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Rostow: Will We Snatch Defeat From the Jaws of Victory?

In a sequel to his address to the Naval War College last year, which appeared in the
September 1970 issue of the ‘"Naval War College Review,” Dr. Rostow discusses the
chance at this juncture in history for the United States to participate in building a
stable world order. Contending that America’s role over the next few years could
prove to be the crucial factor between achieving a stable peace or allowing the worid
to drift in continued war and chaos, the article focuses both on the hopeful signs for

peace as well as the forces in international politics endangering these goals.

WILL WE SNATCH DEFEAT

FROM THE JAWS OF VICTORY?

A lecture delivered at the Naval War College

by

Dr, Walt W. Rostow

My title today is both unfashionable
and paradoxical, [ derived it from an
article in the London Feonomist' re-
ferring 1o American poliey in Southeast
Asia. [ shall be discussing a wider range
of issues, including Southcast Asia.

The title is unflashionable hecause it
is not gencrally regarded as good taste
these days to talk aboul victory; it is
paradoxical because my notion of vie
tory is not triumpl in the usual military
sense: il is the building of stable peace,
on the principles of the United Nations
Charter, from the intractable raw ma-
terials left in the wake of the Second
Worlil War,

I put the matter this way in a talk at
Fort Bragg in June 1961:2

The victory we seck will see no
ticker tape parades down Broad-
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way—uo climaclic battles nor
greal American celebrations of
victory. LU is a victory which will
take many years and decades of
hard work and  dedication—by
many peoples—to bring about.
This will not be a victory of the
United States over the Sowviet
Union. It will not be a viclory of
capitalism over socialien, 11 wilt
be a victory of men and nations
which aim to stand up straight
over the forees that wish to entrap
and to exploit their revolutionary
aspirations ol modernization, . ..

The American interest will be
served if our children live in an
environment of strong, assertive,
independent  nations, eapable,
because they are strong, of as
suming collective  responsibility
for the peace.
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I begin with the question of peace
because 1 helieve the word has been
dcbased in the current debate on {oreign
policy. In the name of peace the ques
tions posed in that debate are: How fast
and how mnch shonld the United States
pull back from responsibility in the
world? tow many troops can we pnll
out of Asia or Europe? How far can we
cnt the military budgel or the loreign
aid budgel?

I believe we are debating the wrong
questions, The right gnestion is: What
must America do to play its parl in
moviug from where we arc to reason-
ably stable peace?

I believe this is the right question,
becanse the underlying forees al work in
the world offer more chanee than at any
time since 1945—and, perhaps, since
1914—for he attainment ol reasonably
slable peace. But the movement is not
cerlain, There are also powerful forces
at work making for disrupliou and
violence, of which the most dangerous
arc thosc pushing the United States
toward cxcessive withdrawal from re-
sponsibility.

My theme is, then, that the world
community is in dclicate balanee be-
tween hopeful and dangerons outcomes
and that our behavior as a society could
prove to be the critical factor,

I shall develop this argument in three
parts: [irst, a definition of the forces
making for the possibility of stable
peace; second, a bricf portrait of the
precarious balance in the arms raec, the
Middle East, and Southcast Asia; third,
some observations about our political
and cconomic life relevant to the out-
come,

11

What, then, are the bascs for hope?
First, there is the diffusion of power
away from Moscow and Washington.
Thig iz no new phenomenon, T began,
in a sense, for hoth capitals in 1948,

Ior the United States it began when

the American Congress voted the funds
for the Marshal Plan and threw its
weight behind the movement toward
Western Kuropean unity, We sel about
reviving a region which we hoped Lo see
emerge as a partner, nol a satellite.

For Moscow the diffusion of power
began when Tito defied Stalin and
proved that Yugoslavia could suevive on
Lhat basis.

This dilfusion‘has continued over the
past generation, gathering momentum
pacticnlarly  after the Cuban missile
crisis.

That erisis persuaded men in mauy
parts of the world that the Soviel Union
was uot as dangerous as it had been over
the previous L5 years, and, therefore,
they could acl with greater indepen-
dence ol Washington, as well as of
Moscow. The missile erisis also brought
Moscow’s split with Peking into the
open and intensificd it,

So far as Amecrican policy is con-
cerned, 1 believe we can take pride in
the fact thal in the first postwar genera-
lion we threw our political influence, as
well as onr economic resonrees, behind
the degire of nations to fashion their
own deatinics, And we have moved in
receut years—under President Johnson’s
leadership and now President Nixon’s—
o the active support of regionalism in
Latin America, Afriea, and Asia, as well
as continuing onr support for regional-
ism in Western Europe. We did not
opposc the ditfusion of power, We tried
to help organize il in constrnctive ways,

For Moscow the diffusion of power
has meant that the Communist vision of
a world led by the Soviet Union has
receded. Along its Chinese fronlicr and
in Eastecrn Europe grandiose hopes have
changed Lo anxictics. In the developing
conlinents, nations incrcasingly march
lo their own beal, Soviel policy has
moved in the dircetion of a conven-
tional concern for Russian security. The
transition is not complete but I believe
there arc more men in Moscow than
there were 10 years ago who undersland
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that the world emerging in the latter
half of the 20th century is not going to
be dominated by any single power or
any single ideology and Lhat their duly
to their own peoples is to help organize
the world peacclully rather than to try
to conlrol il direetly from Moscow,
That is what the Nonproliferation
Trealy is aboul; thal is the inarticulate
premise of the SALT talks, and the
occasional Soviet cfforts to join others
in damping, rather than exacerbating,
crises, But other c¢venls raise warning
flags: the Middle East since 1967 and
the Sovict failure to honor its commit-
ment to the Laos Acecords of 1962
should remind us that Lhis doctrine has
nol been fully accepted. But we are
closcr to it than we were even 10 years
ago; and the forces making for the
diffusion of power will cerlainly persist,
not diminish,

