouded within its 
encompassing gloom. 

"So America, in her swift onward progress, sees, looming 
on the horizon and now no longer distant, a time of mists 
and shadows, wherein dangers may be concealed whose 
form and magnitude she can scarcely yet conjecture .... " 

Lord Bryce misidentified the character of the cloud bank. 
He divined the trouble storing up for the United States 
to be in the nature of a deterioration in domestic economic 
conditions. It turned out rather to involve a radical shift­
ing of the conditions of world politics and power. Within 
the dimensions of a thumbnail, with all the attendant risks 
of oversimplification, let us recount the salient aspects and 
episodes of this process. 

Let us take account of the closure of the world's frontiers 
a little more than a half-century ago. 

A consequence was the intensification of colonial rival­
ries. 

A roughly simultaneous development was the intensifica­
tion of ethnic nationalism abroad. 

A consequence of this was the weakening of old multi­
lingual empires such as the Turkish, the Austro-Hungar­
ian, and the Russian. A collateral effect was the giving of 
new drive and significance to unilingual entities such as 
Japan and Germany. 

Japan was successful in challenging Russian power at sea 
and in East Asia a half-century ago in the Russo-Japanese 
War. 

The moving of the economic center in Europe north-
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ward to the Rhine and the Ruhr valleys in consequence of 
modern industrialization based on ferrous metals brought 
Germany's rise to a position of maritime and imperial 
rivalry with Great Britain and of preponderance over 
France. 

The outbreak of general war in 1914 came in conse­
quence of the rivalry over territories of the disintegrating 
Turkish empire between imperial Russia and Austria, 
both of them seeking accretions of strength to compensate 
for domestic feebleness, and in consequence of the rivalry 
between Great Britain and Germany for maritime and 
colonial supremacy. 

Germany made an overweening bid for total victory in 
that war, with the consequence of bringing the United 
States into the array of powers against her. 

The disintegration of the Austro-Hungarian empire 
and the finishing off of the Turkish empire came in the 
course of that war. 

The collapse and then the bolshevization of Russia also 
were brought about in the course of hostilities. 

The counterthrust for a decisive conclusion by the West­
ern Allies brought the forms of victory but left Britain and 
France depleted in resources and man power, Italy brood­
ing in disappointed ambition, Germany defeated but un­
reconciled to defeat, Russia transformed into a power base 
for revolutionary communism, and Japan aggrandized. 

Germany returned to self-aggrandizement and violence 
-this time in company with Italy and Japan-and brought 
on a renewal of general war after a twenty-year truce. 
Again the United States was drawn into hostilities. 

The eclipse in defeat of Germany and Japan was one 
consequence of this second world war. 

A second consequence was the enormous widening of 
the power base of communism, with the westward move­
ment of Russian armies into Eastern and Central Europe 
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incident to the collapse of Germany and the capture of 
power in China by the Communists. 

The war also resulted in a quickening depletion of man 
power and economic strength among other powers, nota­
bly the United Kingdom and France. 

The further sundering of old colonial and imperial pat­
terns was both a cause and an effect of the decline of some 
of the "\-\~'estern nations. 

Two states emerged into positions of the primary scope 
and strength of world powers-the Soviet Union and the 
United States. 

The lethal efficiency of warfare was drastically increased 
in these turbulent decades. This embraced a vast growth 
in the destructive force of weapons and in the radius and 
stealth of attack, adding new magnitudes to war. 

Such were the developments marking the decline and 
passing of the conditions in which we enjoyed isolation. 
Some of the ideas characteristic of our earlier phases linger, 
however, though the facts have shifted. 

Part of our inheritance has been an oversimplified dis­
tinction between the bad Old World and the good New 
World. This idea, implicit in "\Vashington's Farewell Ad­
dress and explicit in the IVIonroe Doctrine, goes along with 
the idea of confining our interests and concerns to the 
Western Hemisphere. For well oYer a century and a half 
Americans spoke of the "\•Vestern Hemisphere as this hemi­
sphere. Even presidents and secretaries of state still dis­
play the habit. 

The whole world is in the American hemisphere. Any 
schoolboy conversant with solid geometry knows the im­
possibility of locating two points on the same sphere more 
than one hundred and eighty degrees apart. The whole 
world is in the same half as we are in. 

Akin to the dichotomy between the bad old hemisphere 
and the good new one has been a suspicion of diplomacy. 
To many American minds it tends still to represent some-
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thing of Old World shadiness and intrigue-indirect, sin­
ister, and recondite. 

Here let me digress to play with a word. 
Doubleness is inherent in the word diplomacy. It is a 

relatively new English word-newer, that is, than our Con­
stitution-coined, I believe, by Edmund Burke in 1796. 
Its root is an ancient Latin term for a double piece of 
parchment, something official written in duplicate, with 
the copy taken beyond the realm of origin to be explained 
and negotiated about with others by an emissary. The word 
itself implies the requirement of two-at least two-to make 
a bargain. It conveys the idea that more than a single pat­
tern of interests always enters into international affairs. 
This sense of doubleness makes the word cognate with 
other terms of that essence, such as dilemma, with which 
every important policy question is charged, and doubt, 
that reservation from absolute surety always involved when 
unfixed factors interact. 

Diplomacy often involves communication across diver­
gences of culture, viewpoint, and interest. Attempts to edge 
diversity toward agreement often necessarily involve verbal 
complexity. Diplomacy has in some measure to have a style 
of its own. It is often quite essential and legitimate in 
diplomacy to call a spade by a synonym. This characteristic 
tends to give diplomatic communication, particularly to 
the unpracticed ear, a reputation for double-talk-a term 
whose invidious meaning is illustrated by a story of a man 
who suffered recurring social embarrassment because of 
the fact of his father's having died on the gallows and who 
in time became a diplomat and learned to cover up his em­
barrassment by replying to inquiries about his father: 
"The old gentleman suffered a lamentable death in conse­
quence of injuries sustained in a fall caused by the collapse 
of the floor of a platform during a public function in which 
he had an important part." 

Because of this aspect diplomacy took on in many Amer-
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ican minds, to a degree beyond the warrant of fact, a char­
acter of purposeful evasion and obscuration-a color of 
duplicity, double-dealing, dubiousness, and deceit. 

This suspicion has not been a monopoly of opponents 
of world cooperation. For example, even \Voodrow Wilson 
shared it. In accepting the necessity of constant participa­
tion in world affairs, he inveighed against diplomacy, even 
against that diplomacy underlying the pattern of a century 
of general peace after ·waterloo. He insisted on world 
assemblies as a substitute for quiet negotiation and on 
maxims of morality as a substitute for the restless equa­
tions of power. 

A facet of the fear of diplomacy has been the lingering 
tradition of American ineptitude in its pursuits. In a favor­
ite phrase of Will Rogers, the United States never lost a 
war and never won a conference. This carried the self­
appreciating picture of a nation mighty in battle but inept 
in deals and subtleties. 

This was not entirely true. 
If the United States did not lose the War of 1812, it cer­

tainly did not win it either. That it came off lightly in the 
peace treaty at Ghent was due to the circumstances of 
international politics as reflected in diplomacy rather than 
a consequence of the military situation. So, discounting the 
military shortcomings in that war, the Americans came to 
maturity without having, in Whitman's phrase, to ''learn 
to chant the cold dirges of the baffled and sullen hymns of 
defeat." 

Besides a generally good record at arms, moreover, the 
Americans had also enjoyed unexampled success in nego­
tiation. Independence and the whole westward course had 
been a triumph of diplomacy. It seems to me that histor­
ically we have been actually more successful in plying the 
technics of diphmacy and have done less favorably in the 
use of substitute modes for dealing with other nations. 

Certainly one aspect of the suspicion of diplomacy has 
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been a consciousness of its essential character as a method 
of compromise rather than of having one's way invariably 
and completely. 

The notion that perfection was for the asking and that 
anything less than perfection was failure in international 
dealing5 appeared at the outset of our experience as a 
nation. 

For example, few would question today the prudence 
and the wisdom of the treaty negotiated by John Jay with 
Great Britain in 1794 to liquidate the problems residual 
from the war for independence. Few today would find its 
terms disproportionate to the power realities between the 
new and necessitous America and the rich, proud nation 
which it importuned. Yet contemporary critics of the treaty 
turned on George Washington, its sponsor, as if he were 
"a mad dog," applying to him "exaggerated and indecent 
terms that scarcely could be applied to a Nero ... or a 
common pickpocket." The colorful terms are not mine but 
Washington's, and he was not one to indulge in self-dram­
ati~ation. As the negotiator, Jay was roundly cursed as a 
tr.aitor and hanged in effigy. Some nameless American wrote 
his sentiments on a fence, "Damn John Jay! Damn every 
one t~at won't damn John Jayl Damn every one that won't 
put hghts in his windows and sit up all night damning 
John Jay!" He only expressed a general dismay at the idea 
of the nation's not prevailing in everything. 

Americans have traditionally wanted perfection to be 
par for the course, and a foreign policy conceived in terms 
of good principles destined for inevitable triumph over evil 
has. seemed to have more appeal to them than a foreign 
pohcy expressed in terms of interests susceptible of com­
promise with interests of others. 

Related feelings have been the inveterate indifference 
~0 and self-righteousness about the problems of power and 
Its component of force. The balance of power-that for­
tunate circumstance· of world politics affording the new 
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nation opportunity for growth into pre-eminence-became 
in the American lexicon something profoundly malign. 
For example, two decades ago the editors of the Encyclo­
pedia of the Social Sciences included in it a reference to 
"the fantastic 'balance of power' which has been the evil 
dream of diplomatists since the Renaissance." 

Only by giving heed to the fortuities of our position 
and the conditions of world politics in our historic past, 
conditions sparing us the necessity of having to do much 
thinking about world affairs, can one account for the Amer­
icans' habit of repugnance for power politics-as if there 
were any other kind; as if some evil inhered in giving heed 
in policy to the capability for achieving intended results, 
for such is the essence of power. 

Our own institutions were rooted in political values 
born of centuries of conflict across the Atlantic. In our o\\·n 
domestic experience the contradiction of the existence of 
slavery within an otherwise free society had been resolved 
only by the sword. The nation almost died of self-inflicted 
wounds in the ordeal. Time healed the injury. The nation 
was hardly deterred in its expansive course. The Civil 'Var 
came to take on the color of an aberration. The significance 
of the resolution by violence of the highest constitutional 
crisis in our development faded from memory. 

Disregarding the real bearing of the factors of power and 
force in our own development, Americans took on the 
habit of assuming an inherent harmony of interest among 
the nations. 'Var was regarded as the product of bad men 
and evil passions. Remove the bad men and apply correc­
tives, and peace and concord would automatically result. 
So went the reasoning. 

Reinhold Niebuhr has written with great insight on this 
aspect of our heritage and its effect on us. In his words, 
"America's moral and spiritual success in relating itself 
creatively to a world community requires, not so much a 
guard against the gross vices, about which the idealists 
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warn us, as a reorientation of the whole structure of our 
idealism." He describes that idealism as being "too certain 
that there is a straight path toward the goal of human 
happiness; too confident of the wisdom and idealism which 
prompt men and nations toward that goal; and too blind 
to the curious compounds of good and eYil in which the 
actions of the best men and nations abound." 

Finally, our national experience has been such as to root 
in our minds an excess of confidence in the political efficacy 
of documents-in the capability of statesmen to resolve the 
future by agreement on the written word. 

Our constitutional fathers did lay down a scheme of gov­
ernment. It did work. A polity grew on a foundation of 
stately prose. Force had been necessary to resolve the basic 
issues of union, but the resort to violence came in retro­
spect to seem an interlude and an irrelevancy. Projecting 
the apparent lesson of this experiment to the world of 
nations, Americans generally came to a disposition, a habit 
still in evidence, of ascribing huge importance and effect 
to formalized schemes and plighted undertakings between 
governments and to international organization per se. 

In this manner of thinking, the simple way to concord 
is to arrive at agreement on paper, and the way to control 
the future is to have a conclave set it all down in a resolu­
tion. 

Much was overlooked in the assumption that what 
seemed to have been the American experience would have 
validity for the world. The American political success was 
not the product merely of a document. Not sheer will alone 
but also a confluence of fortunate circumstances unique in 
the experience of nations went into the making of that suc­
cess. It is easy to assume or to wish these circumstances for 
the world at large, but no one knows how to realize them. 

We are having to relearn our lessons in one of the bitter­
est and most baffling phases of history ever encountered by 
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any people. That has been the special mission and the 
special burden of this generation. 

Besides much that has had to be unlearned, however, 
our development in isolation brought us much else. 

It thrust us forward as the first colonial people to achieve 
independence and greatness as a nation and the only one to 
rise to the status of a world power. 

It brought us a position matchless among all the great 
powers-a position ranging on the two greatest oceans of 
strategy and commerce, the Atlantic and the Pacific; span­
ning from the tropics to the Arctic; and lying both in the 
Northern and in the "\Vestern hemispheres, the two great 
areas of land mass and population. 

It brought us an unmatched level of technological de­
velopment and an agricultural and industrial base of sur­
passing productivity. 

It gave us an open society with strong foundations in 
political institutions based on the consent of the governed 
and the accountability of government. 

These things determine our role in this mid-century. 
The trials of our time and the burdens and obligations 
imposed on us are not the wage of weakness and failure but 
the responsibilities of success and greatness. 

Jefferson foresaw all this. "\Vriting to John Adams in 
1816, he said, "We are destined to be a barrier against the 
returns of ignorance and barbarism." He foretold a time 
when "Old Europe will have to lean on our shoulders, and 
to hobble along at our side ... as she can." Of our conti­
nental position he said, "\Vhat a stand will it secure as a 
ralliance for the reason and freedom of the globe!" 

\Vhitman too foresaw it: 

Thou holdest not the venture of thyself alone, 
not of the "\Vestern Continent alone, 

Earth's resume entire floats on thy keel 0 ship, 
is steadied by thy spars, 
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With thee Time voyages in trust, the antecedent 

nations sink or swim with thee, 
With all their ancient struggles, martyrs, heroes, 

epics, wars, thou bear'st the other conti­
nents, 

Theirs, theirs as much as thine, the destination­
port triumphant. . .. 





III 

To achieve its objective, America 

relies on personal interest, and 

gives full reign to the strength 

and reason of the individual. 

Russia centers all authority of 

society in a single man. The 

principal instrument of the former 

is freedom, of the latter slavery. 

Their points of departure are 

different, they follow different 

paths. Nonetheless, each of them 

seems intended through some secret 

design of Providence to hold in its 

hands the destinies of half the world. 

-ALEXIS DE TOCQUEVILLE, 

Democracy in America 



The Test of 
the Present 

The opening words of a familiar hymn might well have 
been written to describe the present situation of the United 
States: 

vVe are liying, we are dwelling 
In a grand and awful time. 

Indeed, it is a time altogether too grand and too awful for 
many tastes. The burdens imposed by its problems seem 
greater than any nation should be called upon to bear. Its 
dangers give rise to anxieties destructive of peace of mind. 

Most Americans believe in inherent progress. Even the 
pessimists within our culture have shared \Voodrow Wil­
son's confidence in the "slow, painful struggle forward, for­
ward, up, up, a little at a time, along the entire incline, 
the interminable way." The more sanguine, their view of 
life reflecting among other things the thought patterns of 
American advertising, reject the idea of the inherent pain­
fulness of the struggle and the slowness of the progression. 
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Among a people so generally inclined toward the ration­

alist assumption of a natural right ordering of human 
affairs, the glaring failure of the present to fulfill the as­
sumed tidy designs of history seems explainable- only as 
the fault of specific and discoverable perverse or muddle­
headed human acts. 

This sort of thinking leads to oversimplified explana­
tions of our troubles, with all our woes ascribed to Yalta, 
to Versailles, to Munich, or to some other one occasion, 
usually without any but the haziest knowledge of the event 
itself and invariably with the assumption that, but for the 
one occurrence in question, the present path would be 
without thorns or pitfalls, the tax burden light, the budget 
in balance, and the future secure . 
. One can neither prove nor deny such unitary explana· 

Uons. It is impossible to reconstruct history by hypothesis. 
One can never say for sure in the field of foreign relations 
what would have happened if the things that happened had 
not happened. Human affairs in the larger range permit 
no opportunity for repeating experiences under controlled 
conditions like laboratory experiments so as to enable us 
to answer the question how different would things have 
been if they had been different. 
. The general character of the times, irrespective of par­

ticular events, is such as to make this a forbidding and 
difficult juncture. Moreover, its peculiar difficulties are 
linked to what is known as progress, or at least what is 
interpreted as progress in the age of the masses. 

It is an age of the masses, first of all, in the simple sense 
of there being more and more people around, teeming in 
greater and greater urban concentrations. 

It is an age of mass production. Mass production gives us 
the feasible material richness of modern life. It provides 
also the conditions of exaggerated interaction and the sensi­
tivity among the various aspects of economic life within 
nations and between one nation and another in the scheme 
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of international economic arrangements. Mass production 
reflects itself also in modern methods of central control, and 
the paper-work technics of recording, indexing, and dis­
seminating-technics adapted from modern industry to the 
uses of political organization to make the modern totali­
tarian state possible. 

Because this is an age of mass production, it is also an 
age of mass destruction. The scope and destructiveness of 
modern weapons are the product of-and under the logic 
of war an essential accompaniment of-the conditions and 
technics of industrial progress. 

All warfare inheres in the transmission of energy and 
the release of it in such a way and at such a point as to do 
vital harm to an adversary so as to impinge on his capacity 
to do the same thing in return. The vastly greater concen­
trations of energy in weapons and the capacity to transmit 
them farther and with greater stealth and suddenness than 
in former epochs are a product of modern industrial organ­
ization. That in turn is a function of the massing of people 
in great urban complexes. The agglomeration of people 
in turn provides a special vulnerability as well as a special 
capability of modern society in the conduct of war. With 
the capability of conducting warfare resting in the last 
analysis on the complexes of modern industry, the founda­
tions of economic life and the labor force itself become the 
targets in war. 

Another characteristic related to mass production is the 
phenomenon of mass communication. 

Modern technics make possible continuous and volumi­
nous transmission of ideas. This process goes on both later­
ally from one national entity to another and vertically 
within nations. 

Every government disposing much weight in the world 
has some sort of a popular base to take into account. Even 
those-perhaps I should say especially those-most despotic 
and totalitarian in character and unaccountable in conduct 
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are constrained to preserve the forms and humor the fic­
tions of responsibility to the people and of popular par­
ticipation in the resolution of will. 

Foreign relations are no longer, as in earlier times, an 
esoteric business involving communication among small 
professional groups in the various foreign offices expert in 
the peripheral relations of sovereigns. They involve as­
semblies and populaces. Their communications consist no 
longer mainly of stately messages addressed from govern­
ments to other governments. They involve torrents of 
words addressed by governments to their own populations 
and to the populations of foreign nations and designed for 
the eyes and ears not merely of a few professionals but of 
masses of people. 

A pronouncement made in one major capital may re­
verberate throughout the world in a day. A crisis of govern­
ment in any quarter may become a matter of instant 
knowledge everywhere. The world tends to take on the 
~haracter of a drum: agitated at any point on its surface, 
It resounds throughout. 

Mass communication is not confined to the transmission 
of"w d or s. It relates also to the general conveyance of ideas. 
Th" 

Is occurs, for example, when the mass products of one 
culture become widely familiar to persons living in another 
culture n 1 · · · ·1 d · . , ot on y among those enJoymg pnv1 ege posi-
tiOns in society but among the general run of people as well. 

Mass communication of ideas from one culture to 
~nother has drawn the world more closely together. In do­
In! g so it has widened the differences. It has sharpened the 
c ashes of 1 · · f d. · . . cu tures by awakenmg consciOusness o lspan-
thles m Well-being between peoples in relation to the lag or 
t e advanc f . . w· e 0 production techmcs. 

Ith the proliferation of populations and with the 
~~ater. technical facility for getting the word around, this 
IS mevitably "d I . . an age of mass 1 eas. t IS an age abundant 
with the faith that mounts movements-in the words of 
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Jose Ortega y Gasset, an era in which ". . . many men . . . 
homesick for the herd . . . devote themselves passionately 
to whatever is left in them of the sheep. They want to 
march through life together, along the collective path, 
shoulder to shoulder, wool rubbing wool, and the head 
down .... " 

Masses have marched to the piping of dreamers and 
knaves in every epoch; but certainly no other exceeded 
ours, and perhaps none has equaled it, in the capacity to 
produce overmastering myths and to drive men with falla­
cious promises of escape from sober actualities. 

This characteristic manifests itself not only in demonic 
movements like fascism and Nazism and in the power of 
the appeal of communism to the frustrated elements in all 
societies. It shows itself in the rampant, flaunting national­
isms, with their array of unrealizable goals, among some of 
the peoples emerging from colonial or quasi-colonial status. 
We do not have to look abroad, for we can see in our own 
land repeated signs of this malign circumstance. 

