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Similar uncertainty marked our other policies. For two decades our
contacts with China had been limited to the reciprocal recriminations of
sporadic ambassadorial meetings in Warsaw. The Middle East was explo-
sive, but in the aftermath of the 1967 war no diplomacy ‘was in train. Our
domestic divisions prevented decisive initiatives. America seemed reduced
to passivity in a world in which, with all our self-doubt, only our power
could offer security, only our dedication could sustain hope.

In my view, Vietnam was not the cause of our difficulties but a symp-
tom. We were in a period of painful adjustment to a profound transformation
of global politics; we were being forced to come to grips with the tension
between our history and our new necessities. For two centuries America’s
participation in the world seemed to oscillate between overinvolvement and
withdrawal, between expecting too much of our power and being ashamed
of it, between optimistic exuberance and frustration with the ambiguities
of an imperfect world. I was convinced that the deepest cause of our national
unease was the realization—as yet dimly perceived—that we were becom-
ing like other nations in the need to recognize that our power, while vast,
had limits. Our resources were no longer infinite in relation to our problems;
instead we had to set priorities, both intellectual and material. In the Fifties
and Sixties we had attempted ultimate solutions to specific problems; now
our challenge was to shape a world and an American role to which we
were permanently committed, which could no longer be sustained by the
illusion that our exertions had a terminal point.

Any Administration elected in 1968 would have faced this problem. It
was a colossal task in the best of circumstances; the war in Vietnam turned
it into a searing and anguishing enterprise. . . .

I cannot yet write about Vietnam except with pain and sadness.

When we came into office over a half-million Americans were fighting
a war ten thousand miles away. Their numbers were still increasing on a
schedule established by our predecessors. We found no plans for with-
drawals. Thirty-one thousand had already died. Whatever our original war
aims, by 1969 our credibility abroad, the reliability of our commitments,
and our domestic cohesion were alike jeopardized by a struggle in a country
as far away from the North American continent as our globe permits. Our
involvement had begun openly, and with nearly unanimous Congressional,
public, and media approval. But by 1969 our country had been riven by
protest and anguish, sometimes taking on a violent and ugly character. The
comity by which a democratic society must live had broken down. No
government can function without a minimum of trust. This was being dis-
sipated under the harshness of our alternatives and the increasing rage of
our domestic controversy.

Psychologists or sociologists may explain some day what it is about
that distant monochromatic land, of green mountains and fields merging
with an azure sea, that for millennia has acted as a magnet for foreigners
who sought glory there and found frustration, who believed that in its rice
fields and jungles some principle was to be established and entered them
only to recede in disillusion. What has inspired its people to such flights