Related to the diffusion of power is a
seceond major force which could lead us
in the direction of stable peace; that is,
the decline of lhe aggressive revolu-
tionary romanties,

The polities of developing nations
has been marked in the generalion sinee
1945 by a group of autocralic or totali-
tarian leaders who have chosen to build
their domestic  polities on  “anti-
imperialism™ and to channel a high
proportion of the limited encergies,
talents, and resources available Lo them
into external expansion: in Asia the
roster included Mao, Ho, Kim, Sukarne;
in the Middle East, Nasser and the other
radical Arab leaders; in Africa, Nkrumah
and Ben Bella; in Latin America, Castro,
[n one way or another these men were
decply involved in the world’s major
crises since South Korca was invaded
more Lhan 20 years ago.

Some of these leaders are gone, and
the fate of others—and their policics—is
still to be determined. In general, how-
cver, they cncountered three forces
which have tended to [rusirate them,

First, they encountered thatl nemesis
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of all expansionists: other people’s
nationalism,

Second, they encountered the resis-
tance of those who have not wished to
sce the regional balances of power
upsct. The United States has carried in
our lime the major burden of sup-
porling those under pressure of regional
aggression; but the British and Aus-
tralians stood with Malaysia; 15 nations,
with South Korea; six, wilth Soulh
Vietnam; Britain and the United States
slood wilh Jordan and Lebanon in
1958; gince 1967 the Uniled States hag
helped keep the balance of regional
forees from overwhelming lseacl.

Third, their relative neglect ol do-
meslic welfare gradually reduced polili-
cal support al home for policics of
expansion, 1l is casy initially to exeile
the people with visions of quick redress
lor real or believed old grievances or
humiliations or with visions of new
grandeur; but, in time, the desire 1o cal
beller, Lo see Lhe children grow up with
better health and more cducation asscrls
itsell,

It was in such scllings of frustration
and disabuse thal Nkrumah, Ben Bella,
and Sukarno pave way lo suceccssors
more focused on tasks of welfare and
growlh; Kim and Sadat now elevate the
priority of domestic development; Cas-
tro lays before his people the depth of
the economic disarray in Cuba; and the
North Vietnamese, after Tet in 1968,
began 1o surface their inner debale on
the priority of vietory in the South
versus  “‘building  socialism™ in North
Victnam. (I regret that lalest evidence
suggests that victory in Indochina has
heen reinstalled as the overriding pri-
ority in Hanoi.)

lt is no casy thing lor a group of
political leaders to abandon a vision to
which their mature lives have been
committed and which, up to a point,
has granted them suceess. In the case ol
Hanoi, Pyongyang, Cairo, and Havana,
the availability of large cxternal re-
sources permits postponement ol the
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decision to shifl from expansion abroad
lo growth and wellare at home. And
before these dreams are abandoned, we
may sec linal desperate acls Lo fulfill
them.

But, in the end—sooner or later—they
will confronl the desliny of the first
greal romantic  revolulionary  expan-
sionisl—Napoleon, And they—or their
successors—will ¢ccho Napoleon’s memo-
randum Lo his Finance Minister in De-
cember 1812, when he abandoned the
conlinental syslem and Lhe attempt to
throttle Britain: *“Undoubtedly it is
necessary Lo harm our foes, bul above
all we nust live.”

The third hopeful foree for peace at
work is the trend of eyents and policy in
Pcking, We have observed a truly ox-
traordinary passagc of hislory since
Mao—a tew weeks afler the (irst sputnik
wus launched in  the autumn ol
1957—proclaimed in Moscow thal lhe
[last Wind was prevailing over the West
and that the Communist Party of the
Soviet Union shonld lead the Commu-
nist world in a greal olfensive:

® from the spring of 1958, at lcast,
Moscow and Peking moved toward
mortal disagreement over the nuelear
question;

® Mao’s Great Leap Forward of
1958 failed;

® by the Deeember 1960 Moscow
meeling of the world’s Communist
Partics, Soviel alomic and cconomic
cxperls bad been wilthdrawn from China
and Lhe struggle for power in tbe Com-
mnnist world belween Moscow und
Peking was [ully under way;

® in Lhe wake of Lthe Cuban missile
crisis and the Test Ban Trcaty the split
became overt, and quarrelsome inler-
parly documents were published before
the world;

o following the October 1904 ex-
plosion of a Chinese Communist nuelear
weapon, Soviel forces gradually built up
on the Sino-Soviet [rontier and were
matched by the Chinese;

