
can hierarchy as :i body might have given the papal 
initiatives more impact and certainly would have 
provided a more direct form of influence on the 
American policy-making process. 

On the other Ii;ind, et’cnts taking place in Brazil 
during the past year illustrate how ii local hierarchy 
call move the uniwrsal Church to action. Members 
of the Brazilinn hierarchy ;is well as independent 
groups of Catholics in Brazil, Europe and the United 
States have been calling attention to and seeking 
tlie condemnation of tlie use of political repression 
and torture in Brazil. Entreaties seeking support 
from the Pope were sent to Rome describing inci- 
dents of torture, often carried out against Church 
personnel. A recent papal statement condemning the 
use of political tortuw ~vns quite obvjously directed 
at the situation in Brazil. 

The impact of these actions in both cases is diffi- 
cult to cnlculate. A sustained analysis of a series of 
cases would have to be carried out to make specific 
judgments about which forms of cooperation are 

niost productive under which circumstances. The 
implementation of a strategy such as I have proposed 
here depends upon the nature of the issue at stake, 
the countries involved, proper timing and follow- 
through. A rigid set of rules would yield only ir- 
relevant action in the long run. Yet the point can be 
mnde that the Church has at her disposal a unique 
mode of influence a t  the systemic and national levels 
of the international order. Failure to coordinate 
these foci of influence results in papal initiatives 
left hanging in the air and national initiatives left 
without visibility or force. 

Political theology seeks to describe how the under- 
standing of faith has socio-political implications. If 
this message is to have an impact, tlie shaping of 
these implications in the language of political ethics 
kind their implementation in a coordinated strategy 
must be considerecl as part of the task of a political 
theology. This article does not pretend to execute 
these tasks but only to sketch their dimensions and 
to cite their importance. 

THE BETRAYAL OF LANGUAGE 
CategoryMistakes in Political Discourse 

Paid Ramsey 

The main issue I wish to raise here is not that the 
rhetoric of recent discussion of foreign policy (which 
was petulant from the first teach-in) became out- 
rageously reckless and uncivil. It is, rather, that emo- 
tion-laden speech too often contains a category- 
niisfakc or wrongly uses a term. The first betrayal in 
moral and political discourse is always a betrayal of 
the language through which men seek understanding. 
It is not the fury of disagreement, though no doubt 
the former fuels the latter. 

The term “mercenary,” for example, is one that con- 
tains a descriptive analysis and might state a conclu- 
sion as well. On occasion it may be the wrong word to 
use, even if the speaker cannot be accused of speak- 

The author is Harrington Spear Paine Professor of 
Christian Ethics at Princeton. Dr. Ramsey writes that 
these comments were stimulated by but not intended 
as a direct response to Ernest Lefever’s article which 
has stirred debate in the pages of zoorldview-and 
elsewhere. 

ing recklessly or of attempting to gain an undue 
advantage. But we can say “mercenary” in a calm 
voice, and perhaps we should do so. Mercenary forces 
are, after all, one way of responding to the relation- 
ship between domestic needs and military posture. 
The cost of relying on a volunteer army might be so 
great that there would be a considerable “peace divi- 
dend” for our decaying cities and for the poor at 
home if we were to take the further step of hiring 
foreign mercenaries (thereby also aiding a fraction 
of the poor abroad). That might be a bad thing to 
do, but no mistake in language, no rhetorical error. 

In the same way, concepts that suggest racial or 
collective guilt are simply wrong; no one can prop- 
erly be said to become guilty in that way. This is a 
wrong use of language in moral discourse. Such 
notions should be rejected, not because we feel that 
some, all, or only a few of us are not guilty in that 
way but because they are profound conceptual errors. 
This category-mistake may arise from the fact that 
we are emotion-laden. I t  may betray a level of inci- 
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\.iIitv rightly to be deplored. Perhaps men should 
Y C ~ C H ~  their own proper sense of guilt €or ever using 
such language. To know this, however, we should 
l i ; i \ ~  to knoiv niid keep clear the menning of “guilt” 
i n  all our moral discourse about social and political 
cliicastions. Tlwt is tlie classical meaning of “rhetoric” 
t h i t  is i kh tec l  in all the talk of “\vliite racism,” “black 
racism,” m d  other forms of solidaristic primitivism 
tOdLi\.. 

