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We dwell for the moment in a less strife- laden international order than that through 

which my generation has passed. It is a minor but noteworthy fact that the past few 

months—that is, since Congress forced President Nixon to halt American bombing in 

Cambodia—is almost the first time in the past 42 years, since the Japanese marched 

into Manchuria in 1931, that a great power has not been involved in armed conflict 

somewhere in the world. There is also another source of reassurance. W have solved 

the principal problems of legitimacy created by the Cold War: one or two Chinas; a 

united or divided Germany; two Vietnams or one.  

 

Much of my earlier lectures has been concerned with the cycle of change we are 

entering and the problems it presents. Here I would like to speculate about how we 

may control and adapt to further changes. For we cannot simply be content with our 

achievements: there have, after all, been terrible conflicts, famines or depressions in 

periods when neither ideology nor legitimacy was a prime issue.  

 

Let me start with a thumbnail sketch of what I think the framework of power may be 

at the end of this decade. The Soviet Union and the United States will develop a series 

of specific understandings to keep their strategic relationship stable and to restrain 

conflict in areas where they cannot escape commitment—notably Europe and the 

Middle East. The structure of strategic power will remain bipolar, though it will 

gradually have to adapt itself to the inclusion of China as a partner on this level of 

power by means that no one I know can yet clearly foresee. I do not think super-

power détente can or will go much further than limited understandings, because 

Nixon’s successor in 1976 is likely to emerge out of a political debate that will make 

him more conscious of the principles for which his society stands, and less obsessed 

with the exercise of power, while Brezhnev and his entourage, from which his 

successor is• likely to emerge, are candid that for them détente is only a useful 

halting-place en route to the achievement of Soviet predominance. Because there is 

little confidence in Western Europe or Japan that either the Soviet Union or China 

have the same conception of stability as we have, because the risks and difficulties of 

becoming strategic nuclear powers in their own right are seen to be enormous, there 

will be a natural disposition to try and ease the frictions that have emerged between 

the three main components of the Western system, to accept continuing American 

predominance on the strategic plane though not on those of political, economic or 

technological influence. But, as I said in an earlier lecture, this can only be achieved if 

the United States can soon adapt its techniques of policy and decision-making to the 

role of primus inter pares in a coalition of strong powers, each with the right to define 

its own interests on every issue except peace and war, and the duty to reconcile them 

with the others’. Henry Kissinger’s speech in London last week displayed greater 

sensitivity to this problem than his earlier statements.  
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Russia and China will gradually move towards a cold peace. Japan may decide to 

embark on a largely independent policy. Europe must gradually acquire the political 

characteristics of a single great power, so that there will be five major centres of 

political or economic influence in the world (though only three with real strategic 

capabilities). But this does not mean that world politics in the later 20th century can 

be ordered by an equivalent of the kind of five-power balance that preserved stability 

in Europe through much of the 18th and 19th centuries. For in the traditional balance, 

the economic or demographic strength of all the partners could be translated into 

broadly equivalent forms of military power; alignments and realignments could take 

place without much reference to public opinion; and the major powers could offset the 

gains and losses in their relationships with each other by compensating acquisitions in 

what we now call the developing world.  

 

Our situation is different from any in modern history for two reasons. The first is that 

the major states exert different forms of power, strategic, economic, political, 

ideological, which are not readily transferable from one species into another. To take 

just one example, the fact that Western Europe is economically and technologically 

powerful provides it with no leverage to make Russia reduce her military power in 

Europe. The second reason is that this is David’s world every bit as much as 

Goliath’s: for the most part, small states can now resist the pressure of the big ones 

even if they have been dependents—witness Malta and Britain, Israel and the United 

States, North Korea and Russia—so that neither unilateral intervention in the 

developing world nor mutual recognition of each other’s spheres of influence can be 

accepted as a means of keeping great- power relations stabilised.  

