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DEFINING NATIONAL SECURITY

CHARLES F. HERMANN

The previous essay was concerned with the causes of war and its persistence in inter-
state relations. Is war the only threat to national security? Perhaps we need to asI}
some important prior questions: What is national security? Are the dimensions and im-
plications of national security changing? Charles Hermann, director of the Mershon
Center at The Ohio State University, addresses these important questions. He maintains
that the apparent academic exercise of defining national security is not without practi-
cal implications. He identifies five broad aspects of the national security setting that
have been changing and will continue to change in the years ahead: preferred value

outcomes, the international environment, t

he domestic environment, the nature of

threats, and strategies for threat aversion. In reading this essay, indeed in reading fur-
ther in this book, the reader should be sensitive to how the constantly changing context
of national security affairs affects the relevance of each article.
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Consider the following chronologically ar-
ranged statements about national security:

“National security can be most fruitfully de-
fined as the ability of a nation to protect its in-
ternal values from external threats” (Berkowitz
and Bock, 1965, p. x).

“We are not playing a semantic game with
these words; the trouble is that we have been
lost in a semantic jungle for too long and have
come to identify security with exclusively mili-
tary phenomena and most particularly with mil-
itary hardware. It just isn’t so” (McNamara, 1968,
p. 150).

“Security may be defined as a protective con-
dition which statesmen either try to acquire, or
preserve, in order to guard the various compo-
nents of their polities from either external or
internal threats” (Cohen and Tuttle, 1972, p. 1).

“Most Americans have been accustomed to
regard national security as something having to
do with the military defense of the country against
a military enemy, and this as a responsibility
primarily of the armed forces. . . . To remove
past ambiguities and recognize the widened
spectrum of threats to our security, we should
recognize that adequate protection in the future
must embrace all important valuables, tangible
or otherwise, in the form of assets, national in-
terests, or sources of future strength. . .. An
adequate national security policy must provide
ample protection for the foregoing classes of val-
uables, wherever found, from dangers military
and nonmilitary, foreign and domestic, utilizing
for the purpose all appropriate forms of national
power” (Taylor, 1976, pp. 3-4).

It is a reasonable conjecture that when Ber-
kowitz and Bock (1965) wrote their definition of
national security it would have received wide, if
not universal, acceptance by scholars and prac-
titioners in the field. Subsequent observations
by the authors of a model syllabus for a college
course on national security and by two prominent
American national security policy-makers would
appear to suggest possible flux in the definition.
In his seminal essay on national security, Arnold
Wolfers noted in 1952: “When political formulas
such as ‘national interest’ or ‘national security’
gain popularity they need to be scrutinized with
particular care. They may not mean the same
thing to different people. They may not have any
precise meaning at all” (Wolfers, 1973, p. 42).
Wolfers sought to explain why national security
often was an “ambiguous symbol” even though
he thought the concept capable of substantial
clarity. This essay takes a similar position. There
exists a core definition of national security that,
though not always used, is little changed. What
is changing and will continue to change is the
context in which that concept is applied. If the
national security is defined in momentary con-
textual terms rather than with respect to basic
constructs, it also will appear to change.

Wolfers stated as his initial working definition
that “security points to some degree of protec-
tion of values previously acquired” (1973, p. 44).
That serves equally well in the present note as
a provisional definition although, like Wolfers,
we will want to cast it somewhat differently and
more formally when its ramifications have been
explored.

The first thing that becomes apparent is that
security is a value and normally serves as an in-
strumental value, i.e., one desires security in
order to enjoy the products or outcomes of some
other value(s). Occasionally, individuals or groups
act as though security were an ultimate value,
but even then they appear to be advocating se-
curity in order to protect something else—the
physical survival of themselves or of some col-
lectivity (see Smoke’s [1975, p. 247] reference
to “the protection of citizens’ physical security”).

Security also is a variable since one may have
varying degrees of security. Some individuals,
groups, or nations may be more secure than others
for a variety of reasons and at the same time.
The degree of danger or threat may vary; the
number of values to be protected may differ; and
psychological states and expectations about the
future may not be comparable.

