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Ethical Questions to the Pranger Scenario 
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obert Pranger's scenario demonstrates how R ethical choice's usually take place in the 
midst of concrete decisions to act. Most of US do not 
know our real ethical commitments until  the heat is on 
and we make hard decisions. Within the scenario i t  is not 
enough to talk vaguely about peace and security; we 
must ask how we and others might act under specified 
pressures and threats. 

The scenario shows how difficult i t  is to make sound 
ethical decisions in areasof public policy. I would like to 
tacilitate the process of doing so. I certainly don't want 
to contribute to LI mood of futi l i ty.  But 1 do want to 
undcrinine confidence in fallacious answers. So I begin 
by emphasizing the difficulties. 

In the generation just past, John Dewey frequently 
raised the question: Why does humanity make such 
spectacular progress in the natural sciences, compared 
with its halting efforts to solve social and ethical prob- 
lems? Dewey's answer was that people refused to apply 
to human problems the methods of experimental reason 
that proved effective in dealing with nature. Albert 
Einstein, according to the oral tradition, had a different 
answer: The social and ethical problems are harder. 

I side with Einstein. He did not mean, of course, that 
the human problems are harder in the sense that they 
require more elaborate laboratories or a more intricate 
calculus. He nieant that there are peculiar difficulties in 
dealing with human nature and history. Three such 
difficuliies appear in the Pranger scenario. 

First, there is no perfect morality in an imperfect 
world. Political decisions never start from a zero point; 
they always begin in a history with inherited opportuni- 
ties and burdens. Ethical issues related to war are an 
especially obvious case. The question is not what would 
be best in an ideal world; i t  is the question of living in the 
facc of animosities, resentments, fears, threats, and 
distrust. 

Second, ethical decisions are not solely ethical deci- 
sions. They are mixed up with technical and strategic 

. decisions, with estimates of the intentions and 
capabilities of others, with uncertain reckonings about 
the outcome of planned actions. 

Third, the hard ethical choices are not simply between 
good and bad. There are conflicts of values and motives. 
I shall return to this point. 
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find in the Pranger scenario four ethical I issues, the kind often debated in classical 
ethical theory, which deserve attention. My aim is 
neither to defend nor to attack Pranger's position but to 
raise to visibility issues iniplicit in  his narrative. 

Firsr, the script shows the harmfulness of soiiie 
well-intended actions. The crisis b6gan to shape up when 
"a new group of American policyinakcrs sought to 
improve a dangerously stalemated situation." The inten- 
tions were good, the results bad. Ethics, although de- 
pendent on basic commitments, is partly a guessing 
game. Policy choices depend on guesses-or  reasoned 
estimates, to use a more dignified term-about the 
outcome of projected actions. Ethics is usually, to soiiie 
degree, goal oriented. Thus, there is an element of 
utilitarianism or pragmatism in most ethics. 

One might wish i t  otherwise. Since ethics arises out 01' 
the deepest human convictions and commitments. there 
is something disconcerting $bout tying i t  to predictions 
that might or might not be &curate. Some philosophers 
have tried to develop ethical systems that emphasized 
moral obligations regardless of consequences. Thus, 
lmmanuel Kant insisted on the responsibility of t ruth-  
telling, refusing to tell a lie even to  save a life. He \Viis 
persuasive in showing that ethics is not solely dependent 
on consequences, that i t  deals with means as well as 
ends, that t ruth is intrinsically better than falsehood. He 
was less persuasive in denying the ethical importance of 
consequences. 

When ethics enters into foreign policy, i t  takes ac- 
count of the uncertainties and fallibilities of all things 
human. I t  had better intend good consequences and yet 
pay due attention to the fragility .of.all reasoning about 
consequences. 

Secorid, the script shows well the mixed motives of all 
countries in their maneuvers. That is part of the data in  
any ethical assessment of international relations. One 
niotive of the U.S. and USSR is to avoid a general war. 
Another niotive is to advance their rival interests in every 
way practical. short of general war. So they engage in the 
international game of "chicken," struggling for every 
advantage. bluffing, trying to outguess each other, yet 
aiming always to stop short of acts that would mean war. 

