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ORGANIZATION OF A POWER SYSTEM:
UNILATERALISM
AND THE BALANCE OF POWER

Professor Hans J. Morgenthau
A lecture delivered to the Naval War College

on 4 October 1967

The problem which has been as-
signed to me is interesting for the very
simple reason thut the issue could be
raised at all as a matter of serious
choice between what is called unilat-
eralism and the balance of power. The
assumption that there exists such a
choice points to an age-old prejudice
concerning the balance of power, a

prejudice which has been particularly
strong in this country, to the effect that
a nation has a choice between a bal-
ance-of-power policy and another kind
of policy supposed to be morally and
politically superior. You have the clas-
sic example of this prejudice in the
great wartime speeches of Woodrow
Wilson who said that one of the war
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aims of the United States was not to
create another balance of power but
to make an end to the balance of
power; to replace the balance of power
with a condominium of power and
thereby to make an end also to all the
risks, liabilities, and moral ambiguities
of what was disparagingly called power
politics. You have an echo, and a very
strong echo, of this negative conception
of the balance of power in the state-
ment which the then Secretary of State
Cordell Hull made in 1943 when he
returned from the Moscow Conference
at which the establishment of the
United Nations was agreed upon. He
declared that the United Nations
would make an end to power politics
and all the aspects which go with i,
such as balances of power, armaments
races, spheres of influence, and so forth,
And the very same statement was made
by President Roosevelt in his report to
Congress on the Yalta Conference of
March 1945. In other words, there was
here the expectation that governments
had a choice between a balance-of-
power policy and some other kind of
poliecy. This conception, it has always
seemed to me, is utterly mistaken. A
nation has no choice between a bal-
ance-of-power and another kind of
rational policy. It has a choice between
a balance-of-power policy and nothing
at all. The idea of American isolation
and of a policy of isolationism appears
to derive from this conception opposing
the halance ol power. But this is cor-
rect only in a very superficial way. For
il you go only a little deeper into the
history of American foreign policy, you
realize to what extent even those who
verhally were opposed to the halance of
power in actuality operated on its
premises.

Take the very early period of Ameri-
can foreign policy. The founding
fathers were, of course, very acutely
aware of the dependence of the very

existence of the United States upon the
distribution of power among the great
Furopean nations who were the pro-
tectors of colonies on the periphery of
the new United States, and they were
very acutely aware of the necessity to
exploit the divergences among those
great LLuropean powers in order to safe-
guard the independence of the United
States.

It is interesting to note, for instance,
that a man wheo in theory was opposed
to the balance of power, such as
Thomas Jefferson, in his diaries and
letters during the Napoleonic Wars in-
stinctively always took the side of that
party to the war which seemed to be
losing at the time. Whenever Napoleon
was winning, he took the side of Great
Britain; when Great Britain seemed
to win, he took the side of Napoleon;
and he once even expressed in clear
terms the opinion that the future of
the United States depended upon a kind
of equilibrium between the great
European powers.

Take another example, just in pass-
ing: the policy of the United States
during the Crimean War — a period
which is generally regarded to be the
heyday of isolationism. Taking a look
at the reports of our ambassadors and
the orders which were given hy the
Secretary of State to the ambassadors,
one realizes again to what extent, in-
stinctively, the foreign policy of the
United States was oriented toward pro-
moting and supporting an equilibrium
among the different principal European
nations.

