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Reader's Response 

Charles Frankcl's analysis of Hans 
Morgenthau 's  version of  political 
re a I ism ( I t 'orldi- ic w ,  J u ne,  I 975 ) 
exhibits the right reasoning and clear 
writing that will lead educators to 
quote i t  and commend i t  to their col- 
leagues and students. Because I think 
he is sound in his judgment, and be- 
cause the issues are so important both 
for theory and practice. I should like to 
suggest two ways in which his critique 
may bc strengthened. I make these 
suggestions not off the top of my head 
but on the basis of a monograph of 
mine. "Confusions Arising Out of the 

.Political Realism vs. Idealism De- 
bate," published in 1969 in the Gen- 
rrul Edrtcorion Joirrnul of the Univer- 
sity of the Philippines. 

The heart of the issue is in Professor 
Frankel's concluding paragraph, and  
still more especially in its ringing last 
sentcnce: "Reolpolirik is a version of 
morals; i t  is not a leave of absence 
from morals." My suggestion is that 
thc criticism will be clearer and even 
morc deadly if the "question is di- 
vided. " 
I .  Does Morgenthau's version of polit- 
ical realism contain a moral principle? 
2. If it  docs, and if  i t  can be specified, 
can i t  be justified'? 

Concerning the first, Frankel cor- 
rcctly says that Morgenthau is con- 
fused. Indeed he is, but the confusion 
is such an clemental one, and has so 
clear a parallel in the history of ethical 
reasoning. ~l ia t  one wonders how i t  
could have been committed or ,  when 
committcd. go uncriticized by political 
scicntists and philosophcrs. Arguing 
cxactly as d o  the egoistic hedonists in 
ethics. Morgenthau claims that he is 
describitig tlic way people will and 
must act. not how they ought to act. 
Thus. just as the hedonist interprets 
cvcry case of ethical action as one in 
which a person seeks to gain plcasure 
and avoid pain. so Morgenthau claims 
that he is describing "the iron law of 
international politics." which is that 

"legal obligations must yield to na- 
tional interest." Politics. he never 
tires of telling us, is a never ending 
struggle for power "waged by national 
states for national advantage" ( in De- 

fense of Nnrioriol Inrerest and Polirics 
Among Narions). But,  a s  Frankel 
points out, one can ' t  have i t  both 
ways. and I am concerned with iden- 
tifying both the error in logic and the 
confusion in ethical thinking that are 
i nvol ved . 

First. Morgenthau's argument, like 
the traditional argument for ethical 
hedonism, begs the question. If i t  can 
be shown that one is pointing to an 
"iron law." e .g . ,  to the only way in 
which people actually d o  act-and. as  
Frankel correctly says. this is not 
possible-then there is no point in ar- 
guing heatedly that this is how they 
orrglrr to act. The position is dogmatic 
and unscientific; i t  actually eliminates 
the moral question by confusing the 
orrglrr and the i s .  

The essential marks of the moral or 
ethical are deliberate choice according 
to some ethical standard(s), i.e., some 
action-guide, and the ability and deci- 
sion to act responsibly in the light of 
that action-guide. If choice and deci- 
sion are absent. we are not dealing 
with ethics. no matter what else we 
may be doing. ,. 

The answer to the first question, 
then, is that in spite of his claim he has 
not offered a moral principle or  pro- 
posed an ethical action-guide, but has 
confused the issue by (a)  claiming to 
have done so, and (b)  at the same time 
calling the maximizing of  national 
interest defined in terms of power "a 
good foreign policy." 

The second question concerns the 
merit of the political realist, i n  this 
case Morgenthau's proposal. Do rea- 
son and experience support it? They 
d o  not, and for several convincing 
reasons. First. his insistence on poiver 
as  the sole aim of  foreign policy 
guided by national interest requires 
that the concept of power be subjected 
to far more critical analysis and dis- 
criminating use than i t  enjoys in the 
writing of the poliucal realists gener- 
ally, and in Morgenthau's publications 
in particular. "Power" is itself an 
ethically neutral concept. But precisely 
because (has  anyone ever  doubted 

I 

Lord Acton?) power corrupts, Morgen- 
thau should read (or  reread) Bertrand 
Russell's superb analysis of power, i f  
only to be reminded of Russell's ar- 
gument that i t  is irresponsible and un- 
limited power that corrupts in specifi- 
able ways. Here Frankel's point is cor- 
rect and so important that i t  needs to 
be expanded and illustrated. The ques- 
tion is: By what criteria is power to be 
judged? And this is exactly the point at 
which judgments concerning power 
become moral judgments  as  wel l .  
So the confusion is double-both 
"power" and "national interest" must 
be subjected to ethical analysis. It ap- 
pears that the liberals and idealists, far 
from being naive and mistaken on the 
relation between politics and morals, 
have, on the central question of  their 
inextricable relation, been correct. 

