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These lectures give me a chance to talk about some opinions which have formed 

themselves in my mind about Britain and its future, opinions that have come to me 

mainly as a result of my tour of duty as British Ambassador in Washington. I was 

there for four-and-a-half years, half the time since the end of the Second World War. I 

was in continuous contact with the American Administration and the American 

people, as I explained and advocated British policies and actions. In return, American 

views and feelings were continuously impressed upon me. This life of incessant 

discussion and argument made me think afresh about a great many things: in 

particular, it caused me to reflect on Britain. I encountered such a variety of views on 

where the tide of world affairs was taking us. Some of the judgements were 

pessimistic, some were optimistic, most were friendly, but nearly all were different 

from my own assumptions. I was forced to try to think out my own position more 

clearly. And I have gone on with this attempt since I came home and resumed my 

ordinary life.  

 

This is the origin of the opinions I want to put before you. They claim no authority: 

they express no official view. But I believe them to be true and their subject is 

important. I should like to persuade you of their truth and urgency. If I do not have the 

good fortune to win your agreement, I hope at least to convince you that the issues are 

real. I should like you to feel that, if the answers I suggest will not do, you will not be 

content until you have found better ones.  

 

I believe that history has given us a period within which to work out our problems. 

The period began with the end of the Second World War and may last as long as the 

working lifetime of my generation. It will not be longer: it may well be shorter. 

Within the period no one year or the decisions made in it are likely to be in the strict 

sense crucial, neither this year, nor next year, nor the year after. Within the period 

there is always still time. But the whole period, whatever its duration may turn out to 

be, is crucial: what we do or fail to do in it will be decisive. After it there will be no 

second chance. I propose in these lectures to try to make a positive contribution, the 

beginning of an answer to the problems as I see them. I shall set myself to describe, so 

far as I can, some of the conditions in the world of which we have to take account if 

Britain is to stay great, and, given these conditions, what are some of the means we 

must adopt to achieve and maintain our purpose.  

 

There are some who suggest that the future of Britain lies in making a break with the 

past and giving up the traditions of greatness. The thing to do is to withdraw from 

world affairs and lead a quiet life on our island, democratic, contented, and reasonably 

industrious. This is impossible. Geography and history alike forbid it. For us there is 

no middle way. Nor do most of us really think there is, except in the world of make-

believe. This is obvious from our behaviour in times of crisis. We expect to have a say 
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about our destiny and are not prepared to leave it to be decided by others. We assume 

we have influence and power among the nations.  

 

When I consider the nine years we have lived through since the Second World War, 

my main feelings are two: pride in the great achievement of m country, concern that 

we may not secure the future we expect. It may seem that these two feelings are 

almost mutually exclusive and cannot animate the same mind at the same time. This 

has not been my experience. I have lived and continue to live with both these feelings 

about Britain. There is nothing special about my pride in the post-war achievement of 

Britain. I share the feelings of most of my fellow-citizens. But you know how our 

habits of understating what we think and minimising what we feel often completely 

deceive people from overseas. I sometimes think that when, in talking to each other, 

we concentrate on the occasions when we have done less than we hoped and things 

have not gone right for us in the world, we almost deceive ourselves and miss the 

great positive achievement of post-war Britain. It may be that living outside Britain 

has made it easier for me to see this, just as distance reveals a mountain rising clear 

above the shoulders, valleys and forests which preoccupy a nearer gaze.  

 

After all, we have made a good record. After a six years’ war which, with the 

Commonwealth, we fought from first to last, to which we devoted all we had, we 

emerged weak and terribly strained. But we had not lost our unity or vitality. Think of 

what we have done. We have had enough vitality to transform the Indian Empire into 

free nations of the Commonwealth; to embark by decision of the electorate on a vast 

programme of social experiment at home; to invent the concept of Atlantic Union and 

join with others in making reality conform to the idea; and to keep alive after the war 

something of the war-time partnership with the United States so that we still could 

encourage or restrain our friend.  

 

 

Resolute Effort  

We have had enough unity to steer clear of social disorder and incurable divisions in 

our community. Through the resolute effort of the whole people we have achieved a 

total of exports, year in, year out, which no official estimate, domestic or foreign, 

dared forecast. Together we have endured fair shares of austerity under Cripps and 

relaxed together under Butler when austerity was no longer needed. And step by step 

we have improved the performance of our whole economy until the pound sterling has 

again become a desirable currency among the traders and bankers of the world.  