® in 1965 Peking moved toward a

REVIEW

major breakthrough: [Tanoi was close to
viclory in South Viclnam; Sukarno
wilhdrew from the Uniled Nalions, pro-
claiming his association with Dcking;
and plans for the conferenee in Algicrs
moved ahead with ils aim ol welding the
developing world into an anli-American
bloc. Theu, in June, Ben Bella was
overthrown and the Algiers conference
put aside; in July, Presidenl Johnson
made his decision Lo pul Amecrican
forecs massively into Vietnam; in Oe-
lober, the Communist elforl lo seize
power in Indonesia failed; and a few
weeks later the Cultural Revolution
began, throwing the Chinese mainland
inlo protracted crisis;

® after 2 years of cconomic deeline
and near political anareby, in 1967 the
tide began Lo lurn in Peking loward
more  raliondl domestic and foreign
policies, Behind the recent outburst of
ping-pong diplomacy lay several ycars of
slow cconomic recovery, the gradual
political triumph of the Chinese military
and Lechnocerats, and the quicl resump-
tion of normal diplomacy wilh other
nations in the non-Communist world,

This more hopeful phase in Chincse
Communist relations with the outside
world is linked with the two major
forces which 1 deseribed a moment ago:

® the dilfusion of power away from
Moscow and Washington, of which the
Soviet troops massed on Lhe Chinese
fronticr are a powerlul symbol;

® and the decline of Lhe romantic
revolutionaries, of whom Mao must be
regarded as the most remarkable,

Taken all together, then, it is not
beyond the range of possibility Lthat we
might scc in the years ahecad:

® 4 Soviet Union which has aceepted
its role as a greal nation-stale among
many and is prepared, while advaneing
ils intercats, to work toward stabilizing
a world cnvironment as potentially
dangerons to Russians as Lo others;

® a transition lo moderalion in
Pyongyang, Hanoi, Cairo, and Havana
equivalent Lo that which has alrcady
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oceurred n Djakarta, Algiers, and
Acera;

® Lhe emergence of a Peking on the
Asian and world scenes prepared Lo
concenlrate Lhe greal talenis and ener-
gies of the Chinese people on moderni-
zalion, while, in Mr. Rusk’s old phrase,
leaving its neighbors alone.

Under those ecireumslances, the
world ecommunity would still be a Lively
place; for the forces at work on the
planct are inherently volatile; bul it
might begin Lo approximate the relative
order and balanee envisaged at San
Francisco in 1945 when the United
Nations Charter was drafted.

1

These are possibilitics; but they are
nol certaintics. We have not come vasily
or aulomatically to the point where
these hopes can rationally be expressed
as possibilitics, We have come o Lhis
poinl only because Americans  and
others have acted and, il necessary, laid
down their lives to render unrealistic
other less benign paths of policy.

Take, for example, the arms race and
the SALT talks,

How have we come Lo Lhe agreement
in principle acknowledged in the 20
May, announcement, in Washinglon and
Mosecow, that the next round in the
SALT talks will concentrate on a limila-
tion of ABM’s plus “ecerlain measures”
Lo limit offensive weapons as well?

IVirst, there was the Soviel psycho-
logical triumph of sputnik in October
1957 and Khrushchev’s sysliemalic pro-
jection of an extraordinary lic; namely,
that the Soviet Union had moved into
regular  large-scale  production ol
1ICBM’s. On the basis of Lhis lie, plus the
reality of the IRBM’s targeted on West-
ern Furope, he launched his campaign
ol nuclear blackmail designed Lo detach
Herlin from the Weslt and lo wreck
NATO. And when Lhis failed, he sought
a cheap way Lo shill the nuelear balance

bdy putting IRBM’s in Cuba.
by U.S.
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It was President Kennedy’s destiny
to deal with Lhis dangerous passage.
Having triumphed m a eritical test ol
will in the Caribbean, he sought and
succceded in lurning Moscow ftom nu-
clear threat Lo nuelear agreement, in the
1963 Test Ban agrecment.

With great stubbornness and sense of
purpose, Presidenl Johnson pressed
Moscow Lo persist along this path; and
he succeeded in achieving a nonpro-
liferation trealy and in laying the basis
for the SALT talks which would have
begun with a summit meeting scheduled
for announcement on Wednesday, 21
August 1968, if the Sovict Union had
not invaded Czechoslovakia on the pre-
vious day.

Between 1965 and 1969, however,
Moscow pul cnormous resources into
1ICBM’s, built a substantial ABM syslem
around Moscow, and created, in addi-
tion, the still somewhal ambiguous
Tallin antiaircraft system with potential
ABM capabilitics. This movement of Lhe
Sovicl Union to strategic parity with the
United States has eontinued with greal
momenlum over the past two and a hall
years, as ligures 1-5 suggest.”

The announcement of 20 May was
hopeful, bul inconclusive. A great ques-
lion cvidently still exisls in Moscow
whieh we should understand and discuss
candidly: Should the Soviel Union eom-
plete the SALT negotiations and bring
the strategic arms race to a formal close
on Lhe basis ol parity, somehow ac-
ceplably delined to both parlics? Or,
should it go lorward, on the basis of
current momentum, and lry Lo achicve
stralegic superiorily over the United
Stales in some meaningful sensc?