Closely related is the bothersome 
cynicism of Morgenthau's political 
realism. His claim cannot be substan- 
tiated. and his philosophy contains a 
contradiction. As to the former, in 
spite of his insistence that contention 
for power based on national interest is 
"an iron rule," the  facts are that there 
are conspicuous instances to the con- 
trary. Not only is it the case, as Fran- 
kel neatly puts it. that "people have 
been known to ruin a country in the 
name ... of defending it." The reverse 
is true: People and nations have acted 
on principles of justice, liberty, and 
benevolence,  contrary to apparent  
"self-interest," in dealing with other 
nations, and they have done so even at 
great cost. Further, they have distri- 
buted power, as in a democracy, and 
have even exercised power for the 
good of humanity as  a whole. So. just 
as the generalization that "nature is 
red in tooth and claw" does not take 
all cases into account-for.example. 
mutual support among animals as  well 
a s  "primitive" human beings-so 
Morgenthau's generalization is false. 

His position is also infected with 
contradiction. In his later books, nota- 
bly Tlie Pirrpose of Atnerirnn Politics. 
he speaks of a nation's action as 
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guided by "a transcendent purpose 
that gives meaning to the day-to-day 
operations of its foreign policy." one 
"not limited to survival and physical 
growth but to civilization" and to the 
unique "realization of human poten- 
tialities that we have in common with 
them." tha t  is. with all people (italics 
mine). Ere long i t  turns out that we are 
admonished to be devoted to "equality 
in  freedom," to justice,  and, of 
course, to prudence-a virtue he holds 
in high esteem. Soon almost everyone 
becomes a moral guide. Discussing the 
then famous Charles Van Doren case, 
he appeals to "the Ten Command- 
ments. Plato. Pascal, Buddha, Thomas 
Aquinas." This is a stupefying collec- 
tion of moralists: t h e  contradictory 
moral guidance a nation could derive 
by invoking them is too bewildering to 
contemplate. Morgenthau's version of 
political realism is not only false. i t  is 
dangerous. What is required is a re- 
newed wrestling with the problem of 
values, of norms and standards i n  
political thought and action. 

The late Walter Lippmann, who 
could never be condemned for being a 
utopian idealist o r  softheaded re- 
ligionist. believed that the public 
interest (and surely he  would have said 
the national interest as well) requires 
u s  to th ink  not only rationally but 
"benevolently." Morgenthau's politi- 
cal realism stands faulted on both 
counts. National and international 
interests stand in dire need of a better 
philosophy. 

Robert W.  Bamett 

Charles Frankel's treatment of "Mor- 
ality and United States Foreign Pol- 
icy" caused me, as i t  was intended to 
do, to try to apply notions of right and 
wrong to actual conduct of the Ameri- 
can Government, to the decision- 
niaking processes of those who par- 
ticipate in the operation of our gov- 
ernment, and to those who, being the 
victims or beneficiaries of government 
action, praise or condemn those ac- 
tions. For the American Government. 
for !he American Government servant, 
and for the American citizen moral ex- 
pectations and standards of judgment 
must differ. But for almost twenty 
years-from about 1950 to 1970-an 
ideology of anticommunism made for a 

high degree of automaticity i n  moral 
judgment, as revealed in  how the 
American Government explained its 
conduct and how both government ser- 
vants and ordinary citizens tended to 
justify i t .  

Ideology is perverse morality. 
World order was our American ideol- 
ogy un t i l  President Nixon. one of its 
unconscious architects, decided, after 
thoroughly deliberated calculation, to 
disembowel its integrity wi th  his 
Guam Doctrine in 1969, his dispatch 
of Dr. Kissinger to Peking in 1971, 
and his conclusion of the 1973 Paris 
Agreements. 