Why did Wilson enter the First
World War in April 1917? Not pui-
marily because of the violation of mari-
time rights by the German Navy, but
hecause in April 1917 it had become
obvious that without the intervention
of the United States there was a very
good chance that Germany would win
the war and thereby destroy the Euro-
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pean balance ol power, replacing it
with a German hegemony., And why
did the United States, from the very be-
ginning of the Sceond World War, take
an open position in [avor of the West-
ern Allies against Nazi Germany? Not
on ideological grounds, because those
grounds had existed before, but again
because a victory of Nazi Germany,
meaning the destruction of the Furope-
an halance of power, would also have
meant a direet threat to the security of
the United States. And why did the
United States, immediately after the
end of the Second World War, embark
upon the policy of containment of the
Sovict Union? Because again there was
a greal power in Furope then in the
form of the Soviet Unton which threat-
cned the European halanee of power.
There is a consistency in American
foreign policy underlying all kinds of
philosophies about foreign policy, all
kinds ol governments both in terms of
quality and party afliliations. And this
consistency is nol an aceident, For the
balance of power is not a matter of
choice. 1t’s not something invented by
statesmen, let alone professors, It is [or
forvign policy whal the law of gravity
is for physics. Surely, if you wish, you
can disregard the law of gravity, hut
you're going to break your neck. And
certainly you can disregard, if the fate
of a mation is in your hands, the hal-
ance of power, but you risk the secu-
rity and the existence of the nation. So
from any rational point of view, there
is no such thing as a foreign policy
which is not firmly based upon the
balance of power. A foreign policy
which is not hased in such a way is
simply irrational and incompetent
foreign policy. And, as I've pointed out,
even in the heyday of American isola-
tion the United States was not so much
isolutionist as neutral. Tt didn’t want to
get involved in the squabbles of
Europe. But it was not indifferent to

BALANCE OF POWER 5

the outeome of those squabbles. And 1
should say that in this respect the na-
tional interest of the United States and,
in consequence, its loreign policy ran
on parallel lines with those of Great
Britain. For what the United States
felt almost instinctively, Great Britain,
of course, noted with much greater
aculeness:  that any nation on the
Furopecan Continent which would ac-
quire a hegemonial position by this
very fact would threaten the security
of the British Isles. Tn consequence, an
approximately ecqual distribution of
power among a number of rival and
anlagonistic nations was regarded to be
essential for the security ol the British
[sles. What has heen true of Great
Britain has heen true in a less acute
sense, hecause of its actual existential
isolation, of the United States as well.
And it is interesting to note that what
is true of the American tradition in its
Furopean policy is also true in its
Asian poliey.

When the United States became
politically and militarily interested in
Asiu - this was around the turn of the
century — it lormulated the open door
policy with regard to China, This
policy aimed, first of all, at keeping
the door open to all nations, withouwt
discrimination, as concerned the ecco-
nomic exploitation of China. But this
open door policy very quickly took on
political and military aspeets, for in
the same way in which the United
States had realized that a Furopean
power gaining a hegemonial position in
Furope hy that very fact constituted
a threat 1o the sccurity of the United
States, so American stalesmen realized
that any Furopean or Asian power
which would add to itls own power the
enormous power potential of China
would therehy make itsell the master of
Asia and constitute a threat to the vital
interest of the United States. And this
gencral principle underlying the open
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door policy very quickly was put to
the test in the aftermath ol the Russo-
Japanese war,

Theodore Roosevelt took a very ac-
tive part in the scttlement of this war
for the purposc of limiting the effects
of the Japanese victory over Russia. He
didn’t want Japan to become a hege-
monial power in Asia by virtue of its
victory over Russia, and so he sup-
ported Russia against Japan. And this
becume the basic rationale of our
Asilan policy up to Pearl Harbor, or
one muy perhaps say more correctly
that Pearl Harbor was the culmination
of that policy.

The Washington Treaty of 1922 was
an attempt, and a temporarily success-
ful attempt, to limit the power ol
Japan. The oppoesition, first verbal and
in the late 1930°s active, to the Japa-
nese conqueslt of China derived from
the same rationale. And the resistance
in the spring and [all of 1941 on the
part of Roosevell and Hull to the at-
templ on the part of Japan to expand its
empire lo Southeast Asia and embark
upon a virtually limitless course of con-
quest led direetly to a collision course
of which Pearl Harbor was the outward
manifestation and culmination. As soon
as the war against Japan starled, we
again continued to pursue a balance of
power policy in trying lo strengthen
China as a counterweight to Japan. It is
a measure ol the failure of that policy
that China transformed itsell from a
potential ally of the United States, pro-
viding a counterweight to the power of
Japan, to the cnemy of the United
States, to the main threat to the balance
of power in Asia, which now requires
another counterweight in the form of
Japan, So the superficial inconsistency
of our policy is the result of & proflound
underlying rational consistency, {for
again we have followed onc basic in-
terest in Asia, the preservation and, if
need be, the restoration of the balance

of power. Our position with regard to
China, in my view at least, can only be
rationally justified in terms of limiting
the power of China through the crea-
tion and maintenance of a counter-
weight so that China cannot become a
hegemonial power in Asia, by that
very [act threatening the security of the
United Stales.

