
Richard John Neuhaus on 
Carter’s Cardinal Premises 

President Carter’s foreign policy speech at Notre 
Dame, May 22, has, it seems to us, been greatly 
underrated. One probable reason for this is that 
commentators have become rather shy about 
taking the president’s moral exhortations at face 
value. And in truth the Notre Dame speech is in 
large part moral exhortation. But it appears to be a 
moral exhortation designed with great care to 
comprehend the “realistic” assessments of Zbig- 
niew Brzezinski and other Carter advisors. 

The problem many commentators may have is in 
getting used to the idea that the days of sharp 
distinctions between moralism and realism, be- 
tween ideals and national interest, are really past. 
Those who were nursed on such distinctions have a 
hard time being weaned from them; maybe it will be 
demonstrated yet that the distinctions are inescap- 
able, but they are up against a president who 
seems determined to prove that “we can have a 
foreign policy that is democratic, that is based on 
our fundamental values and that uses power and 
influence for humane purposes.” In short, a foreign 
policy that is an extension of the democratic ideal 
beyohd the water’s edge. 

A witticism going the rounds in Washington is 
that Carter is a practitioner of the cockerel walk. 
The cockerel walk, as we understand it, is what 
some roosters do: They boldly thrust forth one leg 
as though preparing to take a great stride and then, 
very slowly, lower it to where it was. The idea of a 
democratic foreign policy and, more specifically, of 
human rights as its centerpiece is described as a 
cockerel walk. The little joke comforts some foreign 
policy experts who find it difficult to overcome their 
mental habits. For better or for worse Carter is 
proposing something quite new, and he is 
obviousiy in earnest about it. 

One assumes that his “five cardinal premises” 
are listed more or less in order of priority. First is 
promoting human rights. Second is solidarity 
among the industrial democracies. Third is a strong 
defense combined with reducing the risk of war. 
Fourth is global development, and fifth is coopera- 
tion in miscellaneous areas of transnational 
interdependence. In realistic terms, of course, the 
third must be first, and some moralists of a different 
bent from Mr. Carter would promote the fourth’to 
the top of the list. But it is reasonable to assume 
Carter’s own ordering is not accidental. While these 
may be the priorities in his own day-by-day thinking 
about foreign affairs, he would no doubt want to 
emphasize, as he did at Notre Dame, that each of 
the five premises requires each of the others. 
No doubt there is hyperbole in the address. The 

repeated reference to “optimism” sounds a little 

too much like American boosterism. And certainly 
he cannot speak on foreign policy “with the voices 
of 215 million” Americans; not if, that is, he is 
serious about democratizing the way foreign policy 
is shaped. Democracy is never unanimous. Carter 
offers a few ringing phrases. For example: “Being 
confident of our own future, we are now free of that 
inordinate fear of communism which once led us to 
embrace any dictator who joined us in our fear.” 
The first part echoes Andrew Young’s statements 
about not being too worried about a few thousand 
Communists in Africa. The last is no doubt an 
important caution to President Park of South Korea 
and his ilk. But the tone here and elsewhere may be 
worrisome to some very worried allies in Western 
Europe. Carter says that “conflict with the Soviet 
Union has become less intensive, eLen though the 
competition has become more extensive.” That the 
Soviet competition in Ethiopia, for example, is in 
any way comparable in importance to the potential 
conflict in Western Europe seems, a! best, 
doubtful. One trusts that he did not intend such a 
comparison, but the possibility of the inference is 
troublesome. 

Carter has been criticized by, among others, 
Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan for being naive in 
expressing the hope that “the Soviet Union will join 
in playing a larger role in aiding the developing 
world, for common aid efforts will help us build a 
bridge to mutual confidence.” The Russians, say 
Moynihan, are not about to cooperate in develop- 
ment aid. In terms of global misery, the Russians 
believe “worse is better” for the advancement of 
violent discontent in the service of their cause. 
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Moynihan may be right, but he misses the subtlety 
of Carter’s point. It is in the American interest to 
make many generous proposals to the Russians for 
cooperating on economic aid to the Third World. 
Every time the Russians refuse or patently 
undercut such efforts, what Carter calls “the moral 
stature” of. America is enhanced. 

One of the most encouraging aspects of the 
Notre Dame speech is its understanding of the 
political uses of ideas such as moral stature. In this 
respect Carter is more of a realist than the realists. 
“I understand fully the limits of moral suasion,” he 
declares, “but I also believerthat it is a mistake to 
undervalue the power of words and of the ideas 
that words embody .... In the life of the human spirit, 
words are actions . . . . ’ I  

Certainly the evidence supports his contention 
that already his words on human rights have 
produced “dramatic worldwide advances in the 
protection of the individual from the arbitrary power 
of the state. For us to ignore this trend would be to 
lose influence and moral authority in the world.” 
Some people have in fact been released from 
prisons: others, it is reasonable to believe, have not 
been persecuted as’ they might have been. Human 
rights is on every nation’s agenda in a way that has 
perhaps never been true before. And there is no 
doubt about which nation is the leader in this 



offensive for elementary decency. In his recent visit 
to Yugoslavia, Vice-president Mondale was hardly 
off the plane and had not so much as mentioned the 
subject when President Tito delivered himself of a 
little speech in defense of Yugoslavia’s record on 
human rights. It was graphic illustration of Carter’s 
point. 