There are lwo ways in which the
Saviet Union might achicve superiority,
First, a sulliciently massive buildup of
strategic forees, olfensive and delensive,
so that a Sovict lirst sirike mighl be
underlaken against the United Stales so
powerful thal the United States could
only inflicl in a seeond strike a level of
destruction on the Soviel Union which
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TRENDS IN
US AND SOVIET
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the Sovicl leaders judged acceplable;
that is, Lhe Uniled Slales would be
destroyed as a viable power, whereas a
viable Russia, slill under Comumunisl
control, would survive. Such an insane
enlerprise is most unlikely; bul it is
conceivable in a world which has scen,
in this century, a good deal of political
madness. And we have no right to offer
such a temptation,

The sccond sense in which Sovict
superiority might be achieved would be
whal might be called a reverse Cuban
missile crisis; that is, against the back-
ground of a substantial Soviet stralcgic
advantage over the Uniled States, plus
the availahility of sufficient Sovicl cou-
ventional forces, Moscow might try Lo
force Washington Lo back down in a
major confrontation in a parlicular arca;
for example, the Middle Last.

Thought in Moscow, as in all capitals,
is complex, 1 do not belicye all Soviet
officials are obscssed with enyy and
hostility toward Lhe United States; bul
il is worth recalling Khrushchev's [rame
of mind, in his own words, as he put the
missiles into Cuha:*

...it was high lime America
learned what it feels like to have
her own land and her own people
threatened. We Russians have suf-
fered Lhree wars over the last hall
century: World War I, the Civil
War, and World War 11, Amecrica
has never had to fight a war on
her own soil, at least not in the
past fifty years, She’s sent troops
abroad to fight in two World
Waurs—and made a fortunc as a
result. Amecrica has shed a few
drops of her own blood while
making billions by bleeding the
resl of the world dry.

We would be most unwise to believe
that Sovict leaders might not, in some-
thing like Khrushehev’s spirit of 1962,
try again, il they fell they had a military
advantage. The likelihood of such a
dangerous adventure is inercased some-
what by a belicf that our statistical
stralcgic advantage played a lacge role in
President Kenuedy's stand at Berlin and
in the Carihbean in 1961-62, I do not
believe it did. [t gave President Kennedy
small comfort, if any, to know that

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol24/iss7/3
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more of America thau Russia would
survive a nuelear exchange, as Western
Europe was incincrated. He aeecpted
some risk of nuelcar eonflict rather than
surrender vital American interests, be-
cause there was a good chance that
Mosecow would not risk nuelear war Lo
expand its power if it found the United
States redoubtable in defense of a vital
interest. As he told Khrushehev at
Vienna, Kennedy believed Moscow
would be cqually redoubtable in defense
of its vital interests, Nevertheless, some
Sovict leaders may believe—and some
Amgricans do believe—that the numbers
mallered greatly in 1961-62; and that
fact makes it essential that we do not
permit a Soviet strategic advantage lo
emerge even if it is well short of what
would be rtequired for a first Soviet
strike.

Bul the eritical question, in my view,
is not merely the estimale in Moscow of
the strategie numbers, but the image of
Ameriean will. I know what it took in
American strength and will to Dring
about the Test Ban Treaty, the Nonpro-
liferation Treaty, and the beginning of
the SALT talks, These things did not
happen Decausc we went about slo-
gancering for peace. They happened
beeause we combined strength with a
deep understanding of legitimate Rus-
sian seeurity interesls, We indueed Mos-
cow to move along a path where ecrtain
of its legilimale national interests eould
find comnstructive ecxpression, while
blocking the paths to other, more dan-
gerous enterpriscs.

I believe President Nixon and Am-
bassador Gerard Smith, and their Sovict
counterparts, bave the chance to achieve
a major breakthrough in the mouths
ahead to the benefit of the American
and Soviet pcoples and all bumanity.
The greatest danger to Lhat possibilily,
however, lics in our projecling to Mos-
cow the image of a nalion engaged in
unilateral disarmament, or a nation so
confused about its role and purposes in
the world—-so weakened in will—that a

JAWS OF VICTORY 11

reverse Cuban missile erisis might be
worth the try.

Much the same kind of balance be-
tween hope and danger exists in the
Middle East,

Look back, for a moment, at the
rocky road we all have traveled sinee the
Soviel arms deal with Egypt and the
Sues erisis some 15 ycars ago. Firsl,
there was a phase of Soviel penclration
reaching into Iraq, Syria, and Algeria as
well as Egypt. President Lisenhower’s
conduel of the Lebanon-Jordan crisis
drew a line in the dust; and, for a Lime,
Nasser lurned more moderate, looking
to the great unresolved tasks of Egyp-
tian modernization.

President Kennedy sought to en-
courage this process, granting substan-
Lial aid Lo Egypt in the form of food to
feed the cilies, The Lensions in Lhe arca
subsided for a little while. In the phrasc
of one Egyptian diplomat, Israet was
put on the baek burner, But, tragically,
Nasser could not resist commitment Lo
the struggle in Yemen which began in
September 1962, This indeeisive and
coslly affair distorted his cconomy,
increased  his  dependence on Soviet
arms, drew him away from the West,
and, in the end, lowered his prestige in
the Arab world.

As Syrian pressure on lsrael in-
crecased, Moscow threw a mateh into the
haystack in the second week of May
1967, by spreading false information of
Israeli mobilization. This induced Syria
to press Nasser to mobilize in the Sinai,
Nasser, loaded with Soviel arms but
diminished by events in the Yemen, saw
a road back Lo Arab leadership; and he
agreed. Then, carried away by the mo-
menlum of events, he closed the Gulf of
Aqaba, and the Six Day War resulted.

