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I make no apology for devoting one lecture —in this attempt at a wide panorama—to 

the affairs and interests of a single country. For it is common ground that the actions 

and reactions of the United States can probably affect the nature of world politics, the 

prospects of peace or of change without war, more than those of any other.  

 

All democratic states and indeed some autocratic ones as well, are experiencing a 

crisis of self-confidence, as social and other domestic change accelerates. But in few 

nations is the crisis—the need for decision—more acute than in the United States, and 

in none does such change have more effect on international relationships as a whole. 

Its roots are similar to those in Britain or France: diminishing respect for political 

leadership, the divorce between social and political loyalties, the adjustment from 

rural to urban values, the increasing dominance of the mass media. But the process of 

change has been sharpened and made more acrimonious over the past decade by a 

number of obvious factors: the frustration, the casualties and the eventual failure of 

intervention in South-East Asia, the rise of the Soviet Union to a position of strategic 

parity, the end of economic autarchy, the changing balance within the Government 

between Congress and President, the disorganisation of the political parties and of 

political values, and the intractability of many domestic problems—race relations, 

urban growth and decay, drugs, law and order. And now the country is affected by the 

most extensive political scandal in any democratic country since the Dreyfus case in 

France at the turn of the century.  

 

Moreover, American society is afflicted by a particular feeling of frustration, a sense 

of living in a thoroughly ungrateful world. This does not derive, as Europeans are apt 

in a rather simple fashion to suppose, from the fact that Americans long to b, loved, 

unlike the stolid English or proud French, but from more profound considerations. 

America emerged into the world during the Second World War, and remained in it 

thereafter in pursuit of objectives which have either been fulfilled or have proved 

unattainable: in consequence, there is no consensus on what the aims of American 

foreign policy should now be. The defeat of the Axis powers in the Second World 

War was a clear objective behind which everyone could throw their weight. The 

economic reconstruction of Europe and the evolution of a political and military 

system for the containment of Soviet power and Communist penetration, the 

development of an open and universal economic system, the disbursement of 

development aid—all these were comprehensible national goals which elicited the 

basic responsibility and generosity of American society. But in an era when the  

President reserves his broadest smile for Mr Brezhnev, when it is argued that 

America’s allies are getting a ‘free ride’ on her still large defence expenditure, when 

the countries whom her aid regenerated edge her products out of her own and other 

markets, the sense of confusion is understandable enough, quite apart from the effect 

of Watergate. To this has now been added the certainty of an endemic shortage and an 
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increased cost of imported oil, which will not only disrupt economic and strategic 

calculations but force a considerable change in the way Americans live.  

 

 

America and the World  

In a famous quotation, Max Weber wrote: ‘Interests (material and ideal), not ideas, 

dominate directly the actions of men. Yet the “images of the world” created by these 

ideas have often served as switches determining the track on which the dynamism of 

interests kept the action going.’ And the American ‘image of the world’ has changed. 

Later historians may argue whether it was the loss of relative economic power or 

Vietnam which was the more important switch-point of the past decade. At any rate, 

by the end of the Sixties any belief in a Pax Americana was dead. For just as the 

ideological element in Soviet or Chinese policy has become subordinated to more 

material calculations of their national interests, so the United States is reacquiring 

pressing material interests like other countries and can no longer pursue the more 

disinterested policies of the Fifties and Sixties.  

 

Yet if one examines serious American thought over the past quarter-century about the 

development of the international system, one will find a consistent thread— going 

back even to the wartime years— that rejects any ambition of American dominance, 

in favour of a plural relationship of many centres of power and responsibility, codified 

by a variety of multilateral agreements and subject to the constraints of international 

law. This derived partly from the American historical and intellectual legacy which 

has looked with disapproval on the European tradition of empire and of power 

politics, partly from doubts on the part of successive post-war leaders about the 

readiness of American public opinion to bear indefinitely the burden of Atlas. Even in 

the Kennedy years, which in retrospect seem the high-water mark not only of 

American influence but also of American political hubris, the pressure to accelerate 

the coherence of Western Europe into a political as well as an economic community 

was never greater. American policy was as strong an influence as indigenous unrest in 

accelerating the emergence of new independent actors in the developing world.  