0 

“Sj~stemic iiolence,” to select another example from 
crirrcnt discourse, is nlso a grwely mislending cate- 
gory-mistnke. Thcre cii11 lie no justification for ever 
iising the cyxession; only, possibly, some esplana- 
tioii of wliy it is prevalently used. I suggest t\+ rea- 
sons, botli deepl~r imbedded in the American ethos 
lrom \vliicli tlie \mdors  of such coinage think they 
Ii;i\.c escaped. The first is that the term is R product 
of tlic “aggressor-defericl.” doctrine, wliich sets out 
the eondition that justifies resort to use of violence: 
there has to be some prior violence. Secondly, once 
disruption and violence has found its occasion in this 
;iiitcccdcnt ( “si~stemic”) violence, there are no further 
riior.al clucstions to lie asked, only technical questions 
aliout eff cctivencss in producing systemic change. 
‘I‘hus, a s  Raliih Potter points out in W a r  and hforal 
Iliscwtirsc, the “liolv \VU’’ ideal, the crusading men- 
tLility, Iiiis fallen upon tlie proponents of revolutionary 
\iolcnce i n  the present day. 

It is Iisrcl to tell why anyone with any awareness 
of discussions of the morality of politics in the heri- 
~iige of \\’es tern civilizi~tion \vould ever need to use, 
or  let himself be brainwxshed to use, such an espres- 
sion. \Vhy not say “the ‘system’ is gravely ‘unjust”’? 
Illjustice is a far worse thing than violence, and a far 
better justifying reason for an ans\vering violence- 
if  a justiGcation of revolution was wanted. But to say 
this is to step within a whole set of warrants and 
moral liniitations. 

l l a n y  inory tests besides prudence or effectiveness 
are needed to determine whether, and how, an unjust 
state of :iffairs should be forcibly changed. To admit 
that injustices other thin violence may afford better 
reasons for resorts to the use of force ( j u s  ad bcllum) 
is ;it once to admit that there remain many qualifica- 
tions-in addition to single-minded service to a 
clioice\vortliy god-to take into nccount when pro- 
\riding tlie meaning of ius i t 1  bc2Io in a just revolution- 
ary c;iuse. The absolution of pure causes may then 
lie prevented, m d  guerrilla warfare or obstructing 
others’ exercise of their rights may not be so cheer- 
full), justified. A spirit of compromise in the stniggle 
for justice, a recognition of injustices to other than 
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one piirticuli1r repressed group, the claims of per- 
sons, of legitimate authority and social due process 
-all come into view. Concern for an ordered liberty, 
for democratic processes and for law can no longer 
be dismissed as Agnewisms. 

That, I suspect, was why the expression “systemic 
violence” \viis invented. I t  is, in any case, a manifesta- 
tion of a .\lmichaeanism in politics which subsumes 
all the warrants for resistance under the head O€ de- 
fense against violent aggression; but which, once an 
ans\vering violence seems called for, can think of no 
moral limits to place on the conduct of the innocent 
beyond the dictates of success for the righteous cause. 
1Vh:itever its origin or whatever its anatomy, “sys- 
temic violence” is a confusion of categories confusing 
to sound thinking. 

e 

Another example of confused discourse is the reckless 
rlietoric connected with or arising from Martin 
Luther King‘s linkage of the civil rights movement 
and the plight of the poor and blacks in our society 
with the Vietnam war. That was disastrous for either 
cause, whatever one may think about either. The 
larger point at issue is- the relation between any 
policy toward the world abroad and any domestic 
issue whatsoever, however acute. 

The security of a nation and vital challenges to 
that security can helpfully be compared with the 
health of an individual. IVhat is required for security 
depends somewhat on a nation’s purposes, as the 
meaning of health depends somewhat on an. individ- 
ual’s purposes and life style. The meaning of health 
for an athlete is one thing; for a man content to be 
sedentary, Iiealth may require something different. 
Still, there are norms of health whatever a man’s pur- 
poses or commitments. Health is conditional to any 
higher purposes a t  all; and these requirements can be 
assessed apart from an individual’s larger and higher 
goals in life. He  needs to be healthy whatever else 
he may desire to do or think he should do. 

So with the nation. The security requirements and 
capacity for independent action of a nation may vary 
with its policies toward the world abroad. If a nation’s 
goals are large or if they are contracted, so too our 
proper definition of vital challenges to our national 
security will vary. Still, we can appraise our nation’s 
security in some measure independently of the pol- 
icies this should serve. Health and security and ca- 
pacity for independent action to influence the world 
abroad are needed for an9 purpose or any policy. 
Individual health and national security are inde- 
pendent variables, not completely alterable or plastic 
to changes in the policies either pursues. 