That ideology demanded relentless 
anticommunism, performance on 
"commitment" everywhere, alloca- 
tion abroad of vast United States re- 
sources to forestall disorder, and exer- 
cise of almost instant differentiation of 
events that were said to contribute to 
stability from other events that  were 
said to threaten world catastrophe. 
There was great and self-righteous au- 
tomaticity in these forms of national 
conduct. The ideological comniitment 
to "world order" enabled a succession 
of Administrations. reliably supported 
by a similarly committed Congress. to 
achieve a high degree of national 
effectiveness-or so believers in our 
ideology believed. 

Gradually being liberated from the 
straitjacket of ideology after 1969, 
Washington advanced balance-of- 
power considerations as explanation 
for its new style and purpose of na- 
tional conduct. However, many failed 
to find in this concept an adequate or- 
ganizing principle for national effec- 
tiveness: something more was needed 
to explain matters. There may, actu- 
ally, already be principles, rooted in 
the American national experience and 
reflecting American hopes for human- 
k ind ,  which make for that predictabil- 
ity of conduct proper to a nation with 
power never before matched in all of 
history. National principle, i n  this 
sense. is not a matter of mere rhetoric, 
nor does i t  suffer from the ir- 
rationalities of "ideology." I t  de- 
scribes values and objectives toward 
which we as a nation have taken stands 
or taken actions i n  the belief that doing 
so serves some general interest, our 
own included. There is, I helieve. 
somc tendency to articulate and refine 
a few such principles. in  the executive 
branch and i n  the Congress and among 

.' 

thought f u  I A mer i c a n s every w he re, 
such as: 

The only really unquestionable na- 
tional security interest we have I s  to 
spare ourselves nuclear catastrophe. 
We should take all needed measures to 
deter use of nuclear weapons by all 
who possess them, to explore pos- 
sibilities for disarmament, and to 
forestall proliferation of additional n u -  
clear weapons capacity. 

We should want a l l  societies. 
whether friendly, competitive, or hos- 
tile, to allow, to the maximum extent 
practical, a free flow of ideas. per- 
sons, and goods from one to the other. 
Containment. nonrecognition. protec- 
tionism are self-destructive. 

We should regard the legitimacy of 
authority within societies as flowing 
from the integrity of leadership. from 
the effectiveness of political and 
economic arrangements which serve 
the material, spiritual, intellectual. and 
ethical needs of individual and diverse 
societies; legitiniacy does not flow 
merely from temporarily effective con- 
trol of police and military power. 

We should view with detachnient 
change and even  great disorder that 
takes place within societies so- long as 
that dynamic does not constitute an 
encroachment upon neighboring 
societies. 

We should view national "commit- 
ments" as intended to express a con- 
tinuing mutua l i ty  of interest between 
partners ready and able to perform on 
contract. Past contracts that no longer 
reflect present interest. or are being 
vitiated by undesirable performance of 
one partner or the other. cast doubt on 
the probability of their being honored; 
under such circumstances contracts 
should be terminated or renegotiated 
through proper and deliberate proce- 
dures. 

Re I at io n s bet ween soc ie t ie s a n d 
conversations among governments 
should take ful l  account of secular 
trends tha t  may not lend thcmselves to 
management except within a global 
context-trends like population 
growth. pollution of the atmosphere 
and of the seas and the soil, anxiety as 
to the finite availability of critical raw 
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materials, and breakdown of t rad i -  of ideology. Still. through respecting 
tional reliance upon institutions like them-each of which has the moral 
the family.  the church, and the law. weight of subordinating strictly indi- 

These principlcs deprive us of the vidual or national interest to calcula- 
comfoFt of defending prcconceptions tions of w h a t  serves common 
of "world order"; they make a farce purpose-we can bring in sight a new 

Reader's Response 
Ethics and 

Nuclear Politics 

Ronald Stone 

Professor Alan Geyer's report on 
the Non-Proliferation Treaty Review 
Conference is authoritative ("The N u -  
clcar Question Explodes." lYorldrview, 
September, 1975). His analysis of the 
incffectiveness of the Non- 
governmental Organizational Council 
and the blindness of the Ford- 
Kissinger-Schlesinger Administration 
to the importance of the NPT is con- 
vincing. Professor Geyer is among the 
most creative and capable of those 
working in peace studies, and the sub- 
stance of the article is valuable. 

