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We see the present with the eyes of the past, and the 
past with the eyes of the present. This is a truism: but 
one that is nonetheless worth repeating at a time when 
it  is fashionable to believe that we live in a post- 
historic age, that the past has little to tell us that is 
new or that is true. But what is fashionable is not 
correct, for all that we know comes from the past, 
from some kind of a past; all of our knowledge is 
essentially past-knowledge, whether we are cqnscious 
of this or not. Politics, for example, is not only insep- 
arable from historical interpretation: it is a certain 
kind of historical interpretation. And since this inter- 
pretation is a living and changing thing in our minds 
(for “history,” contrary to the generally accepted view, 
is not a static account of past periods) the interpre- 
tation involves, inevitably, the changing and moving 
“present”: it is part and parcel of the movement of 
ideas. And the problem of how ideas move nowadays 
has preoccupied my mind (note the implicit meaning 
of the word pre-occupy) for a long time. 

Let me state my thesis in advance. The movement 
of ideas in our times, and perhaps especially in the 
United States, has been very, very slow-in spite of 
the breakneck speed of technical communications, of 
the frenzied pace of everyday life. In spite of the 
assertions that we are living in an extraordinarily 
rapid and revolutionary era, there are reasons to 
believe that our era is marked by an extraordinary 
extent of intellectual stagnation which is only masked 
and concealed by the superficial rush and noise of 
promotion and agitation. 

It would take a book to illustrate this thesis, to ex- 
plain it cogently and fully, for at least two reasons: 
first, because the cramped and desperate slowness of 
the movement of ideas in the twentieth century neces- 
sarily involves an analysis of what I like to call “the 
structure of eveirts” themselves, ihcluding, in turn, 
such factors as the manufacture of publicity; second, 
because this slowness, indeed the often exasperating 
stagnation of the movement of ideas, occurs in so many 
fields of material and intellectual life. And thus I 
must limit here my very cursory illustration of this 
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phenomenon to a sketch of a chain-like series of poli- 
tical interpretations of history in the “field’ of inter- 
national relations. 

Let me begin with 1917, the most important year, 
the turning-point of this century. Contrary to the gen- 
eral belief, the most important event in that most 
important year was not the Bolshevik Revolution but 
America’s entry into the Great European War. ( In  the 
short run the Bolshevik Revolution did not alter the 
outcome of that war, whereas American intervention 
was to decide it in favor of the Allies; and in the long 
run too, this American intervention marked the re- 
versal of a political and migratory tendency of three- 
hundred years-a greater turning-point than the 
Bolshevik Revolution whose foreign and domestic 
policies were to be marked by certain fatal similarities 
to Russian policies of the absolutist past). In 1917 
the American thesis was that the United States had 
been’ fdrced to enter into a crusade for democracy 
because of German imperialist aggression aimed at 
America herself and that Germany had been uniquely 
and solely responsible for the world war. 

The ill-fated and often ridiculous peaks of this 
propaganda were reached sometime in the summer 
of 1918 when not only things German-from German 
music to dachshunds-were banned in certain Ameri- 
can communities but when it was also widely believed 
that Lenin and his Russian Bolsheviks were German 
agents, the first ranks of American scholarship lending 
themselves to this fraudulent propaganda. Soon after 
the Armistice this hysterical Germanophobia among 
Americans abated. There is reason to believe that 
the German-American vote contributed substantially 
to the Republican landslide and to the return of 
American isolationism in 1920; and from all kind of 
scattered indications of popular sentiment, 1924 may 
be marked as the year when German things were 
restored in American popular esteem. ( I t  was in 1924, 
for example, that the German Shepherd replaced the 
French Poodle in the ranking of most popular breeds 
registered by the American Kennel Club.) 

Now this 1918-24 reversal, on the level of popular 
sentiments and preferences, evolved faster than the 
reversal in historical interpretations. To a considerable 
extent it preceded the eventual flourishing of the First 

6 worldview 



Revisionism, that is, of the dissemination of new ideas 
about Germany’s war-guilt and America’s involvement 
in the world war. On the level of contemporary his- 
torical and political interpretation, the peak of revi- 
sionism and of neo-isolationism occurred in the early 
and middle thirties, not before. By that time the 
radical re-interpretation of recent history by certain 
debunkers, which had been expressed in the early 
twenties in the columns of certain literary weeklies 
here and there (though by no means with anything 
resembling unanimity), finally filtered down to the 
Congressional level, suggesting that by that time the 
ideas implicit in this interpretation had become widely 
accepted and acceptable (i&es repes ,  as the French 
language puts it, in order to distinguish them from 
iddes d r e s ) .  