 

The concepts of the balance of power and of a concert of powers are not wholly 

irrelevant, but their usefulness, to which I will return, is limited. The truth is that we 

are in a wholly novel situation, and all we can be sure of is the kind of world order 

which is not in prospect. Though 1984 is only just over ten years away, we clearly are 

not moving towards the world of gigantic regional blocs—Oceania, Eurasia, East- 

Asia—of which George Orwell wrote, but towards a plural order with a number of 

different kinds of power. In an era of social change, when the authority of 

governments even in small states is difficult to sustain, and federal systems are in 

difficulties, the prospects of world government are hardly worth discussing.  

 

Yet staring us in the face is an inescapable fact: the mutual vulnerability of our 

societies. We may have become accustomed to living with the existence of weapons 

of mass destruction, but the weapons still exist and grow in quantity. As long as this is 

so, nuclear war which would make a desert of the world cannot be ruled out. The rise 

in the level of world trade, the development of communications, the growth of many 

forms of transnational activity, have contributed to the creation of an international 

system whose equilibrium is susceptible to quite small tremors or the inconsiderate 

actions of a single country. For there are less palpable but equally important aspects 

of this new interdependence of human society than oil boycotts or currency crises. 

The actions of a single multinational company, for instance, can damage American 

political relationships with almost the whole of Latin America. The latest Arab-Israel 

war, fought by three relatively small states for some strips of sand and scrub, will 

affect much of the climate of world politics and economics— indeed our personal 

lives—for the next few years. Hardly a week goes by without a terrorist exploiting our 

high level of communications for an act of blackmail.  
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Transnationalism  
Because of this mutual vulnerability, there is a natural desire to find a point of social 

identification within the formless globalism. In our rich societies, it may take the 

shape of a decision to turn off the television-set and to retire into a self-sustaining 

woodland commune designed by Fourier or William Morris. But for most people in 

the world the intelligible point of identification is still the nation state. The increase in 

transnational activity is itself a source of political nationalism, especially in the many 

new states that make up half the totality of nations. There has rarely been a less 

promising moment in modern history to advocate the disappearance of the nation 

state.  

 

To avoid becoming a prey either to nostalgia for a non-existent past, or else to an 

unhappy pessimism that foresees little but darkness and disorder, we must attempt our 

own resolution of a debate that goes back at least to the Enlightenment. On the one 

hand stands the classical view that it is governments which are the only significant 

actors in international politics, and that the ultimate currency of state power is always 

military force. On this view, the situation I have posited in which Japan and Western 

Europe are strong in economic and technological power but not strategic entities 

cannot last: both will find themselves having to subscribe to Von Ranke’s view that 

the only definition of a great power is one that can stand alone without allies. On the 

other hand there stands the view that a whole host of forces and interests have been 

breaking down state barriers; that science and technology are continuously creating 

new threads of transnational communication; that the emergence of problems that are 

common to virtually all countries must mean more international management and the 

further erosion of the formal sovereignty of states; above all, that nuclear weapons 

have fundamentally changed the calculus of power.  

 

Both propositions seem to me an inadequate guide to policy if accepted as mutually 

exclusive. Governments are more important actors than international organisations, 

brotherhoods or companies, and their responsibilities to their own societies are 

broadening, not diminishing. Energy relationships, for instance, are being taken out of 

the hands of multinational companies and becoming the direct concern of 

governments. And where the power that states generate cannot be internationally 

controlled or harmonised it must be balanced. Yet the reality of transnationalism, at 

any rate in the non-Communist world, simply cannot be denied. To gain any true 

sense of direction, it seems to me desirable to discuss in concrete terms which kinds 

of national power have a serious hope of being internationally managed and which 

must remain balanced: what relationships can be institutionalised and what must 

inevitably remain politicised.  

 

To start with the latter, I see no real prospect in the foreseeable future of being able to 

do more than balance the military power that states, especially the major ones, 

command. The conception that underlay the United Nations Charter, of the great 

powers in alliance against any breaker of the peace, foundered within a year or so of 

its promulgation upon the conflicting political interests of the powers themselves, 

though the Security Council has often been a useful focus of crisis management. 

General and comprehensive disarmament, though just conceivable in organisational 

terms, especially with the existence of such devices as reconnaissance satellites, is 

politically inconceivable as long as the Armed Forces in the Soviet Union, China and 

many other authoritarian countries provide the nation’s social cement, and act as the 
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indoctrinators of the young and the guardians of domestic order and authority, as well 

as of security from attack. As long as mobilised military power serves this dual 

internal-external function for them, our own societies must retain it to demonstrate 

our determination to protect our own interests.  

