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This section is taken from Fulbright's book, The Arrogance of Power, written in 1966.

The Two Americas

There are two Americas. One is the America of Lincoln and Adlai Stevenson; the other
is the America of Teddy Roosevelt and the modern superpatriots. One is generous and
humane, the other narrowly egotistical; one is self-critical, the other self-righteous; one is
sensible, the other romantic; one is good-humored, the other solemn; one is inquiring, the other
pontificating; one is moderate, the other filled with passionate intensity; one is judicious and
the other arrogant in the use of power.

We have tended in the years of our great power to puzzle the world by presenting to it
now the one face of America, now the other, and sometimes both at once. Many people all over
the world have come to regard America as being capable of magnanimity and farsightedness
but no less capable of pettiness and spite. The result is an inability to anticipate American
actions which in turn makes for apprehension and a lack of confidence in American aims.

The inconstancy of American foreign policy is not an accident but an expression of two
distinct sides of the American character. Both are characterized by a kind of moralism, but one
is the morality of decent instincts tempered by the knowledge of human imperfection and the
other is the morality of absolute self-assurance fired by the crusading spirit. The one is
exemplified by Lincoln, who found it strange, in the words of his second Inaugural Address,
"that any man should dare to ask for a just God's assistance in wringing their bread from the
sweat of other men's faces," but then added: "let us judge not, that we be not judged." The other
is exemplified by Theodore Roosevelt, who in his December 6, 1904, Annual Message to
Congress, without question or doubt as to his own and his country's capacity to judge right and
wrong, proclaimed the duty of the United States to exercise an "internal police power" in the
hemisphere on the ground that "Chronic wrongdoing, or an impotence which results in a
general loosening of the ties of civilized society, may in America. . . ultimately require
intervention by some civilized nation. . ." Roosevelt of course never questioned that the
"wrongdoing” would be done by our Latin neighbors and we of course were the "civilized
nation" with the duty to set things right.

After twenty-five years of world power the United States must decide which of the two
sides of its national character is to predominate--the humanism of Lincoln or the arrogance of
those who would make America the world's policeman. One or the other will help shape the
spirit of the age--unless of course we refuse to choose, in which case America may come to
play a less important role in the world, leaving the great decisions to others.

The current tendency is toward a more strident and aggressive American foreign policy,
which is to say, toward a policy closer to the spirit of Theodore Roosevelt than of Lincoln. We



are still trying to build bridges to the communist countries and we are still, in a small way,
helping the poorer nations to make a better life for their people; but we are also involved in a
growing war against Asian communism, a war which began and might have ended as a civil
war if American intervention had not turned it into a contest of ideologies, a war whose fallout
is disrupting our internal life and complicating our relations with most of the world.

Our national vocabulary has changed with our policies. A few years ago we were
talking of detente and building bridges, of five-year plans in India and Pakistan, or agricultural
cooperatives in the Dominican Republic, and land and tax reform all over Latin America.
Today these subjects are still discussed in a half-hearted and desultory way but the focus of
power and interest has shifted to the politics of war. Diplomacy has become largely image-
making, and instead of emphasizing plans for social change, the policy-planners and political
scientists are conjuring up "scenarios" of escalation and nuclear confrontation and "models" of
insurgency and counter-insurgency.

The change in words and values is no less important than the change in policy, because
words are deeds and style is substance insofar as they influence men's minds and behavior.
What seems to be happening, as Archibald MacLeish has put it, is that "the feel of America in
the world's mind" has begun to change and faith in "the idea of America" has been shaken for
the world and, what is more important, for our own people. MacLeish is suggesting--and I think
he is right--that much of the idealism and inspiration is disappearing from American policy, but
he also points out that they are not yet gone and by no means are they irretrievable:

. . if you look closely and listen well, there is a human warmth, a
human meaning which nothing has killed in almost twenty years and
which nothing is likely to kill. . . . What has always held this country
together is an idea--a dream if you will--a large and abstract thought of
the sort the realistic and the sophisticated may reject but mankind can
hold to.

The foremost need of American foreign policy is a renewal of dedication to an "idea
that mankind can hold to"--not a missionary idea full of pretensions about being the world's
policemen but a Lincolnian idea expressing that powerful strand of decency and humanity
which is the true source of America's greatness.

ESSAY TOPIC

Fulbright wrote “The Two Americas” in 1966, describing America as he then found it.
To what degree are the two images of America discussed by Fulbright still to be found today,
almost 40 years later? In developing your essay, be sure to discuss specific examples drawn
from your experience, your observation of others, or any of your reading—including “The Two
Americas.”