One is struck by Carter’s hearty welcome to 
ideological competition. Putting his own twist on the 
old liberty vs. equality debate, he declared: “The 
great democracies are not free because they are 
strong and prosperous. I believe they are strong. 
and prosperous because they are free.” Some; 
friends of Israel fret about the intimations of an 
imposed settlement in the Middle East, both in the 
Notre Dame speech and since. Those who support 
the U.S. commitment to Taiwan may be nervous 
about Carter’s omitting any reference to that small 
island, except for a mention of “some of the 
difficulties” that still separate us from the Chinese. 
Anxiety about the U.S. backing a race war in South 
Africa may be alleviateq by the statement that “in a 
democratic system the rights of the minority must 
also be protected.” 

One could analyze other details tduched by the 
speech, but its importance is in !its sense of 
direction. Not since Woodrow Wils4,n or Franklin 
Roosevelt has an American presidept spoken so 
positively and believably about “an historical vision 
of America’s role in the world.” It us’ d to be that 
one school emphasized a foreign pol r cy “rooted in 
our moral values” and another a foreign policy 
“reinforced by our material wealth and by our 
military power.” It is clear that Jimmy Carter 
intends to unite what the conventional wisdom held 
io be’ antithetical. 

At Notre Dame, President Carter concluded:.,“lt is 
a policy that I hope will make you proud to be an 
American.” Pride is the first of the seven cardinal 
sins and always a dangerous emotion. It will take 
some time of seeing the principles in practice 
before we even share Mr. Carter’s confidence. But 
for the moment his five cardinal principles set out a 
promise that has made many of us hopeful indeed 
about what it might mean to be an American. 

’ 

EXCURSUS II 
Elizabeth Spiro on 
Conventions, Covenants, and Getting 

Educated About Human Rights 

After his speech to the U.N. General Assembly 
earlier this year President Carter’s foreign policy 
stress on human rights was elevated to the position 
of a “doctrine.” However much the president may 
have thought about the “Carter Doctrine,” it is clear 
that in terms of an overall concept into which specific 

actions can be fitted the rest of the administration is 
running to catch up. The new human rights coor- 
dinator in the State Department almost pleaded with 
a congressional subcommittee for time to draft a 
human rights po\icy. Indeed, in a certain sense the 
president too has catching up to do. 

So far the main events in the human rights story 
have been reactions to events: answering letters, 
commenting on the lead stories on the wires, and 
reacting to the process Congress set in motion in the 
Foreign Aid Act of 1976, which required the publica- 
tion of the eighty-two reports on the situation of 
human rights in countries receiving U.S. military 
assistance. The president’s speech to the U.N. did 
contain, however, one initiative that could have 
great importance: He said he would sign the ’two 
U.N. covenants on human rights and urge their 
ratification by the Senate and the ratification of the 
Conventions on Genocide and the Elimination of All 
Forms of Racial Discrimination. 

Debates on the ratification of these covenants 
could have the significance of the debates on the 
ratification of the League of Nations covenant. It is 
hard to see how their ratification, or nonratification, 
could pass by with perfunctory attention, and, de- 
spite fears generated by the current debate on the 
genocide convention, it would be the wisest strategy 
to make the most, rather than the least, of the 
occasion: Televise the hearings on the ratifica- 
tions; call foreign as well as domestic expert witnes- 
ses; use the U.S. Congress as a forum for world 
opinionmaking-there is no reason the U.N. should 
monopolize this function; educate the American 
public on the limits of sovereignty, the facts of 
interdependence, and the relationship of human 
rights to human needs; and further, put on record 
learned interpretations of these instruments so they 
will become part of the body of relevant material 
determining their application. If these covenants are 
indeed to become important parts of a “world con- 
stitution,” it is well to start working on their flaws 
now. 

There are many reasons why such a course would 
be congenial to the Carter administration. Andrew 
Young, in a Newsweek interview, characterized the 
human rights stress as “a very sophisticated politi- 
cal tactic that is iproducing significant change.” 
Speaking of Eastern Europe, he seems to see this 
change in terms of technological progress, specif- 
ically communications: “People can’t look at TV 
without wanting the freedom to enjoy what they 
see.” To extrapolate a bit, the U.S. can contribute to 
the expansion of human rights simply by keeping the 
world’s eye fixed on the subject, with satellite links 
an ever more important audience booster. President 
Carter’s constantly reiterated theme of keeping the 
public informed as policy is developed rather than 
afterwards is nowhere more appropriate than in the 
field of the international protection of human rights. 
At present public knowledge on the subject begins 
and ends with the spectacular violations of human 
rights that make the evening news. The program of 
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