 

We have lived with a balance of military power, which also governs other areas of 

politics, for much of modern history, and we are going to have to go on living with it 

for the time being. But the calculus of military power is changing. Of the three 

traditional functions that it served—promoting the economic power of a nation, 

promoting its ideological objectives and protecting the security of itself and its 

allies—only the third is now accepted as legitimate. The super-powers, in the course 

of defending their balance of mutual deterrence against technical innovations, as they 

are trying to do at present, may also find it necessary to reduce their strategic force 

levels, if they are not to be faced with an ever-mounting bill. Power, moreover, as Dr 

Kissinger has written, ‘no longer translates automatically into influence’.  

 

But the control of local conflict, especially in the Middle East, where both Arabs and 

Israelis regard the existence of an adversary as necessary to their unity or cohesion, so 

that a durable settlement is improbable, cannot be managed by the superpowers alone. 

Europe and China can supply arms, and many other countries have interests in the 

area. No aspect of great- power competition stands in greater need of compromise 

than the arms trade between the industrial powers and the developing world, where 

the former—and not only the Americans and Russians—are making it more likely that 

new conflicts will erupt, whose course they will be virtually powerless to control. 

This is a different point from the old fear that such trade would drag the great powers 

into local wars. Rather it is that the powers undermine their own long-term interests 

for a short- term gain, diverting to arms resources that are needed for development, 

ensuring that areas like the Gulf or South-East Asia or the Horn of Africa are in 

perpetual turmoil. But such control could not be successfully institutionalised by some 

universal agreement: any such suggestion leads to an angry reaction in the developing 

countries that what is being proposed is a rich man’s cartel. What will be required is 

something more subtle. A tacit understanding about arms among the major powers—

in fact, a concert of power—of the kind that I suggested last week will be necessary to 

control conflict in South-East Asia.  

 

So what confronts us in the control of war and conflict is a very difficult and delicate 

task of political evolution, by which the major centres of power come gradually to 

envisage the problems of order in broadly similar terms. If the super-powers try and 

impose their will or act bilaterally without the others, this will do more harm than 

good, for two different reasons. On the one hand, China is determined to exploit and 

resist any evidence of a Soviet-American condominium, from both ideological and 

security motives. If they disregard her, then she will counter this by using the 

triangular political relationship that the Americans have created between Washington, 

Moscow and Peking to undermine Soviet and American influence in the developing 

world, so that in fact their real power of conflict control would be reduced. The other 

reason is even more important, not only for us in Europe, but for world order as a 

whole. The Soviet Union casts a long shadow across her neighbours, whether in terms 

of ideological hostility or military power. If the Americans should give first priority to 

their relations with the Soviet Union, or if it appears that American power is in 

general, retreat while Soviet power is expanding, two things will happen. The seeds of 
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Japanese irredentism, already latent, will begin to sprout. And in Europe we shall be 

faced with the choice either of converting the Community into a super-state, probably 

with a much higher level of defence expenditure than now, or of risking its’ breaking 

up, as different Western European countries make different decisions about how best 

to stand up to or come to terms with the Soviet Union. Hence the central strategic 

balance must be sustained.  

 

 

Complexity  
But now all countries confront a common enemy—namely, complexity. For one 

thing, though we may identify five princhal power centres, there are a great many 

middle powers of rising importance and strength, both in the developed and the 

developing world. For another, there are now additional levels of intercourse or 

interaction to the strategic, the political or the economic: energy relationships are one 

obvious example, technological relationships another. If one contemplates a world in 

which twenty or thirty super- great and middle-sized powers try to maintain stability 

by means of bilateral diplomacy at four or five different levels of interaction, some of 

which are vital to some but not to others, the prospects of confusion and crisis 

increase exponentially, creating not only international but domestic tensions also. The 

current disarray in relationships caused by the connection between the Arab-Israel 

war and energy supplies would be repeated in other instances.  

