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The idealists and crusaders of every age and era 
develop certain underlying attitudes and values which, 
while connected with the specific goals they struggle 
to attain, are clearly distinct from them. Often these 
attihides and values grow out of their effort to obtain 
more limited and specific goals. However, many of 
the participants in today’s turmoil, and particularly 
the younger ones, seem to have little in the way of a 
general program - though they often protest against 
specific acts or situations -but instead proclaim that 
unless the nation and the world adopt a new set of 
values no particular set of reforms will leave a lasting 
imprint. 

High on the list of the values they insist be adopted 
are those of honesty and openness, and they direct 
their demands to the church as well as to the state. 
Indeed, the pressure for actual as well as verbal 
adherence to the values of openness and honesty has 
become so great that bishops are even hinting they 
may open their account books to their members, and 
candidates for our highest office recently spoke of their 
intention to conduct an “open presidency.” 

This desire for more openness and honesty is ex- 
pressed, of course, by a far broader spectrum of the 
population than our crusading and alienated youth. 
The widespread popular concern was confirmed by a 
recent Gallup poll, which found that over sixty per 
cent of the American people believe that standards of 
honesty are declining. Without attributing this solely 
to conditions in Washington, the poll reflects in part 
the widespread feeling that the Johnson Administra- 
tion has been devious, if not dishonest, in its relations 
with its citizens. 

This concern over standards of honesty and integ- 
rity is leading many Americans to place a much higher 
value on the simple virtues relative to specialized 
skills in their evaluation of public officials, and this is 
true of liberals as well as conservatives. This is cer- 
tainly not new in history. It is a natural reaction when 
the talents of those who rule are demonstrably in- 
adequate to cope with the upheavals that periodically 
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overwhelm men and nations. It was a powerful feel- 
ing after the first world war when the citizens of 
many countries, angry with the failures of their 
leaders, blamed these leaders and their secret treaties 
for the agonies and disasters of those years. “Open 
agreements openly arrived at” became a sentiment 
too powerful to be ignored though too dangerous to 
be followed, and it was many years before the diplo- 
mats and political leaders were able to win general 
acceptance of the idea of open agreements secretly 
arrived at as the only way of conducting foreign affairs. 
The emphasis on simple truth and values has also 
characterized our domestic political life at times in 
the past, and this can and does go to extremes. One 
such occasion occurred in the early 1930’s. The Senate 
Banking Committee was holding hearings on a new 
law to revive a banking system that had collapsed, 
and was astonished when a witness told the commit- 
tee: “Anyone with a good heart can write a sound 
national baiking law in four hours.” 

I will not focus on communications between the 
government and its citizens regarding matters of es- 
sentially domestic concern, although domestic and 
international affairs are so intricately interrelated that 
any separation of the two is inevitably a bit artificial. 
The government can and should be much more open 
in sharing its information on domestic affairs with 
its people than it can be with information dealing with 
international affairs. Progress has been made along 
these lines. The Freedom of Information Act passed 
in 1966 at  the instigation of the press and the bar was 
a step forward, although with its nine categories of 
information that the executive departments can with- 
hold from the public the law has turned out to be less 
of a victory than its sponsors originally believed. 

In considering the people’s right to know and the 
government’s right to withhold information it pos- 
sesses, it is in the area of international affairs that one 
encounters the most complex and frustrating prob- 
lems. The right of the people to know the affairs 
of their government has long been proclaimed one 
of the cornerstones of American democracy. James 
Madison said “Knowledge will forever govern ignor- 
ance, and the people who mean to be their own 
governors must arm themselves with the power knowl- 



edge gives. A popular government without popular 
information nor the means of acquiring it is but a 
prologue to a farce or a tragedy or perhaps both.” 
And Patrick Henry spoke along the same lines when 
he said “The liberties of the people never were, nor 
ever will be secure, when the transaction of their 
rulers may be concealed from them. . . , I am not 
an advocate for divulging indiscriminately all the 
operations of government . . . but to cover with the 
veil of secrecy the common routine of business, is an 
abomination in the eyes of every intelligent man.” 
(Cited by J. Edward Murray in The Bulletin of the 
American Society of Newspaper Editors, August 1, 
1966, p. 3.) 

