
Our Difficulty Is That We Have Tended to Equate the Two 
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Tlic supri1li;itiol1iil ordering of atomic power is tlie 
indispensable precondition for sunrival, but it tells 
lis nothing about the purpose for which we want 
to s w i v c .  And \vhile this problem 113s been the 
object of protracted negotiations, the United States, 
;is the lending nation of the non-Communist world, 
\vas called upon to act as though that problem were 
oil the \\.ay to solution, as though mankind ancl, 
more particularly,' \.Testern ci\iliziition \vould sur- 
\.it.e, a i d  to fashion out of its power and leadersllip 
n coninion purpose for tlie whole non-Communist 
Ivorl d. 

The United States \vas expected to use its predom- 
inant power on behalf of the purpose that would be 
not only its own but also one in  \vhicli the non- 
Cominunist \vnrld could recognizc its distinct chiir- 
x t c r  and in \\rliose achievement it could esperience 
;I common destiny. \Vhnt would America do with its 
pon'er? 1fli;lt purpose \voi.ild i t  ni;ih-c that power 
scnve? >lore p;irticul;irly, \vould America be able to 
connect orgnnically its triiditional puipose Lvith that 
po\\.er and, i f  need be, to reformulate that purpose 
so that the po\ver could serve it? Tlie ansiver to 
tliese questions is determined by the nature of 
Aniericnn ponzr, on tlie one' hand, and the nahire 
of the ,4merican purpose, on the other. 

America became a ivorld power, as it had become 
tlic most productive and teclinologically most ad- 
vanced nation on exrth, by putting its human and 
material resources to tlie tasks at hand rather than 
by design. These two aclie\.ements are of course 
closely interrelated; for. Anierican productivity and 
technological proficiency provide the material foun- 
dation for American political and military power. 
hierica marshaled its human material resources for 
the purpose of \tinning the Second II'orld II'ar bv 
destroying the power of Germany and Japan. And 
when the war was won, it found itself in lonely pre- 
eminence among impotent enemies and enfeebled 

Dr. RIorgenthau is an associate of tlie Washington 
Center of Foreign Policy Reaearch. Tlie present 
essay is taken from a chapter in his forthcoming 
hook. The Purpose of Ammican Politics. 

allies. It had not sought the po\ver with wliich it  
emerged to Ivin the war quickly, clieaply, and 
completely. 

A s  a result of its effort and of tlie distribution of 
po\ver at the w r ' s  end, the United States awoke 
one morning to End itself die most po\vcrful nation 
on earth. Thus, \\.lien hmericn \vas at the pinnacle 
of its power, purpose and power were divorced; its 
po\\.er had far outstripped its purpose, and it  Iiad no 
purpose conimensurate nvith its power. Tlus clispro- 
portion made tlie purpose uncertain and diminished 
the effectiveness of the power. 

America as a ivorld power, once i t  Iiad met suc- 
cessfully the Russian military thrcat to its and the 
non-Communist u*orld's sunrival, had to achie've cer- 
tain basic tnsls. First of all, out of the mnkesliift 
arrangements aimed at meeting the Russian military 
threat America had to create a viable international 
order tl iat  Ivould translate common interests into a 
common purpose, fuse die pon.er of individual na- 
tions, and assign to them responsibilities conimen- 
surate with their interests and power. Second, it had 
to create a relationship ivith the uncomnlitted new 
nations of Africa and Asin \vhicli would further a 
ne\v domestic and international stability of peace 
;ind freedom in tlic! image of the stability achieved 
by the United States. Third, it had to establish a 
relationship conducive both to peace and to freedom 
\vitli nations n.luch were irrnvilling objects of Com- 
munist domination. siicli as tlie nations of Eastem 
Europr. 

e 

These three t a k s  were not a matter of choice for 
Xniericil. It could reject them only by beini unfaith- 
ful to its purpose and oblivious 'of its power. Its 
purpose-equality in freedom to be preserved at 
home and cspanded and emulated abrond-requires 
for its achievement at home an international environ- 
ment that a t  the very least, does not threaten the 
existence of the United States. From the beginning 
of American history to the Secorid World War, natu- 
ral isolation and foreign policies maximizing these 
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advantages of nature provided exactly this kind of 
cmironment. \.Vi& these advantages irretrievably 
lost, tlie United States had to creato an international 
cnirironment as a political and social artifact within 
~di ic l i  i t  corild securely pursue its domestic purpose. 