 

Consider what will happen if a level of activity and interaction that was successfully 

codified through much of the post-war era remains politicised as in recent years: 

namely, trade and monetary relations within the non-Communist world. It is true that 

the conception of balance—the balance of trade, the balance of payments—is central 

to such relationships, but in a different sense from the balance of military power or 

political influence. Because there is no world government endowed with power to 

decide who shall produce what, we have to maintain an international division of 

labour by the use of the price mechanism, both for currencies and for goods. But for 

reasons discussed earlier— the loss of American competitive strength in many fields, 

the phenomenal success of half a dozen key Japanese industries, the external 

economic strength of the Community—what had been a system of balance in the 

book-keeping sense has become one of confrontation, of hostility in political terms. 

Fortunately, there is still the unshattered matrix of a code of conduct in the General 

Agreement on Trade and Tariffs within which the impending trade negotiations will 

be conducted. But trade relations are so close to bread-and-butter politics that it will 

take remarkable leadership to infuse these negotiations with the sense of ‘community’ 

that will be needed to produce success and progress, with a readiness to give the 

general good priority over the particular. Yet the risks of failure, of the eventual 

politicisation of trade relations, are great, for they imply nothing less than the eventual 

break-up of the Western state system, the victory of power politics over the hope of 

order.  

 

The same holds for monetary relations with the difference that here it is not only a 

matter of reconciling divergent national perspectives. It must involve creating a more 

powerful central institution than the present International Monetary Fund to provide 

the liqu4dity and exert the control to keep currency relations reasonably stable. It is 

difficult to see, moreover, how such an authority could be effective unless ground- 

rules can be agreed by a large group of states, those with capital and those with 
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resources, for the behaviour of the multi-national company. And this poses difficult 

problems both legally and in extending stronger governmental control over 

corporations, some of which have the resources of middle-sized countries.  

 

These are daunting tasks, which will require a mixture of determination and 

generosity on the part of the governments of the industrial powers, in the handling 

both of each other and of the developing countries. Have we any prospect of 

achieving this kind of consensus if energy relationships become politicised? Clearly, 

it will be impossible to eliminate the political fact that the Arab oil producers will use 

their power to attempt to influence Western policy over Israel. But I mentioned in an 

earlier lecture other snags involved in the existing situation, in which there is no co-

ordination between the major consumers about conserving energy or developing 

alternatives to oil: in which there is no agreement between the consuming and 

producing countries about the proportion of the large amount of money transferred 

from the one to the other that is to be used to expand and explore oil reserves: and in 

which the developing countries as a whole suffer as the price of oil goes up.  

 

There therefore seems to me a strong prima facie case for the foundation of a new 

United Nations agency for energy with three functions in particular: first, to co-

ordinate research on new sources of energy or the better use of old ones. Second, to 

promote agreement between the major oil producers and consumers on the use of 

payments and resources to finance further exploration of oil: without this, the 

producers will continue to restrict supplies. Third, to restore stability to prices and 

help the resource-poor countries by the exact converse of the normal market 

mechanism —lower prices for low consumers, higher prices for high consumers. This 

aspect of an agreement could be enforced by the same kind of international inspection 

of oil routes and shipments as is operated by an existing UN agency over the transfer 

of nuclear materials. In such an agency, not only the oil states but also other 

developing countries would have to play as important a role as the industrial states. It 

would also involve the Soviet Union both as-exporter and as importer of oil and gas. 

Henry Kissinger’s proposal last week for an Energy Action Group consisting only of 

the Western powers, a consumers’ cartel confronting a producers’ cartel, seems to me 

inadequate to meet the universal problems that the future of energy supplies flow 

presents.  

 

I said earlier that there need be no energy crisis over the long term, but we are going 

to traverse a difficult period of adjustment, both domestically and internationally, 

after the end of the cheap-oil age. If energy relationships become largely those of 

threat and competition, then the chances of restoring order to the international 

monetary system and of effecting compromises on trade relations will diminish, and 

we shall have moved in short compass from a plural to a disorderly and anarchic 

world, in which the prospect of change without war may be seriously in doubt. If the 

United States tries to do special deals with Saudi Arabia, Japan with Iran and 

Indonesia, France with Iraq, Italy with Libya, and so on, while we sit complacently on 

our North Sea finds, then our prospects are precarious.  