The right of the people to know their government’s 
business would seem to most Americans to be an 
essential element of a democratic political system, for 
without proper and adequate knowledge the elector- 
ate is unable to vote or express its views intelligently. 
Political philosophers have often stressed that one of 
the advantages of democracy is the people’s ability 
to keep their rulers from carrying out policies that 
reflect the rulers’ desire for power or glory rather 
than the needs and welfare of the people. Even if 
the situation is less clear-cut than this - for the 
people often prevent their rulers from acting wisely 
-most would agree that popular control over the 
ruler requires an informed body politic. And this 
principle, generally held by the American people, 
has a vociferous if not wholly disinterested advocate 
in the press. 

Yet i t  is deceptively easy to go too far in equating 
the public’s right to know with democracy. The 
British, for example, do not couple these principles 
to the extent that Americans do. Although British con- 
stitutional history is the story of power flowing from 
the crown to Parliament as the representative of the 
people, foreign relations have remained largely a 
prerogative of the monarch’s ministers. Extensive as 
is the power of the US. President in the field of 
foreign affairs, that of the British prime minister and 
cabinet are probably even greater - so long as they 
maintain the confidence of Parliament. In particular, 
the executive has strong control over the release of 
information. Professor Brian Chapman, a leading com- 
mentator on British institutions, has concluded that 
“The whole structure of the British government is 
designed to protect the policy-making function of 
government from public scrutiny.” ( British Gouern- 
ment Obserued, Some European Ref7ections. London, 
1963, p. 29.) 

The most remarkable aspect of this system to an 
American is its general acceptance by the British press. 
As one influential British editor told Professor Harry 

Hane Ransom: “In America the press operates on the 
principle of the public’s right to knoto everything 
their government does. In England we are more in- 
clined to follow the need to know principle.” (“Great 
Britain’s Secret, Secret Service,” Midtoay, Vol. 8, No. 
1, p. 30.) The Official Secrets Acts are far tougher than 
US. laws against espionage, and voluntary press cen- 
sorship under the D-notice system (which warns the 
press what items of information the government re- 
gards as falling within the Official Secrets Acts) gives 
British officials a position that is the envy of many 
of their U.S. counterparts. The British seem generally 
content with this system and appear convinced that 
the people can only be expected to give the most gen- 
eral guidance to their government in foreign policy. 

Yet it is obvious that the American people are not 
about to accept such a view, particularly at this point 
in their history. They are going to press for more 
rather than less information, and this is a demand 
that is in accord with America’s fundamental tradi- 
tions. It would be possible to write at length on the 
value and importance of the principle of the people’s 
right to know, buttressing one’s argument by eloquent 
quotations from eminent Americans. Yet such an ef- 
fort would not expand our knowledge greatly, for the 
essential point is the simple one that if a people are, 
in the final analysis, to rule themselves they must be 
adequately informed to know what they are doing. 

But the world is complex, and so, correspondingly, 
are the problems involved in guiding a nation in an 
international society of independent and sovereign 
states. Most of these nations are, at a minimum, striv- 
ing to advance their own interests with little concern 
for the rights of other nations or of the larger inter- 
national order. Indeed, the major effort of some na- 
tions is to do to their neighbors what they, sometimes 
correctly and sometimes paranoiacally, suspect their 
neighbors wouId like to do to them. The existence of 
a system of power-hungry states has led many to 
characterize international society as a jungle, and 
the traditional American practice of discussing foreign 
affairs in terms of idealism and legalities has led 

’ sensitive and perceptive observers such as George 
Kennan to insist that we can have no higher goal in 
foreign affairs than the pursuit of our national inter- 
est. Other commentators stress that principle or ideol- 
ogy have little reIevance to foreign policy problems 
because of the lack of control any nation has over the 
international milieu in which it must operate. 

Yet there are $two problems involved in limiting 
ourselves to the pursuit of the national interest in the 
sense normally conveyed by the phrase. First, the 
concept of the national interest, while useful as a 
rough practical guide, is not really a discernible ob- 
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jective reality, for the values and interests of citizens 
within a nation as well as between nations are often 
in conflict. Second, a nation as powerful as the United 
States cannot content itself with the mere pursuit of 
its own direct interests if we are ever to construot an 
interna’tional system that will make this ever-shrink- 
ing planet a tolerable place in which to live. Neither 
of these problems is really resolved by saying we 
should take a broad view of our national interest. 