 

We have created a ballet equal to any there has been. We have bred the first man to 

run a mile in under four minutes. We have produced the leader whose genius 

overcame Mount Everest. And there was a moment when we saw the achievement of 

Britain for what it is. In 1953, at the Coronation, we suddenly knew .that we believed 

in ourselves. We had great cause for pride.  

 

But it is my concern about which I wish to talk. I want to tell you how it arose, what 

are the considerations which gave it strength, and what are the lines of thought and 

action along which it seems to me an answer can be found. I am clear how it arose. It 

came into being as I looked back at Britain across the Atlantic and argued the case for 

Britain with my American friends. Since the war we have lived through years of acute 

political controversy between the two great parties. After the 1945 election the British 
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people has returned first one and then the other party to power by narrow margins. 

Throughout the period the extent and the cost of action to realise the principles of the 

Welfare State, the issue of nationalisation, the repeated crises of the economy—these 

have been the things which attracted public attention and captured the headlines. 

Because opinion in the country was deeply divided about them, the full force of 

parliamentary debate was concentrated on these questions.  

 

But I also noticed something else. There were other matters on which we took action 

which by contrast attracted little debate or notice. They were not controversial. There 

was the atomic energy programme. At the end of the war the Americans had full-scale 

plant for the development of atomic energy from the raw material to the finished 

product. We had nothing. We had agreed it should all happen over there and had 

contributed to it. It was obvious that possession of the secrets of the large-scale 

production of atomic energy would be of the greatest importance in the future for 

peace as well as for war. At great cost in scarce resources we embarked upon a full 

programme with nothing but green fields and grey matter.  

 

The war also made us give up the development and manufacture of new types of large 

aircraft. When peace came, we were years behind our American competitors. Again 

diverting scarce resources from immediate needs, we took action which has come to 

fruition in the last two or three years. Today our engines and some of our aircraft lead 

the world.  

 

In the field of foreign affairs there was a crucial decision—the Berlin airlift. We 

decided, almost without discussion, to take our share with the Americans. And it was 

crucial: it involved the risk of war; it was a turning-point in the post-war history of 

Europe. We had a leading part in originating the Atlantic Pact and we accepted its 

consequences. Today four British divisions stand on the soil of Europe in peace time, 

an astonishing revolution from all past traditions. On this, too, the nation has not been 

divided. Throughout these years the decision of the British Government has been to 

restore the position of sterling and make it again an international currency of known 

stability and strength. The political parties have been in agreement on this basic issue.  

 

Why should these decisions, all of them of first-class importance and with far-

reaching consequences, have occasioned so little discussion and debate? It is because 

they all flowed from an accepted principle: they did not derive from the area in which 

party political differences were alive and real. Nor is the principle obscure or difficult 

to identify. It can be stated very simply. Britain is going to continue to be what she 

has been, a Great Power. This is something the British people assume and act upon. 

Once they see that some action or decision is required by this first principle of 

national policy, they accept it and do not question further.  

 

I do not think I need discuss the exact definition of a Great Power. We all have a good 

idea. A nation which is a Great Power has a certain range of choice and manoeuvre in 

world affairs and can take an effective part in the great decisions which affect the 

course of history. The action of a Great Power can decisively affect the fate of other 

Great Powers in the world. It is in this sense that we assume that our future will be of 

one piece with our past and that we shall continue as a Great Power. What is 

noteworthy is the way that we take this for granted. It is not a belief arrived at after 

reflection by a conscious decision. It is part of the habit and furniture of our minds: a 
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principle so much one with our outlook and character that it determines the way we 

act without emerging itself into clear consciousness. I think that almost all of us take 

this view of Britain for granted. I certainly have done so.  

 

Yet what we have taken for granted has not been taken for granted abroad. This is one 

of the things I discovered in the United States. I was repeatedly challenged to justify 

my view of Britain’s future, most often by good friends of ours who desired to 

provoke a reassuring response. But sometimes the questions went deeper. They 

sprang from indifferent or hostile sources, and by implication denied what I assumed. 

I had to -fight for my belief: I was forced to think hard about what I had taken for 

granted.  

 

Why were so many Americans sceptical about the continued ability of Britain to act 

as a Great Power? In the earlier years after the war they pointed in evidence to 

obvious signs of weakness. There was our economic exhaustion and dependence on 

aid from abroad. There was the end of the Indian Empire. For, while Americans 

applauded the constructive quality and the timing of our bold decision, they also saw 

it marked a major diminution of Britain’s power.  