President Johnson moved Lo mini-
mize e possibility of direet Soviel
intervention and to keep the balanee of
arms in the area, while working for a
stable long-term settiemenl, President
Nixon has pursued a similar policy.

In this setling, gradually, painfully,

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1971
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the balance of feeling in the Arab world
began to move toward moderation: the
Fedayeen made their bid last year but
were defeated in Jordan; a new, more
temperale  government cmerged in
Damascus, and President Sadat has
talked Lo his people aboul the primacy
of cducation and other tasks which
musl be faced if a modern Egypl rooled
in the great Arab culture is lo cmerge.
He is apparently trying lo assure Lhat
Egypt can be truly iudependent, rather
than Lhe pawn in the imperial game of a
great power.

All these events, as we know, were
framed by a massive expansion in the
Sovict Navy aud a kind of latter-day
Mahanist cfforl to cxpand Soviet in-
fluenee in the Medilerrancan, [ast
Africa, and the Indian Ocean area as far
easl as Singapore,

There must be great templation in
Cairo and Moscow to try again: Lo
succecd against lsracl fu the 1970’s afler
the failures of Lthe 1940%, 1950, and
1960%, The balanec between another
bloody erusade, on the ouc hand, and,
on the other, an acceplance of lsracl
and a turning Lo the modernization of
Arab soecicties is close.

And again, we—we Americans—arc
the critical margin, If American military
strength in the Mediterranean (the capa-
hility lor the projeclion ol power into
the Mediterrancan) weakens—if Ameri-
can political life projects an image of
hasty, irresponsible withdrawal from
responsibility in Europe and Asia—the
balance could tip, in Moscow and Cairo,
away from pursuit ol a firm Middle East
scttlerment Loward another desperate try
Lo reverse the course ol history since the
emergence of Tsrael in 1949,

The policy and postnre of America
bear also on policy in Tel Aviv. Any
likely Middle East sctttement will in-
volve much more explicit American
guarantees and a larger American role in
the Middle East than the fragile settle-
ment of 1957, put together with chow-
ing gum and string. lsracl mnst clearly

withdraw, in such a settlement, from
the bulk of the territory it now occu-
pics. {1s willingness Lo do so, Lhe abdity
of its political lile to bear the strain,
depends greatly on the credibility of
American strength and will, IL is not
surprising, Lherefore, that [sraclis follow
with greal attention Lthe American per-
formance in Asia and Europe, and the
temper of our political lile, as they
study the peace proposals laid before
them by the American Governmenl,

Now my third illustration of the
preearious  balance existing  between
forces making (or a more stable world
order and those threatening Lo plange ns
into still worse tnrmoil-I speak of Asia,
Look back and econsider again the pan-
orama of Asia in 1963,

® A South Victnam on the verge of
defeat and lakcover;

® [ndonesia in conlrontation with
Malaysia, out of the United Nalions,
making common cause with Peking,
cager to complele what both Djakarta
and Pcking deseribed as a pineer move-
ment o take over the whole ol South-
cast Asia, through a “Djakarla-Phnom-
Penh-llanoi-Peking-Pyongyang Axis”—a
concept enunciated on 17 August 1965
by Sukarno Limsell.

® A Peking proclaiming that “Thai-
land is next.”

All of Asia knew that its futarc hung
in the balance. As Robert Menzies said
in 1965, if Vietnam fell it would be
“not so very long” before Australia
would be “menaced,” anil the danger
was sLill cloger aud more obvious in the
other cupitals—as, for cxample, Maca-
pagal, in Manila, and Abdul Rahman, in
Kuala Lumpur, male elear,

Then President Johnson moved Lo
commit American forces.

Now, 0 ycars later, there is a dif-
lerent Asia,

South Victnam, having harvested the
greatest rice crop in its history, is about
Lo conduct its second presilential clec-
tion under a democralic constitution,
with well over 90 percent of its popula-

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol24/iss7/3
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tion under reliable government adminis-
Lration.

® Indonesia is independent and
moving forward hopefully in cconomie
and soeial progress.

® Asgian rcgional organizalions have
come into being; for example, ASPAC,
ASEAN, the Asian Development Bank,
These ofler greal promise that in Lhe
future Asians, working together, can
inereasingly shape their own destiny.

® Japan, the third industrial power
in the world, is evidently prepared to
use ils expanding cconomic resources to
help others in the region whose mod-
ernization began in later limes bul who
arc now moving lorward with aston-
ishing momentum: in South Korca, Tai-
wan, Thailand, Malaysia, and Singapore,

® Peking, enjoying economie prog-
ress afler a deeade of erratic frustration,
ia experimenting, at least, with the idea
of normalizing its relations with Asia
and the rest of the world.

But all this is still precarious aud
fragile. As the South Vielnamesc take
over iucreasing responsibility for their
own defensc and try to make a constitu-
tioual system work which very few
postcolonial nations have been able Lo
manage, they feel every day the threat
of hasty, total Americau withdrawal and
the pressure of those who would cut off
all military aid Lo them in order to
guarantec a Communist victory.

North Vietnamese troops are em-
bedded, without a shred of legality,
deep in Cambodia and Laos, threatening
the Mckong towns and the Thai border;
and not one weapou they carry or shell
they [lire was manufactured in North
Vietnam. And, putting aside their long-
neglected tasks of economie and soeial
development, Lhe leaders in Hanoi con-
tinue to pour young men into the
infiltration pipelines in an effort to
crack Lhe proeess of Vietnamizalion.