The health of an individual and the security of the 
nation are conditional values. While not among the 
higher values of human life, these values must and 
will and should be pursued as if they were highest 
of all, because they are the conditions of any higher 
values or any pursuits a t  all. No changes in a man’s 
goals can sripplant the need for health, and no domes- 
tic issue can replace questions of national security, 
Priority on a scale of excellence or of quality of life 
cannot displace fundamental challenges to any life 
at all or to national security. 

This does not mean that debate about foreign 
policy or tlie justification of particular wars should 
stop at the water’s edge. I t  means only tliat such 
debates have to be conducted in flieir own fernis. 
Perhaps U.S. commitments abroad are too far-flung 
and should be  reappraised and contracted. Perhaps 
tlie Vietnam war was wrong from tlie beginning, and 
became a disproportionate commitment at “X“ point 
in time. Why a Christian should say that his nation’s 
policy is too outgoing and should be more in-grown, 
however, is difficult to say. 

But one thing lie cannot say. He cannot say that 
tlie safety of the nation is most cliallenged in the 
streets of our cities or is to be secured by the solu- 
tion of domestic problems X, Y, or Z. That is simply 
a category-mistake. This is the gross mistake in most 
of the talk about a “peace dividend’ when tlie Viet- 
nam war is concluded. There may or may not be 
vital interests of our nation at stake in Southeast Asia. 
If not, that is a fact independent of domestic needs 
or crises. If vital interests, however, are or were ever 
a t  stake in this war, that reality would not be altered 
by domestic needs or crises, however grave. Any solu- 

tion of the nation’s problenis at  home would finally 
depend on its ability successfully to meet those chal- 
lenges from abroild. Foreign policv should, then, be 
debated with considerable independence of domestic 
questions. If it is not, a nation is on the way to com- 
mitting suicide for the sake of domestic good to come. 

I don’t suppose that those who make R complete 
reversal of domestic and foreign priorities mean to 
say that our domestic ills are so grave that we havc 
no strength to preserve our national security interest 
or to ward off vital challenges, like a man whosc 
blood cells are no longer capable of fighting off in- 
fection. If this is what was meant, they have not 
stated w1i:it the foreign policy interests of tlie nation 
actually are. No conceptual error was made in dis- 
cussing those interests and responsibilities. One rnther 
turns away from any discussion of international poli- 
tics, nckno\vledging that our capacity to act in that 
arena has been lost, because there is no health in us. 
So, one changes the subject. But that is not what 
much current talk about the defense budget, ctc., 
sounds like on tlie part of those who \\.odd assign 
domestic needs tlie displacing priorities. In any c;w, 
to say that, because of domestic malaise, we cannot 
do what we maybe should do in the world abroad, 
is one sort of statement. To si1y what we should do or 
not do in the world abroad is another sort of state- 
ment, one which must be made in tlic teiins of foreign 
policy formation. That cannot be shiftcd to the do- 
mestic scene ivithout categorial error. 
a 

It is difficult to attack a contemporary saint like 
llartin Luther King, even if i t  \viis only for his failurc 
to disctiss foreign policy as foreign policy and domes- 
tic policy (in which he \\.as expert) as domestic 
policy-for trying to replace one by the other with 
disaster to both. Kings rhetoric about the injustice 
of the Vietnam war soared the more he lost his way 
in mounting effective domestic reforms. This fueled 
that declining effectiveness and bequeathed to the 
prcsent tinies the belief that the \vny to contributc 
to the solution of grave domestic problems is to raisc 
the decibels in condemnation of US.  foreign policy. 
That only trammels and confuses both. Ernest Lef- 
ever sees this, and has the courage to say so. 

One must also note the same consequence at tlic 
level of U.S. military preparedness and nuclear policy 
in general. Time was when we knew that nuclear 
; i rm control might cost more money rather than less, 
in control systems, in air squadrons on alert, and in 
alternative weapons systems, e.g., more conventional 
armaments and troops in Europe to enable NATO to 
abnndon the policy of first use of nuclears against 
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massive conventional invasion, and to rncan it. Now 
c!veryone expects a “peace dividend.” Rational arms 
control is supposed to be connected, by an unseen 
Iiaiid, \\*itli more money released for the solution of 
tlomcstic problems. The Salt talks are bound to 
siiccced beciiuse money is needed at home. The result 
is ;I returii to tlie “more bang for a buck” policy of 
tlie Dulles era. 