Sometimes the goal is unprecedented innovation. Again 
it may be glorious restoration. The difference is not im­
portant. As Eric Hoffer has made clear in his book, The 
True Believer, radicals and reactionaries are more alike 
than different. In common they loathe reality. They regard 
it "as an aberration and a deformity." They seek in mass 
association to break through the limits and contingencies 
of individual responsibility and in self-righteousness to 
escape the humility enjoined by righteous reason. In Blaise 
Pascal's words: 

"Man would fain be great and sees that he is little; 
would fain be happy and sees that he is miserable; would 
fain be perfect and sees that he is full of imperfections; 
would fain be the object of love and esteem of men, and 
sees that his faults merit only their aversion and contempt. 
The embarrassment ... produces in him the most unjust 
and criminal passions imaginable, for he conceives a mortal 
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hatred against the truth which blames him and convinces 
him of his faults." 

The prevalence of such impulses among great numbers 
of persons who lack identifications which give them a sense 
of siQTiificance and who therefore feel superfluous in con-

o 
temporary society, the technical facilities for instant com-
munication among masses of such people, and the technics 
of procedure and central control translated from modern 
business to the field of mass political organization combine 
to form the potential of totalitarianism, which, in words 
of Carleton J. H. Hayes, is "a brand-new event in the his­
tory of Western civilization." 

The inherent difficulties of our age are the culminating 
problems, peculiarly complex and multifarious, of three 
concurrent mass revolutions-the revolution in technics 
and production, social revolution, and the revolutionary 
sundering of old colonial and imperial patterns and the 
emergence of once subject peoples into independence. Per­
haps we should call that last the revolution of nationalism. 

These three great lines of revolutionary development, 
charged with difficulties in any case, are made enormously 
more troublesome and dangerous by the position, the 
power, and the attitude of the Soviet Union. Its emer­
gence, concurrent with our own, into the status of a world 
power complicates our lives and multiplies turbulence over 
the globe. 

The Soviet Union is generally identifiable with the state 
known to history as Russia. From a base in the ancient and 
remote Duchy of Moscow, Russia grew to great scope con­
currently with the massive movement out of Western 
Europe and Britain into the lands beyond the seas, includ­
ing America. 

The Russian expansion was the most notable extension 
and consolidation of a land base in history. The movement 
was in all directions-northward to the Arctic shores, west­
ward to the Baltic and far into Poland, southwestward 
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across the Ukraine, southward to reach the shores of the 
Black Sea and almost to encompass the Caspian, and east­
ward through the Urals and thence across Siberia to the 
Pacific shores, even crossing the Behring Straits into Alaska 
and then bending southward to reach the soil of present 
California. 

In relation to its spread in the American continent this 
expansion was a direct concern to the foreign policy of our 
forebears. Russian penetration along the Pacific Coast a 
century and a quarter ago was a factor, now almost for­
gotten, in calling forth the l\.Ionroe Doctrine. Eighty-five 
years ago Secretary of State Seward undertook to obtain a 
complete Russian retraction from the American hemi­
sphere in the Alaska Purchase-an action regarded in its 
day as a towering folly explainable only in terms of Amer­
ican gullibility in the face of Old \Vorld diplomatic guile; 
the Congress was prevailed upon only with greatest diffi­
culty to put up the S7,2oo,ooo to complete the deal. 

Some discerning individuals long ago foresaw eventual 
significance for the world in the concurrent filling out of 
great ranges by Russia and the United States. 

vVriting from Paris in June of 1840, the German poet 
Heinrich Heine attributed such ideas to Napoleon-an 
attribution not elsewhere confirmed to my knowledge. To 
quote Heine: "The words of Napoleon from St. Helena 
that in the not too far distant future the world will become 
an American republic or a Russian universal monarchy 
are a very disquieting prophecy. What a prospect!" 

At about the same time the Frenchman Alexis de 
Tocqueville, for another example, foretold the emergence 
of the United States and Russia into a great historic con­
frontation between two antithetic concepts of individual 
freedom and despotism. 

Henry Adams, a worrier and therefore an atypical Amer­
ican, brooded over Russian expansion a half-century ago. 
He wrote of "all Russians" as having "the single idea that 
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Russia must fatally roll-must, by her irresistible inertia, 
crush whatever stood in her way." l-Ie noted his concern 
lest the "vast force of inertia known as China was to be 
united with the huge bulk of Russia in a single mass which 
no amount of new force could henceforth deflect." 

Generally, however, the facts of Russian growth in the 
historic past were outside the scope of American knowl­
edge and interest; history was preparing a surprise. 

A circumstance of this expansion was the general lack of 
satisfactory natural defenses within the areas encompassed 
by it. Overland distance, as distinct [Tom arcifinious bar­
riers, became the main factor of security in the Russian 
mind. Anxiety about its borders remains a dominant ele­
ment in the consciousness of the Soviet Union. 

A second characteristic to be noted was that the Russian 
state, growing to encompass peoples of many varieties, re­
mained remote from the political traditions and impulses 
identified with the development in the Western lands of 
the concept of legitimacy-that is, the notion of consent as 
the only valid basis for political power. 

The tsarist government had made some tentative ad­
vances in the usages of responsibility in the nineteenth 
century and especially in the brief period between the 
rebellion of 1905 and the coming of general war in 1914, 
but on balance Russia remained a citadel of despotism 
and obscurantism. 

A brief experiment in breaking completely away from 
absolutism and establishing a basis for legitimate govern 
ment was made, largely as a response to '"'estern influences 
in 1917 following the overthrow of the tsarist regime. lr 
the difficulties induced by war, free parliamentary govern 
ment had little chance, however, and the experiment i1 
republican freedom was promptly overborne by a con: 
munist conspiratorial movement. 

The conspiratorial character of the Communist accessio 
to power is of surpassing importance. Conspiracy did n< 



THE TEST OF THE PRESENT • 6 9 

simply succeed to political power; rather it superseded 
political power. The conspirators remained conspirators 
even after taking over the apparatus of the state. They have 
never been willing to test their hold on power by recourse 
to any valid procedure of consent. They rule with fear. 
They rule in fear, for no one else fears conspiracy so much 
as a conspirator. 

The Communist power within the Soviet Union has 
been not so much a governing force as an occupying force. 
Those disposing power in this system have built up sem­
blances of popular participation in government. They are 
only semblances. Behind a fac;ade of plebiscites, popular 
elections, and parliaments convoked to hear and to cheer 
but not to parley, the sanction of force is brought to bear 
to dominate the process of suffrage and to enforce a mo­
nopoly of information and complete control over opinion. 

Of the philosophic basis of this power structure we need 
say only little. It consists of the social, political, economic, 
and epistemological theories of Karl Marx as adapted 
mainly by the first Soviet ruler, Lenin, and secondarily by 
his disciple and successor, the despot Stalin. This dogma 
emphasizes conflict as the norm in all relationships. Under 
its postulates, the whole flow of history is determined by 
material factors. Man himself and his mind are regarded 
as part of the material continuum. The moral autonomy of 
the individual, and with it his will and his responsibility, 
is denied. Human history is conceived of as unfolding stage 
by stage toward a plateau of perfection, where mankind in 
the aggregate will enjoy absolute freedom and fulfillment 
-implacable hostility meanwhile dividing those with in­
terests identified with one stage of developments and others 
having interests identified with the successive stage. 

Let us take note of the strong, though specious, appeal 
of this body of ideas. To the mind, suspended between a 
dimly perceived Absolute and an imperfectly understood 
material life, this dogma offers satisfaction for the two 
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main sources of tensions-the satanic drive to deny one's 
finiteness and the sensual drive to lose oneself in material­
ity. It enables the partaking individual to regard himself 
simultaneously as a big shot and as one of the crowd. It 
enables despots to go by the title of comrade. 

All this is conceived in universal terms. Those ruling as 
exponents of this set of concepts regard themselves as the 
agents of a messianic mission, determined by the logic of 
history to be the enemies of all antecedent and different 
systems and destined to triumph over all others. The con­
spirators succeeding to power in Russia in 1917 were con­
spirators against not only the displaced government but 
also every other government in the world. 

Here is a set of notions perfectly suited to the needs 
of a group ruling in conspiracy and requiring the fear of a 
hostile world as a basis for the internal oppression neces­
sary for perpetuating an illegitimate rule. A dogma ab­
solving its believers from all scruple, while exalting them 
with the sense of being the servants of man's highest des­
tiny, provides a perfect framework for cold, inveterate 
brutality. It instills a righteous assurance for the commis­
sion of the most cynical deeds. It epitomizes the corruption 
in historical perfectionism and historical absolutes. 

This bears out the profound lesson of the twenty-fifth. 
chapter of St. Matthew: those most assured of their right­
ness are the malefactors, and self-righteousness and right­
eousness are diametric opposites. The story told in that 
chapter is a simple one. All the nations come to judgment. 
They are divided "one from another, as a shepherd divides 
his sheep from the goats." Those in the first category­
those found to be righteous-are astonished. In incredulity 
they ask when they did the good things ascribed to them.. 
They learn their righteousness consisted in unconscious 
right actions of a small order-done "unto one of the least.'• 
Those in the category of the damned also are astonished at 
the overriding of their presumption of being right. In, 
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credulously they ask wherein they failed. Their failure is 
described to them in terms not of their goals but of their 
defects in cletail-"ye did it not to one of the least." 

Setting itself in hostility to the established institutions 
and values of other societies, and grandiloquently stressing 
goals at the expense of the more exacting and duller busi­
ness of justice in the details, the ideology underlying the 
Soviet rulership appeals profoundly to groups of individ­
uals living as nationals of other countries-twisted idealists 
taken in by communism's promise of an eventual absolute 
solution of all social problems, frustrated individuals find­
ing in the framework of a revolutionary effort a sense of 
personal significance denied to them in the relationships 
of established society, inwardly deficient men and women 
compensating for their own lacks by identifying themselves 
with a historic absolute, some who turn to communism in 
the sheeplike desire for a shepherd, and a fair share of the 
type described in the Book of Acts as "lewd fellows of the 
baser sort." Such individuals organized into the Commu­
nist apparatus in other countries as embryonic govern­
ments serve the will of the central authority of the party 
in Moscow and thus act as political auxiliaries of the gov­
ernment of the Soviet Union. 

The conspiracy that walks like a state functions in a dual 
way abroad as well as in its own domain-conducting 
formal relations with other states while trying to subvert 
their foundations just as at home it holos in captivity those 
whom it claims to serve. This baleful duality Shakespeare 
might well have had in mind in writing certain lines in 
Henry IV, Part 2: 

Upon my tongues continual slanders ride, 
The which in every language I pronounce, 
Stuffing the ears of men with false reports. 
I speak of peace while covert enmity, 
Under the smile of safety, wounds the world. 
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In meeting the immediate threat of Germany and Japan 

and their helpers in ·world ·war II, the ·western powers 
acquiesced in the Soviet Union's military advance to the 
center of Europe and its extension in Asia into positions 
affording it control of Manchuria and Northern Korea. 
Moreover, Communist participation in the local resistance 
in the West and in the Orient added greatly to the Com­
munist troublemaking potential in areas beyond the Soviet. 
military scope and prepared positions for exploiting social 
unrest in the sequel to the ruinous military conflict. 

These developments, unfortunate as they were, have led 
to much second guessing of history. 

One form of this second guessing is to hold it to be out:­
great error to have participated in World War II at alL 
Had we stayed out, so the reasoning runs, the Soviet Union. 
would have been on the losing instead of the winning 
side, and the world would be free of the menace of Soviet. 
power, position, and intransigence. 

This is frivolous thinking. Had we sought deliverance 
from danger by any such default, w~ should probably be 
faced now instead by a~~ther menace m the organization Of 
the resources and posltlons of Europe and Africa, along­
with Asia and the far Pacific, under the victorious Axis. 

We do not have to guess now about the intentions of the 
Axis powers in this respect. They set them down explicitly­
in the Tripartite Alliance signed at Tokyo on Septembel' 
27, 1940-a pattern for the conquest of the rest of the worl(}_ 
and the beleaguerment of the United States. Had their evil 
plans come to success in the war, the Axis would probably­
have scored great inroads also in Latin America. The vic:: .... 
tors would most probably have mastered the technics Of: 
atomic and thermonuclear weapons. By now the Nazis 
comfortably settled in victory, would have made grea.~ 
progress in their undertaking to eradicate all free will 
among the conquered nations and reduce them to perma.. ..... 
nent subjugation and exploitation for the greater glot-y. 
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and power of the depraved oligarchy in the Fatherland. 
"\Ve would be under virtual siege in our continent. The 
factors would be far more unfavorable to us than in present 
reality. 

One can neither prove nor refute this. It is at least as 
plausible as-and, I believe, far more plausible than-any 
other conjecture about the hypothetically different situa­
tion. It is useless to argue that our enemies' success would 
have been prevented anyway by some inherent logic of 
history. The design failed of realization only by the mar­
shaling of adequate force against it in time. 

I should not wish to give a simple answer to the question 
whether, given the necessity of our participation in "\Vorld 
War II, the extensions of Soviet power were avoidable. 

According to the suppositions of some, only the stimula­
tion of Axis-especially German-intransigence by the 
proposition of unconditional sunender put forward by 
President Roosevelt and Prime Minister Churchill and by 
the immoderate plan, later consigned to the ashheap, for 
the pastoralization of Germany in the sequel to hostilities 
prevented the war from being brought to an early military 
equilibrium and settled out on the basis of a reasonable 
capitulation short of complete defeat of the Axis powers. 

As to the formula of unconditional surrender, let me say 
that the need for defeating Germany decisively thus to 
prevent the renewal of the post-World War I legend about 
having been bilked into surrender had great elements of 
plausibility. Critics should judge the formula in the per­
spectives of its time. Nevertheless, having said this, I shall 
add my misgivings about the formula of unconditional 
surrender, because I regard critically all attempts to reduce 
complexities to slogans and to substitute absolute proposi­
tions for the contingency inhering in reality. As for the 
idea of pastoralizing Germany, it was humbug at best. 

Let us take care not to magnify the import of these 
things. Let us not be taken in by the easy and illusory 
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premise that the alternative to an unsatisfactory result is 
by ordinance of logic and nature a satisfactory one. 

The contention is that the grim and sanguinary perform­
ance for which Hitler had trained and costumed the Ger­
mans was persisted in through the final act only because 
of a cue from us. This rests on too flimsy a conjecture. 
To the end the Nazi oligarchy used torture and sudden 
death against the reluctant and the dissentient. This mon­
strous coercion kept Gotterdammerung going until the 
final curtain. No evidence in form of facts has ever been 
assembled to support the opposite contention that fear of 
unjust intention on the part of the Western adversaries 
kept the hapless cast on stage until the bloody ending. 

As for the hypothetical possibility of a negotiated settle. 
ment on a basis short of German capitulation, one should 
keep in mind that the Germans had plenty of self-motivat­
ing ambition. In his book, In the Nazi Era, Sir Lewis 
Namier does a service for proper proportions on the past 
by pointing out that Hitler's muted domestic opponents 
mainly wished to insure the maintenance of Hitler's profits 
Without the agonies and risks of protracted war. 

Moreover, a great burden of argument rests on those 
who conjecture that only some error in detail on our part 
p;-evented a satisfactory ending. Counterconjectures are 
<lt least equally persuasive. In Namier's words: 
. "What mattered most was not to reproduce the situa. 

lion which, at the Congress of Vienna, enabled Talleyrand 
t~ manoeuvre between the powers of the victorious Coali­
tion. . . . Experience has shown by now what it would 
have meant to seek agreement with Soviet Russia in terms 
to be presented to the Germans. But if differences had ap. 
peared between the Western Allies and Russia, there can 
hardly be a doubt which side would have been best able 
to buy friendship and cooperation of the Germans .... 
In short, negotiations with the Germans would not have 
established a German bulwark against Russia but would 



THE TEST OF THE PRESENT • 7 5 
have re-established a Russian-German alliance, and re­
sulted in their common domination of the Continent 
under Soviet leadership." 

I press this not in dogmatic assurance of its correctness. 
No one should be dogmatic about conjecture. l\Iy only 
point is that this applies as well to those who answer the 
problems of the present by reimagining the past. 

Let us take account of another line of theorizing perti­
nent to the military strategy of the war as distinguished 
from its political strategy. 

According to the contention of some, the \Vestern 
Allies should have foregone invading Europe across the 
English Channel and instead have pre-empted the Eastern 
and Central European positions from the Russians by at­
tacking the soft underbelly. 

That is a misdescription applied to Europe north of the 
Eastern Mediterranean by a great man who should have 
known better than to use misleading metaphors. The ter­
rain there is forbiddingly difficult for amphibious opera­
tions. Distances from possible bases to points of attack and 
lack of port facilities and of conduits for supply add enor­
mous logistic impediments. The land configurations give 
every benefit to defense. One needs only to review the ex­
periences of the Allied invasion of Italy to dispel the 
specious notion of missed strategic opportunity in South­
east Europe. To have attacked there rather than where we 
did might well have left the Russians with the way open to 

the Ruhr. 
In evaluating Allied conduct of \Vorld War II, it is well 

to recall the facts and moods of the time. 
In our own case, we were preoccupied-! speak here both 

of the public and of the government-with the idea of 
minimizing the cost in American lives. The acceptance of 
such a proposition forecloses a government from weighing 
the cost in blood against the eventual advantages in power 
in selecting among possible paths to victory. 
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Moreover, the notion that the Western Allies had room 

for maneuver in that war is a product of refractory hind­
sight. Our nation suffered enormous loss in naval strength 
on the first day of hostilities. In an ensuing period lasting 
into 1943 it was touch-and-go as to whether the attrition 
due to Atlantic submarine warfare might not eliminate 
us from the war effort. In the winter of 1944-45 we had 
committed the last of our reserves in the ground fighting 
in Europe. These are factors to be taken into account in 
testing theories as to how to have fought that war so as to 
come out with everything set aright. It is too easy, and too 
discrepant with truth, to argue now as if in the conduct of 
that war our side had great margins of choice and only 
frittered them away. 

Some of the attitudes pervading the nation at that time 
had a bearing. 

In general Americans, many of them in high places, re­
garded war as an aberration-an irrational interruption of 
the rational flow of history, something to be got over and 
done with as easily and rapidly as possible so as to permit 
events to resume their usual course. 

In this mood, the nation tended to regard with indiffer­
ence and unawareness the vital questions of power in the 
postwar world. The enormous effects of attrition, of ex­
haustion, and destruction in reducing the United Kingdom 
and France as power centers were not anticipated. The dis­
arrangement of the world following upon the eclipse in 
defeat of Germany and Japan was only dimly perceived. 

Basic to this faulty perception was, I believe, an inade­
quate habitual way of regarding the problems of power. 
The habit was to look on world power problems as inher­
ently involving quantities. This is distinct from the way of 
regarding power implicit in Tolstoi's exposition of it as 
relationship between one who resolves will and others who 
respond thereto. 

Under the quantitative view of power, the problem 
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caused by evil e~ercise of power by particular entities is 
solved merely by nullifying their capability. From this 
standpoint it seemed plausible to create the foundations of 
a better peace simply by depriving of power those deemed 
the malefactors of ·world ·war II. 

The problems of power regarded as a relationship are 
seen in quite different terms. Under this concept, let us 
say for purposes of analysis, the units of power disposed 
among nations always add up to one hundred, whatever 
the degree of intensity with which they may be exercised 
at any moment. In a rough analogy, let us think of a pie 
all of which must be distributed. The degrees of circumfer­
ence encompassed in all the pieces of pie, however sliced, 
total three hundred and sixty, no matter how thick or thin 
the pie may be. To deprive certain entities of the privilege 
of sharing in the pie necessarily requires a reallocation of 
pie among the still eligible recipients. In the same way, to 

reduce to a nullity certain repositories of power in world 
affairs has as a necessary consequence a wrenching readjust­
ment among the others. 

By following the quantitative rather than the relative 
concept we failed to see clearly enough that the power 
knocked from German hands would have to be taken up 
by others. We failed to anticipate the deadly competition 
bound to ensue when the forced vacating of power by 
Japan had transformed the power question in the Far East 
into one of who would pick up the pieces. 

In Central Europe, Western forces, including ours, were 
on the scene. By the fact of territorial possession we per­
force had to become the heirs of a portion of the vacated 
power. In Japan, too, our forces were on the scene in the 
islands proper. Japanese power, however, had been exer­
cised also on the mainland of Asia. We had no intention 
whatsoever of stepping into the .Japanese boots there. \Ve 
assumed that the heirs to the power relinquished by Japan 
would be Chinese elements disposed to cooperate with the 
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West in return for Western support. It \vas assumed that 
statesmen could determine the succession to Japanese 
power by agreements made at far removal from the scene 
of issue. Here, however, was a question to be settled not so 
much by the will of Western statesmen as by factors and 
forces operative within China. 

The routing of Western forces in the earlier phases of 
World War II in the Far East had largely eclipsed the 
image of the West. The support and patronage of Western 
powers came to take on the character of liabilities as well 
as of assets in the rivalry for political power on the East 
Asian mainland. Thus, by a paradox cruel to Western in­
terests, a long-dreamed aim of our policy, the emergence 
of China as a great power, was realized-but under auspices 
quite other than intended. 