There is a deeent hope that an Asia
could emerge in the years ahead in
which the North Vietnamese go back Lo
their borders; the indcpendent states
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survive and inereasingly work together;
rclalions  with China—and, indced,
North Vietnam—are normalized; and Lhe
American role continues Lo diminish,
while remaining a relevanl forec in
Asian and Pacilic alfairs,

There is also a real danger that all
thal has been achieved since 1965 by
those m Asia and ourselves eould be
lost; thal a vaecuum emerge in Southcast
Agia which Peking, as well as Hanoi,
would lcel impelled to try to fill; Lhat
Asia move from Lhe promise of stahility
and progress to ehaos or a war far
grealer Lhan lhal we now see in Indo-
china. And along the way the possibility
of a Nonproliferation Treaty could be
lost and the world plunged inlo nuelear
chaos. 1 find il hard to believe that
Japan, India, and others would rely on
the nuelear guarantee of an Ameriea
that walked away from ils solemn trealy
commitments to Soulheast Asin; and
the American nuclear guarantee is the
major underpinning of the Nonprolifera-
tion Treaty,

There are some, | know, who belicve
we can uprool our commilment in
Asis—where two-thirds of humanity
lives—but keep intact our commitments
to Europe and the Middle East. I do not
helieve that. The world is round and it is
small, and the bankruptley of a greal
power is indivisible,

v

Il this analysis is correcl, what is
wrong with the United States? If the
possibilities of movement toward stable
peace are so real aud the risks of ehaos
and inercased violence also so real, why
is American politieal life fixated not on
these great hopes and dangers, but on
jusl how rapidly we ean pull back or
pull out?

I believe there are lwo major reasons.
The first 1 dealt with at length in my
talk a ycar ago (rom this platform,
whieh | ecalled the Toequeville Oscilla-
tion. Historically, in this eentury, we
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have only aeted abroad with unity and
purpose in the face of a elear and
present danger Lo the balanee of power
in Kurope or Asia or Lo Lhe effort of a
major power to emplace itself Lo Lhe
south of us in this hemisphere. Thus,
the responses of 1917 in Europe and the
Atlantic; 1940-41 in Europe and then
the Pacilic; 1947-49 in Furope; the
initial response of 1950 in Korea;
1961-62 in Europe and the Carihbeau;
and, even the initial response to Presi-
dent Johnsou’s deeision of 1965,

Ameriea has performed best when it
taced a palpable and acute problem—
widely recognized and delined in com-
mon terms—to the solution of which it
could address its [ull cnergies, talents,
and resources.

Now we are trying to do something
quite different. We are trying to manage
4 redistribution ol respousibility in
which we will do less, while others will
do more, withoul inducing major crises
or chaos on the world scenc. We are
tryiug salely to withdraw, in degree,
from the prepouderaul positions we
initially filled in the postwar world
while also making our contribution to
stable world order.

We are trying to cxploit constrne-
tively Lhe gathering strength of olhers
on the world scene; their desire in-
creasingly lo shape their own destiny,
without being dominated by any major
power, iucluding the Uuiled States; and
the fact that abiding American interests
are satislicd by an cssentially negative
coudition: that uo potentially hostile
power hold the balanee of power in
Furope or Asia or gain a foothold iu this
hemisphere.

This is the complex pattern of policy
which our Government—under President
Johnson and President Nixon—has been
trying to pursuc in order Lo reconcile
abiding American sceurily iutercsts, Lhe
cmerging possibililics for stable peace,
and the widespread sense iu America
that we were, somchow, overcommitted
or disproportionatcly committed iu the

REVIE

first postwar gencration,

Bul as this subtle, triangular policy is
managed, decply rooted, old-fashioned
sirands of isolalionizsm have come to the
surfoce of Ameriean lile. They are being
pressed with ardor and ingenuity by
gome men of unquestioned sincerity as
well as access Lo money and the media.
And some American lcaders—old
cnough aud cxperienced enough to
know better—are howing their heads to
this onslaught, as they read the polls
and sense again the moods that swept
the Nation at such greal cost in the
1930% and in the period 1945-47,

There is nothing new aboul Ameri-
cans, when they feel safe, taking the
view thal eonfli¢ts in Europe or Asia are
not vilal lo our national interests; that
our problems at home arc so pressing
that we musl pul aside concerus [or the
state of the world; or even that the wars
we [ought were immoral. As Dexter
Perking noted in the Yale Review as
long ago as Junc 1951, it is characler-
istic of Americaus to think of past wars
with “a somewhal guilly conscience™;
and reading our long liue of “revision-
sl hisloriaus, one could conelude,
Perkins noled, “that every war in which
this country has been engaged was really
quite unnceessary or immoral or both,”
And with the unique but partial ex-
coption of the Second World War—wheu
Pcarl Harbor and Hitler’s declaralion of
war were quite clarilyiug—all of our
conllicts have been accompanied by
dissidence and impassioned opposition,
inchuding the Revolutiou itsell.