The reference to expectations introduces the
need for an important departure from Wolfers’s
(1973, p. 44) provisional definition. Security con-
cerns not only the protection of “values previ-
ously acquired,” but also expectations about the
future and the value outcomes to be experienced
at a later time. Thus, security concerns not only
the avoidance of loss, but also the prevention of
blocked gain. Home insurance with increased
coverage for the future appreciation of the res-
idence is an example at the individual level of
this dimension of security. As Lasswell and Kap-
lan (1950, p. 61) observed: “Security is high
value expectancy, position, and potential: real-
istic expectancy of maintaining influence.” Too
often we associate security with existing condi-
tions and with the status quo and thus overlook
the important dynamic quality of this value.

Finally, security involves the minimization of
danger or threat. Threat can be viewed as the
anticipated obstruction of some value. When we
speak of protection, we are talking about free-
dom from any obstruction or obstacle to our en-
joyment of the value outcomes we hold in high
regard.

Security can now be defined more formally as
the expectation of retaining and enhancing the
ability to partake of highly regarded value out-
comes free of obstructions. National security thus
becomes security with respect to “value out-
comes” desired by those who comprise the ef-
fective political base of a nation. Such values
have often been associated with the concept of
national interests—another loosely-used term
whose meaning we need not address here.
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No one should be led to believe that the ap-
parent academic exercise of definition is not
without practical implications. The proposed
definition of national security (which is hardly
novel) can be applied to the world of 1947, 1977,
or 2007. But the phenomena associated with na-
tional security requirements will be different be-
cause of the changing context. With reference to
the United States, we can identify five broad
aspects of the national security setting that have
been changing and that will continue to change.

L. Preferred value outcomes. The values that
citizens of the United States hold most dear and
the priorities assigned to them are not static. For
example, concern with human rights is not new
to many Americans but the prominence and uni-
versal application in the utterances and actions
of American policy-makers is noteworthy. Thus,
in the Helsinki accords on European security the
United States and its European allies entered
into agreements they resisted in earlier years in
exchange for pledges of greater commitment to
human rights values. The physical survival of the
United States and of its institutions and territory
would appear to be continuing core values. But,
even here, changes are possible, as represented
by the shifts in policy toward the expropriation
of American private property overseas or the de-
bate on the future of the Panama Canal. Clearly,
as changes occur in the society’s core values that
we seek to promote and protect, the national
security context will also change.

2. International environment. Any observer
of the contemporary international scene who
possesses some historical perspective recognizes
that the world outside the political jurisdiction
of the United States is undergoing profound
changes. For example, the increasing role played
by various nonterritorial actors such as ITT, Uni-
lever, and other multinational corporations, or
by the PLO and OPEC, are forging a new con-
ceptualization of world politics. The growing
economic interdependence between the United
States and a number of other nations is another
illustration with direct implications for American
security. Can the United States be secure when
there is a severe threat to Japan or Western Eu-
rope, whether that threat be military or fiscal?
McNamara (1968, p. 149) would extend the in-
terdependence argument further: “The irre-
ducible fact remains that our security is related
directly to the security of the newly developing
world.” The question arises as to the conditions
under which security is divisible. Can there be
a high degree of security under foreseeable cir-
cumstances? “There is a growing realization that
in the modern world any increase in the security
of one nation may depend on an increase in the
security of other nations and that the concept of
international security may become as meaningful
as that of national security” (Berkowitz and Bock,
1968, p. 44).

3. Domestic environment. What is threaten-
ing to a weak, unprepared society will be less
threatening (or even nonthreatening) to a strong,
prepared one. The same concern manifests itself
in the recent analysis of General Maxwell Taylor
(1976, p. 128): “Many examples have been cited
of internal weakness and tendencies which sap
our strength and diminish the resources avail-
able to assure our security. Some have been in-
dividual traits of character; others are collective
attitudes and predilections; not a few suggest a
general aimlessness of national purpose. . . .
While decay is not necessarily a form of self-
destruction, we have other proclivities that clearly
are—wastefulness, for example.” As Taylor re-
minds us, a variety of domestic factors can have
a profound and direct effect on the capability to
cope with threats to core values. The familiar but
disturbing litany of urban decay, racial strife,
poor quality of education, energy shortages, in-
flation and unemployment, and ecological dis-
ruptions can each affect national security in mul-
tiple ways. First, they can erode both the ability
and the will to address still other threats. Sec-
ond, they pose the critical problem of tradeoffs.
Resources expended to provide security from
other threats—for example, external military
dangers—reduce the resources available to cope
with these problems which may not only lead to
the loss of some of the very core values we sought
to protect but also result in a reduction of our
security as defined.