It would be bootless for me to add my voice to the po­
lemics over questions of personal responsibility for this 
unfavorable issue of events. I am interested here not in 
blame but in analysis. My only purpose is to point to the 
folly of projecting political plans with insufficient account 
of the irreducible realities of power. 

Akin to the prevailing disregard of actualities of power 
was a preoccupation with the mechanics of world relations. 
A great many important Americans became concerned 
primarily with schemes for a universal international organ­
ization. Uneasy conscience was an element in this. The 
League of Nations had been originally an American 
proposition. After having fostered the League and having 
achieved acceptance of it by our associates in World War I, 
the United States had stood aloof. The League had failed 
to fulfill the hopes placed in it as a means of perpetuating 
peace. This seemed to place on American fickleness some 
portion of the blame for the world's tragedy. This time­
so the notion went-the world should make a fresh start on 
international organization, with the United States getting 
in and staying in. A permanent concert of the great powers 
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and a periodic town meeting of the world's governments 
great and small would take care of the problems of position 
and power and political conflict. Such was the hope. 

A factor in the American approach to peace in the im­
mediate sequel to \Vorlcl ·war II was also the assumption­
clue to prove so vain so soon-of a long·term monopoly on 
atomic capabilities as a source of strength both in military 
terms and for international bargaining purposes. Officials 
and publicists were still referring to the Manhattan Project 
as the best-kept secret of the war. The \Vestern statesmen 
present at Potsdam at the moment of the apprising of Stalin 
of the brand-new development of the atomic weapon were 
still ascribing his lack of surprised reaction to an assump­
tion that he had not fully understood what was being told 
him. 

"While noting this passing reliance on an assumed mo­
nopoly of atomic capabilities, I should warn against over­
emphasizing this point. As a nation we are just not as 
calculating as that. The anticipation of a push-button 
peace prevailed long before the atom bomb was invented. 
I recall, for example, that in the campaign of 1944 the 
allegation-unfortunately not true-of an intention by 
the government to maintain military effectiveness after the 
close of hostilities was brought forth by the challenging 
candidate not in tribute to the government's prudence but 
as an accusation against its trustworthiness. 

To the men of the Kremlin, imbued with the fears and 
ambitions peculiar to their outlook, the situation follow­
ing upon World War II must have seemed to offer match­
less historic opportunity. 

The home base had suffered badly under the depreda­
tion of war, but in the tide of victory the Red Army had 
filled the historic buffer areas between Russia and the \Vest 
and had flowed into Central Europe. In the Far East Soviet 
forces had taken over areas long within the range of Rus­
sia's coveting but heretofore beyond its reach. Wherever 
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the Red Army was in control Communist rule was estab­
lished and opposition put under intimidation; and in some 
instances, as in Yugoslavia and Northern Iran, and in some 
degree also Finland, the political frontiers even exceeded 
the military for a time. 

Germany and Japan had become nullities in the equa­
tions of military power. The peoples of Western Europe 
were still under the moral shock of occupation and the 
fatigue of battle; their divisions of purposes and deficien­
cies of energy were reflected in a deterioration of govern­
mental authority, and aggrandized Communist parties in 
Moscow's service were at hand to widen every rift, to 

worsen every difficulty, and to take over power when op­
portune. Communist armies were in the field against the 
government in Greece. Turkey was under acute pressure. 

The bonds of control between West and East had been 
sundered or at best weakened, and new threads of confi­
dence had not grown to replace them. Old grievances 
against the West rather than the problems of meeting new 
responsibilities preoccupied the Oriental peoples emerg­
ing into independence. Indigenous Communist forces were 
gaining the upper hand in China and laying siege to gov­
ernments in Southeast Asia and the offshore countries of 
the South China Sea. 

Vengeance toward the defeated, arrogance to the part­
ners in victory, and obstruction and waywardness in the 
affairs of the United Nations emerged as the distinguishing 
features of Soviet policy. 

No combination of nations adequate to maintain a vital 
basis of free collaboration and to counteract the factors of 
fear engendered by the Soviet Union was possible without 
the permanent participation of the United States. The un­
folding of this circumstance in the immediate postwar 
years brought the United States into an entirely new rela­
tionship to the vast external realm. 
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This new relationship has tested profoundly and exact­
ingly the moral strength of the nation. 

Our position, our resources, and the durability of our 
institutions are the basis of our power. The scope of our 
power has made our participation essential to the preserv­
ing of the causes with which our interests lie. In this way 
power has become the measure not of our freedom but of 
our responsibility. 

While losing a sense of fl.·eedom, we have lost also a sense 
of efficacy. In an earlier time, when we stood normally 
aloof, our decision to become a world factor for a season 
had drastic and immediate results in redressing the bal­
ance. Now that is gone. By becoming permanently in­
volved, we are no longer vouchsafed opportunity to alter 
the situation dramatically and radically by sudden entrance 
onto the world scene. 

Finally, we no longer enjoy the privilege of limited con­
cern. Our confrontation with the Soviet Union encom­
passes the globe. Developments in every quadrant reflect 
and react in every other quadrant. Problems which in 
previous epochs would have been beyond our notice now 
preoccupy our minds and draw upon our resources. 

'Ve are having to learn for ourselves a lesson well known 
to history-that the greatness of nations is measured not in 
glory and majesty but in the capacity to carry burdens. 
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• • • world order, in all its forms, 

from peace between states to legal 

documents which justify legitimate 

governments, is a labor of Sisyphus 

which man must always begin anew, 

a structure continually undergoing 

repair because it hegins to disinte· 

grate at the very moment that it is 

being built. One of the greatest mis· 
takes committed by human indo· 

lence is the belief that order is best 

preserved by keeping it as it stands. 

The only real guardians are those 

who reconstruct it. 

-GUGLIELMO FERRERO, 

The Reconstruction of Europe 



Consent and 
Coalition 

President vVashington's Farewell Address one hundred and 
fifty-seven years ago counseled the young nation to have "as 
little political connection as possible" with other nations, 
to regard Europe's primary interests as having at most a 
very remote relation to America and the causes of Eu­
rope's controversies as "essentially foreign to our concerns," 
to avoid "interweaving our destiny with that of any part of 
Europe," indeed "to steer clear of permanent alliances 
with any portion of the foreign world," and to suffer par­
ticipation only in temporary alliances demanded by ex­
pediency, never to "quit our own to stand upon foreign 
ground," and to take "care always to keep ourselves by suit­
able establishments on a respectable defensive posture." 

In recent years all but one of the items of Washington's 
counsel have been overturned by events. 

Our forces stand on many foreign grounds. Some serve 
as elements in the defense of '\Vestern Europe in Germany 
and Austria and in lines of communication across France. 
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Some of our forces man bases in the United Kingdom, in 
Iceland, in Greenland, among countries ad joining the 
Mediterranean on its southern and eastern coasts, and in 
island areas of the Far Western Pacific. Our armies remain 
in South Korea in the still unresolved sequel to a vexing 
and enormously destructive coalition war. Others of our 
forces maintain the security of Japan. 

We find our destiny interwoven not merely with Eu­
rope's but indeed with that of all the continents. The 
causes of controversies in other continents, instead of being 
"essentially foreign to our concerns," have become matters 
of pressing moment to us. They require constant effort, 
huge outlay of resources, and continuous collaboration 
with many other governments. We are daily involved in 
the question of the future of now divided Europe, in the 
efforts to maintain a basis of economic and military 
strength to relieve the political societies of Western Eu­
rope from anxieties and frustrations tending to make them 
susceptible to Soviet pressure, in the search for better bases 
of accommodation between the metropolitan powers and 
the peoples of the Middle East and the Far East new to or 
aspiring to independence and strange to the usages of re­
sponsibility, and in the encouragement of and assistance 
to a score or more of nations to stand firm against Com· 
munist pressure both from without and from within. 

We have a set of alliances. They are intended not as tern· 
porary but as enduring arrangements. They are foundec 
not upon expediency but on principles of political collabo 
ration. Their scope is without example in previous histot; 
for any nation, compassing the entire American hemi 
sphere, the North Atlantic area, Western Europe from tht 
North Cape to the Mediterranean, and the Mediterraneat 
area itself, stretching through Turkey to the eastern limit 
of the Black Sea, and finally embracing the Pacific. On 
treaty engages us in obligations of mutual defense witl 
twenty American republics to the south of us. Anothe 
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such treaty embraces Canada, the United Kingdom, Ice­
land, Norway, Denmark, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, 
Belgium, France, Portugal, Italy, Greece, and Turkey. 
Three concurrent alliances bind us to Australia and New 
Zealand, the Philippines, and Japan. Still a fourth, in 
formative stage, would so engage us with the Republic of 
Korea. 

Auxiliary to these explicit alliances are mutual defensive 
arrangements of less formalized contractual character with 
Spain and Yugoslavia and with the Chinese Nationalist 
government at its seat on Formosa. "\Ve are intimately con­
cerned too in the defense of Indochina. In the United Na­
tions we are a principal among the group of nations dis­
posed to stand free of Soviet domination. "\Ve have in the 
occupation of Western Germany and Austria a special co­
alition of responsibility with the United Kingdom and 
France. 

This is enough for a cataloguing of our concerns and 
coalitions-our deviations from Washington's farewell 
counsel. The key to these deviations is found in the last 
and most important item of his advice-that about keeping 
a respectable defensive posture. The circumstances of this 
mid-century make it impossible for us to do this and to fol­
low the other items of his counsel at the same time. We 
have had to reach out in a system of alliances to keep from 
hostile hands the control of positions and resources that 
would shift the balance perhaps irretrievably against us, 
to secure the time and the space necessary to fend off attack, 
and to secure the positions for insuring against encroach­
ments on the seas by forces inimical to our interests. Our 
alliances are not gestures of quixoticism but actions essen­
tial to our own security. Our forces stand abroad not in the 
service of foreign interests but in the service of American 
safety. 

Once upon a time two cross-eyed men collided. One 
asked the other why he did not look where he was going. 
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The second asked, "Why don't you go where you're look· 
ing?" In former times, as a nation remote from and only 
intermittently involved in the affairs of the Old 'World, we 
were concerned chiefly about looking where we were go­
ing. Now as a world power we must take heed that we 
shall go where we are looking. We must take care to under· 
stand the values which our foreign policy must serve and 
the manner in which they constrain the nation to proceed 
on the world scene. 

Whatever the case in earlier times, certainly under the 
interactive conditions of contemporary politics a world 
power cannot lead a double life. It cannot espouse one set 
of values at home and then cheat on them in the world at 
large. It cannot adopt one mode of action in domestic mat· 
ters and act by its antithesis beyond the threshold. Its 
choice of what to be within itself must determine its con· 
duct in the world, or else its conduct in the world must 
transform the character of its domestic institutions. 

The government of the United States is founded on some 
general propositions set down in the Pre~mble of the Con· 
stitution. These are the purposes for whtch the American 
people gave their consent to be governed. 

The first is the perfection of the Union. That expresses 
the idea of a nation growing in internal strength and con· 

cord. 
The second is the establishment of justice. That means 

subjection of power to antecedent standards insuring 
against t~e employment of power as an end in itself. 
Th~rd m th~ enumeration_ co~es domestic tranquility­

meanmg a nauon at peace wtth ttself, permitting the reso­
lution of issues by reason and compromise. 

Next comes the common defense. That means the pro· 
tection of the nation against penetration by its enemies. 

The promotion of the general welfare is listed next. 
"fhat expresses the idea of a government serving the inter· 
ests of, and accountable to, the community at large rather 
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than being the instrument merely of the interests of a 
clominant group. 

Finally comes the securing now and henceforth of the 
plessings of liberty, a situation permitting the individual 
tO choose fTeely for himself and his children regarding the 
}!lOdes of their lives, their religion, and their thoughts. 

Those values prosper in a climate of security. They 
~vould wither under the blight of dread. The goal of our 
foreign policy, enduring until death or defeat, is to pre­
serve in the world a situation permitting the survival of 
those values as political realities in the United States. 

Behind these ideas in the Preamble of our Constitution 
js implicit the concept of a people's giving consent as a 
condition precedent to being governed. The Declaration of 
Independence states that concept explicitly in a phrase de­
claring the consent of the governed to be the sole source 
of the lawful powers of a government. The ages echo in 
that phrase. What it conveys is perhaps the most precious 
and rational idea brought forth through the centuries to 
rectify and to justify the exercise of political power. 

Of this idea we as a nation must be advocates and ex­
emplars in the world to fulfill the highest implications of 
our institutional values. Let me therefore take a few 
minutes to deal with it analytically. 

As an initial point in analysis I refer again to the con­
cept of intention. I used the term in an earlier discourse 
to denote the whole scope of a contemplated action, in­
cluding the means as well as the purpose. Continuous ad­
justment among patterns of intention inheres in all human 
relations. Individuals, groups, and institutions affect the 
intentions of other individuals, groups, or institutions and 
in turn experience action upon their own intentions by 
others. One continually seeks to get others so to modify 
their undertakings as to suit one's own purposes, or on the 
other hand adjusts his own intentions to fit the designs of 
others. 
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A power relationship is one involving, on a continued 

basis, the adjustment of patterns of intention between or 
among various entities having wills. To bring another 
regularly to comply with one's own purposes is to exercise 
power. To accommodate one's intentions regularly to the 
will of another is to be acted upon by the power of another. 
Power, let us say, is the capacity to achieve intended re­
sults by affecting the actions of others. 

In an oversimplification-a pardonable one, I trust-let 
me point to two general ways of affecting the intentions of 
another entity. 

One way is to bring the other one concerned to an iden­
tification of his purposes with one's own purposes. This is 
the method of seeking a community of will with another. 
It leaves the other with the opportunity of choice, which is 
the condition of freedom. It involves essentially also having 
in some measure and on occasions to bend one's own in­
tentions to accommodate one's counterpart in a merging of 
wills. Let us identify this as the method of consent. 

The other way is that of impinging upon another's means 
so as to foreclose him from acting otherwise than in ac­
cord with one's own desires. This involves the mastery of 
one will over another. Just as opportunity for choice is the 
condition of freedom, the deprivation of another's choice 
is the condition of domination or coercion. This course 
requires rigidity of will on the part of the one disposing 
power, just as in the opposite case some flexibility in the 
fiber of the will is required. 

The basic form of coercion is force. Force, as I use the 
term here, refers to the direct or the threatened or implicit 
application of energy in a violent way to compel, to con­
strain, or to restrain another. 

The state rests on the establishment of a monopoly to 

the prerogative to use force in a defined area. Integral to 

the political organization of a people is the location of a 
monopoly of force in a government which alone through 
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its agents is entitled to initiate its use or to lay down the 
conditions authorizing private individuals to use it. This 
integral relationship between the existence of the state 
and a monopoly to the title to use force is a concept in 
classic political theory. I shall merely assert it here rather 
than attempt to labor the point in argument. 

The faculty for eliciting consent as a basis for power I 
shall call authority. That is not the sole meaning of the 
word, but it is one of its meanings, and I know of no sub­
stitute for it in this sense. By authority I mean a power 
based not only on capacity to compel compliance but also 
on trust by those who obey. 

Force and authority are not antithetic. The command 
of adequate instruments of force by government is neces­
sary to that protective capability in turn essential as a basis 
for eliciting consent. On the other hand, coercive power 
alone is a very brittle base on which to maintain a state. 
The reliance on force alone as an instrument of compli­
ance generates anxiety among those subject to the power 
of the governing apparatus and among those exercising the 
power of the apparatus. The ruled fear the rulership. The 
rulers fear the ruled. Fear induces fear. The history of a 
hundred tyrannies demonstrates this. Even the most ruth­
less tyrannies covet consent and contrive a semblance of 
authority by propagating among the ruled slogans and 
symbols of esteem and affection for the rulers and fashion­
ing fac;ades of franchise and accountability. 

The most pervasive and enduring issue of politics is one 
of primacy between consent and force. This is the key to 
the question whether the power of a government rests on 
real or sham authority. 

An illegitimate rule is one resting solely on the monop­
oly of force, gaining compliance only by coercion. Despite 
the trappings of authority used to conceal the nakedness 
and singularity of the force by which they govern, those in 
the seats of power can never forget the oppressive character 
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of their rulership. They will tend toward wariness and 
fearfulness of groups and institutions independent of the 
governing apparatus and capable of eliciting consent. 

An illegitimate rule of the modern totalitarian variety is 
capable of going far, far beyond the simpler despotisms of 
former times, in coping with the challenges implicit in the 
existence of other institutions and loyalties within its do­
main. This enhanced capability is inherent in several cir­
cumstances. One is the character of modern electrical and 
electronic communications, which tend naturally to a 
monopoly under the regime's control and give it huge 
advantages over opposition in surveillance and pursuit. 
Another is the ostensive character and the complexity of 
armor and high fire capability in modem weapons-char­
acteristics which afford a regime a monopoly of force never 
commanded in times of smaller and simpler arms. A third 
is the capacity to proliferate information and the command 
of virtual monopoly over the circulation of it and therefore 
of the power to determine what shall pass as true. 

Moreover, a modern totalitarian regime, resting on a 
mass base, is inherently more sensitive than the former, 
simpler despotisms to the existence of other patterns of 
loyalty, for these represent possible rival attractions and 
therefore a potential threat to its own mass base. The 
tendency of such a rule is to stamp out such groups and 
institutions where feasible and to subsume all semblance 
of authority unto itself-to establish a monopoly on insti­
tutional life, to use its coercive instruments to rub out 
every pattern of loyalty independent of itself, in a word to 
manifest its totalitarian impulses. 

We call such a regime totalitarian because of these im­
pulses in it. These impulses arise out of its totalitarian 
character. The necessities of power drive such a regime in 
the direction of stamping out all rival loyalties. The oppor­
tunity to use the monopoly of force to impose uniformity 
of loyalty is what impels totalitarian movements to covet 
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and to seek control of the mechanism of government. It 
is hard to sort out cause and effect in these matters. Let us 
note these characteristics as concomitants without trying 
to determine which causes which. 

To bring out the differences between government rest­
ing on valid authority and government relying on sham 
authority, I cite Guglielmo Ferrero, a historian with great 
insight on this question: 

"Bringing it down to a mere matter of force, government 
would be no more than a perpetual struggle between those 
who, considering themselves the strongest, would desire 
to be in control. Under these circumstances, how can a 
government assume its proper function as an instrument 
of reason and source of laws which limit and direct the un­
bridled independence of the human mind? ... In order 
that a government may accomplish its organic function as 
the instrument of reason and the creator of laws, its sub­
jects must conform jointly and spontaneously, obeying its 
commands voluntarily, at least to a certain extent; and they 
will not give their spontaneous submission unless they 
recognize that the government has the right to command, 
apart from the force necessary to impose its orders." 

Man's great accomplishment in achieving decency in 
civil society, Ferrero has written, was " ... when he as­
serted that government does not have the right to com­
mand because it is strong, but that it must have the 
strength to command because it has the right to do so. 
Strength is not the parent, but the servant of the right 
to command." 

In the usages of legitimacy those charged with applying 
the sanctions of the state are denied the power independ­
ently to determine the general purposes for which the 
sanctions may be applied. The coercive power of the state, 
moreover, must be withheld (Tom the processes of resolv­
ing the general purposes for which the use of coercive 
power is to be authorized. 
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Here in the antithesis between illegitimacy and legiti­

macy in use of power among nations-between coercion 
and consent-we find the key to the basic issue between the 
Soviet power on the one side and our allies and ourselves 
ranged on the other. 

The peoples of the Soviet area are captives of rulerships. 
These rule with fear. They rule in fear. The ideology em­
ployed by them conduces to this result. This ideology 
denies and inverts the whole set of values integral to legiti­
macy in the exercise of political power. The Soviet regime 
in its present character could not enter into bonds of con­
fidence with other regimes different in character from 
itself and independent of its dominance. Its domestic char­
acter forecloses it from being able to do so. 

In these generalizations I have sought to avoid labored 
description of the connections between the Soviet Union 
and the European satellites and Communist China re­
spectively. To some may occur a question whether my 
words are so chosen as to take into account the special re­
lationship, more a partnership than a servitude, of the 
Peiping regime to Moscow. Elements of consent seem to 
infuse this partnership. The collaboration is one between 
like regimes. Each in its way seems compelled to eradicate 
within its own domain all impulses and loyalties to tradi­
tions and values not identified with itself. Each seems im­
pelled by the logic of its own general beliefs and own view 
of its particular situation to a mission to dominate adjoin­
ing countries up to the limit of capability. Each seems 
drawn into collaboration with the other to add vicarious 
strength and advantage to itself in fear of the outside hos­
tility implicit in its own hostility toward entities different 
from itself. 

I shall not venture to guess as to the character of the 
relationship under different conditions. Given their char­
acter and outlook, the regimes in Moscow and Peiping will 
probably find more reasons for collaborating than other-
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wise in the calculable future. Insofar as the collaboration 
may be said to rest on consent it is a consent derived from 
a shared fear of and enmity for other outlooks. It is a con­
sent resting on a common negation of consent. 