 

But, beyond these political and economic considerations about Britain, it was felt by 

many Americans that a new pattern was emerging in world affairs. It was the age of 

nations on a continental, scale. There were really only two of them, only two Great 

Powers: the United States and Russia. I was often reminded of De Tocqueville’s 

words written more than 100 years ago. You will remember how he speaks of the 

unnoticed growth of these two nations while the world was busy looking at other 

things and how therefore the world noticed their existence and their power almost at 

the same time. ‘Their starting point’, he goes on, ‘is different and their courses are not 

the same: yet each of them seems marked out by the will of heaven to sway the 

destinies of half the globe’. The antiquity and aptness of these observations have 

given some Americans a feeling of certainty. In the new age the United States and the 

Union of Soviet Socialist Republics alone really counted.  

 

 

The USA on Friendship with Britain  

The judgement that Britain is no longer a Great Power is illustrated with force and 

clarity in a book, Politics among Nations, by Professor Hans Morgenthau of the 

University of Chicago. I quote from it because it is widely used as a text-book in 

American universities and is therefore read by many young Americans:  

 

Today Great Britain’s friendship is no longer of decisive 

importance…Even as late as the second world war, the neutrality of 

Great Britain or its alignment with Germany and Japan instead of with 

the United Nations might easily have meant for the latter the 

difference between victory and defeat. Now, in view of the probable 

trends in the technology of warfare and the distribution of power 

between the United States and the Soviet Union, it may well be that 

the attitude of Great Britain in an armed conflict between these two 

powers would not decisively affect the ultimate outcome. In the 

metaphorical language of the balance of power one might say, rather 

crudely but not without truth, that, while in the Russian scale there is a 
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weight of seventy, the weight of the American scale amounts to a 

hundred of which seventy is the United States’ own strength, ten that 

of Great Britain, and the remainder that of the other actual or 

prospective allies. Thus, even if the British weight were removed from 

the American scale and placed into the Russian, the heavier weights 

would still be in the American scale.   

 

and the Pope. Locke assumes that ‘men are by nature free, equal, and independent’ 

and so they were in the coffee-houses where 

 

Each man seems a leveller and ranks and files himself as he lists 

without regard to degrees or order; so that you may see a silly fop and 

a worshipful justice, a griping rook and a grave citizen, a worthy 

lawyer and an errant pick-pocket, a reverend nonconformist and a 

canting mountebank all blended together. 

 

The coffee-house, like Nature and the Judgement Day was a great leveller. 

 

When the Puritan was not a mystic but a plain business man who listened on Sundays 

to Preston or Gouge, or, later, to Dr. Annesley or Dr Tillotson or, later still, to Joseph 

Butler, his notion of morals was the same as Locke’s: 

 

These notions or standards of our actions . . . are the rules set to our 

actions by the declared wills or laws of Another who hath power to 

punish our aberrations. . . . These are properly the rules of good and 

evil, because the conformity or disagreement of our actions with these 

bring upon us good or evil. 

 

A logical muddle of which Locke is quite unaware, but you see the utilitarian business 

of being good; it is to obey a rule or keep a covenant in sure and certain hope of 

reward and fear of punishment.  You see how the succession flows from Jewish 

Prophet to Puritan preacher and thence to Jeremy Bentham and John Mill, and why 

Samuel Richardson, Henry Fielding, and Jane Austen take care to see that virtue is 

rewarded. Jane Austen’s society was a completely Lockean affair. For those sensible 

people, truth was ‘an agreement of ideas’. They refused instinctively to ‘perplex 

themselves and others with disputes about things to which their understandings were 

not suited’.  They were confident that ‘nothing could be good or bad t9 anyone but as 

it tends to their happiness or misery’. Catherine Morland and Elizabeth Bennet were 

brought up in Locke’s style not Fenelon’s Mr. Bennet had Locke’s view of music, 

especially when his third daughter was performing. Mr. Collins’ deepest conviction 

was that a man’s duty was to use the gifts of nature to procure his own happiness and 

conveniency, and if he had known enough Latin he would have agreed with Locke, 

Nullum numen abest si sit Prudentia. It was Prudentia that impeded Mr. Darcy’s 

proposal. 

 

Good Christians accused Locke of Deism, but as Archbishop Whateley once affirmed 

that Miss Austen’s stories were full of Christian piety, so would I venture to claim 

that Locke held fast one important, oft-neglected part of the central Christian mystery, 

Verbum caro factum est - the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us. Truth is 
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where we are, plain, practical sense. Experience has taught us to doubt this, but it is a 

thought worth considering seriously. 

 