4. Nature of threats. Nowhere is the context
for national security more in need of constant
reappraisal than with respect to the nature and
reality of the potential obstacles to our values.
In the face of protracted stalemate, the strategic
and conventional military threats may appear to
dissipate of their own accord, thereby yielding
a false sense of security. The new tanks in East-
ern Europe, the volatile nature of the Middle
East and southern Africa—to name a few—should
underscore the continuing dynamics and danger
posed by worldwide military developments. The
quotations by McNamara and Taylor at the be-
ginning of this essay, however, dramatize the need
for equal vigilance with respect to uncoren-
tional hostilities (e.g., terrorism) and to those
that fall completely outside the realm of military
threats. Because the United States has for three
decades been confronting the military threats as-
sociated with the Cold War, there is a clear pos-
sibility that our sensitivity to new sources of dan-
ger may have diminished. In this context, as an
illustration, it is noteworthy that the United States
National Security Council has considered the is-
sue of world population growth as a problem pos-
ing a potential threat to the security of the United
States.

5. Strategies for threat aversion. Shifts in val-
ues, environment, capabilities, or threats may
lead to the need for altered strategies for mini-
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mizing the threats posed to our security. Stra-
tegic deterrence offers a case in point. For dec-
ades the United States has relied on various forms
of strategic deterrence to protect itself and some
of its allies against a nuclear attack. Yet, the
question can be raised whether deterrence as we
have practiced it can continue to offer a satisfac-
tory shield against nuclear war (see Ikl¢, 1973).
Wolfers (1973, p. 50) addresses the issue more
generally: “If security, in the objective sense of
the term at least, rises and falls with the presence
or absence of aggressive intentions on the part
of others, the attitude and behavior of those from
whom the threat emanates are of prime impor-
tance. Such attitude and behavior need not be
beyond the realm of influence by the country
seeking to bolster its security. Whenever they
do not lie beyond this realm, the most effective
and least costly security policy consists in in-
ducing the opponent to give up his aggressive
intentions.” Thus, a variety of strategies—some
involving military coercion, others involving
nonmilitary inducements—may all be part of a
balanced national security policy.

It is essential to distinguish between the basic
concept of national security and contextual di-
mensions like the preferred national value out-
comes, international environment, domestic en-
vironment, nature of threats, and strategies for
threat aversion. We need to monitor and to be

sensitive to the dynamies of the context even as
we retain a basic commitment to a relatively clear
and stable concept of national security.
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AN UNTRADITIONAL VIEW OF NATIONAL SECURITY

LESTER R. BROWN

In this short piece, Lester Brown argues that in addition to the traditional military
threats to national security, there are numerous new threats against which traditional
national defense establishments are useless. These new threats are essentially ecological
and economic in origin and pose serious national security problems for the nations of
the world. Although this book concentrates on the military threat to national security,
it is necessary to be aware of nonmilitary threats to national well-being. Lester Brown
is director of Worldwatch Institute, Washington, D.C. e

The term “national security” has become a
commonplace expression, a concept regularly
appealed to. It is used to justify the maintenance
of armies, the development of new weapons sys-
tems, and the manufacture of armaments. A fourth
of all the federal taxes in the United States and

at least an equivalent amount in the Soviet Union
are levied in its name.'

The concern for the security of a nation is
undoubtedly as old as the nation state itself, but
since World War II the concept of “national se-
curity” has acquired an overwhelmingly military

Excerpted with minor revisions from Redefining National Security, Worldwatch Paper 14, October 1977, by
permission of Worldwatch Institute, Washington, D.C. The author is indebted to his colleague Frank Record for his

assistance with the research for this paper.