Thc one italicized sentence i n  
Geyer's essay is: Irr a world injiised by 
air increasing vigororis ethos of 
egalitarian nationalisrrrs the satisfac- 
tion of clairris to equity is a matter of 
pulilical realism. Equality is not a 
self-sufficient principle i n  political 
ethics. Satisfaction of equity may be 
realistic. cven though I doubt it, but i t  
certainly would not be good political 
ethics. Equity must always be bal- 
anced by consideration of the 
capacities of the political actors and in 
the light of the definition of the com- 
mon good of those negotiating a politi- 
cal settlement. The madness of the 
U.S.-USSR nuclear arms race needs to 
be criticized by the corruption of the 
national lives of both powers resultant 
from that buildup, and by the deleteri- 
ous effects of that  armament on world 
order. In  any case, the analysis has to 
go beyond criticism from a perspective 
of equality. A claim for Honduras to 
equity in nuclear weaponry with the 
Soviet Union is ridiculous, and the 
search for an ethics of disarmament 
will not be furthered by moral lan- 

guage that implies such an argument 
should be taken seriously. 

Geyer's suggestion i n  the conclusion 
that "ethics must begin with politics in 
matters of disarmament and almost ev- 
erything else" could use restating. I 
wonder if he would be satisfied with 
the assertion that "Ethics and politics, 
though having their own vocabulary 
and method, must be correlated to 
avoid cynicism or idealism.. .." 

A political analysis of the issue 
points to the conclusion that Kissin- 
ger's expertise i n  nuclear weapons 
theory may not extend to the estab- 
lishment of a priority for controlling 
the expansion of armaments. Ford, of 
course, knows very little about nuclear 
weapons and is unwilling to spend 
money on welfare that he can spend on 
guns. even when the increased 
weapons provide no more security. 
The removal of Schlesinger may point 
toward a victory for Kissinger's 
philosophy of ditente, but the push for 
the goals of the NPT is simply not in  
this Administration. 

The value perspective of the Chief 
of State and his advisors is of central 
importance in any change in nuclear 
policy. Therefore, the President's pre- 
dilection to spend the rest of his Ad- 
ministration's time on the campaign 
trail locates the field of action. If  one 
wants to change the direction of U.S. 
policy vis-h-vis NPT, the single most 
important course of action is to defeat 
the Administration at the polls. Part of 
that effort needs to be the articulation 
of administrative failures in  foreign 
policy i n  the vital areas of food, 
energy, and armaments. Ford's re- 
placement by a statesman of the sen- 
sitivity of any one of the Democratic 
senators mentioned in Geyer's arti- 
cle [Hubert Humphrey, George 
hlcGovern, Edward M. Kennedy] is 
the priority for changing U.S. policy 
i n  this area. 

I t  also seems that the essay needs a 

system, evolving through pragmatic 
action. "World order" was perverse 
morality. and none should mourn its 
demise; but a world order may be what 
a principled United States can help to 
create. I 

model of how nations under the pres- 
sures of rising nationalisms can relate 
to the NPT. The internal and im- 
mediate external relations of India, 
Pakistan, Japan. Israel, Egypt, South 
Africa, Brazil, and Argentina are more 
important to the questions of nuclear 
armaments than the Soviet-U.S. re- 
fusal to live up to Article VI of the 
NPT. The U.S. can now unilaterally 
affect the Israel-Egypt question and 
perhaps Brazil-Argentina. A common 
U.S.-USSR stand could already dictate 
the arming of the Subcontinent. In  any 
case. the primary factors for those 
countries are beyond the U S . - U S S R  
arms rivalry and the formalities of 
treaty-making. Without mutuality of 
immediate interests. arms control steps 
proceed haltingly and perhaps 
uselessly. 

A theological issue could also be 
raised. Geyer, as a churchman, and 
one of the most creative in  the realm 
of international affairs, pleads for 
the churches to respond to the issues of 
the NPT and nuclear armaments i n  
general. The churches have failed in  
this arena. Is i t  not possible that God is 
working through other agencies in this 
struggle? Moral pleading with the 
churches here is probably useless and 
just encourages guilt. God works 
through all institutions, and possibly 
Geyer's own base in the university 
shows where the action is on this is- 
sue. The secular agencies, sometimes 
le av e ned sen s i t i v e 
people, wi l l  carry the weight on this 
issue. The churches as such do not 
care about nuclear weapons, and i t  is 
quite proper theologically to look 
hopefully to God's work in those in-  
stitutions and in those people who do 
care. 

by re I i g i ou s I y 
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