In one field only has the United States refused to encourage a diffusion of power: 

namely, in nuclear weapons. This refusal comes from a conviction, based on a good 

deal of hard-headed reflection, that a world of many nuclear powers would diminish 

rather than increase the prospects of order, and increase the risk of war as well as 

complicate her own relations in a crisis with her fellow super-power. Proliferation 

would either force her to restrict her own responsibilities before others could assume 

them, or else create a world of blocs instead of the universal system to which 

developments in trade and communications and the shrinking of the world’s true size 

inevitably point.  

 

But the events of the past decade have left many Americans with a sense that their 

grand strategy for a more liberal and stable order has gone wrong, and that the United 

States now has the worst of both worlds. On the one hand, her principal allies, the 

West European powers and Japan—partly because the umbrella of her strategic 

protection enabled them to devote a smaller proportion of their resources to defence—

have grown rapidly in economic power, to the point where they challenge her in her 

own markets and disorient her balance of payments. She is feeling the economic and 

social consequences of becoming primus inter pares rather than primus super alios. 

On the other hand, partly by reason of her central strategic responsibilities, but also as 
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a consequence of poor diplomacy, she has reaped few political advantages from such 

a change. Insofar as the European Community acts as a political rather than just as an 

economic entity, it is now regarded as thwarting American interests. There are still 

300,000 American troops in Germany and the Mediterranean to impart credibility to 

her guarantee of Western Europe against attack or blackmail by the Soviet Union, and 

the European allies have yet to develop the political coherence to hammer out the 

modifications in strategic doctrine which will permit a reduction in their numbers 

without increasing tension.  

 

The consequence is a propensity, not to isolationism—opinion research shows this to 

be a minor strand in American opinion, while her loss of economic autarchy, plus hex 

vast external investments, make it impossible in any case—but towards nationalism: 

towards a belief that, if the United States cannot build a better world, it should give 

first priority to the protection and promotion of its own interests by an attitude of 

menace rather than of leadership. The West Europeans, for instance, should be 

induced to believe that there is an integral relationship between the economic interests 

and the security commitments of the United States, and that if they insist, say, on 

remaining protectionist on agricultural imports, or continue to grant special 

preferences to a wide range of Mediterranean and African countries, they cannot 

expect the United States to make the same contribution to their security as in the post-

war era. If the President was fully in control of policy, one would be tempted to 

discount this as bluff, for we know, and Nixon knows, that the United States could not 

seriously weaken her relations with Europe without diminishing her influence with 

Russia and China. But it is now the Congress, which inevitably reflects short-term 

interests and sectional pressures, which will be disposing what a lame duck President 

may propose. And the fact that the United States is reaping the reward of an inherent 

contradiction in her political strategy—that it is impossible to inspire Western Europe 

to political unity or to encourage Japanese self-reliance unless they have the freedom 

and confidence to define their own interests in every sphere, interests which must be 

reconciled with those of the United States, but not subordinated to them— does ndt 

alleviate the public sense of disillusionment.  

 

It is against a back-drop of disenchantment and intellectual exhaustion that Richard 

Nixon has occupied the White House for nearly five years—and, as likely as not, will 

continue to do so for another three. He is not an attractive figure like Kennedy or 

Franklin Roosevelt, nor above the battle like Eisenhower, with strong credentials 

inherited from another career: he does not even know his own countrymen very well. 

But during his first term he was the right man in the right place at the right time for 

two reasons. First, he had stood outside the whirlpool of pub- lie controversy about 

American foreign policy in the Kennedy and Johnson years, and, more important, he 

had clearly been brooding for many years, for he is a solitary man, on the diminishing 

ability of the United States to dominate world politics. He was more acutely aware 

than many of his contemporaries that the Americocentric world had ended. I 

remember a long conversation with him on the subject in 1967. It seems that as long 

ago as the mid-Fifties he had been pondering on the need to bring China back into the 

mainstream of international politics and to establish a less adversarial relationship 

with the Soviet Union. Second, he is an opportunist: a man not deterred by principle 

or preconception from seizing a promising chance. He has said recently that ‘in 

January 1969 America needed to change the philosophy and practice of its foreign 

policy. Whoever took office four years ago would have faced this challenge.’ But not 
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every Presidential aspirant would have been able to confront it so dexterously when 

China began to take discreet soundings in that first winter about a normalisation of the 

relationship between Peking and Washington. Few American politicians, moreover, 

have Nixon’s natural secretiveness, which enabled him to plan his strategy for 

converting a bipolar relationship between the United States and the Soviet Union into 

a triangular one with China without disclosing his hand, nor the percipience to see 

that in such a triangular relationship, where two of the points were not on speaking 

terms, the third could in fact form the apex.  

