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Each year the Atlantic takes its pick of the more notable commencement addresses, and this year we are proud

to print the word,

spoken by

Gronce: F. KENNAN to the seniors of Radcliffe College.

A former ambassador, who

spent many years in Russia, a former policy-maker of our Stite Department, Mr. Kennan knows full well the

necessity of national sccurity, He also knows the risks we run if we attempt to establish internal policing which

parallels that of the police state.

THE ILLUSION OF SECURITY
by GEORGE F. KENNAN

uk time, this morning, is bricf: the occasion
O pleasant. T have racked my brain to think
of something to say to the members of this
graduating class, at such & moment, that would not
involve those bitter questions of foreign and do-
mestic policy that have been debated at such
length and at. the cost of so much unpleasantness in
these recent months. One alternative, of course,
would be to speak of personal life. But some (wo
decades of parenthood hive finally taught me some-
thing of the reality of the gap in the gencrations,
and of my limitations as a dispenser of wisdom
and advice to younger people in personal matters.
That thrusts us back on the ficld of public afla
where the choice is not greal.
A dist m;,uis‘hul Ame icin recently observed, on
a similir occasion, that “*one of the most curious
and persistent myths of demoeratic society is that
political figures have anything important or mlv
esting to say, especially when they are out of office.
The same, goodness knows, could be said w Ih

1

clusion T derive from them that might uscfully be
borne in mind by people just entering the status of
.ldull citizenship.

"he first of these anxicties relates to foreign af-
f.urx. As many of you may know, T have never
taken an alarmist view, and do not take one now,
of the nature of our confliet. with Soviet power. T
have never felt, and do not. feel today, that another
great war could possibly serve as a useful instru-
ment for promoting the interests of either side in
this unhappy conflict. In a number of reflections
about the nature of our world; in the fact that war
has hecome so obviously self-defenting and suicidnl;
in the growing clarity with which the last two
World Wars begin now to stand out on the land-
pe of history as tragic, colossal-follies from which
no one conld he siaid 1o have gained; in the tendency
of time to nge all things and to erode all militant
faiths —in these things 1 have found reason for
hope and good cheer, and have spent much of my
time and energy in these recent years trying to

equal aptness of retired government officials. We  persuade others to approach what we call the Bast-
are, I fear, a gloomy race. Our faith in our country  West confliet in a similar spirit.
is there, and undiminished, but it lies deeply im-  Yet T am bound to sy that in recont weeks and

bedded within us, in troubled depths. We do not.
fail to greet with immense inner satisfaction thos
things that do scem 1o us to he constructive and
hopeful; but. by and large we follow the course of
public events with a sort. of anxious and paternal
F i sailor who watches a stran,
crew sailing his eraft; and if you prod us into a re
tion -——as anyone does who asks us to speak
Commencement. ceremonies — what you get

our anxicties, for they are so much more expl
and so much closer o our tongues than our hope
this morning, at the risk of speaking of m
s that have perhaps been too mu
already, T am going to tell of one or two things
that cause me anxiety and then of a common con-

months 1 have witnessed with iner
what has seemed (o me 1o be the progre:
wetion, or disappearance for one reason or
another, of the more hopeful possibilities for making
progres his problem by peaceful means. Above
all, T have watehed with a sinking of the heart the
way in which many people in our country have, as
ns 1o me, he ud relentlessly into states
nf mind where they ean see no solution to th
difficultics at all, and even no end to them, except.
in the horrors of atomic war. This has happened
in some instanc wise people have heen impa-
tient of partial solutions and unable to contemplate
continued uncertainty. In other cases, I suspect.
people have been carried by the decciving compul-
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gions of the weapons race into -conclusions that
negleet all the ulterior considerations, and particu-
larly the imponderables. In still other cases, people
may have heen the victims of their own brave and
rash slogans. But in any event, those longer and
more subtle and less obvious paths by which we
might reasonably hope to make progress in this

situation arc oncs that a great many people in our
country, for éne reason or another, cither reject or”

fuil to understand; and with this rejection or failure
of understanding, T fear T see a deterioration in the
prospects for our continuing to muddle through
“{hese difficulties in the direetion of a more hopeful
future.

1 do not mean to blame ourselves in any exclusive
way for the present trend — we do live in a world
where there have been released great forces of
hatred and violence and vindictiveness, and we
have been confronted with a great deal more in the
way of provocation than we have given, over the
course of these pust two decades. And T do not
mean to blame any party or administration among
us. But 1 must emphasize that today it is precisely
these subjective factors — factors relating to the
state of mind of many of our own people — ruther
than the external circumstances, that scem to con-
stitute the most alarming component of our situa-
tion. It is such things as the lack of fexibility
in outlook, the stubborn complacency about our-
)Ll\'u and our socicty, the frequent compulsion to
extremism, the persistent demand for absolute solu-
tions, the IIII\VI”III‘,I\Lﬂ to uccept the normal long-
term hazards and inconveniences of great power —
it is these things in the American character that
give added gravity to a situation which would in
any case be grave enough, and cause me for the
first time to question seriously whether we are really
going to be uble, with our present outlooks and
appronches, (o avoid the complication of our inter-
national situation to a most dangerous degree.