 

 

Disillusionment  
The truth is that we are in the grip of a sad paradox. Because democratic societies 

have become both more introverted and more difficult to govern, because the closed 
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autocratic societies, the Soviet Union and China in particular, have become more 

influential, there has been a steadily diminishing confidence in international 

organisations, and more reliance on an old- fashioned kind of diplomacy, just at a 

point in history when fewer and fewer of the long-term problems we can identify can 

be solved by national means alone. For the fact that the central institutions of the 

United Nations have largely failed in a political task that was beyond their reach in 

any case—namely, to institutionalise a form of power which can only be balanced— 

has also created a disillusionment with internationalism.  

 

It is true that functional co-operation does not eliminate political frictions, as the 

founders of the European Community discovered But consider our predicament 

advancing slowly but inexorably towards us, like an army coming over the brow of a 

hill, is an enormous increase in world population, so that by 1985 we shall have to 

produce considerably more food, energy and other resources than today in order to 

maintain even the unsatisfactory level of existence that much of mankind enjoys, and 

by the end of the century we may have to find double today’s level of resources 

Unless we make rapid progress in certain specific fields of co-operation, in addition to 

those we have, new sources of conflict will emerge, new issues will become 

politicised. The technique of international management differs, from co-ordination in 

one field to the setting of standards or multilateral bargaining in another. But the 

framework is essentially the same: a broadly- agreed definition of the problem, a set 

of rules, a central authority which can make independent judgments and enforce the 

rules.  

 

If we do not rapidly reform the regime of the oceans, we may eradicate certain 

valuable .species of fish or raw materials, and sow lasting bitterness between the 

seagoing and the riparian nations in the process. Unless a careful geochemical census 

of the materials in the Earth’s crust, including the Soviet Union and China, is soon 

launched, we shall have only amateur guesses at the relative magnitude and scarcity 

of various natural resources. Al. though the Green Revolution of the Sixties staved off 

the immediate prospect of mass famine, it was only by good luck that drought did not 

cause the death of fifty to sixty million people in China and Southern Asia this year, 

and in Equatorial Africa it has produced widespread starvation: yet there are surpluses 

in many countries. This suggests the need for a superb world-wide intelligence system 

about crops, as well as a major reform of agricultural support policies in the fertile 

lands.  

 

There is no prospect of world government in the sense of a universal political 

federation. But the new problems of an increasingly crowded and fragile world will 

require a sensitive concern for the common interest, as well as the international 

regulation of many areas of human activity which have been for centuries in national, 

or even in private, hands. Otherwise the agenda of high politics, the issues on which 

states will insist on defending their own interests, will become overloaded, wires will 

get crossed and major conflict may occur.  

 

These lectures have been written and delivered in a time of crisis, and the 

kaleidoscope of world politics has already shifted in the six weeks since they started. 

So I can only end by stating a simple personal conviction: that we shall not solve our 

paradox, that we shall not avoid increasing dislocation and violence affecting 

domestic as much as international peace, unless we can recodify large areas of 
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international behaviour, as well as evolve new techniques for the common 

confrontation of new problems.  

 

Much, of course, depends on the evolution of national attitudes: whether Russia can 

become less antique in its view of the world, less obsessed with old-fashioned 

calculations of power and prestige, a permeable if not an open society; whether China 

becomes less fickle as she becomes more confident; above all, whether the open 

societies, which must give the lead—for the philosophical and conceptual bases of 

international co-operation are largely Western— can appreciate the true size of the 

problem. But it depends also on our attitude to men and leaders. The men who led us 

out of the thicket of mid-century parochialism— Smuts, Keynes, Hammarskjöld, 

Bunche, Pearson and all the creators of the European idea save Monnet—are dead. 

One task that lies immediately before us is to find worthy successors and endow them 

with considerable authority. ‘The sense of danger must not disappear,’ wrote Auden:  

 

The way is certainly both short and steep, 

However gradual it looks from here;  

Look if you like, but you will have to leap.  

 

 

 

 

 