There are other mixed motives in  the story. The United 
States has a historic friendship with Israel. I t  also wants 
Arab petroleum. Every stage of its policy decisions and 
every assessment of its emotional responses to the 
situation involve this mixture of motives, feelings, and 
sensitivities. 
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Moralists find this a profoundly unsatisfactory situa- 
tion. Rhetorical condemnation is easy. But  i t  is part of 
the context of cthical decision. Those concerned for 
human values can try to change i t ,  but they will be 
foolish to ignore i t .  

Third, the scenario raises the age-old question of 
means and ends. All war involves violent means; yet all 
ethical thought and practice involve some constraints on 
nicans. I n  Pranger's description of the delicate tactical 
situation, the fighting had begun; 'Arab intentions of a 
"massed military attack" were unambiguous; but Arab 
forces were not yet "fully committed" to battle. Israel 
struck at this point. Was this a "preemptive strike" or a 
"counterblow" in defense? Would i t  have been more 
justifiable three days later? a week later? The usual 
crhical judgment is that defense is justifiable but aggres- 
sion is not. The common tactical judgment is that the 
best defense is a good offense. When fighting has started 
(as in the script), or even the day before fighting has 
started, is there any clear "objective" determination of 
the differences between defense and offense? 

Those are old means-ends questions. The relatively 
new element is the use oE a nuclear weapon (the first use 
since Hiroshima and Nagasaki) directed (like many a 
bombing attack in World War I I )  against "a 'defense- 
less' civilian population center, rather than a military 
Fncility or infrastructure target (such as a dam)." In 
current cthical thinking about war and revolution there 
are powerful voices urging that the nuclear threshold 
never again bc crossed. There are other powerful voices 
(notably Paul Ramsey's) that draw the line, not at the 
type of weapon but at the target, therefore ruling out any 
deliberate attack on civilian populations. Many voices 
affirm both rest raints. 

The history of such distinctions is that they usually 
fade under the pressure of "military necessity." I n  
Pranger's scenario the reason for the attack was that "a 
death blow to Israel was perceived as imminent." One 
might ask whether nations ever. for ethical reasons, 
accept their own destruction when they have the military 
means to prevent i t .  Ethics may urge that they shorrld, 
whether or not they will. In that case, those who address 
nat.ions out of ethical concern will avoid some self- 
deception i f  they know whether they speak in order to 
influence policy or speak simply out of the necessity of 
making a testimony. Both aims are valid, but they are 
different . 

I t  is [empting to say that the means-ends issue has been 
so perniciously distorted by war that the only ethical 
position is to oppose war, not simply some immoral 
actions in war. I hope that position is never silenced. But 
i t  relocates, rather than solves, the problem of means and 
.ends. I t  then tries to make ethical distinctions between 
ithe systemic violence that infuses all political orders 
'(national and international) and the overt violence that is 
called war or revolution. So I cannot give up on the 
attempt, however agonizing,hnd frustrating. to maintain 
and develop some ethical diteria restraining the use of 
violence. 

Fourtli , Pranger's story ends with "an imposed set- 
tlement, rigorously enforced by the superpowers." The 
ethical question might be stated in two ways, with 

opposite thrusts. ( 1  ) In a world where nations cry for 
self-determination, what is the ethical justification for 
imposed settlements? (2) In an inflammable world where 
every nation's decisions affect other people, what is the 
ethical justification for self-detemiination? 