2

)
L second of the anxieties 1 wish to mention re-
y, to our infernal situntion. It is cqually well-
worn and equally unstartling; but it must be men-
tioned nevertheles:
There has been much in our domestic life of these

at. months that. T am sure we should all like to

1o forget a great deal of it. But there are certain
overriding facts that ought not 1o pass too quickly
out of our memaorie: ‘e ought not to t that
we have witnessed in these recent months the spee-
|mh- of many millions of Americans unable to put
in its place and to a with any degree of balance
and ¢q y the time-h 1 and Xee|

tional phenomenon of foreign political activity,
intrigue, and espionage in our midst —a phenom-
enon which no great power has ever been spared

of; and T hope that we shall soon be permitted

throughout the course of hufan Iuslory, and from
which surely no other great power is immune today.
Millions of our people have been unable to aceept
this normal burden of international leadership at
its true worth — have been uncertain as to the
value to be a%igncd to il, uncertain as to what
weight to give it it comparison with other problem«
of our national life. And this uncertainty has given
them a pcculmr vulnerability — a vulnerability to
heing taken advantage of, to having their fears ex-
ploited, arid to being stampeded into panicky, ridic-
ulous, and dangerous attitudes, unworthy of their
own national tradition, unworthy of themselves.

Under the sign of this weakness we have seen
things that cannot fail to bring deepest concern to
any thinking American. We have seen our public
life debauched; the faith of our people in great and
distinguished fellow citizens systematically under-
mined; useful and deserving men hounded thank-
lessly out of honorable carcers of public serviee;
the most subtle sort of damage done to our intel-
ual life: our scholars enéouraged to be cautious
and nmmugnmll\'l, in order to escape being “contro-
versial,” a pall of un\chy and discouragement
thrown over our entire scientific community, our
libraries and -forums of knowledge placed on the
defensive before the inroads of self-appointed snoop-
and censors, a portion of our youth cncouraged
to fear ideas on the pretext of being defended from
them,

We have scen the reputations of our great private

/philanthropic foundations, with their immense ard

unique records of contribution to the national life,
recklessly attacked; lngr.m(udu flung in the face
of the entire institution of private benevolence. We

have scen our people Luugh( to distrust onc an-
other, to spy, to bear tales, to behave ina manner
which is in sharpest conflict with the American
tradition. We have seen our friends in other coun-
tries frustrated in their-efforts to help and support
us, reduced to an embarrassed and troubled silence
before the calumnics of our cnemics upon us, for
they were no longer sure whether these calumnics
did not contain some measure of truth. And all of
this in the name of our protection from Communist
subversion, and yet every bit of it agrecable to
Communist purposes as almost nothing else could
be; and all of it supported by people who then have
the eflirontery to come before us and to say, “Show
us one innocent. man who has suffered.”

Now it would not be hard to name s
but it would be possible to nume something far
more important: it would be possible to name
great people, no more innocent or less innocent
than any of the other-great peoples of this world,
but nevertheless a people of an immense funda-
mental decency and good will and praetical energy,
a people in an unparalleled position to excreise 1
useful and hopeful influence in this tortured and
threatened world community, a people to whom an
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historic opportunity had been given, to whom the
hopes of the world had turned; it would be pos-
sible to name such a people and to show it now, at
the moment of its greateist historic responsibility,
disaffected and disoriended in some of the decpest
sources of its national morale, injured in its capacity
to react to the challenges history has laid upon it,
reduced from its natural condition of confidence
and buoyancy to a state of cyni and fearful-
ness and disgust wnh the processes of its own puhlic
life — and all of this in the name of its protection
from external subversion.

1 do not mean to overrate these things. T have
no doubt that in its superficial aspects all of this will
pass — is probably already passing. The names,
the ‘idols, the scapegoats, the stercotypes, the
abused words, and the perverted symbols — T have
no doubt that. these will all soon disappear, to join
the’ records of the Know-Nothing movement and
the chuuvinistic hysteria of 1919 in the unhappicr
annals of our public life.

But I think we cannot comfort ourselves too
much with this reflection. These things have hap-
pened. We have reacted this way, on this occasi
There must have been a reason for our doing so.
Have we found that reason and learned from it?
Are we going to be better armed to understand the
next danger — 1o resist the next attempt by the
unscrupulous to mobi st ourselves under
the banner of our fears?

