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THE POLITICAL ETHICS 
“The discussion of ethics or morality in our rela- 
tions with other states is a prolific cause of con- 
fusion, The righteous who seek to deduce foreign 
policy from ethical or moral principles are as 
misleadmg and misled as the modem Machia- 
vellis who would conduct our foreign relations 
without regard to them.” 

With these remarks, which opened an address 
he recently delivered at Amherst College, Dean 
Acheson established the defining limits of “Ethics 
in International Relations Today.” He then pro- 
ceeded to clear up some of the confusion which 
is so noticeable in present-day discussions of po- 
litical ethics, and the method he found most 
appropriate was, apparently, that of demolition. 
Evidently he regarded the Machiavellians as the 
lesser threat today, for he trained his big guns 
on the “righteous,” “those who seek to deduce 
foreign policy from ethical or moral principles.” 

Casting his own analysis into the traditional 
and useful categories of ends and means, he 
posited as the goal of U.S. foreign policy the 
preservation and fostering of “an environment in 
which free societies may flourish and underdevel- 
oped nations who want to work on their own 
development may find the means to do SO.” But 
can policies .which are designed with this admir- 
able goal in mind be evaluated in moral or ethical 
terms? The answer that Acheson suggested, 
was no, since acts take on different moral colora- 
tion from their context, since the vocabulary of 
ethics is inadequate to test foreign policies and 
since standards which might enable us to make 
proper judgments are nowhere in evidence. 

Making the charge direct, Dean Acheson said 
that “what passes for ethical standards for gov- 
ernmental policies in foreign affairs is a collection 
of moralisms, maxims, and slogans, which neither 
help nor guide, but only confuse decision on such 
complicated matters as the multilateral nuclear 
foree, a common grain price in Europe, policy in 
Southeast Asia. . , , 2, 
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These delusive maxims include the “so-called 
principle of self-determination, brotherly love, 
the prohibition against the use or threat of force 
by one state against another, and various state- 
ments inferred from the Golden Rule. In its story 
on Dean Acheson’s speech, the New York Times 
said that he had thus swept aside the “publicly 
accepted and cherished tenets of United States 
policy under postwar Administrations.” 
0 

Now there are, beyond cavil, people in our 
society who cherish moralisins and slogans that 
have little application to political affairs and 
others who believe that if sound moral principles 
are joined with a film will they can easily cut 
through any Gordian knot of politics. If this 
group would attend to Dean Acheson’s sharp 
cautions, h s  address should be salutary. For it 
is necessary to recognize, as Mr. Acheson inisted, 
that the criteria for political decisions should be 
hardheaded, that sound judgment can follow only 
upon proper appraisal of r isks  and dangers, of 
probable consequences, of gain and loss. 

But far from constituting a majority or being in 
a position to determine the tenets of U.S. policy, 
the people who are the proper targets of Mr. 
Acheson’s assault are in a distinct minority. How- 
ever vocal this minority, it is difficult to discern 
what particular policies they determined under 
the administrations of Truman, Eisenhower, Ken- 
nedy or Johnson. It is true that they did at one 
time-and to a lesser extent still do-sow confu- 
sion into our public discussion of political ques- 

desirable policies. But they have been success- 
fully admonished over the years by that school of 
political thinkers that has been labeled “realist,” 
that school with which Dean Acheson’s name has 
been prominently associated. 

Now the admonitions of the realists are neces- 
sary, they must not be forgotten nor should their 
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v~llue be slighted. But they are not sufficient. The 
\veaknesscs of any school of political theorists are 
likely to lie niore evident as that school gains the 
;iwe;itlency. There are weaknesses in this school 
niid tlicir ii’cre clearly e\riden t in Dean Acheson’s 
0 1 ~ m  cmhid, direct address. 

:iftcr positing :is the admiriible aiid generallJr 
iicccptcd go:il of our policy-“to presewe and 
fostvr ;111 environment in \vliicli free societies miiy 
csist : i d  flourisli”-De:in Acheson said that we 
should tlicn iidollt “strategic approiicli” to the 
nic;~i is  by \vliich Lve nchie\.e that goal. Xlornl con- 
sidcriitioiis arc largely irrelevant here, lie said, 
;is the\, Ii‘erc in making dccisioiis i1bout the 
Cul~~11i crisis of 1932, in deciding to manufacture 
tlic I ion ib ,  i i l  Lincoln’s attitude to slii\.er>. relative 
to tlie Union. He could rendilv have multiplied 
tlic csaiiiples but his point was clew: in foreign 
polic\r the means are largely esempt from moral 
co~isiclcratioiis. 