It has heen said that under present
eircumstances, especially il you look at
the nuclear confrontation between the
United States and Soviet Union, that
the balance of power either has radi-
cally changed its nature or that it
doesn’L exist any more at all. Again I
must emphalically disagree. The nu-
clear mutnal deterrent between the
Lnited States and the Soviet Union is
the most primitive pattern ol the hal.
ance of power. That is to say, two
political units oppose cach other, each
threatening the other with destruction
if it oversteps certain bounds, and you
can imagine two hypothetical trog-
lodytes sitling in the entrances of their
caves, cach armed with a stone and
cach threatening the other if he should
enter the territory of the enemy, to keep
each other in check as long as they can
convinee cach other that a step heyond
the imaginary boundary will lead to
their respective destruction, It is exactly
this primitive pattern of the bhalance of
power which we are witnessing today
in the relations between the United
States and the Soviet Union. And 1
should say in passing that this pattern
has, at least {or two decades, preserved
the peace hetween the two superpowers.

In general, of course, the balance of
power shows more sophisticated and
more complex patterns, more partic-
ularly bencath the nuclear confronte-
tion. We arc witnessing the traditional
ways in which the balance of power op-
erates. It operates through armaments
races, through respective increase in
the conventional power of antagonistic
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— actually or potentially antagonistic
-— nations. It operates through the [or-
mation of alliances in which Nation A
adds to its own power the power of
Nation B dirccted against Nation C,
either alone or supported by another
ally, Nation 1. So you have the classic
patterns of the balance of power operat-
ing as they have always operated. Only
they operate now within the framework
of an overall nuclear balance of power
which has reverted to the most primi-
tive pattern that one can imagine.

[t is an open question as to whether
this conjunction hetween a nuclear bal-
ance of power operating through deter-
rence and the more conventional
patterns of balance of power — arma-
ments races, alliances, spheres of in-
fluence, and so forth — can indefinitely
prevail. And here, of course, we are in
the presence of the problem of pro-
liferation. What is going to happen, we
must ask ourselves, if and when and
I'm afraid it’s more a when than an
if — a considerable number of nations
will be in the possession of nuclear
weapons? There are those who believe
— as, for instance, Generals Beauffre
and Gallois believe, and it is probably
more than just by accident that both
are French generals - - that this will
simply lead to a universal revival of
the traditional patlerns of the halance
of power. Instead of having a multi-
plicity of nations with conventional
weapons, you will have a multiplicity
of nations armed with nuclear wea-
pons as well, and they will keep each
other in check as they did hefore, even
more cfficiently, because of the umi-
versal fear of the actual use ol nuclear
weapols,

This somewhat charming picture of a
fully armed nuclear world presupposes
a sclf-restraint and a wisdom and a
prudence on a universal scale similar to
that which the Governments of the
United States and the Soviet Union

have shown in the last 20 vears. This,
it seems to me, is an assumption which
is much too optimistic in view ol our
historic: experience. You need only to
imagine what would have happened if,
let me say, Sukarno or Nasser or Mao
Tse-tung had had nuclear weapons at
their disposal during one of the recent
erises. History shows Llhat governments
are not necessarily staffed by the most
intelligent, the most high-minded, the
most morally restrained individuals. In
many states, throughout history, there
has heen a very small distinction be-
tween what we would call gangsters
and responsible statesmen who hold the
decision over war and peace in their
hands, Indeed, one doesn’t need to go
to such lengths, one need only to look
at human [allibility which is the heri.
tage of all of us. To the extent that you
spread the availability of nuclear
weapons, you also give this human
fallibility greater rvoom to operate.
Thus, it is probably too sanguine to ex-
pect that even the United States and
the Soviet Union will forever have
responsible, wise, and prudent govern-
ments which will not resort to, or he
maneuvered into resorting to the use of
nuclear weapons. If this is so, one can
certainly argue that in view of the map
of the world today, with about 130 so-
called sovereign nations, most of which
are not even able to take care of their
internal affairs, it would require noth-
ing less than a miracle that if many of
those nations were armed with nuclear
weapons, those nuclear weapons would
not he used in one or another instance.