In fact, every nation has some "settlenlents" imposed 
upon i t  from outside. Even in the most powerful nations 
people find prices of petroleum and coffee imposed upon 
them. The ethical problem is that disproportions of 
power are so great. In  the Middle East the options are not 
simply between two opposing policies: imposed settle- 
ment and total self-determination of nations in the area. 
The U.S. and USSR have been imposing their own 
conflict upon the Middle East for a long time. To impose 
peace might be an ethical step forward. Far more 
desirable would be a peace voluntarily agreed upon by 
the nations of the Middle East. Such a peace will 
obviously be influenced by the "superpowers." Better ' 

the influence be acknowledged than hidden deviously. 
But better i t  not be, in label or fact, an alien arbitrary 
imposition. 

now turn to Dr. Pranger's three reconi- I mendations for preventing the kind of catas- 
trophe described in the scenario. He has made the 
proposals clear and explicit. I agree, at least in  some 
sense, with each of them, but I'want to add some 
comments. 

The first proposal is for "better prior cooperation 
between the U.S. and USSR in settlement of regional 
disputes." Such cooperation is desirable, but exceed- 
ingly hard to work out. I have already touched on the 
difficulty in describing the mixed motives of the two 
rivals. Both guide policy by certain perceived mutual 
interests and certain perceived conflicts of interest. The 
mutual interest of preventing conflagration has led to 
some examples of actual restraint in the Middle East and 
elsewhere. But  because of conflicting interests and deep, 
enduring distrust, each commits provocative acts. Each 
is in effect saying to the other: "We yant to avoid war 
with you. And we want to avoid any seriously dangerous 
war between our allies and your allies. But wherever we 
can gain a little influence (say, in Egypt, Syria, lndiaand 
Pakistan, or Africa), we're trying to do i t .  And, because 
we do not trust you, we want ourselves and our allies to 
be stronger than you and your allies. And you should not 
worry about our desires because, as we know, we can be 
trusted where you cannot." Each of the great powers is 
signaling this message to the other, not only in the 
Middle East but, equally obviously, in the SALT talks. 

, I t  will be hard to work out of that situation. Even the 
more constructive acts of the two great powers (for 
example, rapprochement with China) are taken as threats 
by the other. Progress, at best, will be slow and halting. 
Time is not necessarily an ally, because delay builds 
distrust and frustration. The only answer I see is con- 
tinuous effort, determined' and imaginative, on every 
front. 

Pranger's secorid proposal is "more careful control of 
the supply of conventional arms." He is surely right that 
the U.S. and USSR have "overworked" the Middle 
East. The reasons are interesting. I n  part, we arm one 
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side and the Soviet Un ion  arms the other; that is part of 
the conflict of interests I have already mentioned. Still' 
more interesting, we sometimes arm both sides. Why, it 
might be asked, should we do that? One reason is to 
maintain some influence vis-h-vis the USSR. Having 
amied Israel, we also arm Egypt, because we have begun 
to build some influence in Egypt and would like to 
nourish that influence rather than throw Egypt back into 
the arms of the Soviet Union. 

Another reason for arming both sides is to make 
impossible what Pranger calls a "definitive war." We 
might wish that we could furnish all parties with 
weapons adequate to defend themselves. Such an action 
would remove the incentive for war, since no nation 
wants to start a war that i t  knows i t  cannot win. So the 
rhetoric (and in  some ways the reality) is that of provid- 
ing defensive weapons to many nations. But since few 
weapons are solely defensive, the reality is also that of 
escalating armaments, insecurity, and potentiality for 
destruction. 

Almost every act of the U.S. and USSR in the Middle 
East makes sense within a specified perception of real- 
ity. Unhappily, the same acts tend to perpetuate and 
'heighten a reality that is exceedingly dangerous. To 
modify the reality requires acts that are dangerous within 
the context of the old reality. All parties involved have at 
least some incentive to see the old reality change, but all 
are reluctant to begin. 