Tlie 0 t h  two tasks are less vitally tied to the- 
purpose of America, even though without them that 
purpose would bc substantially diminished. For 
\!.idlorit them the American purpose would lose its 
d!,naniic cspansioiust quality, and its realization at 
home could not sm-\'e as a model for other nations. 
Tlic United States, witli its territorial espansion at 
;in end, liad no\\' for the second time to find a sub- 
stitute for its subsidinry purpose of exinndin2 the 
:irc;i of cquality in freedom. It'lien it \vas first faced 
\vitli t l in t  necessity, i t  tended under the guidance of 
II'ondro\v IVilson to find that new. purpose in the 
trnrisfomi:ition of tlie world tluough the establish- 
ment of democratic institutions. The United States 

-could tlicn iifford to indulge in the esperiment of 
innking tlie \vorld safe for democracy, for the whole, 
\\orltl tlieii alipcared to present itself as n kind of 
Sipntic csperiinentnl stage on \vliich the universal 
iraliditv of democratic instihitions could be dcmon- 
s t rii t ed. 

The ;iftcrm;rtli of t l i c  Soconcl \\'odd IVar pre- 
clutlcd ;i repetition of this esperinient. For the 
fnilurc of tlic IVilsonian cymiment destroyed the 
simple fait11 in the universal ididitv of democratic 
instihitions which had inspired tliut experiment, and 
called forth more sophisticated approaches and more 
cautious cspectations. Furtlicrmore, most of the na- 
tions in search of a political identit). arc manifestly 
unsuited for a democratic system after the American 
model. And, most importantly, the international en- 
vironment in which tlic search takes place offers in 
Communism an altcrnative to democracy and, hence, 
puts strict limits on democratic fomis of exFeri- 
mentation. 

0 

Ho\v liiis Ancric;i pursued its purpose uiider these 
~iovel conditions? How has it endeavored to achieve 
tlie t h e  tasks wliich the conjunction of purpose and 
cnvirormient set before it? What kind of viable inter- 
national order did it try to create as a precondition 
for its own survival? I n a t  kind of relationship did 
it try to establish with the new nations of Africa 
;ind Asia and with tlie unwilling objects of Commu- 
nist domination? 

The answer to tliese questions is simple, and the 
very simplicity of the answer is the measure of 
.hierica's failure. The United States conceived of 

these tasks primarily in military terms-that is, in 
terms of actual or potential alliances to defend the 
territorial status quo. By doing so, it identified its 
survival with its purpose. It came to think that what 
was necessary and sufficient to assure its survival 
\vas also sufficient to achieve its purpose. In tile 
process it lost the \ision of its purpose and contri- 
buted nothing to its niilitary security and at very 
sun.i\*al to which it had sacrificed its purpo e. 

Tlie relationships within an alliance a 1 deter- 
mined by the interests and the power of its mem- 
bers. The interests that tie the United States to its 
Europem allies are more profound, more compre- 
hensive, and more stable than the interests upon 
~vhich alliances have traditionally been based. Far 
from concerning nothing more than a limited terri- 
torial adbvantage against a temporary enemy, these 
interests enclose the national identities of all its 
members uithin a common ciLilization threatened 
by an illieii and oppressive social system. 
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Tlius, tliis alliance not fonned, as alliances 
t!~ically are, through a process of haggling and 
horse-trading ;inlong suspicious temporary associates 
looking already for more advantageous associations 
else\vhere. Rather, tlus alliance sprang naturally and 
almost inevitably from a common concern ~ 5 t h  a 
coninion licritage whose only chance of survival lay 
in common support. The members of the alliance 
had to choose behveen the alliance and the loss of 
their niatiollal identities and cultural heritage; that is 
to sal., thev had no choice at all. 

The ccnxnt that kept the alliance together was 
the paramount power of the United States. In the 
past there had been alliances in which power was 
unequally distributed and one ally was predominant; 
but rarely had there been such a concentration of 
paramount power in one aUy, with all the other 
d i e s ,  even collectively, being in a subordinate posi- 
tion. And rarely had so paramount a power been at 
tlic sanie time commensurate with the all-persuasive- 
ness of the concerns of the alliance. For the United 
States was paramount not only in the military and 
economic fields, but also in the intangible spheres 
of the values of Westem civilization. 