Let us turn now to the part assigned to the United States. 
Our role must be to advocate for the principles of legiti­
macy in relationships with the vast external realm because 
that is the ground on which we must stand at home. To 
attempt the collaboration of fear and intimidation with 
other nations would necessarily involve us in the undoing 
of the principles of free government at home-the prin­
ciples whose survival must be the pervasive and enduring 
goals of our foreign policy. As the adversary's design is to 
dominate by fear, our aspiration must be to do whatever 
we can to lift the burden of fear from the world so as to 
give free institutions and usages the best attainable chance 
to survive and to strengthen. Ours is-and it must continue 
to be-the course of consent. 

Let us consider briefly the interaction between the Soviet 
imperium and the world exterior to it. 

The interpretation of world affairs suffers because the 
range so vastly exceeds personal observation and experi­
ence. One is usually at a loss for precise words to convey 
the essence of the functions, equipoises, and contradictions 
making up relationships among states. To explain to one­
self or to others one tends to borrow language and con­
cepts from other fields. vVe interpret world affairs in 
analogies from the bridge table, the stock exchange, medi­
cine, physics, and so on. 

A favorite source of analogy is sports. In our national 
sports the contenders take turns in offense and defense, as 
in baseball at the half-innings and in football when the 
ball goes over. Perhaps this accounts for the tendency to 
regard the offensive and the defensive in foreign affairs as 
mutually exclusive. One repeatedly hears the cliche about 
moving from the defensive and taking the initiative, in a 
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tone of utterance indicating the sayer's assurance of having 
put forth something significant and wise. The idea, how­
ever, is false and misleading. In world politics adversary 
powers are continuously both on the defensive and on the 
offensive just as in the relationships of chess, fencing, or 
Gaelic football. 

We should probably have to go into calculus to find 
a satisfactory analogy. A nation's intentions and its power 
interact on each other. What we seek is largely determined 
by what we can do. What we can do is determined in part 
by what we are after. Our own aims and power, acting as 
functions of each other, are in an interactive relationship 
with adversary intentions and capabilities, which also are 
related to each other as interdependent variables. 

Such characteristics of complexity make me quite wary 
of attempts to scan and to plan the future in nice pre­
cision. The interval ahead within which our hypotheses 
can have validity is limited. To carry our speculations be­
yond it takes us into realms of fancy. There is a story of a 
man who tried to board a train with a mongoose on a leash. 
The conductor told him pets were forbidden. The man in­
sisted the mongoose was not strictly a pet because it was 
needed to kill the snakes he saw in delirium tremens. The 
conductor said this was unacceptable since snakes in de­
lirium tremens were not real. The passenger said that, for 
that matter, it was not a real mongoose. One arrives at this 
sort of unreality in attempting to project very far ahead 
hypotheses about the interactive relationship between the 
Soviet sphere and the areas independent of it. 

The Soviet system may be described as an arrangement 
for extending the span of control. yet always keeping it 
rigidly under the will of the central authority. It seeks to 
do with greater effect and imagination what the misguided 
program of the Nazis tried to do in exercising a claim of 
allegiance and obedience over citizens and subjects of other 
states and in trying to reverse the trend toward equality 
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and freedom among· the world's components and to extend 
a central imperial dominion over areas of established inde­
pendence. 

The primary source of the coercive element holding this 
system together is in the Kremlin. If this element were de­
prived by circumstance of its capability to dispose the 
power of fear throughout its system through its armed 
forces and the disciplined Communist apparatus, the satel­
lite system would fall apart, and the partnership in coercive 
design with Communist China would be riven. 

Strength and determination in the world outside present 
a constant challenge to the foundations of power within 
the Soviet system. Firm and united in the will to stay clear 
of Soviet domination and to resist Soviet expansion, the 
nations outside that system give the hope of a better day 
and keep alive courage among many millions in thrall to 
communism. 

Anxiety over the challenge and competition to its own 
domination within its own sphere from the areas beyond 
its control impels the rulers within the Soviet system to 
press on the areas beyond-like a mythical man in Texas 
who bought up seven counties bit by bit because he liked 
to own the lot next door. 

As unity and strength in the world beyond its periphery 
will block the Soviet from further aggrandizement, the 
Soviet rulers will continue constantly to bank on and to 
press for disunity among the outside powers. They will 
seek a return to the more advantageous times when the 
Soviet Union could turn the flank by dealing with one 
adversary against the interests of rival adversaries in the 
style of the deal with Weimar Germany against the West 
at Rapallo, of the simulated mjJjJrochement with the West 
against Nazi Germany in the phase of the United Front, 
and of the pact with Germany against the ·west in 1939. 

Negotiations for Soviet advantage by using one adversary 
against others is categorically different from negotiation 
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with united powers. Negotiation of this latter character 
can succeed only in the direction of an abatement of ten­
sions and a solution of issues-that is, toward accommoda­
tion. Negotiation of this latter direction runs counter to 

the idealogical view of life underlying the Soviet system 
and the view of the outside world logically necessary to the 
maintenance of the interior conditions essential to the 
continuance in power of the present regime as it is. 

So, wishing to avoid war and yet determined to prevail, 
the Soviet rulers anticipate a schism among the adversaries 
to provide the opportunity for the Soviet Union to serve 
the end of its ultimate triumph. 

One logically possible course for the powers ranged in 
opposition to Soviet encroachment is to precipitate a gen­
eral war in an attempt to redress the balance with the 
Soviet Union in their favor by acting radically on the 
factors of force. 

This offers unconditional assurance only of radically 
worsening the conditions of the world in the sequel to 

hostilities. In the ruin, the exhaustion, and the delinquency 
then prevailing, the survivors, such as they might be, would 
look back on present times, with all their dangers, anx­
ieties, and frustrations, as a golden age. 

A second logical possibility is, by giving consent to pres­
ent divisions, to seek to settle our differences in a modus 
vivendi on a world scale. 

Here again the idea is not apposite to the problem. Such 
a deal would not alter the character of Soviet rulership. It 
would merely write off to Communist domination, with­
out contest, the strategic shortest land range between the 
Baltic and the Mediterranean. It would consign to Soviet 
domination, beyond hope of redemption as a basis for 
moral resistance, the populations of Communist-domi­
nated areas in Europe and Asia. It would permanently 
surrender to unimpeded Soviet exploitation an area of 
Europe of high importance in industrial development and 
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raw material resources. It would write off the people and 
the resources of China. It would strengthen the Kremlin's 
hold on the entire imperium and foreclose what Secretary 
Dulles has called "the vast possibility for peaceful change." 
It would magnify the Kremlin's capacity for exerting pres­
sure beyond its periphery. It would enormously enhance 
the prospect of eventual Kremlin success in the world con­
test and thus encourage rather than hinder Communist 
subversion within the appeasing countries themselves. 

One may suppose that, behind the concealment afforded 
by the freedom of Soviet power from accountability, the 
dilemmas confronting the rulership are exigent. The risks 
of playing out the course in the hope of a verification by 
destiny of Soviet hopes to divide the powers ranged in op­
position must press on every major decision. 

The best course for the powers ranged on our side ap­
pears to be to intensify that dilemma by so holding on, so 
husbanding strength, so discovering and developing,among 
themselves common purposes as to compel the Kremlin 
to revise its expectations. 

This is not a riskless course. No riskless course is avail­
able. In persevering in it, it is well to keep in mind one 
true element in Hegelian analysis: the point of resolution 
is the point of highest contradiction. The best hopes lie 
in creating the circumstances for a heightening of the 
dilemma within the Soviet framework, eventually to move 
it along the course of accommodation and thereby toward 
its own historic transformation-always with a knowledge 
that the pressure on the rulership to resort to general 
violence as a solvent may well increase as the point of crux 
is approached. 

A modicum of unity in the areas free of Soviet domina­
tion is an essential condition of this process. 

Just as the Soviet Union is the wellspring of the coercive 
forces binding its system, so is the United States in a central 
and determining position on the side of its interests. No 



98 
combination of nations adequate to deal with the factors of 
fear engendered by the Soviet system is conceivable with­
out the participation and fostering interest of the United 
States. Surely the coalitions on our side would disintegrate 
if we should fall short of that responsibility through in­
ternal contradictions, want of insight, failure of will, fail­
ure to take adequate measure of our tasks, or failure to 
abide by Washington's still valid advice to maintain a 
respectable posture for defense. 

It would be vain of me to pretend to having conclusive 
wisdom on the problems of relating ourselves to our friends 
in the world. It would contradict one of my main points 
in these discourses-to wit, the illusoriness of systematic 
answers in world politics. 

Surely the responsibility enjoins upon us the qualities 
of magnanimity, urbanity, and patience in portions greater 
than it has been our habit to show in world affairs. 

It is all very well to make phrases about the unity of the 
free world. Phrases about unity do not settle issues over 
differences of interests. The nations more or less disposed 
to side with us present a complex of differences. Their 
variety and intensity are novel. So also to us is the experi­
ence of feeling concern in many international issues re­
mote in origin and often obscure in substance to our point 
of view and yet important to us for the dangers implicit in 
them if they should get out of hand. We cannot expect 
them soon and easily to be resolved. Neither can we afford 
to let them run their course in violence. We have at least 
to try to make and to keep them manageable. This is oner­
ous business both materially and morally. It requires of us 
the wisdom to understand that anything worth doing at all 
is worth doing imperfectly. 

We must relate ourselves to our friends, moreover, not 
only as arbiters and exemplars but also, in some particu­
lars, as opponents, for valid differences of view and interest 
often arise between our collaborators and us. So the clash 
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ing interests which we must help resolve in higher synthesis 
sometimes include our own interests. This requires of us 
the highest moral capacity of politics-the capacity to be 
just in one's own cause, to be as jealous of an opponent's 
rights as of one's own, and to suffer differences without per­
mitting them to divide. 

This attitude is as essential in relating a free nation to 
others that it would lead as it is in healthy domestic poli­
tics. In this respect our external and internal political situ­
ations are linked. To restless, seeking men of absolute 
minds the attitude of comity is repugnant in either sphere. 
There is no surer way of blighting freedom everywhere 
than by impairing the image projected by the United 
States to the world. There is no surer way of defeating 
freedom here than by clouding the nation's title to respect 
among its friends, for that can only serve our adversary 
and move the factors of security in the world against us. 

The conduct of alliances and coalitions was complex and 
subtle enough in times when international relations was 
the business of personal sovereigns exercising directly or 
through ministers a plenary prerogative in dealing with 
external interests and forces. It is immeasurably more com­
plicated and elusive in the circumstances calling on our 
nation to exercise leadership-a time when governments in 
external affairs must act responsively to domestic political 
forces. 

In discussing international relations many still tend to 
reflect outworn assumptions of the continuity and the 
plenitude of power of governments, just as if in their for­
eign undertakings governments were endowed like sov­
ereigns in earlier times. Those speaking for governments 
now-and I refer to free governments specifically though 
my observation applies in large degree also to dictatorial 
regimes-must be continuously aware of the fluctuating 
character of their agency. Their capabilities to act and to 
give promises of action rise and fall as functions of their 
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horsepower in domestic politics. The forward surges in 
accommodation among allies are possible only in the in­
tervals when all concerned are concurrently confident of 
command of domestic support. 

Our power to solve the factors bearing on the capacity of 
friendly governments to take effective action in concert 
with us is small. We can at least, however, prevent feeble­
ness on our own national account from being a retarding 
circumstance. As citizens we can at least develop a degree 
of understanding of the problems of those representing us 
as to permit them opportunity to show and to apply wis­
dom insofar as it is theirs to show. 

Discussing world affairs in a letter to John Adams in 
1816, Jefferson wrote: "Bigotry is the disease of ignorance, 
of morbid minds; enthusiasm of the free and buoyant. 
Education and free discussion are the antidotes of both." 
The case against enthusiasm-against the tendency to ap­
proach the problems of foreign policy with a billowy good 
feeling and an insufficiency of proportion-is just as im­
portant in its way as the case against bigotry. Indeed, they 
are related phenomena. Each rests on generalized self­
righteousness. Moreover, the inevitable disappointment of 
the one approach often serves to enlarge opportunity for 
the other. 

Let me then set forth a few general things incumbent 
upon us to keep in mind. Those among us in the compe­
tition of politics may well learn them along with the rest. 

In a poem by Carl Sandburg a soldier-of-fortune asks 
the Sphinx to speak and to reveal the distilled wisdom of 
all the ages. The Sphinx does speak. Its words are, "Don't 
expect too much." That is good counsel for the nation. 
vVe should not expect of our magistrates great accomplish­
ments without great risk, pain, and expense to ourselves. 
We should not take them to task for failing to realize for 
us such exemption from vicissitude as was illusorily as­
sumed to be ours in the past. We should give up the silly 
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luxury of holding them accountable for not having super­
human foresight. 

\Ve should learn the complex and vexing character of 
the world as seen, if they are wise, by those who govern. 
vVe should not indulge ourselves in such political fantasies 
of perfection as tempt those in authority to humor us with 
unfulfillable promises. Far from applauding, we should 
learn to spurn those who in office or in quest of it truckle 
to an assumed public appetite for easy promises and grand 
assurances about world affairs. 

l\Iachiavelli, for one, saw as an inherent weakness of 
democratic government the temptation of its leaders to 
overpromise on their designs in foreign policy so as to 
marshal support from a public disposed to be indifferent 
to purposes fitted to reality. This weakness cannot be cor­
rected by leadership alone. 

I am reminded here of an account in Bruce Catton's 
book, .Mr. Lincoln's Army, of a notable Union brigade's 
first brush with battle. Mr. Catton recounts: "A regimental 
historian wrote later that to the end of the war this brigade 
was always ready for action, 'but we were never again 
eager.' " How always to be ready to meet the demands of 
circumstance bearing upon us from the vast external 
realm without requiring of ourselves the eagerness nur­
tured by illusion is a big order but one that must be filled 
if the nation is to do an adequate job of relating itself to 
the world. 

\Ve should adjust our minds to the reciprocalness of 
alliances and coalitions. I refer here especially to intangi­
bles. l\Iany Americans seem to have more difficulty in 
accepting the point with respect to them than with respect 
to the material factors. Often in speaking in public I am 
asked by someone whether it is true that we are permitting 
ourselves to be influenced by our allies. The answer is that 
of course we are. Often the questioner then asks whether 
by entering into alliances we are not losing freedom. The 
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answer is obvious. We do lose our freedom to act like ana­
tion not belonging to alliances. 

One thing we are called upon to recognize is that to 
generate the consent necessary to maintain coalitions of 
the free we must interpret our national interest on a basis 
wider than long experience has accustomed us. It calls 
upon us to learn, in words of my one-time superior, Mr. 
Paul N itze, that "the essence of leadership is the successful 
resolution of problems and the successful attainment of 
objectives which impress themselves as being important 
to those whom one is called upon to lead." 

I noted recently in a magazine article by a friend of mine 
this remark about our world mission: "Americans-of all 
white peoples-should be best qualified to talk man-to-man 
with anyone." This leaves out of account something of 
high moment. Our role entails not simply the need of talk­
ing far and wide. That is a relatively easy task. It entails 
more importantly the duty of listening. The business of 
listening is much more difficult. 

The very assumption of universality implicit in my 
friend's view somewhat disqualifies us as listeners. In as­
suming universality we tend also to assume our inherent 
and obvious rightness. Nothing else so impinges on one's 
capacity to listen as an assurance of being right beyond 
peradventure. 

Being right, why should we sometimes have so much 
trouble in getting our friends to agree with us? This ques­
tion comes naturally to many Americans. In answer, I 
should say that it is much easier to be right simply on the 
basis of one's own premises than it is to act rightly when 
the deed requires the free concurrence of others with 
diverse points of view. In world politics rightness means 
not simply to have right ideas in a static way. It means 
working well and reasonably in an endless process. This is 
true in domestic politics. It is so in world politics as well. 

We Americans tend to make these things too simple. 
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We admire Davy Crockett's terse formula: "Be sure you're 
right; then go ahead." That is much too facile for purposes 
of world politics. The best we can expect is some such 
paraphrase as this: Be as sure as you reasonably can of the 
rightness of your premises. Take care as best you can to see 
that the conclusions which you draw from them are toler­
ably right. Take adequate account of the legitimate inter­
ests and viewpoints of others. After you have done your 
best to meet these obligations, go ahead as far as the cir­
cumstances taken as a whole warrant, getting others to go 
along as far as you can. 

"\Ve must ad just our thinking to recognize the greatness 
of the spans of time required for great creative develop­
ments in world politics. In Edmund Burke's words: "Polit­
ical arrangement, as it is a work for social ends, is to be 
wrought by social means. There mind must conspire with 
mind. Time is required to produce that union of minds 
which can produce all the good we aim at. Our patience 
will achieve more than our force." 

Consent is slow business. We must learn to recognize this. 
We Americans tend to think of everything as having been 
accelerated by the processes of modern times. This is not so. 

Even in material aspects the retardation of some factors 
is a function of the acceleration of others. For example, 
the increase of the speed of airplanes to some eight times 
or ten times their speed in ·world ·war I has multiplied by 
about fifteen the time required to develop a plane from 
conception to actualization. Because of the mechanized 
acceleration of movement and firepower of modern armies 
it takes some four times as long to train a division as it did 
only a couple of generations ago. :Machines run more 
rapidly. Brains think no more rapidly. The mind proceeds 
still at the same old pace allowed by its inherent limits. 
Thus the concurrence of wills in a process of consent is 
even slowed by the circumstances of modern times. The 
range of things necessary for consenting minds to under-
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stand and to accept in circumstances of modern world 
politics is vastly greater. The factors themselves are more 
complex. The diversity of the minds required to be 
brought to unison is far wider than in the former periods. 

It comes hard to some among us to give up the long love 
affair-so natural in our youth, so unbecoming in maturity 
-with the simple solution. According to their persistent 
counsel, in self-defense we must match the Soviet system in 
overweening promise and in pretension to having the total 
answer. This temptation to reach out for all-purpose solu­
tions and to contrive systems of world order purporting to 
have all the answers for all time must be constantly re­
sisted. 

In Justice Holmes' words, "to rest upon a formula is a 
slumber that, prolonged, means death." It means so in the 
sense of the fatal inadequacy of all formulas to cope with 
the ever-changing realities of the power situation in the 
world. It means it also in the sense that total solutions in 
politics are inherently totalitarian in their implications 
and effects. However unexceptionable their motives, the 
purveyors of total answers in politics are in the last analysis 
subverters of freedom. 

"The great strength of a totalitarian state," Adolf Hitler 
declared, "is that it forces those who fear it to imitate it." 
Is it true that totalitarianism can deprive its adversaries 
of the possibility of choice in such matters? Is it true that 
our adversary, merely by confronting us with a system of 
coercion pushed to dogmatic completeness, can foreclose 
us from the advocacy of consent? Those propositions will 
be confirmed or refuted only as we choose to act. We must 
act, however, on the clear assumption of their invalidity. 
To accept them would be to yield the prize without strug­
gle. Moreover, the guilt of any failure to uphold our values 
in the world should be clearly recognized as our own and 
not imputed to the antagonist. 

The way of consent looks like the best bet for the long 
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pull, despite its vexations and uncertainties. It is less rigid, 
more adaptable, and therefore more durable than a system 
built upon the primacy of coercion. Let us stand on the 
premises of the tradition of consent. Let us leave the rest to 
Providence. Let us keep in mind the wisdom of Herbert 
Butterfield's words: "The hardest strokes of heaven fall in 
history upon those who imagine they can control things 
in a sovereign manner, as though they were kings of the 
earth, playing Providence not only for themselves but for 
the far future-reaching out into the future with the wrong 
kind of far-sightedness . . ." 



To think and act socially is not a 

kind of charity to one's neighbors. 

It is a form of self-preservation. 

Nor need it become a crusade • • • 

Mere intellect is dry and sterile, but 

mere devotion reduces everything 

to powder, especially if it is hound· 

less in scope and starts reform on a 

planetary scale. The quest for cer• 

tainty, the passion for absolutes, 

and, even worse, the lustful desire 
to enforce the commonest jerry­

built absolutes are • • • a denial 

that life is worth living. 

-JACQUES BARZUN, 

Of Human Freedom 



A Perspective on 
World Politics 

The cab driver on a run from Idlewild to La Guardia Air­
port on my return from Europe a year ago was one of the 
more inquisitive members of his calling. He drew forth 
answers as to whence I had come, where I was going, and 
what I did for a living. Then came this question: Since I 
might earn my living in the sensible and uncomplicated 
business of driving a taxi, why had I chosen a job in the 
State Department involving continuous subjection to 

blame for something not my fault-namely the unsatisfac­
tory state of the world? 