 

 

Kissinger’s Ambition  
Much of the credit for the reorientation of the United States’ adversary relationships 

has rightly been given to Henry Kissinger, for four and a half years Nixon’s daily 

adviser on foreign and defence policy, and for the last two months his Secretary of 

State. Kissinger, whom I have come to know well over the past 15 years, is a striking 

figure. The fact that a German émigré should emerge out of academic life to attain the 

Secretaryship of State, a post held for generations by men either of political stature or 

of wide influence in some other sphere of life, is an index of the disarray of the 

American political system, but it is also less remarkable than the man himself. Few 

people have become Foreign Minister of a great modern state at so young an age, with 

so wide a knowledge of diplomatic history and so keen an observation of 

contemporary events. His colleagues at Harvard and his friends elsewhere, while long 

exasperated both by his ambition and his dogmatism, have always admired him for his 

grasp of essentials and for his seriousness of purpose.  

 

But they could not have guessed how skilful and dogged a negotiator he would prove 

on complex issues like the Vietnam armistice or the first round of the strategic arms 

limitation negotiations, in neither of which America had strong bargaining power, as 

well as in edging the Middle Eastern combatants towards negotiation. To be regarded 

by Chou En-lai, Leonid Brezhnev and President Sadat as their most trusted 

interlocutor is no mean achievement. The fact that his appointment as Secretary of 

State was enthusiastically endorsed by a Senate now otherwise strongly hostile to his 

President was a great personal tribute, and suggests that the Administration may still 

have a relatively free hand in the making of foreign policy. But he has yet to prove 

that he is a statesman rather than a showman. The Vietnam armistice, though difficult 

to attain at all, was a ragged piece of work which is already coming apart at the 

seams. His one attempt to repair neglected political relations with Europe and Japan 

took the form of an ill-judged and patronising speech in April about a new Atlantic 

Charter, which irritated the country’s principal allies without achieving anything. And 

the way Soviet-American relations in the recent Middle Eastern crisis were 

managed—by a knight’s move, a snap alert of Strategic Air Command, which can 

blow up the world, to counter the alerting of some Soviet airborne forces, a pawn’s 

move—was in contrast to the care with which even the smallest military signals have 

been made in previous Soviet-American crises; His apparent attainment of a Middle 

Eastern cease-fire by a whirlwind tour is reminiscent, like his brinkmanship, of the 

diplomatic style of John Foster Dulles, a figure whose philosophical pessimism 

Kissinger also shares.  

 

Kissinger’s successes are now almost Nixon’s sole asset, so one must ask to what use 

the two of them will put the authority they have retained over external policy during 
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the remaining three years of what is otherwise a largely immobilised Administration. 

For they will not, even if they dared to, remain inactive. Nixon’s opportunism 

combines with Kissinger’s admiration for figures like Bismarck and De Gaulle, who 

sustained their position by continuous external initiatives and a manipulative 

diplomacy. But what are their objectives? The Nixon doctrine of 1970, a more careful 

definition of American responsibilities in Asia, was sensible enough, but it was only 

the negative half of a grand strategy, the positive half of which has yet to be 

formulated. Will the President and his Secretary, who is the most commanding figure 

in American diplomacy since Dulles, simply concentrate on controlling the rising 

strength of American nationalism by a skilful assertion of American interests, in 

diplomatic, economic and energy relationships? It might be popular with hard-hats, 

farmers and disgruntled Republicans. But the United States still possesses so much 

weight in international politics that this would disorganise a vast fabric of alliance, 

trade and monetary relationships and possibly drive Japan into irredentism and 

Western Europe into a sulky neutralism, risking the creation of that Fortress America, 

colder, poorer, less secure, which it is their prime objective to avoid.  