By 1934 the isolationist and Germanophile Mid- 
western Senator Nye was to preside over a committee 
“investigating” the sources of American intervention 
in 1917. The general tenor of the investigation, pre- 
dictably, put the blame on war profiteers, international 
financiers, British propaganda, munition makers. No 
doubt there was some truth in these categorizations, 
but it was-far from being much of the truth, let alone 
the “entire” truth. In any event, the political and ideo- 
logical tendency of this rehash of recent history was 
in accord with the isolationist, progressive, populist 
sentiments of certain New Dealers, with the initial 
grand democratic alliance of Midwestern and West- 
ern populist radicals and Eastern radical intellectuals 
and bureaucrats (including pro-Communists and 
fellow-travellers; the ambitious Alger Hiss was the 
counsel of the Nye Committee), This alliance of Ger- 
manophiles with Russophiles was to break up toward 
the end of the second term of F.D.R.’s presidency, 
but not until that time. 
e 

Notice, then, these dates: the Nye investigations 
1934-35; the Neutrality Act, probably the most strin- 
gent (and also the most short-lived) piece of isola- 
tionist legislation ever passed by an American Con- 
gress, 1937; in 1937, too, for the first time, a serious 
historical work, debunking Wilson and the in terven- 
tionist thesis-Walter Millis’ The Road to War- 
became a popular best-seller. To employ the usual 
clichk, the pendulum had swung from the extreme of 
1917 to the other extreme by 1937-in twenty years. 
A slow “swing” indeed! And when did this occur? 
At the very time when Germany was on the upswing 
again; when under a leader who was even more brutal 
and, in many ways, more able than the Kaiser, Ger- 
many was preparing for the domination of Europe, if 
necessary at  the cost of war. A classic case of the dead 

hand of time-lag in the movement of ideas; a phenom- 
enon entwined with that other physical deadweight 
of momentum. Very soon after the publication of the 
book that brought him fame and success, Walter Millis 
himself rued some of the results: by 1939, like many 
other Eastern intellectuals of repute, he was about to 
become a thoroughgoing interventionist. 

Not quite too late-but almost! From 1938 to 1941 
F.D.R.’s principal concern was with the strong per- 
sistence of isolationist sentiments (which, in retro- 
spect, he overrated)-hence some of his unattractive 
and tricky maneuvers in bringing this country closer 
and closer to war with Germany. Had an American 
President declared in 1939 that a German attack on 
France or Holland or Belgium or Britain would mean 
war with the United States, the second world war 
would not have taken place, But of course this is an 
unrealistic desideratum in retrospect. The state. of 
American public and Congressional opinion would not 
have permitted such a stand in 1939; and for this, 
the very belated, and at times mindless, propagation 
of intellectual isolationism is partly, although only 
partly, to’ blame. 

Thus the evolution, and the popular dissemination, 
of a certain historical interpretation of the origins of 
American intervention in World War I had much to 
do with the evolution of political decisions concerning 
American intervention in World War 11. A similar 
pattern would occur again, this time with regard to 
the origins of the so-called “cold war.” After 1945 
there was hardly any “armistice” period between the 
two vast international conflicts that evolved from each 
other: the conflict between the American and Russian 
empires grew directly out of their wartime alliance. 

It is evident, again in retrospect, that the optimum 
opportunity for an energetic and straightforward 
American policy, in alliance with Britain, which could 
have set certain reasonable limits to Stalin’s overexpan- 
sion in Central Europe (thereby avoiding many of the 
sources of the “cold war”) presented itself in 1944-45. 
This was the time when Churchill wanted to exploit 
certain opportunities, but alas in vain. In vain be- 
cause he then faced the silent, and sometimes open, 
hostility not only of American radicals but of what 
was virtually the entire American political-military 
Establishment, from the President downward. And 
why? Because the peak of American Russophilia, the 
momentum of ideological pro-Soviet sentiment that 
was building up from 1941 on, and that went far 
beyond the political necessities of the wartime anti- 
German alliance, reached its at times near-hysterical 
peaks precisely in 1944-45. Later, in 1946, disillusion- 
ment with Stalin’s brutal and suspicious tactics began 
to occur; and in 1947-48, under President Truman’s 
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, leadership, the American government took the first 
steps to “contain” communism. This policy, however, 
amounted in many instances to the locking of the 
proverbial barn after the prize was gone; it could but 
prevent the overflowing of Soviet power into areas 
where Russian troops were not to be found, and it is 
questionable whether Stalin really wished to push his 
sphere of influence further into Europe at that time. 