The cab driver's question was more deferential and edi­
fying than one put to me by a member of a professional 
audience a while back. This man led up to his question 
with a long observation. In earlier times, he said, ours 
was a brave country, standing for something, capable of 
drawing lines and daring others to step over them, willing 
to intervene in the affairs of our southern neighbors by 
interposing the marines, and equal to putting on such dar-
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ing shows of force as the one of sending the fleet around the 
world a half-century ago, whereas now-a matter causing 
deep worry to his friends and him-we seemed to lack the 
fiber of adventure and the tone of challenge in our external 
affairs. He asked then what manner of men were my State 
Department colleagues and I that we had permitted such 
a decay of will and courage. 

The query, designed apparently to give insult rather 
than to get information, hardly seemed worth answering, 
for the State Department has been insulted by experts. 

Yet I did go into the subject, for I was curious about the 
real cause of anxiety to him and his friends. It could not 
really have been a national failure to draw lines for others 
not to step across. In laying down lines and forbidding 
aggressive trespass across them, this nation in this decade 
has been involved in the most extensive development of 
such character undertaken in any age. It could not really 
have been a want of having our forces deployed in alien 
lands. We no longer send marines into neighboring small 
republics, but the missions of security carried on by our 
military forces embrace more than half the globe. It could 
not really have been the absence of circumnavigation of 
the globe by our fleet. Our naval power now is a main fac· 
tor in holding open the seas around the globe. 

All this I explained to my questioner. I added an obser­
vation about the importance of looking at our world 
problems from a man's standpoint instead of a boy's. He 
shifted ground right along with me. This, he said, was the 
very point: The ventures of a few decades ago were briefer, 
simpler, neater, and less burdensome; and why then should 
we have given up the delights of our younger days in the 
world to take on the great and enduring responsibilities of 
the mature? 

The answer, the same in the case of the nation as for 
an individual, is the one given by a Texas jack rabbit 
which, under hot pursuit by a hound, climbed a tree, re-
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marking, "This is contrary to my natural predispositions, 
but necessity leaves no choice." That sets the theme of this 
closing discourse-the adjustment to present necessity of 
our national predispositions. 

One of the persistent characteristics of the American ap­
proach to the problems of world relations in the period of 
a little more than a half-century since the filling out of the 
United States' continental position and the development 
among Americans of an awareness of the United States' 
attainment of position as a great power has been the notion 
of the existence of a philosopher's stone in world affairs­
an achievable perfect formula capable of solving all the 
problems and removing all the hazards. 

One after another ideas have been brought forth by 
zealous advocates as panaceas for the world's political in­
firmities or at least as formulas for redeeming our own 
portion from danger and uncertainty. Some of the ideas 
have had elements of validity. These have been exagger­
ated into excessive significance by the advocates. In other 
instances lhe ideas have been inherently worthless and 
mischievous. Sometimes the government has been involved 
in the sponsorship. In other instances the formulas for per­
fect solutions and the movements in support of them have 
been exclusively of pri\'ate origin and direction. 

The approach of the advocates has invariably been a 
little careless about the appositeness of the proposed cure 
to the related problem. Rather than practical and calculat­
ing, the mood has usually been emotional and poetic in the 
sense that poetry involves the suspension of disbelief. 
Critical judg1nent in such matters has usually been at a 
disadvantage. In Edmund Burke's words: "No difficulties 
occur in what has never been tried. Criticism is almost 
baffied in discovering the defects of what has not existed; 
and eager enthusiasm and cheating hope have all the wide 
field of imagination in which they may expatiate with little 
or no opposition." 
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Skeptics amng their doubts have usually been con­

fronted with the question put to the authorities by the 
proverbial Lisbon peddler taken into custody for selling 
pills for the prevention of earthquakes: ·what would you 
put in their place? 

Let us take up a few-only a few, by no means all-of 
these ideas put forth as perfect formulas for solving the 
problems of our relationship to the world. 

In some phases the grand idea has been to banish the 
problem of force in world affairs simply by declaring it not 
to exist. 

In roughly the first fifteen years of this century and, with 
less emphasis, in a period from the middle 192o's to the 
early 193o's, the idea in fashion was that of establishing 
world peace through institutions of arbitration and con­
ciliation. 

Both are useful devices within limits. 
Arbitration has uses in settling disputes of secondary or 

tertiary importance deemed immaterial to the vital inter­
ests of the disputants and therefore not likely to become 
occasions for armed conflict. It works especially with re­
spect to differences expressible in terms of law and there­
fore susceptible of being handled in quiet adjudications. 
Governments generally satisfied with the status quo and 
interested in promoting legal order have often found arbi­
tration useful. 

Conciliation is simply a formalized method of media­
tion. It is useful when exacerbating circumstances have 
made it awkward or impossible for the disputants alone to 
settle an issue because of the danger of disadvantage to the 
party taking the initiative in making concessions. Concilia­
tion merely involves the introduction of other parties into 
the dispute to attempt to work out an acceptable solution 
while the disputants mark time. 

Zeal gave to these two devices, arbitration and concilia-
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tion, proportions and significance far beyond the warrant 
of reason. 

Stimulated by the champions of a systematic solution to 

the problems of world order, this government persevered 
on the premise that a structure of world peace, eliminating 
the institution of war and reducing to a nullity the factors 
of force in international relations, could be created by 
establishing permanent international tribunals and weav­
ing a great network of international engagements to resort 
to arbitration of differences not susceptible of diplomatic 
solution. Even while persevering in this expectation, how­
ever, the government took care-wisely, I am sure-to ex­
cept from the arbitral obligation all differences bearing on 
our vital interests, the only sort ever likely to be fought 
over. 

According to our premise in the conciliation movement, 
it would "hasten universal peace"-"Voodrow Wilson's 
phrase-to have great panels of conciliators standing by 
and elaborate procedures all worked out by international 
engagement in advance of any possible quarrels. Our na­
tion industriously built up a treaty system providing such 
panels and pledging the parties in event of any future 
quarrels to submit to twelve-month cooling-off periods to 
permit the panels of conciliators to get in their licks. Even 
after the outbreak of "\Vorld "Var I in 1914 the United 
States-quixotically, it surely seems in retrospect-still 
pressed imperial Germany and Austria to engage with us in 
a mutual promise to cool off for a year before doing any­
thing drastic in event of any future trouble between us 

and them. 
In a period of about thirty-five years, the United States 

entered into ninety-seven international arbitrational and 
conciliative contracts. To what practical effect? 

The permanent engagements for arbitrations so elab­
orately worked out with great public eclat have proved 
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relevant in a few claim adjudications of no moment what­
soever and, if memory serves, in the settlement between 
ourselves and other states of two issues of substance. One 
case, adjudicated about forty-five years ago, involved the 
interpretation of a treaty between the United States and 
Great Britain with respect to fishing rights in the North 
Atlantic. The other, adjudicated about twenty-five years 
ago, related to a dispute with the Netherlands over title 
to an unimportant island. Not by even the widest stretch 
of the imagination would either issue be considered to 

have involved danger of hostilities. 
The elaborate machinery of conciliation has proved 

useful and relevant in not one single instance. 
One may ask whether harm was done by all this effort 

so meager of measurable good results. Only the harm­
a considerable one, I believe-of encouraging and pro­
tracting an illusion. This illusion sees great world political 
issues as susceptible of being translated into questions 
solvable by legal and judicial means. It entertains the 
futile belief in strengthening peace by pretending that the 
factor of force in the image which nations cast on the con­
sciousness of other nations is not really present. 

This notion of solving the problem of force by averting 
one's face from it and denying its relevancy, even its 
existence, was carried still further in the third decade 
of ~his century in a treaty known to history as the Kellogg­
Bnand Pact. An account of the genesis of this treaty would 
retell of a prolonged amateur hour in diplomacy-a story 
of how a group of individuals, fascinated by tinkering 
around with the machinery of states, contrived to press, to 

whe_edle, and to publicize until they succeeded in pro­
ducmg in actuality a multilateral treaty hailed in its day 
as giving promise of the consummation of the hope for 
perpetual peace. Their idea was extremely simple: to 

bring permanent peace at the stroke of a pen, to get all 
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the sovereign governments merely to plight their word 
never again to take the initiative in war. 

At the instance of many zealots of the quick formula 
for peace, this devastatingly easy approach was brought 
forth by the United States government in counter to a 
French overture of modest character-one for a bilateral 
treaty between the United States and France expressing 
in obligative terms the intention of the two nations to 
abstain from war with each other. Treaties such as sug­
gested by the French government are often made between 
sovereigns with the intention only to signify amity, not 
with the expectation of transforming the character of all 
political relationships. The translation of a proposal for 
an undertaking of such limited intent into one of general 
scope and purported significance involved not simply a 
multiplication of the original idea but a fundamental re­
ordering of it. A treaty of pacific intention may express 
a factual situation as between two or among a small num­
ber. As a universal proposition, it states not a fact but a 
fiction. 

The text of the pact still puzzles the discriminating 
reader. It is ambiguous-an exercise in verbal Indian giv­
ing. In one place it purports to foreclose the subscribing 
governments from war as an instrument of national policy. 
In another it recognizes the legitimacy of wars fought in 
self-defense. One wonders whether the pact-makers actu­
ally believed in the separability of self-defense and national 
policy. The answer is that they were apparently under 
pressure to say something grandly reassuring and in the 
circumstances of the time could not take pains to be ana­
lytically careful and consistent about how they said it. 

In canvassing history for evidence of any positive result 
of the Kellogg-Briand Pact, we find none. The best we 
can say of it is to call it barren. Mr. Harold Nicolson, the 
estimable authority, would say worse of it. He has written 
of the Kellogg-Briand Pact as having actually been "a 
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danger to international amity" by engendering among 
peoples "a false sense of security" and by inflating the 
"diplomatic gold standard of absolute reliance on the 
plighted word." 

In other phases the quest of an all-purpose formula has 
centered in the idea of transforming international rela­
tions through the establishment of a universal organiza­
tion. 

Our brief flirtation with this at the time of the origin 
of the League of Nations roughly thirty-five years ago 
is a well-known story. Also well known are the national 
decision in ·world War II to reinvigorate the concept of 
a "·orld organization and, on this second attempt, to go 
through with our own part in it and the consequences of 
that decision in the founding of the United Nations. Here, 
in contrast to the schemes to translate world political prob­
lems into legal terms and to solve the problem of force 
by declaring it nonexistent, the results have been tangible. 
I shall comment only on some of the exaggerated hopes 
identified with the effort. 

Many of the enthusiastic exponents of the idea of having 
some central institution as a meeting place where repre­
sentatives of the world's many governments might congre­
gate regularly to deal with world problems in a concerted 
way have based their espousal on a suspicion of the usual 
methods of diplomacy. 

Such distrust has generally arisen from two sources. 
One is the confidential character of normal diplomacy. 
The second is the tendency of diplomacy to work along 
lines of particular coinciding interests between two or 
among a few nations. Many of the champions of universal 
organization have aspired to substitute open debate for 
closed negotiations in handling international problems 
and have also tended to assert some inherent advantage 
to world order in multiplying the number of nations con­
cerned in any particular issue. 
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No one at all familiar with the actualities of the United 

Nations would take at face value the appearances of open­
ness and spontaneity in its deliberations. Quiet diplomacy­
accommodations surreptitiously arrived at-is an essential 
part of its workings. The Wilsonian ideal that "diplomacy 
shall proceed always frankly and in the public view" is 
as fictitious in the United Nations as it was in the now 
departed League. The covert process has not been elim­
inated. It has only been complicated by the factor of 
disparity between voting strength in the world's town 
meeting and power in world realities. 

The projection of all differences into open debate, espe­
cially within the framework of an organization set up 
on the basis of a document enunciating moral and legal 
principles for the governance of world affairs, involves a 
very real danger of making the positions of disputants 
inflexible. 

This actually increases the obstacles to compromise and 
temporization. Arthur Balfour's words, spoken almost a 
half-century ago, on the fallacy and danger of this sort 
of thing still have wisdom: 

"How is the task of peace-maker to be pursued if you 
are to shout your grievances from the house-tops when­
ever they occur? The only result is that you embitter public 
feeling, that the differences between the two states sud­
denly attain a magnitude they ought never to be allowed 
to approach, that the newspapers of the two countries 
agitate themselves, that the parliaments of the two coun­
tries have their passions set on fire, and great crises arise, 
which may end, have sometimes ended, in international 
catastrophes." 

To have to express one's national position in terms of 
reference of moral and legal standards and in doing so 
to commit publicly the prestige of one's government some­
times makes it awfully hard to back down even a little bit. 
:Moreover, the idea of having the whole world choose 
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sides on every local issue may often tend only to make large 
problems out of small ones and to intensify world dif­
ferences without doing anything whatever to help the 
parties immediately concerned on toward a solution. 

One of the perils of conducting international relations 
is the temptation to histrionicism on the part of those 
responsible for conducting them-the temptation to arouse 
applause, to introduce extraneous emotional elements and 
elements of exaggeration so as to elicit public enthusiasm. 
This is perhaps a necessary part of the combative aspects 
of international relations. Its place in time of war may 
be justified. It has deleterious effects, however, on pro­
cedures intended to lead to accommodation. · 

This peril of histrionicism is not new to international 
affairs, but it has become exaggerated in the age of mass 
communication and the time of mass participation, 
whether real or sham, in the processes of government. One 
of the drawbacks of microphone diplomacy-of the con­
duct of international affairs in large gatherings under full 
publicity-is the degree in which its usages encourage the 
theatrical attitude in world relations and tempt vain men 
and governments to try for grandeur by big talk. 

No doubt the use of world forums-with radio, tele­
vision, klieg lights, and all the other paraphernalia for 
sending ideas instantly reverberating through the world­
is here to stay. The question is how to employ such things 
so as to avoid worsening the very problems which, in 
the fond anticipation of its proponents, open diplomacy 
was supposed to cure. 

Fortunately, the need of recognizing the limits of utility 
in this approach to international problems has drawn 
increasing notice in recent times. At the opening of the 
Eighth General Assembly of the United Nations the 
Secretary General spoke with great wisdom on the need 
of preserving confidentiality in international affairs and 
of applying restraint in the use of the international forum. 
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The American Secretary of State warned against excesses 
in interposing the United Nations into local issues. The 
Canadian Foreign Minister spoke shrewdly of the diffi­
culties of glass-house diplomacy, complaining that "open 
diplomacy now tends to become frozen diplomacy." Sim­
ilar wisdom came from the French Deputy Minister of 
Foreign Affairs. Such views mark a retreat from the bright 
dream of solution by total publicity and by getting every 
nation possible into the act, but it is a retreat toward 
reason. 

Like every other good thing, the organizational ap­
proach to problems of world relations has its limits, and 
prudence consists in recognizing them. One of the char­
acteristics of great mechanisms is the danger of their com­
ing to dominate the purposes intended to be served. We 
see this illustrated continuously in modern technology. 
The life of a family may come to be regulated by the 
schedules of television. Owners may come to be the servants 
of their fine new cars. A parallel applies in the field of 
international organization-the danger of governments' 
coming to make policy just for the purpose of having 
something to say from the rostrum. The danger is ag­
grandized by the notion, now so widely held in important 
quarters, that foreign policy has no problems that prop­
agandists and public relations experts cannot solve. Mark 
Twain's distinction between law courts and revival meet­
ings-the difference between manufacturing testimony for 
the sake of evidence and manufacturing evidence for the 
sake of testimony-comes to mind. The temptation to do 
this latter in foreign policy-to make policy for the sake 
of utterance-is a danger to be guarded against. 

In the fourth decade of our century the prevailing fads 
pertained to the idea of achieving security through with­
drawal-of achieving safety by playing it safe; that is, by 
making ourselves as insignificant as possible as a factor 
in the power relationships of the world. 
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One reads now the literature and the debates on in­

ternational affairs in the 193o's almost with a sense of 
disbelief. What might happen in regard to factors of power 
elsewhere in the world was to be of no moment to us. 
Whether nations friendly or hostile to us controlled the 
seas and the resources of the continents of the bad old 
hemisphere was deemed inconsequential. In a favored 
phrase of the day, America was to be a "pool of sanity"­
a sanity presumed to inhere in a complete disregard of 
the importance of factors of power. America was to sit 
apart from the world in complete moral self-sufficiency. 
Others might fight. We would be indifferent to the out­
come. The battles over, the victor and the defeated could 
then lower their buckets and draw up draughts of sanity 
from our pool to wash away the stains of their trans­
gressions. 

One product of the decade in question was a set of 
neutrality acts. 

In Jefferson's time the United States, then a junior, 
minor, and remote nation, had resorted to embargoes on 
its commerce with warring Europe for the dual purposes 
of trying to avoid embroilment and putting pressure on 
the belligerents to respect our rights. The experiment had 
failed on both counts. Yet in a time of our greatness this 
idea was revived and legislated as a standing formula for 
our conduct whenever the power conflicts of the world 
might break into open hostilities. 

In the words of a sponsoring senator, this was a design 
for cutting our cables with the Old World in times of 
danger. With respect to nations in violent contention our 
significance as a financial source was to he neutralized­
that is, nullified. Belligerents were to be denied access to 

arms, ammunition, and implements of war produced in 
our country. Commerce with belligerents in other items of 
supply was to be permitted only when the purchasers 
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should take title to the goods before they left our shores 
and should haul them under other flags. Belligerents were 
to be permitted to pre-empt the seas, for we ourselves 
would exclude our merchant ships from danger areas. 
The arming of our merchantmen for self-protection was 
proscribed. 

This prescription for ignominy was enacted in several 
legislative stages in the period 1935 to 1937. It had over­
whelming and enthusiastic public support and was gen­
erally accepted in the Congress as an absolute i~surance 
of American security in the world. Fortunately, with the 
return of the realities of war in the world, the fallacies 
of the prescription became apparent. Piece by piece the 
misguided formula was thrown overboard from 1939 to 
1941. 'The last significant trace was erased by a generally 
unnoted action of the Eightieth Congress restoring ex­
plicitly the power of the President to arm American mer­
chantmen for self-protection in time of danger on the seas. 

Coincident and generally consonant with the neutrality 
acts was a project for amending the Constitution to divest 
the Congress of the power to declare war. This had roots 
in the extreme expressions of popular sovereignty-in­
itiative, referendum, and recall-developed at the level of 
the component states of the Federal Union in the early 
19oo's. During World ·war I 'William Jennings Bryan had 
espoused a formula for popular control of the war power. 
In the period of disillusion after ·world 'Var I this idea 
appeared from time to time in legislative proposals intro­
duced in the Congress. In one embellished version the 
formula called for establishing the referendum on war on 
a basis of reciprocity with other states; after a stipulated 
interval we would cease all relationships, political and 
economic, with any nations not concerting with us in the 
referendum requirement and any nations not following 
suit in breaking relations with the recalcitrants. One 
legislator proposed perennially to solve all our problems 
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by an absolute and unilateral abandonment of the power 
to make war. 

All such proposals found their resting place in the 
archives. Then suddenly in 1937 a proposal for requiring 
a referendum on war attracted wide public support and 
achieved great momentum in the Congress. 

It was only a vague idea. The proponents had not even 
addressed themselves to the mechanics of organizing an 
electorate for the purpose of counting the votes. They 
attempted no answer to the question of the consequences 
of a referendum so close as to make it impossible to deter­
mine beyond doubt the prevailing side of the issue. They 
disregarded the consequences to the nation's international 
position in event the government should lose on an issue 
of war after presenting it to the people. They ignored the 
question of how a government divested of the factor of 
force in the image cast on minds abroad might command 
respect for interests under its protection. 

Their sole idea appears to have been to insure national 
safety by divesting our political institutions of essential 
attributes of government. By not standing on our own feet 
we would gain an immunity like that achieved by squat­
ting in a game of squat tag. The sponsor of the resolution 
assured the nation a thousand years in which no foreign 
country would send its forces across the seas in unprovoked 
attack. Our power would make us impregnable here. We 
must detach our concerns from a world in which we could 
be only a puny factor. Withal, our moral example would 
have compelling influence abroad. The sponsor portrayed 
it as "not a fanciful expectation that adoption of the 
war referendum resolution in America would cause dic­
tatorships to totter" and "tyrants would find themselves 
bereft of the power to foment wars." 

At one stage in the proceedings the war referendum 
plan enjoyed the suffrage of an absolute majority in the 
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House of Representatives. The parliamentary vote finally 
consigning it to the boneyard was canied early in 1938 
by a narrow margin of 209 to r88 only after strenuous 
pressure by the leadership of both major parties-a pressure 
which, according to reports of the day, shifted fifty-five 
members of the House from advocacy to opposition at the 
last minute. 

A complete account of our national misadventures and 
disappointments along paths to Utopia in recent decades 
would include this government's long persistence in trying 
to hitch the cart before the horse with respect to dis­
armament and political accommodation in the 193o's. It 
would include the story of vain attempts to create a pattern 
of collective security on the basis of moral abstractions 
and generalizations. In respect to these concepts, as with 
respect to other notions of easy ways to ease the course of 
responsibility, time and experience seem to have had 
instructive effect. 

It would be comforting to be able to report that the 
time of oversimple diagnosis and overblown cures is all 
behind us. Circumstances do not wanant such a happy 
appraisal. There is still occasion for the counsel to regard 
all schemes for one-shot solutions with that skepticism 
described by Santayana as "the chastity of the mind-not to 
be surrendered too easily to the first comer." 