Had tlie institutions and operations of the alliance 
been commensurate with the comprehensiveness and 
intensity of the interests underlying it and had the 
iduence exerted by the United States been com- 
mensurate with its power, the alliance would have 
fallen \.er). little short of, if it had not amounted to, 
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a confederation of states merging their most vital 
activities in the fields of foreign policy, defense, fi- 
nancc, and economics. Nothing of the kind evolved. 
For the United States, again faced with a conflict 
behveen the historic manifestations of its purpose 
and the demands of novel tasks, could not break 
out of the fetters with which those manifestations 
confined its freedom of thought and action. It proved 
incapable of playing the role it should have played 
as the paramount member of the Western alliance. 

0 

Three inherited patterns of thought and action 
prevented it from adapting the traditional concep- 
tion of its purpose to the new needs and opportuni- 
ties: the limitation of the clirect exercise of American 
power to tlie IVestern Hemisphere, the principle of 
equality in freedom, and the military approach to 
foreign policy. 

The two previous occasions that carried American 
power beyond tlie limits of the Ii'estem Hemisphere 
were peculiar i n  h a t  they allowed American power 
to retreat into its traditional limits after it had failed 
to establish itself f i i l y  eyond them. The liquida- 

in view of their accidental and peripheral connec- 
tion with the American purpose, could begin virtu- 
ally as soon as the conquests had been made. The 
failure of IVilson's attempt to make the world safe 
for democracy rendered pointless the presence of 
,4merican power in Europe. The nature of the Rus- 
sian t h r a t  .after the Second World IVar left the 
United States no rational choice but to establish its 
power in permanence at the circumference of the 
Russian empire. 

But in what terms was that power to be estab- 
lished? Should it be the supremacy of American 
polver, which in its consistent application \voulcl re- 
duce America's allies to the status of satellites, or 
was it to be the freedom in equality of all members 
of the alliance, which, in its ideal realization, would 
issue in the harmonious cooperation of like-minded 
nations? These alternatives confronted the United 
States with a dilemma that could not be solved 
through the consistent realization of either alterna- 
tive without denying one or another essential of the 
.4merican purpose. 

.American power had to operate not in conquered 
temtory where the conqueror could rule as he saw 
fit, but in the territoT of friendly nations whose 
consent, if not desire, provided the sole title for 
the American presence. The purpose of that pre- 
sence w a s  the defense of the freedom and territorial 

tion of the conquests of 1 e Spanish-American War, 

intcgrity of the d ies .  The United States, in reducing 
allies to the status of satellites, would have defented 
the very purpose for the sake of which the European 
nations had become its allies. On the other hand, 
the establishment of the alliance on the basis of 
complete equality was feasible only on the assump- 
tion that the identity of interest among the dbes 
and their awareness of it was so complete that they 

b w ~ ~ l d  be capable of pursuing common ends with 
coninion measmes through free and equal coopera- 
tion. I n  the degree that this cooperation would fall 
short of the ideill espectation, the purpose of the 
dliance as a cooperative effort on behalf of the 
commoii intercsts ~vould he defeated. 

Of thesc two alternatives, the United States cliosc 
the latter. It rcfused to bring its superior power to 
bear cii the iilliance on bclmlf of common interests 
that were nilturdfy inchoate and were competing 
v:itli d iverp i t  ones. Thus it forewent the creation 
of a coiiiiiioii franiework of pcmianent and organic 
cooperation among allies who would relinquish thcir 
equal status in retuni for the alliance's protection of 
their essential freedoms. When the United States 
left tlie \Vestcrii Hemispliere, it carried with it its 
niilitary and economic powcr, but not its creativc 
ilnagini1tioll or its constructive \\<U, Significantly 
eiioiigli, this imagination and will wcre applied-and 
ratlicr abortively a t  thiit-in the one sphere \vhich is 
closest to the 14nierican tradition in foreign affairs: 
tlint is? in tlie military sphere, and NATO is pres- 
ently the rather forlorn and brittle monument to 
this tradition. 