Yct tlie niind rests uneasily on this hard preni- 
iw ;iiid 31r. Acheson souglit to soften i t :  “in for- 
cigi  ;iffiiirs, onlv the end can justify the means; 
t l i i b  is iiot to s;iv that tlic crid justifies ani‘  nieans, 
01’ t l i ; i t  aoiiie ciids ciin j i i 5 t i f \ *  anything.” But we 
I.:liou. tlie end, the god  of‘ our‘ foreign p o h . .  
\!‘lint 1iie;iiis can tIint cnd not justify? Once Ge 

admit that some means are not justified then all 
means come under moral scrutiny in order that 
we may distinguish in ethical terms the accept- 
able from the non-acceptable, the undesirable 
from the even less desirable. Since people make 
different prudential assessments, judgments here 
\vi11 ineiitabl)‘ differ, but they will be made. This 
does not mean that the discussion concerning 
proper measures will be couched in moral terms. 
If moral awareness is absent at  the time of deci- 
sion i t  is not Likely then to be provided. These 
assertions run directly counter, of course, to a 
major intent of Aclieson’s statement. 

The fact that a person of AIr. Acheson’s esperi- 
ence, klion.ledge and acuity has not led us out 
of the political wilderness, has not totallv dis- 
sipated tlie confusion, is less a criticism c& him 
than i t  is a proof of the complexity of the discus- 
sion and a sign that it should not‘ die. For those 
\vho differ ivith hlr. Acheson never said that it 
was easy to show the rele\rance of ethics to for- 
cign poiicy; they said that it was necessary and 
must, therefore, be made possilh. As Jacques 
IIaritain once \vrote, in exactly this contest, the 
means are, “so to speak, the end itself in its very 
proccss of coming to esistence.” 

J. F. 

OIK’ \.ic\v o l  reliitions l ) c t \ \wn  tlic “third \\vorld” and 
tlic \\'est is pro\.idcd b!. B r i m  Crozier in n review 
of scx.cwl books rccently published in England 
iSjJcy,/ti/t-lr, Dcwinlwr 4). Hc reports tlint “an aca- 
(.lt:iiiic I r i c d  . . . Ivrotc not long ;iqo to suggest that 
it  N ’ A S  niy c lcx cltit!, to \vrite ;i Look on how the 
\\'est Iiiiglit rul) tilong with tlic undcrdevelopcd 
countries.” B u t  Crozier bclie\.es that the first order 
of busiiicss is for “sonicone to \vrite :i hook telling 
tlic ptvq)lc of tlie undcrde\.eloped countries ho\v to 
iub ;ilong \vit l i  the \f‘est.” He suggests tlint “\vlio- 
c ’ \ w  i t  is iniglit be~iii  wvitli n 1i;irsh reality: ‘they’ 
~ i ~ w l  ‘U$’ niorr tliaii ‘\\re’ need ‘tlicm.’ Or, as Orwell 
. . . iiiiglit Ii;i\.e put i t :  till countricls are interdcpend- 
ciit b u t  sonic arc more intcrdcpendcnt than otlirrs.” 

\ \ ’ l i c i t  .drorr/d infomi the rclntionsliip bchvecn tlie 
tivo nrens? Crozier contends t l in t  it is “in the en- 
l iqli t~~iircl  self-interest of tlie riclicr countrics that 
tlk povcrty of the poorer ones sliould be reduced, 
ji ist  ;IS i t  \vns in tlie cnlightrncd self-interest of 
.,Inicric:iii cJpitiilisni t l in t  the workers should be 
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a uivcii purchsing power; if  world poverty is not re- 
diiced as quickly as possible, the outcome c m  only 
be n deepening revolutionilry chaos which, to the 
cstcnt that it does anybody any good, \vi11 only help 
tlie IVest’s enemies.” . h d  since dcvelopmcnt is also 
“an incscapnble realit). in countries that are over- 
croivdcd, as well as undernourished, such as India 
and Cliinn . . . in most cases . . . it is in the interest 
of poor countries, too, that they should grow richer; 
and i n  this, their interest coincides Lvith ours. The 
principii1 sourccs of capi till and know-ho\v, how- 
ever, are in the Il’est.” 

It will then be “in the enlightened self-interest of 
the ‘cmerzing’ countries to stop attacking what they 
call neo-colonialism and welcome it with open arms,” 
Crozier goes on to say. Certainly “the IVest could 
. . . make n bigger and saner contribution to third- 
\\.orid development than it now does. . . . But it 
\vould be so much easier to move in the direction of 
sunity i f  our underdeveloped friends stopped cr>ing 
‘nco-colonialism’ and \\*e stopped crediting the third 