\Ve still haYe among us, though their apparent headway 
is less now than a few years ago, the exponents of quick 
total solution by total organization of the world. Their 
formula usually takes a federal form derived from a mis­
understanding of our own federal arrangement. 

Our federal mechanism works because the states within 
its compass have a political likeness to each other and 
share a universe of discourse. When this failed for a time 
our federal structure collapsed into civil war. A federal 
contrivance cannot bridge basic diversity. Those pretend­
ing to a solution of the world's political problems by this 
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formula simply base their case on an ignoring of the 
nature of the problem. 

Advocates of this alleged solution are habitually vague 
on questions of feasibility. Try to get them down to the 
brass tacks of present reality, and they will invariably go 
romping off into a wide yonder. Try to talk to them about 
next steps in policy, and they will answer in leaping 
generalities. This emptiness of concrete content and this 
resort to big medicine in preference to specific therapy 
for particular political ills would be disquieting signs if 
the impulse in question were formidable enough to be 
called a movement instead of a hobby. 

One more shortcoming should be noted. Legitimate 
government, let us remember, must rest on a tradition of 
kingship or aristocracy or on a popular consensus. No 
tradition of kingship or aristocracy is general to this earth. 
The elements of an electoral constituency do not exist. 
Those proposing to solve all the problems by the magic 
of world government are invariably hazy on the most 
serious underlying question of government-how to make 
it legitimate. 

• We still have with us also exponents of the idea of 
solving our world problems by transforming our own 
institutions to get rid of what they regard as the curse of 
diplomacy. An example of this is a current formula for 
amending the Constitution so as to establish legislative 
control of the conduct of foreign policy. This would bring 
about the supremacy of the particular interests which the 
Congress represents over the corporate interests of the 
nation which the Executive must represent in the conduct 
of foreign policy. More than that, the Bricker Amend­
ment would assign to the legislatures of the component 
states a concurrent voice whose assent would be necessary 
before an engagement in foreign policy might have effect 
in matters reserved to the states under our Constitution, 
so that with respect to these matters our modes of handling 
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foreign affairs should be restored to what they were under 
the Articles of Confederation. 

As if to exemplify the paradoxicalness of politics, this 
scheme for a wrenching, disorganizing alteration of our 
constitutional structure is being purveyed as a formula for 
strengthening that structure. Revolutionary, disruptive 
change parades as a plan to preserve things as they are. 

What is to become of this mischievous proposition re­
mains for the future, a relatively near future, to settle. 
Here I wish to speak rather of the past. 

I recall a fine little story by James Thurber, the one 
detailing the secret life of a man named 'Valter Mitty. 
His existence is one of perpetual reverie. Life is vital. 
The world is mundane. Reality is realistic. These qualities 
Walter Ivlitty can not suffer. He sets up a world of his 
own, loftier, more spacious, and less exacting than the 
real world. All of us have a good deal of 'Valter :rviitty in 
our characters. This part of us is a refuge. It is also an 
encumbrance. Daily we have to put aside the ·walter l\Titty 
in us in order to engage with responsibility. Each of us 
has in some degree the problem of not letting 'Valter 
Mitty get the best of us. Nations have that problem also. 

Alexander Hamilton wrote in The Federalist of those 
"who hope to see realized in America the halcyon scenes 
of the poetic or fabulous age." He noted the contest in 
view between them and other Americans of his clay "who 
believe we are likely to experience a common portion of 
the vicissitudes and calamities which have fallen to the lot 
of other nations." Hamilton chose sides with the latter. 
No figure in our historic past exemplifies better than 
Hamilton such combination of courage and a conservative 
view of life as enables men and nations to look at the 
world as it really is and to muster the resources to meet 
its demands rather than fleeing to a dreamed-up refuge­
that attitude spoken of by Keats: 
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. . . to bear all naked truths, 
And to envisage circumstance, all calm, 
That is the top of sovereignty. 

Hamilton recognized the impossibility of foreseeing or 
defining "the extent and variety of national exigencies, 
or the correspondent extent and variety of the means which 
may be necessary to satisfy them." He observed, "The 
circumstances that endanger the safety of nations are in­
finite." He said that "the duties of superintending the 
national defense and of securing the public peace against 
foreign or domestic violence involve a provision for cas­
ualties and dangers to which no possible limits can be 
assigned." 

In retrospect the nation seems to have been letting 
what there is in itself of Walter Mitty get the upper hand 
on the Hamiltonian elements in its character a good deal 
of the time in the past half-century in problems of relating 
itself to the vast realm beyond its limits. 

For me the most valuable part of preparing these dis­
courses has been to go back over the record of fifty years 
of the contest between realistic imagination and fantastic 
imagination in the approach to foreign policy-to trace 
the rising and vanishing fads and to note the self-assured 
conclusiveness of their advocates, the unprophetic qualities 
of what once passed for public wisdom, and history's ironic 
way of dealing with certitude. 

One should sample the opinions and the forecasts of 
earlier phases not to laugh at the accepted thinkers of 
days departed but to learn modesty of view in one's own. 
The elder Oliver Wendell Holmes once described as "the 
best part of our knowledge" that "which teaches us where 
knowledge leaves off and ignorance begins." He added, 
"Nothing more clearly separates a vulgar from a superior 
mind than the confusion in the first between the little that 
it truly knows, on the one hand, and what it half knows 
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and what it thinks it knows on the other." A song familiar 
to me as a small boy in Texas put the same thought in 
other words: 

You don't know how much you have to know 
In order to know how much you don't know. 

The best lesson to be learned from the former prophets 
is that there are no experts in world affairs; there are 
only those who, by having had to deal responsibly with 
affairs of state, have overcome the ignorance of their own 
Ignorance. 

A color of irony emerges in such a review of efforts 
toward peace through organizational efficiency and wide 
generalization. The nation's diligent and systematic effort 
to find a complete solution in arbitration and conciliation 
was coincident with that deterioration in international re­
lations leading the world into tragedy of its first en­
compassing war. Our innocent preoccupation with the 
moral strictures of the pact to abolish war and then our 
frantic quest for safety in withdrawal via the neutrality 
formula coincided with the preparation of circumstances 
for the even more destructive World War II. With the 
best of intentions, our efforts were wide of the mark. 

To some this will suggest that we should have been even 
more perseverant toward even grander designs for the 
one single idea, all-efficacious and all-encompassing, for 
perpetual peace and security. To me it suggests only that 
we were working down the wrong line. Our failure was 
due to no want of diligence in pursuit of the perfect 
formula. 

No such formula is possible. The processes of history are 
dynamic. They elude the attempt to gain ascendancy over 
them by any static design. 

This is fundamental to the understanding of foreign 
policy. Aristotle's distinction between elrama and epic is 
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relevant here: the one can be brought to conclusion, but 
the other can only leave off. This is because the one is 
written whereas the other must be lived. In this sense 
foreign policy is epic rather than dramatic in character. 
It is not merely written. It is lived. It cannot be brought 
to summation and rest. Try as we will, the future will go 
on tending to get out of hand. In Chesterton's words, 
"that war is never ended, which defends the sanity of the 
world against all the stark anarchies and rending nega­
tions which rage against it forever." We can best serve 
by meeting circumstances as they come, trying as well in 
advance as we can to affect them favorably where we can, 
reconciling ourselves to the limits but doing our best 
within them, and keeping in mind the wisdom of Bis­
marck's description of politics as the art of the next best. 

This sense of the contingency of human wisdom and 
the fallibility of human design in world affairs is not a 
counsel of despondency and self-defeat. The high hopes 
of past decades turned out to be unprophetic. The fore­
bodings of the present may turn out to be likewise. The 
next half-century may have surprises for us just as the 
past one has had. We have no more reason to be self­
assured in a sense of futility than others before us have 
had in their sense of perfect efficacy. 

So I come again to the importance of the principle of 
self-limitation. I believe it was Goethe who said that to 
recognize one's own limits is the beginning of freedom. 
There is more to it than that, however. We must recognize 
as a nation also the necessity of fulfilling our limits, for 
as \Villiam James said, it is "when we touch our own 
upper limit and live in our own highest center of energy" 
that "we may call ourselves saved." Learning these two 
aspects of the principle of limitation is a lesson which 
nations, like individuals, must learn in becoming mature. 

One of the briefest and clearest accounts of what it means 
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to grow up is that given by the Apostle Paul in his First 
Epistle to the Corinthians. 

In early years Paul had been identified with a movement 
dedicated to the idea of realizing a perfect political solution 
by the establishment of an earthly kingdom fully reflecting 
the divine will. Then he had come under the influence of 
other ideas reflecting Hellenistic concepts in their accept­
ance of the contingent and imperfect nature of historical 
experience and the inherent ironic character of life. After 
hard inner struggle, Paul shifted his viewpoint basically in 
an experience tremendously moving and climactic to the 
young man himself. 

Later, looking back upon the ideas of his younger years, 
Paul described himself as then having spoken, understood, 
and reasoned as a child. In his account the great change 
had come with finding out that in historical experience 
one could see around and ahead only refractorily at best­
"through a glass, darkly" or, as the Greek puts it, "in a 
riddle." In the words of the epistle, "we know in part," 
with completeness in knowing and understanding beyond 
human reach and beyond the scope of history. The learning 
of this lesson Paul referred to as becoming a man and 
putting away childish things. 

Along with this lesson Paul learned also the meaning 
of that triad of qualities identified as faith, hope, and 
charity. The first stands for one's sense of the existence­
even though imperfectly perceived-of a meaning of life 
paramount over and antecedent to one's subjective under­
standing. The second represents the expectation of some 
fulfillment transcending one's momentary incapacity to 
see and to define it in advance. The third represents that 
compassionate view of other entities and institutions de­
rived from one's knowledge of not having the final answers 
and one's recognition of all others as being in the same 
boat. 
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Paul called the third, the compassionate quality, the 

greatest of the three. 
Let us keep well in mind its paramountcy. It is the 

quality distinguishing us from our adversary, and we must 
guard it well. The adversary relies on a system. It contains 
the elements of faith and hope. Being a system, developed 
in pretense of having the total answer and in disregard of 
the inherent limits of all human endeavor and all human 
wisdom, it forecloses him from compassion. 





One cause of error is to assume that 

statesmen have a free hand to do as 

they will, when in truth they so 

often have to act in compelling situ· 

ations which they have inherited 

and under pressure of circum· 

stances which they cannot con· 

trol. ... 

A second error is, as Sir Llewellyn 

Woodward once said, to attribute to 

actors on the stage of history a 

capacity to pierce the future which 

men do not possess, and to con· 

demn them if they do not shape 

their courses accordingly. "We, 

who do not know tomorrow, as· 

sume that men of yesterday knew 

today and that every sower can 

foresee every harvest." 

-LORD WILLIAM STRANG, 

Britain in W orlcl Affairs 



Afterword: 
1968 

In the fall of 1953 I was a civil servant. The status com­
manded caution, and I felt constrained to gingerliness in 
criticizing the then new Eisenhower Administration's con­
duct of foreign policy. It is hard to say whether my mis­
givings about it were focused on matters of style or sub­
stance, for in foreign policy the two aspects become 
intertwined. 

It was a time of policy by slogan-alas not Lhe only or 
the last such time in our national experience. The Ad­
ministration's inner councils as well as its public discourse 
were affected. Posturing expressions-"dynamic," "forward­
looking," "imaginative," "bold," "tireless," "resourceful," 
and the like-were injected into the paper work of policy 
as if invocation of words would materialize the correspond­
ing qualities. 

A purported unleashing of legions on Taiwan to re­
conquer mainland China and a putative rollback of 
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Communist dominion from Eastern Europe were among 
the schemes vaunted in disregard of means. Much zeal and 
credit were being expended on behalf of a farfetched 
formula for a merger of military forces among our 
European allies. According to a notion then entertained in 
high places, virtually any strategic task whatever could be 
loaded onto nuclear weaponry-a notion eventually epi­
tomized in a famous phrase concerning massive retaliation. 
If you can handle the cat, then of course you can handle 
the kittens-so went a relevant cliche, from which, by a 
triumph of non sequitur, a fallacious military corollary 
was inferred. 

The practice on high was to speak as if opportunity and 
effectiveness for the United States in world affairs were 
matters completely within our own province to determine, 
and as if the United States had a prerogative, in addition 
to a capability, to act as an impartial arbiter among na­
tions, ensuring justice between them. 

Such buoyancy I attributed, in part, to false perspectives 
resulting from overinterpretation of experience in the 
years immediately after \Vorld \Var II when, for a perish­
able historic moment, with so much demanding to be done, 
the United States-relying on a monopoly of nuclear tech· 
nology, having control of a major portion of the world's 
shipping, commanding a capital plant not only undamaged 
but indeed greatly enlarged in consequence of the war, 
and disposing of unparalleled resources in credit and an 
unheard-of reserve of gold-had so much with which to 
respond to the demand. 

It seemed to me in 1953, as it seems to me now, improvi­
dent to assert purposes in policy beyond the means and 
will to effect them. To say that is not to assume means and 
will as immutable, for under stress we may find ourselves 
willing and able to do far more than we thought "·e 
·would or could, though I should counsel against inferring 
relevant conclusions to infinity. The point is merely that 
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with respect to foreign policy, as with the rest of life, we 
should take account of Goethe's wise observation that 
trees gTow tall but do not reach the sky. The limiting 
factors in our endeavors pertain more to the quantitative 
and qualitative aspects of means than to our capacity to 
dream up goals. So I emphasized in my lectures the needs 
of matching deeds and words, means and ends, precepts 
and plausibility. 

I considered these notions to be obvious to the extent 
of being unexceptionable. Nevertheless, after the lectures 
were published in 1954, some exceptions were taken. For 
example, Time professed to find my ideas a reflection of 
"the will to lose." l'vlr. Max ·ways, getting my point but 
rejecting it, taxed me for wanting us "to shape our ends 
by concentrating attention on the means, and to judg~ 
the reasonableness of our ends by whether we are success­
ful in employing our means to attain them." In the main, 
however, attention from reviewers was wider and more 
favorable than I had expected. 

Now, fifteen years later, I am impelled to believe that 
what this book says still has some relevance when, for 
example, I read in a recent issue of The TV all Street journal 
that "the U.S .... permitted the rise of communism in 
Eastern Europe and Asia." The conclusion is strengthened 
when I note Lyndon B. Johnson's assertion of "self­
determination and an orderly transition to majority rule 
in every quarter of the globe" as a purpose of United 
States policy, Hubert H. Humphrey's revelation that 
America "has been selected by divine Providence to 

give this world leadership," or Robert F. Kennedy's aver­
ment of "our 1·ight to moral leadership on this planet" (my 
italics). 

I am yet further persuaded by recollections of a recent 
session at 'Villiamsburg, Virginia, with a select gToup of 
manifestly able young adults. Their questions were implicit 
of American omnicompetence in a wholly predictable and 
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malleable world. \Vhy did our Government permit a mili-
tary coup in Athens, lingering despotism in Latin America, 
racial discrimination in Sou them Africa, and the 1967 
renewal of hostilities in the Middle East? \Vhy not impose 
terms of settlement on Israel and the Arabs, establish 
noTmal diplomatic relations with Peking, and discipline 
President Charles de Gaulle? A course of endless initiative 
-"let's act instead of reacting"-to end all troubles and to 
achieve complete mastery over environment was envis-

ioned. 
Yet my hearers were unanimous in being against a 

global policeman's role for Uncle Sam. The key to an 
apparent contradiction here was a postulate of inherent 
harmony among peoples. My hearers saw conflict as an 
aberration ascribable to faulty communications, under­
standing as a solvent for every difference, and the auton­
omy of national states as a sole and readily surmountable 
obstacle to worldwide reconciliation and security. In their 
belief, the United States had only to attune to these no­
tions and to utter them as policies, whereupon everything 
would fall into place to establish a world order with no 
one ascendant and everyone cooperative and safe. 

I tried to remind them of a world obdurately diversified 
and located mostly beyond our fiat, and suggested un­
mitigated disorder rather than absolute peace as the proba­
ble consequence of dismantling such frames of authority 
as existed. Regarding th~ forswo_rn. role of global police­
man, I pointed out the 1mmatenahty of the aphorism to 
any practical issue likely ever to have to be decided. 
Concerning the asserted beneficence of international un­
derstanding, I cited Indians and Pakistanis, Arabs and 
Israelis, and Poles and Germans as paired examples of 
peoples given to understanding each other well. The idea 
of an entity capable of acting completely de novo, freed 
of any necessity of reacting, I equated with the theological 
concept of God as creator. I explained how temporal and 
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finite beings, such as governments, having to act in his­
tory and being caught up in antecedent circumstances, 
must strive, contrive, and cope as best they can. In like 
vein, I cited what Arnold Brecht, in his Political Themy> 
calls "the import of impossibility." I quoted his words, 
"Political history is a vast cemetery of plans and projects 
that were foredoomed to failure. Their success was impos­
sible." In response my hearers argued the upcoming 
generation's destiny to escape history's trammels. They 
thought my ideas out of date. I said the same of theirs, 
which, like many a notion cherished in our times, seemed 
an echo of late eighteenth-century rationalism. 

While confident of the continuing relevancy of the 
main perspectives in The Limits of Foreign Policy, I am 
aware of time's erosions of some of the things said in it. 
In 1953 the Nikita Khrushchev phenomenon was not yet 
looming. Peaceful coexistence, a concept articulated long 
before in some of Lenin's writings, had not as yet been 
brought forward as a major slogan of Soviet Russia's 
policy. Destalinization was neither a program nor a word 
as yet. The domestic necessities which would compel 
Stalin's successors to attempt to repudiate his reputation 
were still to emerge. The resulting strains on relationships 
between Moscow and the Soviet satellite states in Europe 
were not then discernible to me. If I were rewriting, I 
would certainly modify my terms so as to take into account 
changes in the monolithic structure of the Communist 
realm, though I should certainly not carry the idea as far 
as do some who profess to see a total transformation. To 
be sure, Europe is not as unequivocally divided into two 
camps as it was, but, as I write these words, some of the 
portents of the moment are not reassuring. I have 
Czechoslovakia in mind. 

Relationships between the Soviet Union and China have 
indeed altered in a way to make some of my observations 
obsolete. Since 1953 the collaboration, based on mutual 
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consent, has become unraveled, but not to such a degTee 
as to cause either to veer toward alignment with the 
United States. The developments have been toward our 
advantage in some respects, but they do not amount to a 
historic windfall. 

Change has not spared the United States' relationships 
with others. vVere I writing the text now, I would not be 
able to say so unequivocally that the United States no 
longer sends marines into neighboring lands. The Domini­
can Republic episode would have to be taken into account. 
Cuba, too, would have to enter into my generalizations 
about the American hemisphere. I should have to detail 
and to evaluate various developments during the late 
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles' busy endeavors as 
a deviser of alliances and to describe the centrifugal forces 
which have operated on NATO, particularly the motives 
behind France's sulkiness. 

\Vere I attempting a revision, I should embellish the 
analysis of relations between means and ends so as to make 
clear how ends conceived within a certain span of time 
may become means in a subsequent span. I would enlarge 
upon the observations concerning the underpinnings of 
totalitarian rule so as to take account of intervening ex­
perience of unconventional warfare. I should strengthen 
the emphasis on monopolized coercion as a central con­
stituent of statehood, pondering whether a nation should 
entertain ideas about order in the world while losing will 
and talent for keeping order in its streets. I should retro­
spect on our overlong dalliance with the notion that 
money grows on trees and on how the notion has led to 
difficulties about gold and confidence in the dollar: how 
those who directed execution of the Marshall Plan, re­
calling what happened after World War I and implicitly 
betraying doubt regarding the efficacy of their own de­
signs, emphasized grants and shied away from loans in 
improvident fear of encumbering our diplomacy with 
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issues concerning uncollectable debts; and how preference 
for donation persisted, to our eventual detriment, long 
after it had lost even that measure of theoretic justification. 

In a revision I should also clarify an idea in the first 
chapter critical of pretensions to wisdom in the writing of 
history. Therein I fired the right shot but miscalled the 
target. I should have aimed at historical philosophers in­
stead of historians in general, or at historianship rather 
than historiography-a matter concerning which I am 
grateful to Jacques Barzun for having set me right. 

Far from being negative about the relevant uses of history, 
I agTee with the late Charles A. Beard's observation that 
some interpretation of the essence of history lies at the 
core of any nation's foreign policy. I concur also with the 
following observation from Jose Ortega y Gasset's Alan 
and Crisis: "Man makes history because, faced with a 
future which is not in his hands, he finds that the only 
thing he has, that he possesses, is his past. Of this alone 
he can make use; this is the small ship in which he sets sail 
toward the unquiet future that lies ahead." 