The United States cbmerged from the Second 
\\'orltl \!'ar as the most powerful nation on e"di 
by chmce, and it ;issumcc1 the leadership of the 
co'ilition of frrc nations by virtue of necessit).. In 
conseqiicnce, its \vi11 arid mind were not equal to 
its power, responsibilih, and opportunity. Had thesc 
attributes of Ainericn brcn the result of conscious 
choice and delibcratc ' aspiration, America would 
have been intellectually and morally prepared when 
what it had chosen and aspired to came to pass. 
Since i t  \viis not so prepnred, i t  approached the 
tasks incumbent upon the pnrnmount power of tJic 
\.Vestern alliance \vith unbecoming humility nnd 1111- 

\j*iirrantctl self-restraint. 

c\meric;i continuccl to see itself and its relations 
\vith the world.very much as it had, say, fifty years 
c ~ l i e r ;  a great nation that Iiad accomplished great 
things in the material sphere and had achieved a 
iiniqiie political and social order, bringing happiness 

5 



to itself aiid offering it to the world. It had achieved 
great things-military and political-outside the 
\\'estem I-lcrnisphere not by deliberate purpose but 
bv force of circrimstance. Had it not been for these 
circunistmices, i t  n~ould have been content to be left 
alonc, ancl it would have left others done .  rind only 
tlie iiitr.ictabilih of the Soviet Union, so the United 
States tliouglit, prevented the \vorld from corre- 
sponding to tliis state of nund. 

-*Inicric.a's image of itself nnd of its relations to the 
\vorltl, while taking account of the obvious facts of 
miitcrial power, superimposed the pattern of the 
past upon the contemporary \\*odd. As America has 
tlius fnr beeii incapable of tlie Xtlicnian pride in 
culturc, so has i t  shunned the imperial attitude of 
Rome in political relations \vi& the outside world. 
The politiccil prcdoniinnnce required by its power 
i v a  iiiconipntible \vith its anti-imperialist tradition, 
wliic.11 is tlie inanifcstation abroad of the principle 
of equdih.  

Confroiitcd Ivitli tlic choice behveen assuming the 
position 0 1  1e;idersliip commensurate \vitli its power 
x i id  trciJtiiig its allies ;is equals, the United States 
cliose tlic I:ttter alternative. Accustomed to e q m d  
its ivlc iiito political empty spaces but not to inipose 
i t ,  Iio\vcLn- Sently and beneficially, upon esjsting 
political entities, it endeavored to establish uitliin 
die IVestcrn allianco the same kind of consensus, by 
tlic wnic nietliods of ratioiial persuasion and cco- 
nomic inducements, that liad created, niaintaincd, 
iintl dcvcloped the American commonwealtli and 
ils institutions. 

Yet tlic application of tlie etiuiilitariun principle 
of tlic tleii1ocr;itic consensus to tlie relatioils among 
iillicls rcisulted in disintcgration and :inarchy. For as 
t l i c  integriitins effects of the donicstic equalitarian 
c ~ ~ ~ i s c ~ ~ i s u s  depend upoil a prc-establisliecl sovereign 
ceiitr;il government, so \vhatc\*er equality there can 
Ilc iiiiioiis allies that d 8 e r  drastically in power and 
rcspoiisibilih must be subordinated to a Iuerarchiciil 
re1;itioiisliip bchveen die paraniouiit power and the 
rcst. This Iiicr;ircliical relationship has been lacking 
h h v e c n  tlie United States and its allies. T~vo kinds 
of coiiscqucnccs have flown from tliis lack. Either 
tlie :illinlice has been incapable i f  pursuing new, 
positivci policics in conimon, or else the most deter- 
rriinctl :iIlv lins been able to inipose its will upon 
tlie uniteh States. 

Of tlie former consequence N.4TO is the outstund- 
i n s  cwniple. The principle of erludity among its 
fiftc.cn members, applied to tlic political operations 
aiid o\.er-nll military planning of tlie alliance, put a 
\irtunlly iiisumiountable obstacle in the' way of new 

policies to be pursued by the fifteen allies in re- 
sponse to new opportunities or new threats. The 
principle of equality would have been compatible 
with new departures in policy only if all members 
of the alliance had an equal interest in such depar- 
tures, were equally aware of these interests, and 
agreed completely on the means to be used in sup- 
port of these interests. Short of an open threat of 
military conquest or revolution, such as confronted 
the members of NATO in the late lWOs, these con- 
ditions cannot be esFected to be present at the same 
time. In tlie absence of one or another of them, tlie 
best an alliance thus constituted can achieve is to 
trilnslate the lowest common denominator of agreed 
interests into coninlon action. 