’luz daases of these phenomena have undoubtedly
been many, and deep, and complex. One cannot
attempt to recount them or to analyze them in the
few brief moments we have at our disposal this
morning. But among these possible causes there is
one I should like particularly to mention as perhaps
worth your attention at this time.
In the case of each of these disturbing situations
1 have spoken of, T wonder whether an appreciable
portion of our difficulty has not bheen a ecrtain
philosophic crror to which we twentieth-century
Americans, for one reason or another, are prone.
1 am referring here to that peculiar form of Ameri-
can’ extremism which holds it possible that there
should be such a thing as total sceurity, and at-
taches overriding importance to the quest for it
A great. deal of the impatience that underlies the
srowing despair in some quarters over the prospects
for coping with world Communism by means short
of large-scale violence scems to me to flow precisely
from the illusion, no doubt bred by our nineteenth-
century cxperience, that there could and should be
such a thing as total military security for the United
States, and that anything short of this is in the long
run intolerable. And similarly, these frenzies many
of us sce to have developed with respeet to the
problem of internal subversion — do they not reflect
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a belief that it should be possible for a great power
to frt.c itself LOmplLlLly from the entire problem
of penetration and miru,uc in its life by outside
forces and, again, that it is intolerable that this
should not be done; so intolerable, in fact, that
if it is not done, this must be attributed to some
stubborn delinquency, if not treason, in the bowels
of our public establishment?

If the evil of all this were limited to the fact that
it does involve a certain philosophic crror, that it
causes people o bark up the wrong trees and ocen-
sions an inordinate and futile sort of effort, T would
not bother to speak of it this morning. But the fuct
is that it bears dangers worse than any of the:
Shakespearc described these dangers, in his inimi-

table way, in the following words: —

ake but degree away, unture that string,
And, hark! what discord follows; , . .
Then everything includes itsell in power,
Power into will, will into appetite,

And appetite, a universal wolf, . . .
Must make perforce u universal prey,
And last eat up himself,

‘T'here is something about this quest for absolute
security that is sell-defeating. Tt is an exercise
which, like cvery form of perfectionism, under-
mines and destroys its own basic purpose. The
French have their wonderful proverb: Le micux est
Pennemi du bien — the absolute best is the encmy
of the good. Nothing truer has cver-been snid. A

Torcign policy aimed at the nchievement of total

sceurity is the one thing I can think of that is en-
tirely capable of bringing this country to a point.
where it will have no sccurity at all. And a ruthless,
reckless insistence on attempting to stamp out
cverything that could conccivably constitute o re-
flection of improper forcign influence in our national
life, regardless of the actunl damage it is doing or
the cost of climinating it, in terms of other Ameri-
ean values, is the one thing I can think of that
could reduce us all to a point where the very inde-
pendence we are secking to defend would be mean-
ingless, for we would be doing things to ourselves ns
vicious and tyrannical us any that might be brought
to us from outside.

This sort of extremism seems to me (o hold par-
ticular danger for a democracy, because it creates
a curious arca between what. is held to he possible
and what is really possible — an arct within whi
government can always e plausibly shown to have
been most dangerously delinquent in the perform-
ance of its tasks. And this aren, where government
is always deficient, provides the ideal ficld of oppor-
tunity for every sort of demagoguery and mischicl-
making. It constitutes a terrible brench in the dike
of our national morale, through which forces of
doubt. and suspicion never cense to. find entry.
I'he heart of our problem, here, lies in our
ment of the relative importance of the various
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dungers among which we move; and until many of
our people can be brought to understand that what
we have to do is not to sceure a total absence of
danger but 1o balance peril against peril and to find
the tolerable degree of cuch, we shall not wholly
emerge from these confusions,

Now I renounced, at the outset of these remarks,

any intention of peddling personal advice. But

perhaps I may be permitted, in conclusion, to ob-
serve that these reflections are not without their
relevance to the problems of the human individual,

In this personal existence of ours, hounded as it
is ut both ends by suffering and uncertainty, and
constantly attended by the possibility of illness and
accident and tragedy, total security is likewise a
myth. Ilere,”too, an anxious perfectionism can
operate to destroy those real underpinnings of exi
ence, founded in faith, modesty, humor, and a sens
of relutivity, on which alone a tolerable human
existence «can be built. The first criterion of a
healthy spirit is the ability to walk cheerfully and
sensibly amid the congenital uncertainties of exist-
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enee, 1o rcmgnu.c as natural lhc inevitable pre-

without being disoriented by it, and to live effee-
tively and usefully in its shadow.

In welcoming you, then — as it is my privilege
this morning o do — into the fellowship and re-
sponsibility of maturity, let me express the hope
that in each of your lives, as individuals and as
citizens, le bien may+be permitted to triumph over
its ancient and implacable enemy le mieuz. And if
any of your friends come to you with the message
that the problems of public life have become in-
tolerable and require some immediate and total
solution, T think you might do well to hear in mind
the. reply which a distinguished European states-
man, Bismarck, once gave to certain of his more
impatient and perfectionist contemporaries, who
wanted him to solve all‘his country’s problems right
away, and entirely. *‘Let us leave just a few tasks,”
Bismarck suggested, *for our children to, perform;
they might. be so bored in this world, if‘they had
nothing to do.”

THE CANDLE
by WALTER DE LA MARE

J
Daxonto day

Life wastes and wanes,

Like a eandle

Burning its wax away,

Till nought but charred wick

Remains,

Well, content would I be,
With a flame as still,
Some glint to have given
Whereby one who can sce
Might work his inscrutable

Will:

If, perchance, long cternities

Hence, that strange mind 7
Might in trance

Of far-brooding memory turn,

To light me one instant — clse

Blind.
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