In any event, the “cold war” strategies and the 
anti-Communist psychology of the American people 
rose after 1947-48, reaching its peak in 1953-55- 
again, at a time when it was not only too late but in- 
opportune, indeed, senseless! For many signs sug- 
gested that by 1952-53 the Soviet government (in- 
cluding even Stalin during the last year of his life) 
may have been willing to renegotiate some features 
of the tragic division of Europe and of Germany. But 
opinions prevalent in American governments ( I  write 
“governments” since this rigidity of attitudes was as 
true of Dean Acheson in mid-1952 as it would be of 
his successor, Dulles ) , in the “intelligence community” 
(nomen est omn!), among opinion-makers and others 
had created a state of public sentiment which made an 
exploration of such a modus vioendi with the Rus- 
sians politically impossible. 

Significantly, the very same people, and often the 
very same opinion-making magazines ( Time, Life, 
etc.) who in 1944-46 had criticized Churchill for his 
unti-Russian warnings, in 1953-54 criticized him for 
being unduly receptive to Russian possibilities; the 
same Acheson who rudely disassociated himself from 
Churchill’s “iron curtain” speech in Fulton in 1946 
kept saying in 1953 that the old lion was now senile; 
the same Eisenhower who in 1045 blocked Churchill’s 
anti-Russian military and political suggestions rejected 
his suggestions for a possible exploration of serious 
negotiations with the Russians seven years later. But 
then the same thing is true of many famous liberals, 
including Leading Experts and Intellectuals at the 
same time. An interesting list could he drawn up 
rather quickly. 

Eventually the government of the United States 
was to change its course, from about 1959 onwards, 
when it was, again, rather too. late-especially in re- 
gard to Berlin, something that the Germans will not 
forgive us, no matter how quiescent they may be for 
a long time. By 1959-60, the outgoing Eisenhower 
Administration finally adopted some of the policies 
that Churchill had put forward six years earlier, al- 
though it was unaware of their earlier authorship, 
just as in 1946-48 an American administration adopted 
Churchill’s policy (in Greece) that it had rejected, 
skittishly and disagreeably, two to three years earlier. 
( The time-lag was growing. ) 

It is a mistake to believe that the grudging American 
acceptance of peaceful coexistence came in with 
Kennedy. The often glacier-like movement of these 
ideas is such that the perceptible change in their 
direction is seldom the result of new administrations, 
of new people. Truman came in following F.D.R’s 
policies to the letter; the turning-points developed 
in 1947, then in 1952, then in 1959. In Russia too, as 
I suggested above, a perceptible turn in their German 
policy was put forward by Stalin himself before he 
died; also, Kosygin and Brezhnev have gone on with 
much of the same policy that had crystallized under 
Khrushchev in the early sixties. New style, perhaps. 
New ideas, no. 

I.write “administration,” but I might have written 
“public opinion” too, for just as in the mid-forties, in 
the mid-fifties there was no fundamental difference in 
the basic assumptions of, say, the State Department, 
of the editors of opinion-making magazines, of many 
influential intellectuals, including the newfangled War 
Theory Crowd. 

May I conclude with a personal illustration? In 
July 1956, lazily leafing through the New York Times 
for the nth time in lieu of anything else to read on 
a beach, my eye caught a phrase in what was the 
electoral platform of the Republican Party, a foreign 
policy plank which called for nothing less than “the 
establishment of American bases strategically dis- 
persed all around the world.” The 1956 convention 
had been a dull event, Eisenhower having won re- 
nomination as a matter of course. Still, I was shocked 
not to find a single comment or notice in any news- 
paper or magazine about this monstrosity, and this 
was a time when most of our experts and commen- 
tators were still calling the Republicans “isolationists.” 