But even if one of our goals is to work for a safer 
and more humane international system, we must op- 
erate within the system that presently exists. In a 
world such as this, complete openness and candor on 
the part of any government is impossible. To those 
whose experience has been in a government agency 
dealing with foreign affairs such a point seems obvi- 
ous, but it may not be obvious to everyone. Yet there 
are a few areas in which the need for secrecy is great 
- and the need of the citizen to know is marginal if 
not nonexistent. The diplomatic codes of a nation are 
of no real concern to its citizens, while to have secure 
communications between this country and its embas- 
sies and military commands abroad is of the utmost 
importance. Likewise, knowledge of technical char- 
acteristics of our weapons systems is of little or no 
use to our citizens, and it is generally of great im- 
portance that they remain unknown to other nations. 

Of course, the absolute pacifist would argue that 
doing away with weapons would do away with the 
need for the latter type of secrecy. It would indeed, 
but a policy of pacifism on the part of a single nation 
would create problems that would dwarf those of 
governmental secrecy, and an international order 
based upon universal pacifism -besides being vir- 
tually impossible to imagine - would be such a dif- 
ferent order as to require a complete rethinking of 
virtually all present concepts of international relations. 

But looking beyond such limited areas as com- 
munications security and the technical characteristics 
of weapons, can and should the government withhold 
information about its general international aotivities 
from its citizens? It certainly can and does, and 
Congress has at various times passed over 170 statutes 
requiring secrecy. While I know of no surveys on this 
subject, I suspeot the volume of information - cable- 
grams, memoranda, studies, etc. - that is classified 
and thus restricted to those with security clearances 
far outweighs the volume of information that is un- 
classified and thus available to the public. 

Moreover, within the government there has devel- 
oped a bewildering variety of security classifications 
that far outstrip the once simple breakdown of con- 

fidential, secret, and top secret. Many of these new 
and esoteric classifications grew up because of the 
vast expansion of scientific and technical information 
and the strong determination to protect such informa- 
tion. Further than that, having a secret or even a top 
secret clearance by no means allows a person to have 
access to all of the information so classified, for some 
of this information is available only to those people 
judged to have the need to know it in line with their 
official responsibilities. This is done out of the con- 
viction that the fewer who know about a piece of in- 
formation the more likely security will be maintained. 

As one recites the types of material withheld by 
government and the problems of keeping it secret, he 
almost automatically starts wondering whether so 
much information really needs to be classified. Does 
not this practice place such a burden on operating a 
government efficiently as to offset much of ‘the benefit 
provided by maintaining secrecy? And what becomes 
of the people’s right to know in such circumstances? 
How are they - even those willing to spend time on 
these matters - to obtain the information necessary 
to form sound judgments bn the often complex ques- 
tions of foreign policy? 

There are those who believe that what they describe 
as the mania for secrecy has reached such a level as 
to hamper the workings of our government as well as 
of our demecracy. For example, David Kraslow and 
Stuart H. Loory in their book The Secret Search for 
Peace in.Vietnam claim that on a number of occasions 
bureaucratic information restrictions and foul-ups - 
key officials not receiving the information they needed 
- undermined efforts to advance peace in Vietnam. 
This led David Schoenbrun, in his review of the book 
in the New York Times, to conclude: “the moral to 
be drawn should be obvious to all cikizens. Less 
secrecy in more public dialogue must accompany the 
decisions of war and peace, both inside and outside 
the corridors of State, Defense and the White House 
. . . if war is too serious a business to leave to generals, 
then the search for peace is also too serious a busi- 
ness to leave exclusively to diplomats or Presidents. 
Reporters Kraslow and Loory have made a valuable 
contribution to this kind of positive, participatory 
democracy.” 

One can be seriously worried about overcompart- 
mentaliza tion within our government, without, how- 
ever, concluding that peace negotiations should be- 
come an exercise in participatory democracy. A careful 
look at the types of information that are classified 
shows why much of it must be kept restricted. The 
great bulk of restricted information consists of ( I  ) 
conversations between US. and foreign government 
officials; ( 2 )  memoranda and reports written by U.S. 
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officials and analysts on the stability, effectiveness, 
and intentions of other governments and their leaders; 
and ( 3 )  documents concerning poliw recommenda- 
tions and their implementation. Sometimes a single 
document will partake of all three categories. For ex- 
ample, a U.S. ambassador may send a cable describing 
his conversations with foreign diplomats concerning 
the personalities and policies of the local government, 
setting forth his own assessment of these matters, 
recommending lines of U.S. policy, and stating that 
the U.S. military attach& concur in his assessment 
and recommendations while the economic aid director 
disagrees on certain grounds. 