That denominator is likely to tend toward the ir- 
reducible minimum of common policies nithout 
\vlucli the alliance itself would cease to exist ns :in 

operating agency. Thus, while the objective condi- 
tions under which the fifteen allies live require a 
degree of unity in purpose and action far transcend- 
ing that of a traditional alliance, and while NATO 
NYIS designed at  its inception to be the instmilent 
of dint kind of unity, in actual performance N;\'I'O 
his hccoriie less and less distinguishable from ; I  trd- 
ditionnl alliance, and a rather loosely knit and stag- 
nntiiig one at that. 

The other consequence of the equalitarian ,ip- 
proiich to alliance bas been most marked in die 
bilateral relations bchveen the United States and its 
nllies. Go\Vernments that govern only because the 
United States maintains them, such as that of For- 
niosa, and governments that have no alternative to 
.hericiin association, such as that of Spain, hnve 
been able to play a whi ing  gnme in which thc  
LJnited Stntcs holds all the bumps. The United 
States lius not been disposed to play these truinpl; 
for hvo reasons. On tlie one Iinnd, its comnitmcnt to 
the principle of eclualih prcventcd it from bringing 
its superior power to bear upon n weak ally on 
belialf of its interests. On the other hand, these in- 
terests lvcre conceived in temis of what I have else- 
\vhcre suggested calling the collector's approach to 
alliances. That is to sajp, the United States has been 
prini:irily interested in the conclusion of alliances 
Iicr sc, rcgirdless of the specific and concrete intrr- 
ests these alliances \yere supposed to sene. 

-4n alliance thus conceived is a stilncling inLitation, 
r c d i l y  acccpted, for a weak ally to make the alli- 
ance senve its own specific interests. Thus, the 
United States has paid for the n.illingness of weak 
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and even unviable iiatioiis to becoiiie its allies by 
under\vriting the interests of these nations, regird- 
less of whether their interests coincide urith or run 
counter to its cnn.  

This relatioilship, unliealtliy even by the standards 
of traditional foreign policy, is a far cry from the 
new order through wliicli tlie United Stiites wiis 
espected to realize the coniinon purpose of the nil- 

tions of \Vestern ci\ilizatio,n in  the atoniic age. The 
factors that brought about tlus relationship are also 
responsible for America's failure to project tlie Amer- 
can prirpose into the areas of the w.orld n.hicli are 
either uncommitted. or unLvillingly committed to 
Cornmunism. The United States was not able to free 
itself from the pattern of thouglit and action estab- 
lished both by its tradition and by its successful reac- 
tion to die threat of Russian poiver in the aftermath 
of tlie second IVorld IVa-tliat is, to conceive of its 
relations to the outside world primarily in military 
terms. 

Thus, it saw itself surrounded by allies, by 1111- 

committed nations that thus far Iind refusecl to be- 
come allies, and by satellites that Russian pon.er 
prevented from bccoming its allies. From this pic- 
ture of tlie ivorld, t h e e  militarily oricnted policies 
ensued. ,The allies liad to be kept in tlie .4nierican 
orbit, the uncommitted nations had to be drawn 
into i l ,  and the satellites hacl to be liberated so that 
tlie). could join it. The Baghdad Pact, SE-dTO, niid 
the Eisenhower Doctrine were open-ended-and 
Inrgely unsuccessful-imitations to the uncommitted 
iiiitioiis of Asia and tlie 3liddle East to beconie allics 
of thc United Statcs or at least to accept niilitxy 
nssistniice from it. 

These policies were by and large uiisucccssful be- 
c m s e  tlie picture of tlie \i.orId from udiicli tlicy 
dt:rii.cd \vns at odds botli i\.itli tile facts of espcri- 
cnce and ivitli tlie intcrcsts of the L!nited States. 
\\'hat the United States liatl to cope \\.it11 outsiilc 
Europc \vas not tlic threat of liussian militaiy po\vcr 
but the promise of tlie new order of Communism. 
A policy of military alliances w i s  irrele\rant to the 
problems raised by that promise. It \vas ills0 countir- 
producti\*e; for by strengthening niorc often than not 
tlic forces of tlie status quo and tlie militar). estab- 
lishments in the allied nations, it tended to identify 
tlic United States \\it11 those forces and \\.it11 pre- 
parations for war and gave Communism in turn the 
opportunity to identify itself with tlie forces of 
progress and peace. 
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