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Morality and the Political Realist 

Charles W i 1 I iam May nes 
I n  June of 1975 Worldview published an article by Charles Frankel entitled “Moraliw and U.S. Foreign Policy.” In the months 
since then a number of people have written comments on that article. We are pleased this month to offer the reflections of Charles 
William Maynes, Secretary of the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. 

With this response the series initiated by the Frankel article is closed.-Eds. 

Charles Frankel’s essay is so exception- 
ally well done that one is hesitant to 
criticize i t .  I t  combines impressive 
scholarship with penetrating insights. 
The result is an analysis more likely than 
most to enjoy anddeserve a long reader- 
ship. 

Nevertheless, i t  suffers from one 
major defect: I t  reopens an old debate 
instead of initiating a new one. I t  is as if 
one possessed several different but all 
quite brilliant recordings of the same 
piece of music. The version that secms 
most striking depends on which one was 
last played. In the Frankel essay, the 
most recent version of the debate, the 
arguments for morality in U.S. foreign 
policy are carefully and elegantly re- 
corded; the author seems to be victori- 
ous in his challenge of the “realists.” 

I n  fact, what is critical is not so much 
the structure or grace of the various 
arguments marshalled but the context in  
which the debate itself takes place. 
This, I believe, has changed radically, 
and discussions on the subject of moral- 
ity and foreign policy should focus on 
this central point, not on others. Com- 
pare the core problems of American 
foreign policy now w i t h  those of 
twcnty-five ycars ago. Then, as realists 
like Kennan. Niebuhr, and Morgenthau 
were promoting a national debate on 
morality in foreign policy, the principal 
external issues threatening the country 
lay almost exclusively in the military 
and security field. The international sys- 
tem did scem acold, Hobbesian world of 
fearful nation-states. The primary ob- 
jective of foreign policy, dwarfing all 
others, did appear to be order and stabil- 
ity. Foreign policy was a realm apart 
from domestic policy. The danger did 
lie in zealotry and mindless utopianism. 

Is this an adequate description of the 
foreign policy reality we face today? On 
some issues, such as nuclear war, i t  

clearly is. Even those who, like myself, 
have always regarded the case made by 
the realists as vastly overstated, must 
concede that to the degree the principal 
issues of foreign policy remain almost 
exclusively those of military security, 
the realist critique retains considerable 
validity. But the oil crisis, the North- 
South confrontation, the limits-to- 
growth debate, the population-food 
time bomb. the protection-of-the- 
environment versus promotion-of- 
growth dilemma should be enough to 
persuade us that the world described by 
the realists twenty-five years ago has 
changed considerably. Indeed, it is fair 
to say that three developments are today 
undermining the realists’ case, and are 
doing so more effectively than any 
academic critique. 

The first is obviously the tightening 
interdependence of national economies, 
with the result that today every signifi- 
cant foreign economic policy decision 
has an important domestic impact 
which, in a democratic country. quickly 
poses important issues of equity-a 
concept with which the average politi- 
cian or priest is more comfortable than 
the diplomat or the Realpolitik theorist. 
however brilliant. 

There is a second development: The 
growing realization, one of the few 
triumphs of the underprivileged, that 
justice must vie with order as a proper 
objective of public policy, domestic or 
foreign. Even that arch-realist Henry 
Kissinger now concedes that a system of 
international order that does not rest on 
mutually shared perceptions of justice 
simply cannot remain stable. 

Finally. as a third development, we 
have seen evolving a growing under- 
standing among the general public that a 
number of issues like pollution or re- 
source exhaustion now pose problems 
so grave for the survival of the species 

that the idea of diplomats or any other 
group of experts asserting a dominant 
role in resolving such problems is sim- 
ply outdated. 

The upshot of these three develop- 
ments is that we now have three foreign 
policy objectives compared to only one 
twenty-five years ago. Formerly, the 
dominant concern had to be short-term 
order and stability; we had to find some 
way to abate the tensions of the cold 
war; an appeal to abandon false hopes 
and zealous idealism seemed the order 
of the day. Today, we have added two 
other foreign policy goals to this critical 
requirement for stability. These are 
economic justice through equitable de- 
velopment of the world economy and 
long-term survival of the species 
through better controls over the de- 
velopment of technology and industry. 

I t  is not so surprising, in  these cir- 
cumstances, that the rest of us want to 
look over the shoulders of the foreign 
policy practitioners more so than in the 
past. and to utter moral judgments. This 
is as it should be when increased food 
aid to the outside world may mean al- 
tered diets for Americans or when 
energy commitments abroad may mean 
colder apartments at home or when too 
narrow a concentration on traditional 
Realpolitik goals may bring a political 
victory today but a social or environ- 
mental catastrophe tomorrow. The rea- 
son we raise our voice is that foreign 
policy in  a number of areas has become 
domestic policy; as such i t  can never 
again, and should never again, enjoy 
immunity from those moral judgments 
that have always been an accepted fea- 
ture of domestic policy. Diplomacy is 
now too important to leave to the dip- 
lomats. 