In this cenlury, isolalionism has
never beeu far from the surface of our
politics. There have been strands of
isolationism on what arc called con-
servative and liberal sides of American
politics. Both are uow being cvoked,
somctimes by the same isolatiouist
advocates; for example:

® with respeet in Victnam: on the
right, we ought to win the war with all
we have or get out; on the left, the war
is immoral;

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol24/iss7/3
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® with respeet to Furope: on the
right, by this time the Europeans ought
to defend themselves; on the left, the
cold war is over,

Now, the preeise scale of our forees
in Asia or Furope is a legitimate ques-
tion; but it is a subsidiary question.

The trouble with the eurrent debate
on foreign policy in the United States is
that we have permitted the isolationists
to sct the terms of the debate on that
subsidiary issue while concealing the
truly great primary question we face—
the question of how we move toward
stable peace.

The way to talk about military forees
is to pose this question: What American
forees arc required, in a world where
others are gradually gathering strength,
to provide a secure base for the pursuit
of stable peaee?

The grand question is, then: Can
America overcome the Tocqueville
Oseillation; can America for the first
tim¢ make the responsible, steady, and
energetic pursuit of stable peace the
focus of its foreign policy rather than
await situations of mortal danger hefore
we reael eonvulsively? Are we doomed
to oscillate between: “Too proud to
fight™ and a crusade to make the world
safe for democeraey; between Neutrality
Acts and “unconditional surrender™; be-
tween sentimentality about our noble
ally, Joseph Stalin, plus “bring the boys
home™ and rigid cold war policies; or, to
invert the sequence, between a Commu-
nist China viewed as an abiding mortal
encmy and now, in the wake of ping-
pong diplemaey, the intoxicating dis-
covery that the strects of Peking are
clean, Mao makes the trains run on
time, and the danger to Southcast Asia
bas, therefore, ended.

It is time we grew up. The Toeque-
ville Oscillation is a mortally dangerous
game in a nuclcar age. It is preciscly
because they were aware of this mortal
danger that four of our postwar Presi-
dents have taken upon themselves heavy
politieal costs to lean againat it:

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1971
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® President Truman, who saw his
standing in the polls disintegrate as he
held the line in Korea but avoided a
larger war;

@ President Kennedy, warned on all
sides from the beginning of the dangers
of a long, twilight struggle in Southeast
Asia, with the memory of President
Truman’s polls engraved in his retentive
mind, but firm to the end on Vietnam;

® President Johnson, bolding tena-
ciously to a complex policy of resisting
aggression, avoiding a larger war, and
pressing the possibilitics of a nuclear
reconeiliation  with Moscow  while
watching his political capital ebb away;

® and, now, President Nixon, re-
fusing to sct a date for total American
withdrawal from Southcast Asia, re-
fusing to tear up our treatics, holding
the line in Europe and the Middle East,
knowing full well the course of Presi-
dent Truman’s and President Johnson’s
polls, as well as his own.,

I have no doubt that President Eisen-
hower would have acted on his adviee to
President-cleet Kennedy of 19 January
1961, if hc had continued to bear
responsibility: hold at all ecsts in South-
cust Asia. And he baeked President
Kennedy and President Johnson at
every hard step of the way,

All five of our postwar Presidents
have struggled for the larger objective
beyond resistance to aggression. They
all saw that the proper cutcome of the
cold war struggles was not mcerely hold-
ing at the truce lines, not merely bold-
ing the balanee of power, but reacbing
out beyond to build a world of stable
peaec.

We ought, then, to have the maturity
to move out of the Tocqueville Oscilla-
tion to the patient pursuit of world
order, because that geal is a more
realistic possibility than it has becn
gince 1914, Look at the forces at work
in Agia, including the trend toward
moderation in China, the potentially
constructive role of Japan, and the
rising determination and eapacity of the
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smaller states, including South Victnam,
to stand on their feet. Look at the
lorees of moderation at work in the
Middle East, torturcd for so long by
multiple schisms that mighl abate as
political leaders come to realine that the
needs ol the men, women, aud children
of the region aud the conditions for
dignificd independence descrve  higher
priorily than old cnmitics and oul-ol-
date ideologics. Look at Weslern
Europe, moving toward a long delayed
unity embracing the United Kingdom,
with the promise of heing able to carry
more of the common burdens ol build-
ing the peace than over the pasl quarter
centnry. And, above all, there is Lhe
possibility of bringing the nuelear threat
to humanity more ncarly under control
by a successful completion of the SALT
talks and a consolidation of the Non-
proliferation Trealy.

All these elcments in play could yicld
good results; but in no casc is the
oulcome cerlain; in no case can 1l be
brought about by America acting on its
own; but in no case can it happen unless
a responsible America recognizes that in
a world ol dilfusing power we remain
the eritical margin.

v

Now a second observalion aboul our
gituation, One of the wholesome [orces
operating  almost universally in  the
world is the rising claim of domestic
welfare [or scarce resources, We are not
and wc shonld not be immune, given
our unlulliled tasks as we seck to
improve the quality of our socicty,

We cannot play our critical role at
the margin of world aflaits unless our
cconomic performance improves  al

home, Our people will not support a
protracled and responsible search [or
peace il they feel that essential domestic
problems are not being solved, and we
shall lack the resources to play our parl
abroad unless the domeslic cconomy is
strengthened and our balance ol pay-
menls remains viable,