 

There is a more disquieting variant on the same theme: namely, that, under the 

leadership of these two figures who have no deep roots in their own society, the 

United States may be lured into perceiving a greater coincidence of interests with her 

fellow super-power than with her fellow democracies. ‘Two Deputies one of whom is 

a radical have more in common than two radicals one of whom is a Deputy,’ De 

Tocqueville once observed, and so it may be with super-powers, especially if one 

examines the substance of current Soviet-American relations. For one thing, there is 

for the first time a coincidence of material interests between them, as the Soviet 

Union becomes an increasingly important source of natural gas, oil and other raw 

materials, while the low productivity of her agriculture and her technological 

backwardness offer a steady market for American wheat and for other American 

products which are no longer competitive in other parts of the industrial West. Soviet-

American trade, though still small, is running at a level seven times higher in 1973 

than it was in 1971.  

 

 

Power-Snobs  
The Soviet Union now has every interest in strengthening the bilateral Soviet-

American link, partly because the Russians, being, as George Kennan has said, 

‘power-snobs’, believe in a bipolar world and are fighting a strong rearguard action 

against its disappearance, partly because they fear the eventual emergence of some 

Japanese- American-Chinese entente that might again contain their growing power. 

But is it in America’s interest to help solve the domestic problems of the Soviet Union 

without demanding any quid pro quo in the form of the liberalisation of her domestic 

policies: her treatment of Jews or intellectuals, for instance? This is a question that 

Congress and the public ask with increasing frequency.  

 

One answer is that, as the second phase of the bilateral Strategic Arms Limitation 

Talks advances, it becomes increasingly clear that the basis on which the superpowers 

can achieve a formula for mutual self-restraint over a new technological 

development—missiles with a nose-cone that contains a cluster of independently-

target- table nuclear warheads—may have to be simply one of trust in each other’s 

word, since the number of them that each power deploys cannot be checked by 
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reconnaissance satellites, as the number of actual missile-launchers can be. Given the 

vast increment in the destructive power of each side which will occur if the number of 

warheads per missile is increased from one to ten or more, plus the steadily improving 

accuracy of long-range missiles, failure to control this murderous innovation might 

force each power to abandon land-based missiles and rely primarily on missile-firing 

submarines. But this would be a much less stable formula for mutual deterrence than 

that which we have had over the past decade: since submarines are accident-prone, 

they require overseas bases, which have sinister political implications, and. may 

themselves eventually become vulnerable to detection. Soviet-American rapport has 

an inexorable logic of its own, I can hear Henry Kissinger replying to his critics.  

 

It is true that a situation in which the two super-powers were really led by 

statesmanship and forced by necessity to control their strategic and political conflict, a 

détendre, to slacken the bowstring, and to give hostages to each other’s good 

behaviour, would be one that the rest of the world would sincerely welcome. A new 

upward spiral in the strategic arms race would be disastrous, for the danger of nuclear 

war has by no means been eliminated. My own and many people’s fear is that 

Kissinger is simply permitting Brezhnev to insist that the two powers give priority to 

their relations with each other without forcing either Brezhnev or himself to confront 

the means of controlling other or lesser sources of conflict: in fact, building between 

them a deutero-alliance which simply increases Soviet freedom of action without 

creating that ‘structure of peace’ of which Kissinger so often speaks.  

 

But a foreign policy that consists primarily in acrimonious arguments with countries 

who are not only allies but, more than that, open and free societies as the United 

States herself is, while striking bargains with the world’s most powerful dictatorship, 

is unlikely to command a wide domestic consensus. Despite their fondness for lofty 

statements of principle, negotiated with other heads of governments, Nixon and 

Kissinger have done singularly little to clarify to the American people the immense 

complexity of the international agenda that lies ahead of them, and the need for both 

activity and restraint on America’s part that it will demand, and still less to re-elicit 

the generous instincts of American society. Nor is it clear whether a President and a 

Secretary of State who are by temperament secretive and suspicious can reap the 

fruits of America’s own achievements and convert a position of lonely responsibility 

for the United States, dominating a group of disparate and much weaker allies, into an 

interdependent coalition of complementary responsibilities, now that Japan and 

Western Europe have grown much taller in economic strength.  