I thought (And not only at the time. The hero of 
Louis Auchincloss’ later political-ideological novel, 
The World of Timothy Colt, is a typical young Re- 
publican WASP who, in 1955-56, believes in isolation- 
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ism. This is the kind of mistake that a Balzac, or even 
an Edith Wharton or a Fitzgerald, would not have 
made; and it contributes, alas, to the perpetuation of 
false history.) that the very contrary was true; and, 
appalled as I had been for some time with the Dulles 
Bros. pactomania, this experience stimulated me suf- 
ficiently to compose an article-“The American Im- 
perial Disease”-in which I pointed out the extraordi- 
nary growth of an American network of alliances and 
military and naval and air bases extending over nearly 
sixty countries within a decade. Editor after editor- 
of our liberal magazines, of course-rejected this 
article; they suggested revisions which would have 
eliminated its central argument; they praised its 
“style” and “brilliance” while they were completely 
at sea about “what I was driving at.” It was finally 
accepted by the good gray American, Scholar. Even 
there its publication had to be preceded by most 
painful and laborious shuffling of editorial suggestions 
back and forth. Readers of The American Scholar are 
not usually regarded as right-wingers, yet the corre- 
spondence that ensued after the publication of this 
article, delayed until the Spring 1959 number, revealed 
that as late as 1959 many, probably the majority, of 
these readers (liberal, pipe-smoking, tweedy Phi Beta 
Kappas) were either unwilling or incapable of recog- 
nizing the already decade-old reality of an American 
empire-presumably many of the same people who, 
by the mid-sixties, have accustomed themselves to the 
now fashionable slogan, the idbe r e p e  of the Ameri- 
can Imperialist Disease, and at a time when, except 
for Vietnam, the United States has begun to reduce, 
rather than to extend, some of her extraordinary com- 
mitments. 

e 

Perhaps in part because of such experiences, I wrote 
in 1959-60 A History of the Cold War. Perhaps be- 
cause this book was not easy to categorize ideologi- 
cally, it was then generally ignored by professional 
anti-Communists as well as by liberals, even though 
it did bring forth an angry attack from Professor Sid- 
ney Hook who called it something like the first gun 
of Cold War Revisionism. More than half a decade 
had to pass before Cold War Revisionism (again, 
about twenty years after the beginning of the cold 
war) became not only respectable but a widespread 
and profitable academic industry; indeed, by early 
1968 the subject had become respectable enough for 
the New York Times Magazine to print an article 
about it, discussing the various merits and theses of 
revisionist authors. (And I was not altogether sur- 
prised to find A History of the Cold War excluded 
from that article; indeed, I am told that in most recent 

histories of the cold war-by this time they are com- 
ing off the presses, one each month-it is not even 
mentioned in the bibliographies.) 

At this time, because of the Vietnam war, there 
seems to be a discrepancy between the government 
and the liberal intelligentsia; but it is perhaps not too 
far-fetched to detect a parallel in the more extreme 
ideas of the latter and in the elephantine movements 
of the former. All of the Sinophobe crampedness of 
Dean Rusk notwithstanding, since the 1963 Test Ban 
Treaty the attitude of American governments toward 
the Soviets and Europe has reverted to an acceptance 
of the “spirit of Yalta,” meaning the unspoken agree- 
ment by both sides to abide by the division of Europe, 
and of Germany. No, it is not far-fetched to detect 
in Johnson’s Russian policies a revival of Rooseveltian- 
ism, just as it is not far-fetched to detect in the atti- 
tudes of the New Revisionists a revival of the Old 
Wallaceism of 1948 . . . 

What is the lesson of all this? It  is not merely what 
StendhaI wrote a long time ago, that the public will 
follow only those who are, at the most, one step ahead 
of it; “when someone is three or four steps ahead, it 
gives the public an intolerable headache.” The prob- 
lem is not with the public (who is the public nowa- 
days? in Stendhal’s time it was still possible to dis- 
tinguish “public” from “the people”), it is with our 
professional commentators and experts and specialists 
who always predict and project the continuation of 
whatever is going on; and, therefore, their publications 
and ideas have become, alas, predictable. Twelve to 
twenty years after 1917 came the belated wave of 
more-or-less-popular “revisionism.” Twenty years had 
to pass after 1945 until some of the ideas of the 
Wallace Progressives of 1948, already stale then, be- 
came, in revived forms, fashionable in certain aca- 
demic circles, filtering down again slowly to the level 
of accepted ideas. 

In spite of the enormous proliferation of the in- 
formational apparatus, and of the professional “liter- 
ature,” in spite of the fantastic burgeoning of the 
“field of international relations, the movement of 
ideas in our times is probably slower than at any 
previous time in the Modern Period. But this kind of 
intellectual stagnation is, of course, widespread; look 
only at the pitiful, as well as maddening, state of the 
arts. S i  monumentum requiris, circumspice. 

The interesting-and, to some extent, encouraging 
-thing beneath all of this is that the people have 
been less predictable than are their experts and their 
opinion-makers; that their potential receptivity to 
new ideas may have been stronger than what the 
professional politicians and experts and intellectuals 
a t  various times believed. But that is another story. 
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