Right uow clforts arc heing made to
cxpand our economy aflter a phasc of
stagnation, That period ol stagnation,
accompanicd by continued inflation,
has cul inlo every houschold and private
institution; and it has weakened public
policics necessary for Lhe progress and
stability of our domeslic socicly:

® State and local governments arc
strapped lor tax revenucs;

® cducational institutions,
and private, are shaken;

® the citics, alrcady in crisis, have
scen a further deterioration of casenlial
services;

& ahove all, the economic and social
gap hetween whites and  nonwhites,
which narrows quite rapidly at, say, a 4
percenl of real growth, has ceased to
move last enough in the right dircetion
as nonwhile uncmployment rises dis-
proportionately. The number ol those
stalistically designated as “poor™ in the
United States rose last month for the
first lime since 1959, In addilion, the
continucd pressurc of inflalion has kept
our halanec ol payments position weak
and our capacily to carry our respon-
sibilities in Lhe world under question,

The case for a policy of ceonomic
cxpansion is strong—indeed, overwhelm-
ing; but we are launched upon it with
the problem of inllation unsolved.
There is no way this Nation of ours can
do what it musl do at home and abroad
il we continue with annual moncy wage
rate inercases of 8, 10, 12 pereent or
more when productivity incrcases at
only 3 percent. In their hearls, cvery
worker and his wife knows this; every
labor leader; cvery busincssman; and
every international banker. The fact
that some ol our competitors abroad are
doing nol much better is of no comfort,
The dollar is a special currcncy in the
world, A painful and dangerous retribu-
Llion awails us, unless we aller course
soon. And the problem of inflation will
gel worse, nol better, as the cconomy
cxpands and labor markets tighlen,

I can only asserl the remedy here,

puhlic
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not argue the case fully. I believe we
must build our economic policy on a
three-legged stool: fiscal policy; mone-
tary policy; and wage-price guidelines
which relate wages to productivity and
assure that price policies do not exploit
labor self-restraint to shift income dis-
proportionately to profits. We enjoyed
that kind of situation, without legisla-
tion, between 1961 and 1966. Whether
we can now reachieve that mutual self-
discipline in our society without legisla-
tion, I have come increasingly to doubt.
We should certainly examine the most
stable example of this essential recon-
ciliation in a vigorous free economy:
Australia, where compulsory wage arbi-
tration has come widely to be accepted
and a 2.3 percent annual price increase
was reconciled in the 1960’s with an
average 1.5 percent unemployment
rate.’

But legislation and even compulsory
arbitration are not enough. Something
more basic must happen. Labor leaders
must come fogether to examine what
would be fair as among the different
unions and groups of labor under rules
which relate wage increases to the
average increase in productivity; and
then they must come to agreement on
the terms of equity with business and
government. The task is difficult. But it
is not impossible, because every segment
ol our society loses now and all would
gain by a reconciliation of steady
growth and price stability. There are no
fiscal tricks or monetary tricks that will
do the job without this statesmanlike
social contract. Legislation may help;
but a deeper mutual understanding must
he sought and reached if America is to
do what it must do and be what it must
be—at home and abroad.

VI

The two problems I have discussed
are linked; that is, the need for a new,
more positive approach to the world
community and a reordering of our
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domestic economic policy. If the isola-
tionist mood is aceepted as inevitable, if
the only serious question is how fast we
cut our responsibilities and commit-
ments in the world, it is natural that
men should squabble meanly over their
cut in the national pie.

As Angus Maude wrote recently of
Britain:® “‘People will only do great
things if they see the possibility of great
things to do.” T believe there are great
things to do abroad as well as at home. 1
do not believe we can come to respon-
sible consensus at home while behaving
irresponsibly abroad. I do not believe
we can act steadily and responsibly
abroad if we fail to reconcile steady
growth and price stability. We must find
our way to common cause in foreign as
well as in domestic policy.
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And the key to that reconciliation is
the perception that the great things to
do abroad consisl in working steadily,
paticntly, and aetively loward a stable
peace men have nol known since 1914,

That is the vielory potenlially within
our grasp. That is the goal that could
and should reunite us, In a nuclear age
we have no right to wait lor another
Pearl Harbor or a Cuban missile erisis in
reverse: in an age ol a trillion dollar
GNP we have no right to stumble about
like a helpless giant,

The task of political leadership in the
United States is to {ind our way to this
consensus in foreign and domestic al-
[airs. I know well, and so do you, that
the winds appear lo be blowing in other
direclions, These are awkward days of
passionate and unresolved debate. But I

REVIEW

am old enough—and a good enough
historian—to remember olher such
periods of groping and to know the
capacily of this Nation to right itself.
There are vast wellsprings of good sense
and inncr confidence in this land of
ours, as well as great resources. As a
malter of faith and judgment, 1 do not
believe we shall snatch defeat from the
jaws ol viclory; bul, in a quiel way
these are truly dangerous limes. As
always in a democracy, it is up to us—it
is up to individual, responsible cilizena—
to let our voices be heard, to let our
rcpresentatives know that it is nol
Amecriea’s desliny Lo collapse in a heap,
to drop by the wayside when the nearly
visible next stage of the journey could
be so mueh more hopelul for us and for
all mankind,
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Peace and freedom do not come cheap, and we are
destined—all of us here today—to live out most if not all of
our lives in uncertainty and challenge and peril.

John F. Kennedy, Address at University of
North Carolina, 12 October 1961
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