Pranger's / h i d  proposal is for "more realistic ap- 
proaches to nuclear proliferation." In  general. prolifera- 
tion of nuclear weapons increases the danger in the 
world. According to the familiar rir l i  nation doctrine, 
there comes a point in proliferation where nuclear war 
becomes more likely than not. In 1960 C.P. Snow 
forecast that nuclear war would become mathematically 
certain within the decade; his estimate shows that the 
most pessimistic forecasts are not always right. But in an 
unstable world-a world where coups d'ttat and desper- 
ate acts of terrorists are frequent-the increasing preva- 
lence of nuclear weapons is more frightening than the 
jaded indifference of many people suggests. Suppose 
that by the end of 1977 these twelve nations-as some 
press reports indicate-will have nuclear weapons: the 
U.S., the USSR, Great Britain. France, China, India (to 
mention those who already have weapons), and Israel, 
Argentina. South Africa, South Korea, Spain, and 
Taiwan (to mention those who may have or are soon 
likely to have them). If  that is now alarming enough, add 
II few more countries in the next few years and anybody's 
pulse beat is likely-to rise. 

Yet i t  is not easy to make a sound ethical argument 
against proliferation. so long as this means a continuing 
monopoly of nuclear weapons for a few nations. The 
nuclear nations can talk with easy piety about nonprolif- 
eration. But step into a wider international context-for 
example. current discussions in the World Council of 
Churches-and such talk meets quick and angry replies. 
Speakers from nonnuclear nations address the nuclear 
powers this way: Why do you distrust us so,.and yet 
expect us to trust you? I t  is as though foxes:were to 
complain that the peace of  the world is endangered 
because geese are getting too sharp claws. I have 

frequently heard the anger of people from nonnuclear 
nations when they had to listen to arguments for non- 
proliferation made by pqlitical and religious.leaders of 
the United States. 

The case for nonproliferation assunies a hierarchical 
world, maintaining the distinction between the nuclear 
haves and the have-nots:That is unsatisfactory to most of 
the world. The alternatives are not very satisfactory 
either. Total nuclear disarmament might be one possibil- 
i ty,  but most nations do not trust other nations and do not 
trust proposed systems of inspection and verification. 
There are the perennial hopes of wo'rld government, but 
they simply relocate the issue of who has power and who 
lacks power to control that government. 

he question is whether this twentieth cen- T tury can achieve a world with some stabil- 
i ty,  some capacity for change, some significant justice, 
and some participation of peoples in the decisions that 
affect them. Because of the heightened power of modern 
weapons and the heightened risk of catastrophe, this is an 
age of unprecedented demands on the human ethical 
imagination. 

Alvin Weinberg. one of the foremost advocates of 
nuclearenergy, has said that this new form of power will  
require "both vigilance and a longevity of our social 
institutions that we are quite unaccustomed to." Recent 
d'ecades have not been notable for political stability or 
for development of methods of peaceable change. I take 
some hope from the fact that I did not think in 1945 that 
the world would reach 1977 without another nuclear 
weapon fired in war. But when I th ink of the warfare, 
insurrection, terrorism. and political chaos since 1945. I 
do not want to count on stretching the world's luck much 
further. 

Dr. Pranger has stated the issue well when he sees a 
need "that national states sacrifice part of their selfish 
interests to the welfare of a world community in which 
they have no small stake." He is wise in not asking them 
to sacrifice simply for others. That on any great scale is 
unlikely. I t  is possible, however. that nations will learn 
to sacrifice some "competitive advantages" for larger 
advantages that they may share with others. 

In  a world of nations, where religions divide people as 
often as they unite, and where belief in God is itself 
regarded as a controversial ideology, the churches will 
probably not be the prime niovers in developing the 
institutions that may make peace possible. Yet there are 
modest but genuine possibilities for the churches. The 
International Atomic Energy Agency at its May. 1977. 
conference in Salzburg invited the participation of the 
World Council of Churches. When the churches do not 
claim too much and when they unite technical conipe- 
tence with ethical concern, they find listeners both inside 
and outside their own.nienibership. 

Beyond that, thc combination of courage. geiicrosity, 
and poise needed to ncgoliak the years ahcnd will ninkc 
great deniunds on human rc'sources and huninn f a i th .  I t  
may be that survival requires soiiie transccndciicc of iI 
frantic concern for survival that inay do us in.  If so. that 
puts the action on the tu r f  where religious communities 
have always claimed to be at home. 