The metaphor of history as a vessel is apt within limits, 
but a notion of history as a chart is misleading. In other 
words, the view of history central to the nation's foreign 
policy is part of a problem rather than a clue to an answer. 
As Roderick Seidenberg has written in Posthistoric 1\ian, 
" ... the doubts, problems, and antinomies of one age are 
not so much resolved as supplanted by those of another 
age. Man moves not from solution to solution but from 
problem to problem; that is why, essentially, he learns 
nothing from history and repeats the error of his ways with 
discourag·ing persistence." Never having looked for infalli­
bility or even much basic improvement in human affairs, 
I cannot own to discouragement over the persistence of 
imperfection. Also I should say that we learn little, rather 
than nothing, from history. Otherwise, I agTee with the 
Seidenberg quotation. 
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A thought resembling Seidenberg's is expressed in 

G. \V. F. Hegel's aphorism: "\Vhat experience and history 
teach us is this-that people and governments have never 
learned anything from history or acted on principles de­
duced from it." That idea seems to me erroneous. Peoples 
and governments-specifically and emphatically our own 
-do attempt to act on the basis of lessons distilled from 
experience, but those lessons provide no exemption from 
fallibility in moving into the future. The lessons of history 
are not as unequivocal or enlightening as Hegel intimated 
them to be. The idea of history not merely as the literature 
of the recorded past but of history also as projecting a know­
able future-susceptible of being explored and mapped so 
that we may recognize its configurations as we come to 
them, and thus be able to traverse them unerringly-strikes 
me as fanciful. History is inherently capable of producing 
novelties as rapidly as it is susceptible of being compre­
hended. Its talent for outwitting our assumptions is for­
midable. The idea of achieving deliverence from error by 
making headway on history seems excessively ambitious to 
me. 

There are, to be sure, certain precepts inferrable from 
experience. \Ve would overlook them at peril. For ex­
ample, it is vain to undertake to determine the pattern of 
governance within someone else's domain if one is not 
?repared to attack, to invade, to conquer, and then to rule 
lt. It is equally vain to count on economic sanctions as an 
answer for that hard requirement. It is reckless to issue 
an ally a diplomatic blank check on an assumption that it 
will never be presented for payment, to make a show of 
force without being prepared to apply force in earnest if 
the show proves unavailing, or to make a negotiatory offer 
that one is not prepared to abide by if it is accepted. 

In the same vein, it is improvident to count on any 
pacificatory formula premised on another government's 
willingness to extinguish itself. It is prudent to recognize 
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every other government, even the friendliest, as in some 
decrree a competitor and therefore not to count on its 

b 

support on any basis other than its own self-interest. It is 
wise to keep in mind the elements of discontinuity affecting 
states and to be reconciled to the impermanence of even 
so-called permanent engagements with others. In policy 
it is advisable to avoid complexity and subtlety, lest the 
people and government itself become befuddled, for, in 
Edmund Burke's words, "Refined policy ever has been 
the parent of confusion-and ever will be so, as long as 
the world endures." 

From a large potential list of such guidelines from ex­
perience, all of them readily apparent to any person of 
rudimentary gumption, I shall add only a few more. It is 
wise to recognize that moral superiority is a perishable 
asset in international relations. It is fallacious in policy to 
assume the alternative to an unsatisfactory situation to be 
necessarily a satisfactory one, for often it may be something 
worse. It is important to recognize that although some 
issues of policy may be subject to adjustments over a wide 
range of possible combinations and are therefore suscepti­
ble of compromise, others are such that the contending 
sides must unequivocally either win or lose. Finally, it is 
important to comprehend that any decision, any action, in 
this field forecloses possibilities incompatible with the 
choice made and, in this sense, entails loss of the freedom 
to act as if one had not made the choice or at least the 
freedom so to act without penalty. 

Guidelines from history more elaborate than these are 
problematic. The point is that history is not all of a piece. 
It is multifarious. One can readily marshal historical argu­
ments moving in entirely opposed directions-in the man­
ner, for example, of Senator J. 'Villiam Fulbright, who, 
within a short span, has given his name to a Blackstonian 
assertion of the paramountcy of executive prerogative in 
foreign policy and, with a 180-degree turn, to a Whiggish 
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case for legislative dominance in the same field, both argu­
ments carefully buttressed by research into the past. His­
tory's purported lessons are often at odds. Instances demon­
strating virtue in perseverance are offset by others showing 
that the vice of fanaticism inheres in redoubling effort 
after discovering that one is working clown the wrong line. 
Political sermons on the experiential wisdom of being 
Hexible are countervailed by parables on the righteousness 
of standing firm. A dozen illustrations of the value of 
candor may be balanced by twelve showing the prudence 
of keeping one's counsel. "Better late than never" is the 
moral of one episode; "better never than late," the impli­
cation of another. Advice to concentrate on one primary 
goal, lessons against putting all one's eggs in one basket, 
the goodness of relaxing tensions, the badness of appease­
ment, the need to stand for something in the world, the 
error of trying to push one's views onto others-the copy­
books of foreign policy abound with such antinomies 
derived from study of the past and supportable by foot­
notes. 

So a suggestion for applying history's lessons as formulas 
henceforth for policy entails a question: what lessons 
from what history? The point has been tellingly elaborated 
in some of Professor Ernest May's writings. Great errors 
may be made by gTasping some inference from experience, 
clubbing it a lesson of history, and adopting it as a guide­
line for another issue under circumstances only partly 
similar to the antecedent. A tendency to overdo analogiz­
ing between problems behind us and problems at hand is 
one of the reasons why intentions in foreign policy often 
fail to pan out and one of the causes of the irony with 
which that field of endeavor is charged. Instead of historic 
guidelines, one is left with Burke's empirical rigor: "Cir­
cumstances ... give in reality to every political principle 
its distinguishing colour and discriminating effect. The 
circumstances are what render every civil and political 
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scheme beneficial or noxious to mankind." To quote 
Burke again: "I must see with my own eyes, I must, in a 
manner, touch with my own hands, not only the fixed, but 
the momentary circumstances, before I could venture to 
suggest any political project whatsoever." 

These disclaimers serve as a prelude to a topic which I 
have been asked to allude to in this afterword-to wit, the 
lessons for futurity to be derived from what has befallen 
United States policy in Vietnam. I have not been there to 
see with my own eyes. Having had no hand in shaping 
the relevant policy, I have not felt pressed either to vindi­
cate or, now that the policy seems to have come onto hard 
times, to disavow it, though I recall having spoken up for 
the policy with some vehemence on two public occasions, 
both of that monstrous genre called teach-ins, where I 
was participating for a fee and for the reason that other­
wise the case would go by default, and where my zeal was 
stimulated by distaste for the things said and for those 
saying them on the other side of the issue. Those two 
occasions aside, velleity rather than commitment has typi­
fied my attitude. Relativity of doubt has determined it. 
My skepticism, related to constraints on means and to the 
convoluted character of our purposes, has been outweighed 
by the implausibilities of the opposition and the low level 
of discourse in which that opposition characteristically 
has been expressed. 

To be cogent, for me at least, criticism should take ac­
count of the circumstances, juncture by juncture, in which 
the policy objected to has taken form. The assailant should 
specify at what point he would have deviated from the 
lines of decision taken-arguing not merely the cheap wis­
dom of retrospection but premising his case on informa­
tion plausibly available at the point in time concerned. 
Then he should include a reasoned estimate of conse­
quences, including both the adverse and the favorable, 
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likely to have followed the choices that he would have 
made if in authority. A critic should empathize, even if 
he cannot sympathize, with the decision-maker. Judged 
by this standard, much of the criticism of policy regard­
ing Vietnam has seemed superficial and supercilious to 
In e. 

At the moment of writing, my own government's atti­
tude is remindful of Freel Gipson's account, as retold in 
vValter Prescott \Vebb's An Honest P1·etace, concerning 
a misadventure of three Texans who had been overtaken 
by relentless rains while driving a herd of goats across 
country. "When 3000 goats hump up and refuse to move 
except under prodding, it makes a problem for a man and 
two boys .... The rain had soaked the clothes, the bedding, 
put out the campfires, and mildewed the food .... Tempers 
wore thin. The smaller boy threw a stick at a humped-up 
goat and broke its leg. The boss, completely exhausted 
himself, gave the boy the roughest tongue-lashing he had 
ever had. Freel said he can never forget the picture of 
abject misery this boy made ... , the rain running off his 
flop hat, his face distorted with anger and hurt, his tears 
as copious as the rain. \Vhen the boss was out of earshot, 
he made a futile gesture of despair and said, 'Dammit, 
Freel, if I knew the way home, I'd quit.' " 

Obviously anxious to extricate itself, the Administration 
is also affirming fidelity to obligations and abjuring any 
outcome inconsistent with the goal of secure independence 
for South Vietnam. vVhether and how this prodigy of both 
pulling out and standing firm is to be accomplished has 
not been revealed. I incline to doubt that it can be 
achieved. Ruefully, I expect the contradiction will eventu­
ally be resolved at the expense of the goal. 

A year ago I noted an estimate given by Senator Gale 
McGee of wordage published on the Vietnam problem­
a billion words, he said. Whoever toted them up, I did 
not doubt the figure, and it has meanwhile increased. A 
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short time back I counted relevant titles on display at one 
bookstore and wondered whether I was the wiser or the 
worse off for having read twenty-two of the forty-nine. 
The mushrooming literature tells less about how to get 
out than it reveals of how we got in, and like most of the 
others, I am better at hindsight than at prescription. 

A habit of establishing purposes beyond means has 
generally characterized United States policies in Far East­
ern affairs for many decades-a point persuasively made in 
Professor Fred Greene's U.S. Policy ami the Security of 
Asia. One might demonstrate the idea back through seven 
decades, but here I shall carry the synopsis back only to 
the outset of 'Vorld vVar II, trying to put the Vietnam 
affair in a broad setting. 

Economic restrictions imposed by the United States to 
dissuade Japan from aggTessions in China precipitated 
Japan toward the Malay Barrier and thereby into hostili­
ties with the United States. The fleet posted to Pearl 
Harbor as an added deterrent instead proved to be a 
tempting target. After surprising and destroying the fleet, 
Japan's forces fanned out to establish a vast triangle, 
partly continental and partly oceanic, with one side 
stretching from the Aleutians to Manchuria and thence 
to Singapore, a second eastward through the Malay Archi­
pelago and Melanesia, and a third side stretching thence 
to the Aleutians. Caught in a great two-front war, the 
United States elected to make the major military effort 
across the Atlantic. The warfare in Europe was granted 
superior claim on resources. To put the matter simply, 
perhaps oversimply, victory in the Pacific and the Far 
East was accomplished by penetrating and stripping away 
the oceanic edges of the great triangle, thus bringing 
Japan's insular homeland within reach of bombing· and 
eventually under threat of invasion. The surrender of 
Japanese forces on the Asian mainland was a derivative 
effect of the surrender of the homeland. Other ways of 
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seeking victory in that region were conceivable. Under 
different plans, the forces eventually marshaled for an 
invasion of .Japan impending at the time of the surrender 
might have been projected into China-an alternative once 
briefly considered. If the idea had been effected, the re­
sulting differences might have proved tremendously to 
our eventual advantage-a might-have-been of no comfort. 

Though spared reconquest and liberation, China had a 
full share of the experience of war. The United States had 
been intent to keep China engaged against Japan. The 
purpose was dual: first, to open a way to locations for use 
as bases for bombing the .Japanese homeland; second, to 
g-ain sig·nificance for China amona· the victors and to 
\J " 

strengthen its credentials for postwar status as a great 
power-a goal long hoped for and nurtured in the United 
States' Far Eastern policies. The former purpose was super­
seded by the capture of more convenient bombing loca­
tions in the Pacific. The second aim was persisted in. 
China's plight, deep in any case, was worsened as a result 
of the exertions urged upon it. As another plausible might­
have-been, it would probably have served far better to have 
let China ease off resistance against the Japanese invaders. 
China emerged from the hostilities fatigued and de­
I:rlOralized in the extreme. It was badly in need of reforms, 
for which the United States' representatives unremittingly 
pressed, but which lay beyond the resources and talents 
which China's regime at the time could muster. Moreover, 
China was beset by civil warfare waged by indigenous 
Communist forces. The discrepancy between the dis­
couraging reality and the country's new nominal status as 
a great power proved baleful for the United States as 
well as for China. 

The circumstance was only one of a diversity of cliffi­
culties for the United States in the immediate aftermath 
of world war. The country's major aims were reflective 
of ideas lonrr treasured in American thoug-ht about world 

~ " 
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affairs: universal independence for the diverse peoples 
over the globe and universal respect for independence as 
basic to general peace; a collective security system which 
would serve those principles and would relegate to a 
superseded past such strategic devices and concepts as 
alliances and balance of power; and a universal organiza­
tion-namely, the United Nations-to serve as a mechanism 
for security enforcement as well as a forum for general co­
operation. Habits of collaboration among the victors, 
assumed to have been learned in the experience of war, 
had been counted on to assure realization of the bases for 
peace. That expectation did not materialize. Instead, the 
United States found itself pressed into an adversary rela­
tion with the Soviet Union principally over issues having 
to do with Europe's future. A course of shoring up other 
countries against Communist subversion and pressure was 
enunciated in terms having universal implication: " ... it 
must be the policy of the United States to support free 
peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed 
minorities or by outside pressures. I believe that we must 
assist free peoples to work out their own destinies in their 
own way." The proposition, known as the Truman Doc­
trine, squared with the traditional emphasis on indepen­
dence as a basic and universal good. It included language 
expressing traditional American approbation of free elec­
tions as the basis of legitimate rule. The concrete offer 
of assistance emphasized, but was not explicitly confined 
to, economic and financial categories. 

How a succession of broad policies, following on the 
Truman Doctrine, achieved a standoff with the Soviet 
Union over the future of Europe is not relevant here. The 
focus is on the Far East. There the sorest problems con­
fronting United States policy related to the situation 
within China, beset by internal Communist attack as a 
phase of a complex revolutionary process that had been 
going on virtually for a lifetime. Many factors of magni-
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tude, many considerations of cultural diversity, distin­
guished the situation there from that in the portions of 
Europe which were being assisted through the United 
States' policy. Not least in importance, the access and 
leverage which might have accrued to the United States 
from a decision to deploy forces into China in the late 
stages of the war against Japan were lacking. Perspective 
regarding the course of events in China is difficult, partly 
because of anomalies in the diplomatic record. Diverse 
official American observers on the scene made invidious 
comparisons between observed realities under the govern­
ment and hypothetical improvements under the Com­
munist alternative, with a result of producing some of the 
most unprophetic diplomatic reportage ever to be found. 
Efforts to contrive an accommodation between the regime 
and its assailants, based on misconceptions concerning 
both the nature of Communist purposes and the trans­
forming power of negotiations, were pressed to a fore­
doomed failure. 

One may wonder whether an expenditure within China 
commensurate with what has been spent since in areas 
peripheral to China would have averted the Communist 
takeover. The answer is unknowable. \Vhat is known is 
that the aid given was of little help. Succor would have re­
quired a military effort beyond what the United States, 
by that time heavily engaged in Europe, was willing to 
~mdertake. Besides, a deployment of considerable forces 
mto the faltering ally's territory would almost inevitably 
have involved the prickly question of who was in charge. 
The United States would all too probably have been either 
c~st in a tributary role, with all its potential for frustra­
tion and danger and loss of control of one's own affairs, or 
fastened with imperial responsibilities over a huge, neces­
sitous, intractable, immeasurably troublesome dependency. 

The United States backed away from the situation, 
publicly abjuring military involvement on the Asian main-
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land and limiting its security commitments in East Asia to 
insular Japan and the Philippines, the one a recent con­
quest and the other a former dependency. As mainland 
China passed under Communist control, the United States, 
in a curious instance of self-projection, issued a statement 
postulating hope in an eventual resurgence of what it 
called China's "democratic individualism"-a phrase hardly 
translatable into the indigenous tongues of that land. 
United States policy had not permitted the debacle. 
Rather, policy had failed to find a way to stave it off. A 
blow was dealt to pride, with bitter effects within the 
American polity. Suspicions attributing the outcome to the 
work. of culprits within the United States' establishment 
were engendered-and some culprits there were, though 
it probably exaggerates to rate their effect as determin­
ative. 

The wish to avoid entanglement on the Asian mainland 
had a corollary respecting Korea, the only mainland posi­
tion under United States occupation after the close of 
hostilities in 1945. Under an agreement made in the at­
mosphere of wartime cooperation, United States and 
Soviet forces had entered Korea to administer the Japanese 
surrender in preparation for independence. Almost at once 
the occupying powers came to loggerheads on how to go 
about setting up indigenous rule. Each sought to create in 
its own image: Communist rule in the north of that 
arbitrarily partitioned land; a regime legitimized by free 
elections in the south, with a United Nations commission 
called in as certifying authority. Both occupying forces 
were withdrawn. 

Theoretically, the United States might have left a small 
unit to fly the flag as a k.eep-out warning, but to have done 
so would have involved the question of who was in charge. 
·with the United States keeping control, the force, however 
limited, would have remained an army of occupation. To 
have left such a force while relinquishing general control 
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would have amounted to giving a license of sorts for South 
Korea to involve the United States in war. Conceivably, 
the United States might have given a security guarantee on 
its own affirmation or by treaty. To have clone so, however, 
would have necessitated defining its limits, thereby im­
plicitly legitimizing the partition. Moreover-a possibility 
much feared at the time-such a guarantee might have 
stimulated some ambiguous or dissimulating action to 
inveigle the United States into a war designed to bring 
reunification. The United States took none of these meas­
ures. Its adversaries thought they saw an opportunity. A 
war resulted. It is perhaps logical to blame the war on the 
omission. If some guarantee had been given, and if a war 
had occurred anyway, as well it might have, then by logic 
the guarantee would have been to blame. 

Here I call up a relevant recollection of Monday, June 
26, 1950. Then a new member of Lhe State Department's 
Policy Planning Staff, I had spent the weekend away from 
the mass media and telephones. I first learned of the Com­
munist attack across the ;~8th parallel in Korea on reach­
ing my office that Monday morning. The staff that clay 
was an eddy, the turbulence of decision being elsewhere. 
The members were assembled by George F. Kennan, its 
former and then acting director, to discuss a draft mem­
orandum for the Secretary of State on implications of the 
attack and the necessity for and character of a United 
States response. The United States action in view was an 
interposition of naval and air power, whereupon presum­
ably the attacker would rein up, submissively withdraw, 
and more or less restore the status quo ante. That opti­
mistic appraisal of the possibilities, prevailing in high 
places at the moment, seemed to me fantastically improba­
ble. In an unusual procedure, Kennan asked for a show 
of hands. I showed negative, and he gave me opportunity, 
necessarily brief, to state my views. 

One should be wary about memory in such matters. As 
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numerous memoirists have demonstrated, it is easy to 

overdo wisdom in retrospection. Having, however, checked 
with three former colleagues then present and with my 
brother, with whom I conversed later that clay, I am 
reasonably confident of rightly recalling what I said. The 
idea of repulsion through showing naval and air power 
was farfetched. The apparent strength of the attack was 
such that to dispute it would require ground forces fight­
ing for the position mile by mile. This would be no sum­
mer war, to be marginally engaged in and settled by a 
gesture. The position was such that, once committed, the 
U nitecl States would find itself involved probably for 
decades and possibly for generations-involved, moreover, 
on the East Asian mainland, where, in prudence, it had 
previously determined not to get militarily involved. The 
repercussions were bound to be wide in scope and long 
in term. The decision for a military response to the attack 
in Korea might well be right, but, if to be taken, the 
decision should be taken not on a basis of unrealistic 
expectations but in awareness of what it would entail, lest 
the nation should find itself caught up in more than it was 
bargaining for. 

Such was about what I said. Circumstances being as they 
suddenly were, however, the decision to interpose in 
Korea was probably unavoidable. The United States had 
rated Korea's importance low. In this respect the Soviet 
Union's estimate was right. The United States had as­
sumed a like rating on the part of the Soviet Union. In 
this regard it was probably right. The Soviet Union erred 
in supposing that an attack on a relatively unimportant 
position \\'ould be unimportant. The United States erred 
in failing to see a probability of the other side's making 
that error. In a moment the attack on South Korea became 
the most important fact in the world. The lack of a formal 
pledge to defend it was immaterial. In the practical cir­
cumstance, if not in some technical sense, South Korea 
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was a responsibility of the United States. An argument, 
soon pressed by the Soviet Union, that the partition of 
Korea lacked juridical finality, and that therefore the 
issues, being internal to Korea, were of no international 
import, only served to point up the existence elsewhere­
notably in Germany-of such unsatisfactory territorial 
divisions left over from the world war. General peace 
seemed contingent on the concept that such arrangements, 
however unsatisfactory, must not be forcibly altered. There 
were reasons enough for making a fight of it in Korea. Not 
to have clone so might have destroyed faith in United 
States commitments far and wide, with disastrous conse­
quences. The point of my recollection is not that I was 
right or wrong at that moment. It is merely that, in a 
general way and without specific foresight concerning all 
ensuing events, I crossed the Vietnam bridge then. The 
decision to move forces onto the East Asian mainland 
was bound to lead into enormous difficulties. \Ve got them. 
From that moment on, the United States was foreclosed 
from acting as if it had not interposed forces onto the 
continent. Differing in this respect with Mr. Kennan 
among others, I see no valid reason for dismay over the 
deferred consequences. . 