Ultimate nuclear security is not going to be aban- 
cloned; we are locked in there. Unless, that is, we are 
williilg to take radical, more costly action. The effort 
to s u h i i t  military posture to determination by its 
linkage with domestic needs can only result in the 
coiitriir:,: in increasing reliance on the ultimate im- 
morality of the nuclear destruction of populations, 
and upon our nation’s conditional willingness to do 
sucli a thing in order to deter war and to preserve 
niiclear peace. Any week‘s reading of the New York 
Times editorial page and its “Op-Ed” page is suffi- 
cient to show this. Meanwhile, there is not a peep 
out of tlie religious forces in this nation. Instead, 
everybody urges thilt the defense budget be cut and, 
b y  so doing, urge on the more evil posture. W e  have 
forged this p;iradox by welding the link between 
foreign policy formation and domestic solutions. 
Tliiit 1e;ids not only to confusion,. but to the most 
iiiinioral of postures i n  foreign affairs. For the sake of 
sii\,iiig money t o  cure pollution, to aid our decaying 
cities, ctc., wc are becoming more and more willing 
to be protc~tetl  by the most immoral weapons (which 
cost less) rather tliiln by more discriminating weapons 
( \\4iicIi cost more).  

0 

Likewise, tlie simple link between domestic prior- 
itivs and foreign priorities, first made prominent by 
King’s 1967 speech, prevents us at  tlie present 
inoinent from paying attention to the re-Stalinization 
of tlie international environment. There may well be 
bitter fruit-and certainly there will come many a 
clisiippointetl national expeckation and increased 
;ilienatioii of people from government-before we 
Icarn a p i u  that domestic issues ;ire one set of prior- 
ities t h t  cmnot  supplant or be ranked higher than 
vitiil iiationul interest in the foreign field. A nation 
must always be going to meet tlie forces coming 
tipon it from :ibroarl. It innst “tuke counsel” how it is 
to meet these forces, like the king in Jesus’ parable 
(Luke 14:98-33). Tliis may mean that the welfare 
state c;in no longer govern the world and provide for 
tlie relative safety of its people in their internal pur- 
suits. 

And finally, there can be no promotion of the gen- 
eral \velfare without adequate preparation for the 

common defense. Who in church or academy today 
understands along his pulses that the first of these 
goods, however excellent, cannot displace the second 
from its position of primacy? 

King, not Niebuhr, was the teacher of this genera- 
tion of youth, and of some of the most idealistic of 
their elders. He taught them, perhaps in ways he 
did not intend. He taught them the way of non-vio- 
lence. A crucial part of this legacy was, however, the 
category-mistakes of the Riverside Church address, 
linking domestic solutions to a single answer in 
foreign policy and attempting to limit the latter’s 
relative autonomy. This was a categorial error, 
whether or not King was correct in everything he 
said about a particular war and no matter the elo- 
quence with which he inculcated that error. Non- 
viblence \viis a lesson too well learned by too many 
as the measure of right action in the international 
system, and too soon forgotten in domestic crises- 
where non-violence has a great measure of relevance 
iis’an instrument of change in society and should be 
the on/!/ choice in a society where democratic due 
processes are open and the channels for lawful and 
peiiceful reform are not blocked. 

One other ironic consequence of linking domestic 
policy rhetoric with foreign policy formation may be 
wort11 mention. Senator William Fulbright might 
have been President John Kennedy’s Secretary of 
State had he not signed the “Southern Manifesto” 
and by other means-by various degrees of silence or 
compromise on the racial issue in our society-kept 
his political fences mended and preserved his safe 
senatorial seniority. He was thought not to be the rep- 
resentative of our government who would present the 
best face to African nations abroad in the high office 
of Secretary of State. Because of this rather imperti- 
nent consideration, the nation got the more inflexible 
Dean Rusk as Secretary of State; and Senator Ful- 
bright, it might be said, was deprived of wisdom 
about tlie conduct of foreign affairs that he might 
have gained from experience in the responsibilities 
of t h t  office. Perhaps as ii consecjuence, the nation 
continues to suffer from the obfuscations of the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee, which we 
might have heen spared but for the undue connec- 
tion drawn behveen foreign and domestic politics 
in our minds e. ‘ir 1‘ ier on. 
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