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The Roots of O
ur Trouble 

H
o
w

 
H

A
V

E
 W

E
 M

A
N

A
G

E
D

 to im
prison ourselves in this 

series of dilem
m

as? O
ne reason is a resurgence of old illu-

sions —
 the illusion of A

m
erican om

nipotence and the illu-

sion of A
m

erican om
niscience. 

O
ur rejection of the view

s of our friends and allies —
 

our conviction, as P
aul H

. S
m

ith has put it, "that w
e alone 

are qualified to be judge, jury and executioner" —
 ignores 

M
adison's solem

n w
arning in the 63rd F

ederalist: 

A
n attention to the judgm

ent of other nations is im
portant 

to
 ev

ery
 g

o
v
ern

m
en

t fo
r tw

o
 reaso

n
s: th

e o
n
e is th

at 

independently of the m
erits of any particular plan or m

eas-

u
re, it is d

esirab
le, o

n
 v

ario
u
s acco

u
n
ts, th

at it sh
o
u
ld

 

ap
p
ear to

 o
th

er n
atio

n
s as th

e o
ffsp

rin
g
 o

f a w
ise an

d
 

h
o
n
o
rab

le p
o
licy

; th
e seco

n
d
 is th

at in
 d

o
u
b
tfu

l cases, 

p
articu

larly
 w

h
ere th

e n
atio

n
al co

u
n
cils m

ay
 b

e w
arp

ed
 

b
y
 so

m
e stro

n
g
 p

assio
n
 o

r m
o
m

en
tary

 in
terest, th

e p
re-

su
m

ed
 o

r k
n
o
w

n
 o

p
in

io
n
 o

f th
e im

p
artial w

o
rld

 m
ay

 b
e 

th
e b

est g
u
id

e th
at can

 b
e fo

llo
w

ed
. W

h
at h

as n
o
t A

m
er-

ica lo
st b

y
 h

er w
an

t o
f ch

aracter w
ith

 fo
reig

n
 n

atio
n

s; 

an
d
 h

o
w

 m
an

y
 erro

rs an
d

 fo
llies w

o
u
ld

 sh
e n

o
t h

av
e 

av
o
id

ed
, if th

e ju
stice an

d
 p

ro
p
riety

 o
f h

er m
easu

res h
ad

, 

in
 ev

ery
 in

stan
ce, b

een
 p

rev
io

u
sly

 tried
 b

y
 th

e lig
h
t in

 

w
h
ich

 th
ey

 w
o
u
ld

 p
ro

b
ab

ly
 ap

p
ear to

 b
e th

e u
n
b
iased

 

p
art o

f m
ankind. 

O
r, as P

resid
en

t K
en

n
ed

y
 said

 m
an

y
 y

ears later: "W
e 

m
ust face the fact that the U

nited S
tates is neither ornnip- 
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o
ten

t n
o
r o

m
n
iscien

t —
 th

at w
e are o

n
ly

 six
 p

er cen
t o

f 

the w
orld's population —

that w
e cannot im

pose our w
ill 

o
n
 th

e o
th

er n
in

ety
-fo

u
r p

er cen
t o

f m
an

k
in

d
 —

 th
at w

e 

can
n
o
t rig

h
t ev

ery
 w

ro
n
g
 o

r rev
erse each

 ad
v
ersity

 an
d
 

th
at th

erefo
re th

ere can
n
o
t b

e an
 A

m
erican

 so
lu

tio
n
 to

 

every w
orld problem

." 
W

e have not only lost a sense of the lim
itations on our 

p
o
w

er b
u
t also

 o
u
r u

n
d
erstan

d
in

g
 o

f th
e u

ses o
f p

o
w

er. 

U
nderstanding of pow

er im
plies above all precision in its 

application. W
e have m

oved aw
ay from

 the subtle strat-

egy of 'flexible response' under w
hich the level of A

m
eri-

can force w
as graduated to m

eet the level of enem
y threat. 

T
h
e triu

m
p
h
 o

f th
is d

iscrim
in

ate em
p
lo

y
m

en
t o

f p
o
w

er 

w
as, of course, the C

uban m
issile crisis (w

here the Joint 

C
hiefs, as usual, urged an air assault on the m

issile bases). 

B
ut P

resident Johnson, for all his form
idable abilities, has 

sh
o
w

n
 n

o
 k

n
ack

 fo
r d

iscrim
in

atio
n
 in

 h
is u

se o
f p

o
w

er. 

H
is technique is to try and overw

helm
 his adversary —

 as 

in the D
om

inican R
epublic and V

ietnam
 —

 by piling on 

all fo
rm

s o
f p

o
w

er w
ith

o
u
t reg

ard
 to

 th
e n

atu
re o

f th
e 

threat. H
is greatest w

eakness is his susceptibility to over-

kill. 
G

iven this w
eakness, it is easy to see w

hy the application 

o
f fo

rce in
 V

ietn
am

 h
as b

een
 su

rren
d
ered

 to
 th

e w
o
rk

- 

in
g
s o

f w
h
at an

 acu
te o

b
serv

er o
f th

e Jo
h
n
so

n
 fo

reig
n
 

policy, P
hilip G

eyelin, calls "the escalation m
achine." T

his 

m
achine is, in effect, the m

om
entum

 in the decision-m
ak-

ing system
 w

hich keeps on enlarging the w
ar "for reasons 

only m
arginally related to m

ilitary need." 

T
he very size of the A

m
erican m

ilitary• presence thus 