However, the argument of the opti-
mists continues to the effect that these
nuclear weapons would be used among
the minor nuclear powers, and the
major nuclear powers could watch the
situation without getting involved. This
is highly unlikely in view of the strat-
egy ol nuclear war, arising from its
technology and the political purposes it
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serves. Minor Nation A is not likely to
Le isolated from the rest of the nuclear
nations. It is likely to be an cxplicit or
implicit ally of another, of a major
nuclear nation. And it is likely to at-
tack Nation 13, 2 minor nuclear nation
which is also the explicit or implicit
ally of another majov nuclear nation.
And while when nuclear war is waged
with inlercontinenial ballistic missiles
one can delermine, under the hest of
circumstances at least, approximately
the origin of the missile, one cannot
do so il a minor nuclear nation, as it
is likely to, will use a primitive delivery
system. Il may use a so-called suitcasce
delivery system; or it may use a mer-
chant vessel which will hblow wup in a
harhor; or it may use a submarine
cruising Just outside the territorial
waters, And it is inleresting to nole
that the two major of the minor
nuelear powers, Great Britain and
France, have pointed lo the possibility
that, by wsing nuoclear weapons in the
way [ have just indicated, they can un-
leash a general nuclear war, they can
force the hands of the major nuclear
ally, thal is to say, the United States.
The British Government, in ils White
Paper on Delense in, if I remember
correclly, February of 1964, made
exactly this point. Tt argued that Great
Britain cannot wage war againsl the
Soviet Union with the nuclear weapons
it has, and it is not going to use them
against another minor nuclear power.
But maybe a situation will arise in
which it wanls lo wage nuclear war, or
at least use the threat of nuclear war,
and the United States might not; it can
then force the hand of the United
States. And the London FEeonomist,
more bluntly commenting on this state-
ment, argued that the Russians will
not sce the Union Jack painted upon
the nuclear missile with which we (the
British) will hit them.

Here is, T think, the main danger to

the peace and order of the world aris-
ing {rom prolileration. In other words,
the balance of power, in the nuclear
sense, is not likely to operale as it has
operated in the past when nations were
armed with conventional weapons, And
I should also say, emphasizing merely
what I have said hefore, that the nu-
clear deterrence belween the United
States and the Soviet Union, while it is
in its pattern the most primitive type of
the balance of power, operates in a
different  way. It dovsn’t operate
through the actual use of nuclear
weapons through which the halance is
reaffirmed or disaffirmed, as the case
may be. But it operates through the
deterrence of hoth sides, both being
convinced that this balance exists,

It is, of course, an open question as
to whether the balanee in which we and
the Russians believe in actuality exists.
This is always a problem in balance-of-
power calculations, and in the past a
nation which was convinced that the
distribulion of power fuvored it, that it
had an advantage and especiaily an
advatntage which might not last, would
then go to war in accord with its own
estimation of the halance of power.
Since generally somebody loses in a
war, obviously somebody always makes
the wrong calculations about the bal-
ance ol power. But when it comes to
nuclear weapons, neither side can
afford to put its caleulations about the
balance of power to the lest of actual
experience, because even if it is proven
to be right, it will probably lose he-
cause it will sulfer unacceptable dam.
age. And when it is proven to he
wrong, ol course it will be destroyed
hy the nuclear power of the other side
which 1l has undercstimated. It is this
novelty of nuclear power which, while
it has not changed the patiern of the
balance of power, has changed the
application, the actual realization.

It is this novelty which has raised
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another question which your outline
also raises, and that is whether the
balance of power ought to be replaced
by something else. Does the balance of
power still perform the {unction which
it has performed, however incomplete-
ly, in the past, lo prescrve at least a
modicum of peace and order in the
world? In other words, the question
arises as to whether the present state
system, hased upon a multiplicity of
sovereign nations keeping each other
in check through the instrumentality of
the halance ol power, is still adequate
to perform the hasic function any
political arrangement must perlorm,
that is to say, to preserve a modicum
of peace and order in the relations
among nations. [ think a good argu-
ment, at least a good rational argu-
ment, can he made in favor of the
proposition that nuclear power which
is, of course, only the most spectacular
example of general technological power
in the fields of communications, trans-
portation, and warfare, that the whole
modern technological world, which we
have created and which we are in the
process of re-creating again and again,
has made the nation-state as ohsolete as
a principle of political organization as
the first industrial revolution did the
feudal system as a principle ol political
organization.