 

So far, Kissinger has failed by the standards he posited before he went to Washington 

for the conduct of a more complex and less idealistic American diplomacy, the reform 

of its large, cumbrous and internally-divided bureaucracy, and the evolution of a 

better relationship between the making of policy and its execution. Instead, he and 

Nixon, having played on these divisions in order to centralise decision-making in their 

own hands, have thereby made the conduct of government more, not less, capricious 

and opaque. Unless Kissinger can change now that he is the head of a great 

department, he may prove to have outlived his usefulness and  

to have become an anachronism, more trusted there by adversaries than friends, his 

conservative conception of the content of diplomacy an outdated one when the 

political, economic, technological planes of interaction between nations are so closely 

linked. We may have to wait until 1976 to know what kind of man and what kind of 
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policy can provide the American people with a new centre of gravity. All that one can 

say with certainty is that its execution will be infinitely more difficult, and may have 

to be more pragmatic than any set of foreign policies the United States has pursued 

since she became a world power. This raises a more fundamental question. Can the 

United States develop, as it moves into the third century of its existence, a system of 

government that is consistent both with its own responsibilities and with the 

requirements of an increasingly interdependent world, a world in which more and 

more fields of what were once domes. tic concern will have to be subjected to new 

forms of international agreement and control, and in which the United States will have 

to deal with a number of other strong power centres on more or less equal terms? –  

 

America in the early 1970s bears an interesting resemblance to Britain in the early 

1870s, when we awoke to four facts: that another state, namely Imperial Germany, 

had achieved ‘parity’ of political and industrial power with us; that we would be 

dependent to the end of time on imported food, as the United States will be dependent 

on imported oil and raw materials; that our exports no longer dominated world 

markets; and that for the time being we were no longer the citadel of freedom and 

progress, no longer the great admired society, which had been the self-image of the 

mid-Victorians, since other countries were making faster strides in education and 

other social fields than we were. Our response a century ago was to create a 

professional public service and to initiate a number of other reforms, which were the 

first steps towards making us a governmentally-organised society. Will the American 

response to broadly the same kind of problem be similar or different?  

 

The United States has, of course, gone through one great era of domestic social and 

economic reform, the New Deal, primarily under amateur direction. It is true that she 

steered herself and the world through an even more profound period of change in the 

25 years after 1940 largely under the direction and leadership of a band of gifted 

amateurs. It may be true that, as H. G. Wells said, ‘Americans have no sense of the 

state’: indeed, their ancestors fled Europe precisely to escape the heavy state 

machines created by Stuarts, Hapsburgs, Hohenzollerns and Romanovs. It is true that 

over the past 40 years, the American system has been able to enlist great talent to the 

public cause, though with a continuously shifting cast. But the old foreign policy 

Establishment, the interlocking group of lawyers, bankers, tradeunionists, academics 

and travelled journalists who moulded, led and executed American foreign policy on a 

bipartisan basis during her great years, was broken on the rack of the Vietnam War. 

And the return of bitter hawks and mutilated doves to the trees from which they came 

has left a demoralised foreign service, a civil service that is not equal to the demands 

on it, and only one professional arm of government: the military services, whose 

public standing the disaster of Vietnam has undermined. Yet the American system of 

government is perhaps the most difficult in the world to operate successfully.  

 

Can a stable international order be evolved, moreover, in the new circumstances of 

increasing interdependence between different spheres of policy, unless the strongest 

power can produce a new generation of public servants whose domestic repute is high 

and who can make the control of change their life’s work, in place of a continuously 

shifting galère of rich ambassadors or temporary special advisers? The rest of the 

world has a keen interest in the answer to this question: so too, opinion research 

makes clear, have young Americans. By one of those ironies In which American 

history is so rich, Henry Kissinger, who in his writings has shared Metternich’s 
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contempt for bureaucracy yet has also lamented Bismarck’s failure to create a 

governmental machine that could survive his own departure, may perceive that the 

best use to which he can put his reputation and his remaining time in office will not be 

to reorganise the world, but to lay the foundations of reforms that would give it 

greater confidence in the consistency of an American foreign policy less at the mercy 

of the vagaries of personality and political change. It would be as great a service to 

peace and world order as anything he could achieve by spinning round the world or 

by new concordats or démarches. 

 

 

 

 