For a narrative of that war, the curious reader is referred 
to David Rees' excellent study, Korea: The Limited War. 
Except for a few particulars, its details must be elided here. 
Thanks to special circumstances, the United States was 
enabled at once to obtain United Nations sponsorship 
for its and the South Koreans' side-a valuable symbol 
behind which operational control of the indigenous forces 
~vas rationalized without giving offense to principles of 
mdependence, and in the name of which forty nations 
offered and twenty actually sent help. With the main 
burdens falling on United States and South Korean forces, 
the war has progressed through six and into a seventh 
phase-first, a summer of sustained initiative by the at-



AFTERWORD: 1968 1 5 1 

tackers; second, an audacious riposte which suddenly and 
briefly carried the tide of battle into the north and brought 
the Communist effort almost to collapse; third, an in­
tervention by the Chinese Communists which almost over­
whelmingly turned the tables; fourth, six months of seesaw 
and stalemate; fifth, two years of intermittent and ex­
asperating parley over terms of a ceasefire; sixth, fourteen 
years of formal ceasefire with sporadic combat; and now, 
seventh, a new phase of ambiguous initiative from the 
north side of the ceasefire line, with baleful portents of a 
renewal of outright hostilities. The most enduring war 
ever engaged in by United States forces has proved the 
next worst in measure of general dissatisfaction. Soon after 
it began, the war brought the undoing of the Administra­
tion which had got the United States into it. Early on, 
it gave rise to slogans, widely re-echoed: "No more Koreas!" 
and "Never again!" 

The successor Administration's Secretary of State, Mr. 
Dulles, blamed lack of foresight. In his convinced view, 
the United States had incurred war by omitting advance 
signals of its strategic concern for South Korea. (The 
concept had been given off-the-record support by the 
Soviet Union's foreign minister, who privately recrimi­
nated against the United States as a mercurial and decep­
tive adversary, which, in his interpretation, had gestured 
indifference over what might happen to South Korea and 
then had made a big issue and a big war when the signs 
were taken at face value.) Secretary Dulles was determined 
thenceforth to avoid any such omission. An exercise of 
painstaking foresight, based on this premise, helped set 
the United States on the road to war over South Vietnam, 
one of the residual components of French Indochina. 
The result was surely the precise opposite of what he 
intended. 

During the two decades between the world wars, French 
practice in Vietnam and the other components of the 
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imperium in Indochina-Laos and Cambodia-realistically 
or shortsightedly, depending on whether one listens to 
apologists or critics-had rigorously subordinated the 
indigenous, with a result, again according to critical ob­
servers, of pushing local nationalists increasingly toward the 
Communist fold. A period of Vichyite collaborationist 
rule under Japanese occupation had left anti-Japanese 
resistance in native hands. After the defeat of Japan, the 
resistance movement, composed of diverse elements, pro­
claimed an independent Republic of Vietnam. The 
Japanese surrender in Vietnam was received by British 
forces in the South and by Chinese in the north, re­
accentuating a division which had historic antecedents. 
British forces soon gave way to French, who proceeded 
forcibly to dampen clown the independence movement in 
the south. In the north the Chinese forces impeded French 
re-entry, and the independence movement was thereby 
advantaged for the colonial war to follow. In the early 
~tages the remote colonial war was supported by the French 
111 general as a symbolic restorative to national pride hurt 
by defeat and the German occupation. The United States 
reflected that estimate, at least tacitly encouraged the 
French, but paid small heed to the details. 

The Communist accession in China in 1949 further 
~nvigorated Communist ascendancy in the Vietnamese 
mdependence movement. Thereafter, and especially after 
the outbreak of the Korean \Var and the Chinese entry, 
the United States steadily increased material support to 
the French effort in Vietnam, until finally it was paying 
four-fifths of the costs figured in money terms. At the 
same time the United States counseled French accommo­
dation of Vietnamese aspirations for independence as a 
way of allaying the Communist appeal among the in­
digenous. As an instance of faulty foresight, in 1951 a 
United States initiative-undertaken with careful diplo­
matic preparation-toward continuous and close tripartite 
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military collaboration with the British and the French in 
East Asia failed because of parochial negativeness on the 
part of the United States' Joint Chiefs of Staff. The cease­
fire reached in Korea in mid-1953 freed considerable por­
tions of Communist materiel and weaponry for use in 
Vietnam, with a result of soon drastically worsening the 
military position of the French, whose enthusiasm for the 
protracted war had long since been on the wane. 

In the spring of 1954, a heightening prospect of French 
withdrawal precipitated the United States into a debate 
with itself on whether to interpose directly in the fighting. 
Few at the time shared the militancy of Senator Ful­
bright, who, favoring a dispatch of American troops if 
necessary, was quoted as saying, "There isn't any option 
unless we want to join up with the Communists." Re­
membering the frustrations of Korea, the United States' 
military leaders were preponderantly opposed. Besides, 
the new Administration, anxious to economize and de­
voted to a strategy which emphasized prodigious weapons, 
had been precipitously reducing military capability in the 
category required for effective intervention. For these 
reasons, and because of the chanciness of such a venture in 
relation to domestic politics, the Administration was un­
willing to go singly to the aid of the French. It was unable 
to push the British into collaborating-a necessary precon­
dition for lining up others. So the United States decided 
negatively. France made up its mind to get out. Details 
negotiated at Geneva in the summer included, essentially, 
independence, neutral status, and maintenance of a mili­
tary status quo for the component countries of Indochina; 
a ceasefire in Vietnam along a demilitarized zone bisecting 
the land; a proposition for free elections, at a deferred 
time, to settle the question of a regime for all Vietnam. 

How to ward off further Communist advances in the 
area? It was an important question for an Administration 
whose leaders, having belabored their predecessors for 
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softness toward Communist adversaries, had then accepted 
stalemate in Korea and elected to stand aside in Indochina. 
The Administration was by then reluctantly aware of 
having overvaunted its plans for dealing with Communist 
power abroad. Acquiescence in further Communist in­
roads in Southeast Asia would be embarrassing to its 
position in domestic politics, not to mention the potential 
for unfavorable repercussions abroad. In seeking an answer 
to the problem, Secretary Dulles and his co-adjutors drew 
inferences from the Korean instance. In their view, the 
thing to do was to give notice of continuing strategic con­
cern rather than trusting to luck or to Communist for­
bearance. 

A Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty, negotiated 
soon after the Geneva conference, provided the instru­
mentality. The British, now anxious to ease bad feelings 
due to the earlier divergence, went along. France, also 
anxious to oblige in those pre-Gaullist times, did likewise. 
For obvious reasons of regional security, Australia and 
New Zealand adhered. The Philippines were amenable. 
Thailand was persuaded to the venture. Alert to a possi­
bility of winning support in its quarrels with India, Pakis­
tan volunteered. The one factor which counted, however, 
was the United States. It alone among the adherents dis­
posed military strength to give the undertaking cogency. 

\Vary to avoid involvement in Pakistan's quarrels with 
India, the United States appended to the treaty an under­
standing limiting the obligations to instances of Com­
munist aggression. The contingencies in view included 
overt attacks and stealthy efforts to foment subversion. 
The signatories declared themselves to be cognizant of 
the dangers to their own peace and safety in any such 
con~ingency and pledged to act, each according to its own 
constitutional processes, in event of overt attack, and to 

consult in event of a threat stemming from subversion. 
The scope of the pledge, limited to Southeast Asia, in-
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eluded, besides the signatories, any other state or territory 
to be designated by unanimous agTeement among them, 
subject to a provision requiring an invitation from the 
government concerned as a precondition to action in re­
lation to any such nonsignatory. An accompanying docu­
ment specified Cambodia, Laos, and South Vietnam as 
within the purview. Another accompanying document 
affirmed generalities about self-determination and equal 
rights. 

In view of the absence of a pledge to any specific course 
of deeds, critics are wont to spin arguments of lawyerlike 
nicety questioning the contractual character of the under­
taking. The gist would construe away the basis for any 
United States obligation regarding South Vietnam. The 
points are not persuasive. Such a treaty should be con­
strued for what it is, an affirmation of strategic purposes, 
and not as a commercial contract. A main purport of the 
treaty-adequately understood at the time of origin, fine 
points of logic notwithstanding-was that of bringing 
United States military strength to bear as ·a factor for 
stabilizing thenceforth the situation in former Indochina. 
The United States Senate, which concurred in the treaty, 
with only one dissenting vote, must surely have known the 
intent. 

A companion argument, while accepting the idea of an 
obligation, dwells upon the folly of getting obliged to 
focus military power in a position charged with inherent 
disadvantages. This argument-echoing a warning, voiced 
in connection with the Korean war, against involvement in 
the wrong war at the wrong time and place and against 
the wrong adversary-has persuasive elements. Yet it is 
not conclusive. Obviously, disadvantageous conditions in 
warfare must always obtain if the choice of conditions is 
left to the other side. The alternative to involvement in 
war under environing handicaps must be either to back 
away from war-charged issues invariably and altogether 
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or to become an initiator of war, waging it in fields and 
under conditions considered suitable to one's preferences. 
Fastidiousness about the conditions of war goes along with 
pacifism, or with the habit of aggTession, but with nothing 

else. 
\Vhatever the obligations articulated in the treaty or in­

tended to be inferred from it, they were entered into in 
confidence that, by the fact of being expressed, they would 
never have to be fulfilled. It is bad practice even to enter 
into obligations of serious import on such a premise. The 
fault was all too characteristic of Secretary Dulles' di­
plomacy. If ever challenged, the pledges contained or 
implicit in the treaty would be redeemable only if the 
United States would muster the will to face exasperations 
and ordeals akin to those experienced in Korea. Thus what 
deterrent value the treaty was intended to have was com­
promised by the "never again" sentiment then being 
voiced all around. 

By such contradictions do governments get themselves 
into troubles abroad. The danger was discernible at the 
time. The folly is clear now in hindsight, that cheapest 
form of intellectual indulgence. At the time the mood 
generally prevailing about the Korean war was bitter. 
Another prevailing mood strongly favored containment 
of Communist expansion on the Asian mainland. Those 
guiding policy tried to cater to both attitudes. They would 
have been held to stern account if they had omitted at­
tempting to forestall Communist aggTession in Southeast 
Asia. The ambiguity, the ambivalence, surrounding the 
undertaking has characterized the United States course in 
Vietnam ever since. 

In Professor Hans Morgenthau's words, "Actually, the 

Provision for free elections ... was a device to cliso·uise n 
the fact that the line of military demarcation was bound 
to be a lirie of political division as well." The elections 
\\'ere not held, because the regime in South Vietnam would 
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~lot submit to the conditions insisted on by its counterpart 
ll1 the North, which regarded the refusal as a denial of a 
rightful inheritance. South Vietnam was launched into a 
shaky and tentative independence. Its authority was op­
posed within by a diversity of forces abetted from beyond 
the ceasefire line. Laos also was subjected to Communist 
subversion and intrusion. Helped by aid from the United 
States, the economy in South Vietnam did surprisingly 
well; the country began to show some signs of a going 
concern. The United States came to regard it as presenting 
an opportunity to demonstrate a vital alternative to Com­
munist rule in the region. A like valuation of its potential 
was reflected on the other side. The internal attack was 
Intensified, with growing support from North Vietnam 
and, beyond, from Communist regimes elsewhere. Shored 
up by aiel from the United States within the limits of the 
military status quo stipulated at Geneva, South Vietnam's 
c~efenses against overt attack proved mostly irrelevant-a 
crrcumstance which has given rise to much criticism for 
faulty foresight, though the reproach would be worse if 
such an attack had materialized and defenses had been 
neglected. Conceivably, the United States might have 
better served its case by going uneg uivocally to the aiel 
of South Vietnam in the latter 1950s, when North Viet­
nam's sponsorship of internal warfare ther~ became openly 
asserted. As Lord A von has argued, clelaymg the response 
had the effect, in the minds of some outsiders, of con­
ferring a right of prescription on intervention from the 
North. 

Communist leaders from eighty-one countries at a Mos­
cow concla\'e in the autumn of rgoo asserted an inherent 
legitimacy for such intervention in what '~'as called ~he 
doctrine of national liberation wars. Therr d_ecla:atr~n 
renewe l tl . t of historic momentum and mevrtabrl-. c 1e concep . · d. 
rty for a creed which, in recent wnes, ha~ met rmpe r-
ments amono· economically advanced natiOns. It took ,.., 
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account of the constraints of nuclear weapons, with their 
enormous potential for destruction, on the waging of war 
by nations disposing them. These inhibitions, it was 
argued, made general wars obsolete and, on the other hand, 
opened wide opportunities for using force in areas just 
emerged or still emerging from colonial subordination to 

carry them along in a direction favorable to the Com­
munist image of the future. "\Vhatever fostered such a 
course was asserted to be legitimate under history's in­
eluctable laws, and whatever impeded it was, by the same 
token, inherently illicit. Vietnam and, significantly, Cuba 
-where a revolutionary regime spurning accommodation 
with the United States had asserted Communist identity­
were among areas specified as relevant. A few weeks later. 
in a speech designed as a manifesto to the Administration 
ushered in by the 1g6o elections in the United States, the 
Soviet Union's Prime Minister reavowed the doctrine. 

The issue regarding Cuba was clearly drawn. While 
campaigning for election, the new American President 
had asserted the intolerability of a Communist establish­
ment so close by. Soon after his assumption of office, a 
venture to vindicate this assertion by using Cuban man­
power surreptitiously aided by the United States was 
botched notoriously. Later in the spring a discomfitted 
American President and a vaunting Soviet Prime Minister 
conferred in Vienna on issues outstanding between their 
countries. At the mention of Vietnam, the Soviet Prime 
Minister scorned the topic as one for the United States 
alone and gave patronizing advice on the prudence of with­
drawing from a position where heightened efforts could 
only deepen the predicament. Mindful of the failure of 
nerve in Cuba, the American President chose resolution 
rather than backdown. The short-run domestic political 
perils of deciding otherwise might well have been severe. 
The deferred political effects of deciding as he did have 
proved indubitably severe. 
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A literary and artistic authority with whom I conversed 
some time ago discussed the question of identifying the 
gTeatest English drama. Higher critics, he said, had been 
wont to say it was Hamlet, but in more recent times had 
shifted to Anthony and Cleopatm. The former play, he 
remarked, "·as in the Greek mode of preoccupation with 
the problem of being right. Anthony and Cleopatra, he 
added, was in a diflerent spirit. Like the Romans, with 
their inherent talent for governing, it dwelt upon the 
faculties for being effective and upon the penalties for 
losing them. He ·then remarked on the United States' 
tendency to give Greek answers to a world propounding 
Roman questions, to demonstrate its rightness when effec­
tiveness was at issue. 

The observation is applicable to the course regarding 
Vietnam. The rightness of propositions for resisting 
the Communist doctrine of national liberation wars 
and against acquiescing in unilateral use of force to revise 
territorial dispositions, even such as may be juridically 
tentative, is demonstrable enough. Every substantive argu­
ment for opposing the invasion of South Korea in 1950 
strikes me as valid in the instance of South Vietnam. 
I see no basis in principle for agTeeing with those who pro­
fess approval in the one instance but inveigh against the 
other. The matter of efficacy is something else. 

The resolve in 19G1 to stay the course in Vietnam was 
signaled by putting our military advisers there into uni­
form. The symbolic gesture was ignored. Following a 
decision, in view of trespasses from the other side, to throw 
off the inhibitions of the defunct Geneva arrangements on 
numbers of personnel and weaponry, a survey of require­
ments to maintain the position was ordered. The Presi­
dent of the time reduced by two-thirds the amounts called 
for. In the so-called Tonkin Gulf resolution enacted in the 
summer of 19G4 at the successor President's behest, the 
Congress gave advance endorsement to a decision to put 
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United States forces unequivocally into combat. \Vhat­
ever deterrent effect the adumbration was supposed to ha\"e 
on enemy action was vitiated by denials of intention to get 
thus involved. In a decision to transfix qualitative restric­
tions in the Geneva arrangements by deploying jet military 
aircraft to South Vietnam in the autumn of 19Ci4, the 
United States again showed reluctance by declining to use 
its own ground forces to give perimeter security to their 
bases-an improvidence violative of princi pies of war 
known to any platoon commander. 

Following a decision in early 19G5 to send bombers 
against North Vietnam, the radius of attack was extended 
in an ostentatiously cautious progTession, and the planes 
sent in were far out of proportion to targets selected. The 
implicit design was to couple a show of power with a 
demonstration of restraint, in hope of persuading the 
enemy to see unacceptable danger in persisting. The effect 
was the opposite. Reluctance was underlined. At last 
United States ground forces in expanding numbers were 
introduced into South Vietnam to engage directly rather 
than in an auxiliary guise. As their numbers mounted, so 
the United States redoubled the urgency of its appeals 
for negotiations. 

\Var was being conducted in accordance with some 
recondite strategic rationale unknown to established con­
cepts. The aim of intimidating adversaries was balanced 
with assurances of peaceable disposition. Every declaration 
of steadfast purpose was matched by a counterpart expres­
sion of disrelish. Friends, foes, proteges, and the uncom­
mitted alike were supposed to see something of promise in 
what was proffered. The negotiatory process was portrayed 
as having a logic of its own, apart from factors of will and 
force, as if the clash of purpose would somehow be allayed 
by the mere circumstance of parleying. Pledges to go 
anywhere, anywhere at all, at a moment's notice to talk 
terms if only the adversary would consent to be talked to, 
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were voiced .in imprudent disregard of the lessons of 
diplomatic experience. Volunteers, official and unofficial, 
were summoned to knock on every door in hope of some­
how getting peace talks going-a gesture productive of 
much bustle but no benefit. Item by item, the United 
States modified its premises in the hope of wooing the 
adversary into parleying. In early tgGS, the United States 
Secretary of Defense re\ealed a willingness to accept the 
military inflow from the North into South Vietnam as 
normal-a wore\ connotative of a legitimate average-in an 
effort to inspire a response. 

The policy stakes had become as difficult to fathom as 
the strategy. \Vas the United States fighting in determina­
tion to hold access to a land of inherent strategic signifi­
cance? \Vas it striving to vindicate the old American dream 
of collective security, upholding a principle that bound­
aries must not be transgressed by force? \Vas it merely 
struggling in hope of being granted a gnceful exit by an 
adversary who might see an opportunistic advantage in 
appearing magnanimous? Or was it merely trying to save 
face-that most readily salvable part of the metaphoric 
anatomy of policy? The answer had become obscure even 
to those inclined, like me, to support rather than to repro­
bate the policy. 

Then at the end of March the United States President, 
confronted by formidable domestic dissent, removed him­
self from political competition and diminished the scope 
of bombing in North Vietnam, hopefully as conditions 
precedent to getting negotiations under way. At the 
moment of writing negotiations testing the possibility of 
negotiating in earnest have begun in Paris. The outlook, 
I repeat, is obscure. The President's hope of removing the 
war issues from the polemics of domestic politics may 
well prove vain. \Vhether the United States retain.s a 
practical option to increase military leverage as a way of 
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bettering the terms available is dubious. The course of 

getting out is probably irreversible. . 
There is much talk of possibilities of a compromise 

peace, but, as The Economist well expressed the thought 
recently, "The trouble ... is that there can be no such 
thing as a neutral solution to this war. One side must 
win, and the other lose, and the result will have an ideo­
lo · 1 · · · 1 the gtca 1mpact far beyond .... " Other governments II , 

Far East, dependent for their security on the United States 
guaranties, are portrayinrr varyinrr de2Tees of anxiety. TheY 

. 0 . 0 0 "bil-
~re probably barkmg up the nght tree. A baleful possi 
tty, not to be discounted, is that the United States maY 
find itself pressed into combining with an erstwhile a~l­
versary to force the reo·ime in South Vietnam to adJ11It 
its · . . "' . ·I . ·on· · Internal enenues mto seats of authonty. Sue 1 ,t c 
elusion would be an ignominious defeat. If the cour~e 
comes to that, it will be important for all of us to see 111 

clear proportion what we have arrived at-and not to 
de · 1 1 nor-cetve ourselves by language of compromise anc 10 

able solutions. 
Portentously, for a second time in sixteen years, a 

United States Administration has been politi~ally crippl~d 
as a result of attempting to oppose Communist purposes 111 

a remote and marginal theater. That much is certain. The 
fact ·k l rs stn ·es me as enormously important. One wonc e 
Whether there can be a third such venture. As one lesson to 
he der· 1 f 1 · 1 1 o·ic . Ivec rom t 1c expcnence up to now, war tas a o.., · 
of Its own, not subJ"cct to rationalistic modification. If and 
WI . . 

len war is to be undertaken, that Jogtc has to be 
respected. 

/ 
~ .. ~---~--..:.- _.,.#' ... 
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