These observations suggest one rea- 
son why the U.S. Congress can be ex- 
pected to insist on a voice in policy- 
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making that the realists would like to 
reserve for the professionals. Recently, 
much of the Congress’s attention has 
been directed to political matters like 
Angola or the CIA mandate. As a result. 
some in the Executive Branch may hope 
that it  will slowly reestablish its tradi- 
tional role in foreign policy as the Con- 
gress, forgetting the bitterness of Viet- 
nam, loses interest in external affairs. 
Then, once again, foreign policy will be 
run by professionals who will enjoy the 
autonomy and thus the freedom from 
domestic criticism they are so anxious to 
regain. But this hope overlooks the 
American Constitution. 

In  his book The Imperial Presidency 
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. ,  points out that 
the  Founding Fathers, in considering 
foreign relations, assigned much greater 
importance to commercial relations 
with other nations than topolitical rela- 
tions. From the standpoint of the role of 
the Congress in foreign affairs, Mr. 
Schlesinger therefore found it signifi- 
cant that the Constitution vests in Con- 
gress control over what the Founding 
Fathers thought would be the primary 
aspect of foreign policy. M r .  
Schlesinger does not speculate on the 
importance of this fact for the future. 
But. clearly, as international economic 
issues grow in importance. the role of 
the Congress in foreign policy will in-  
crease. 

On this point Charles Frankel’s essay 
contains a central insight. He writes that 
“a nation’s foreign policy requires an 
animating idea behind it.” A wise posi- 
tion in any event, i t  acquires even 
greater force in light of the altered cir- 
cumstances in which the idealist-realist 
debate now takes place. For the fact 
that, because of the nature of the prob- 
lems and the language of the Constitu- 
tion, the Congress and the public will 
play a more important role in  the foreign 
policy field than ever before does not 
mean that the Congress and the public 
will perform their new role effectively 
or wisely. A blurring between domestic 
and foreign affairs on many issues only 
guarantees that the same kind of politi- 
cal demands and moral values that inf lu-  
ence domestic policy will henceforth 
influence foreign policy. It does nor tell 
us which will be more important- 
political demands closely related to a 
particular group’s self-interest or larger 
moral values reflecting the requirements 
of an outward-looking, positive, and 
humane foreign policy. This choice will 

depend, in  fact, on whether there is any 
“animating idea” behind our foreign 
policy. 

If  there is such an “idea” behind our 
policy. we may, in fact, be moving to an 
era of two-tier diplomacy. With those 
states with which our important relations 
continue to be primarily political and 
military, our major goal will remain the 
amoral one of avoiding destabilizing 
political and military hostility; and the 
personal values of the general public 
may have to cede place more regularly 
to the amoral advice of the expert. The 
realists’ case here remains strong, 
though a democratic country can never 
follow for long a totally amoral foreign 
policy and expect public support. 

With other states. where our relations 
are primarily economic and social, the 
major goal may be maximizing equity or 
justice on bot6 sides; and the amoral 
advice of the expert may have to cede 
place to, or at least should come to grips 
with. the moral and political vision of 
the general public. Falling into the vi- 
tally important second tier will be the 
growing number of planetary issues that 
literally may determine whether life on 
earth continues (even if  we succeed in 
avoiding thermonuclear war). 

Recognizing such distinctions could 
help us extract the truths contained in 
both the realist and idealist cases. This 
in turn could help us end what might be 
called the politics of policy invariabil- 
ity, which has a chilling effect on dis- 
cussions of American foreign policy. I n  
our relations with poorer countries, 
where our margin for maneuver is often 
greater, why should the balance not lie 
more with justice than in  the past? I n  our 
relations with the Soviet Union, why 
can we not concede that, while we want 
to use what leverage we have to pursue 
liberal and domestic values, there are 
dominant considerations of world peace 
and security? 

With a two-tier foreign policy the 
tension in the realist-idealist debate be- 
comes creative instead of paralyzing. 
We are permitted to recognize that in 
different cases different stakes may be 
involved and different opportunities 
may be present. We are able to face the 
world as it is rather than as we wish i t  to 
be. We have the kind of nuanced foreign 
policy that someday could permit the 
restoration of predictable American in-  
volvement in the world, something our 
friends and perhaps even some of our 
opponents wish to see. 