There are two main reasons why such information 
cannot be available to the public in this form. The 
first has to do with the attilhides and practices of 
other governments, and the second involves the re- 
quirements of orderly management within our own 
government. As to the first, we live in a world in 
which other governments are far more inclined to 
secrecy than we are, and if there is to be the steady 
flow of information necessary to a continuous diplo- 
matic dialogue between ourselves and other govem- 
ments we have littIe choice but to respect their con- 
victions on this matter. Even the most ardent advo- 
cates of an activist American role in the world are 
unlikely to believe we can ignore the customs and 
convictions of other nations in this matter, and foreign 
officials will speak much more openly if they know 
that what they say will not be made public. 

The second reason for something like the present 
system is the requirements of orderly management, 
which sounds dull but remains important. There will 
at times be serious differences between individual 
U.S. officials and between the various departments 
of government responsible for advising the President 
and implementing his policies. Yet if our government 
-or any government-is to speak with something 
approaching one voice and act in a coordinated and 
effective fashion it must preserve a considerable mea- 
sure of external unity. The problems of conducting 
a foreign policy with power divided between the 
executive and legislature are serious enough without 
compounding them further by permitting each depart- 
ment to conduct its own foreign policy. Moreover, 
one trembles at the prospeot of conducting relations 
with other governments if our official assessments of 
them and their leaders were ever made public- 
although somewhat more frankness than that of recent 
years is desirable. 

Finally, it would be virtually impossible for US. 
officials to conduct frank and open debates within 
the government unless they were convinced that what 
they said would by and large remain secret. Those 

who remember the effect of the earlier McCarthy era 
retain vivid memories of how it inhibited unorthodox 
ideas. This, then, is the heart of the dilemma we 
face: if there is to be open communication within our 
government - and to a lesser degree with other gov- 
ernments-a barrier of sorts must exist between a 
government and its citizens. 

Thus far I have largely presented a defense of the 
basic structure of t ! -z established system, and I realize 
‘that a person who defends any “established system” 
in 1968 will be regarded by many as standing some- 
where to the right of Genghis Khan. Our age seems 
determined to discard old ideas, often without con- 
sideration of their intrinsic value, and to adopt new 
ideas without a full awareness of their meaning or 
their implications. I am sometimes reminded today 
of C. S. Lewis’ story of the English couple who were 
determined that their daughter would never grow up 
thinking of God as an old man with a long white 
beard. So they taught her to regard the Supreme Being 
as “the perfect substance.” It was not until the girl 
was thirty years old that she realized that all her 
life she had thought of God as one vast mass of 
(tapioca pudding. To make matters worse, she dis- 
liked tapioca! 

The system as practiced naturally has its weak- 
nesses and faults. Some information is needlessly 
classified, and some is classified too highly. Sometimes 
information is withheld for reasons of bureaucratic 
convenience, and occasionally secrecy is practiced 
by officials to cover their own mistakes. Efforts should 
constantly be made to reduce the scope and frequency 
of these abuses, but it would be unrealistic to think 
they can be completely abolished. They are the price 
we must pay for the working of the system. 

But, one may reasonably ask, does this system really 
effectively preserve security? Everyone is aware of 
the many occasions on which security information 
has been leaked to the press by those with an ax to 
grind or a psychological need to appear important, 
or when the press has discovered such information on 
its own. This has led some senior officials to hold 
that it is impossible to keep anything secret in the 
United States. While this is obviously an exaggera- 
tion born out of frustration, it has an element of 
truth, for Americans are not a tight-lipped people. 
Yet if senior officials complain of the difficulties of 
maintaining security, they themselves are often the 
sources of such leaks. Indeed, the U.S. government 
is probably the only sieve in the world that leaks 
through the top. Still, as serious and damaging as 
such unauthorized disclosures can be, they weaken 
rather than destroy the effectiveness of the system. 

[To be concluded.] 
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