I think a rational case can be made
in favor of the proposition that the
basic [unction of government, the
preservation of a modicum of peace
and order, can no longer he adequately
performed within the present state sys-
tem, In other words, the destructive
power of the modern instruments of
warfare, together with the potential
unification of the world through the
modern technologies of communications
and transportation, has made the
nation-state an inadequate instrument
of political control. It is not by acci-
dent that the only true relatively self-

LANCE OF POWER 9

sufficient nations are not nation-states
but continental states, the United
States and the Soviet Union. This sug-
gosts, with regard to nuclear war, a
direct relationship between the extent
of territory and the viability of states.
The traditional nation-states of western
Furope, such as Great Britain, France,
and Germany, are so utterly vulnerable
to nuclear war that their destruction is
a [oregone conclusion.

[ remember a few years ago I gave a
lecture at the NATO Defense College,
and T said that three H-bombs were all
that was needed to wipe the British
Isles off the {ace of the carth. A British
general gol up, quite indignant, and
said that it wasn’t so, it was five H-
hombs. In any cvent, it is the smallness
of the territories and the enormous
concentralion of populaltion and  in-
dustry in those territories which make
those nations, let us say, natural targets
for total nuclear destruction. I is only
continental nations which, with their
enormous  expanse of territory and
widely dispersed cotcentrations of in-
dustry and  population, while also
enormously vulnerable, are not so vul-
nerable that their total destruction can
be regarded to he a [oregone conchu-
sion,

But in any event, if one accepts as
the rational argument that the system
of a multiplicity of sovereign nations,
preserving peace and order through the
instrumentality of the balance ol
power, has hecome ohsolete, the con-
clusion is not the abolition of the
halance of power while keeping the
sovereign nation-state intact. The logi-
cal conclusion is a radical transforma-
tion of the state system with 2 concen-
tration of governmental power in one
center which will do for the nations of
the world what national governments
today are doing for individual citizens,
that is to say, to maintain a modicum
of peace and order. This is, of course,
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another way of saying that a world
government, a world state, is the only
rational alternative 10 the present
balance-of-power system.

Let mc come back to the argument,
which I regard to be naive, against the
of power while remaining
wedded 1o the present state syslem.
This is completely inconsistent, Tt is
psychologically understandable becanse
our deepest loyalties, of course. are
still tied to the obsolescent nation-state.
It would require a revolutionary trans-
{ormation of our moral allegiances, our
loyalties, our whole way of thinking
and acting il we were to transfer those
loyalties from the individual nation-
state to which we helong to a world
government which is not even on the
horizon and about whose nature one
can only theorize and with which one
has no real experience. But logically.
rationally, if one is dissatisfled with
the balance of power as it exists today,
and if one even regards its operations

balance

in a gereralized nuclear situation as a
direct threat to the survival of civiliza-
tion on this earth, then one must make
a total jump — onc cannot just lake
a half step and oppose the balance of
power. One must say that the system of
the multiplicity of sovercign nation-
states, of which the balance of power
is a mere manilestation. must be re-
placed by something utterly different
in which the balance of power is no
longer going to operate as it operates
today.

But let me say in conclusion, even
then, il vou are not going to have a
totalitarian world government, you're
going to have a balance of power or
a series of halances of power within
such a world government, within such
a world society. For the balance of
power performs on the international
scenc a very similar funection to that
which it performs in the domestic
affairs of democratic and pluralistic

nations. It is not by accident that we
call our system of government a system
of checks and balances. The relations
among the three branches of the Gov-
ernment, between the I'ederal Govern-
ment and the States, between the two
parties, among the different groupings
within Congress, all show the basic pat-
tern of the halance of power in which
one group checks and restrains the
other, and vice versa, so that no single
group can run away with the ball
Thus, in a world government, if it is to
he pluralistic, if it is not to be a mon-
strous totalitarian government, you are
bound to have balances of power in
which the power of one social unit is
pitted against the other so that both
mutually restrain each other. So let me
end in the way | have begun. The de-
sirability of the balance of power is
not subject to debate. Whatever its
effects are, whatever its weaknesses and
its virlues are, it is as indispensable
for a pluralistic society as is the law
ol gravity for the world of nature.
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