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It is often said that the foreign policy of the United States is in need 
of maturing and that the American people and their government must 
grow up if they want to emerge victorious from the trials of our age. It 
would be truer to say that this generation of Americans must shed the 
illusions of their fathers and grandfathers and relearn the great principles 
of statecraft which guided the path of the republic in the first decade 
and-in moralistic disguise-in the first century of its existence. The 
United States offers the singular spectacle of a commonwealth whose 
political wisdom did not grow slowly through the accumulation and 
articulation of experiences. Quite to the contrary, the full flowering of 
its political wisdom was coeval with its birth as an independent nation- 
nay, it owed its existence and survival as an independent nation to 
those extraordinary qualities of political insight, historic perspective, 
and common-sense which the first generation of Americans applied to the 
affairs of state. 

This classic age of American statecraft comes to an end with the phys- 
ical disappearance of that generation of American statesmen. The rich 
and varied landscape in which they had planted all that is worthwhile 
in the tradition of Western political thought was allowed to go to waste. 
It became a faint and baffling remembrance, a symbol to be worshipped 
rather than a source of inspiration and a guide for action. Until very re- 
cently the American people seemed to be content to live in a political 
desert whose intellectual barrenness and aridity were relieved only by 
some sparse and neglected oases of insight and wisdom. What in that 
period, stretching over more than a century, went under the name of 
foreign policy was either improvisation in the face of an urgent problem 
which had to be dealt with somehow, or-and especially in our century 
-the invocation of some abstract moral principle in the image of which 
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the world was to be made over. Improvisation as a substitute for foreign 
policy was largely successful, for in the past the margin of American 
and allied power to spare generally exceeded the degree to which 
American improvidence fell short of the demands of the hour. The in- 
vocation of abstract moral principles was in part hardly more than an 
innocuous pastime; for embracing everything it came to grips with 
nothing. In part, however, it was a magnificent instrument for marshal- 
ling public opinion in support of war and warlike policies-and for losing 
the peace to follow. The intoxication with moral abstractions which as a 
mass phenomenon started with the Spanish-American War, and which 
in our time has become the prevailing substitute for political thought, 
is indeed one of the great sources of weakness and failure in American 
foreign policy. 

It is, however, worthy of note that underneath this political dilet- 
tantism, nourished by improvidence and a sense of moral mission, there 
has remained alive an almost instinctive awareness of the perennial 
interests of the United States. This has especially been true with regard 
to Europe and the Western Hemisphere; for in these regions the na- 
tional interest of the United States has from the beginning been obvious 
and clearly defined. 

I 

In the Western Hemisphere we have always endeavored to preserve 
the unique position of the United States as a predominant power with- 
out rival. We have not been slow in recognizing that this predominance 
was not likely to be effectively threatened by any one American nation 
or combination of them, acting without support from outside the 
Western Hemisphere. It was, then, imperative for the United States to 
isolate the Western Hemisphere from the political and military policies 
of non-American nations. The interference of non-American nations in 
the affairs of the Western Hemisphere, especially through the acquisi- 
tion of territory, was the only way in which the predominance of the 
United States could have been challenged from within the Western 
Hemisphere itself. The Monroe Doctrine and the policies implementing 
it express that permanent national interest of the United States in the 
Western Hemisphere. 

Since a threat to the national interest of the United States in the West- 
ern Hemisphere can come only from outside it, that is, historically from 
Europe, the United States has always striven to prevent the develop- 
ment of conditions in Europe which would be conducive to a European 
nation's interference in the affairs of the Western Hemisphere or to a 
direct attack upon the United States. Such conditions would be most 
likely to arise if a European nation had gained such predominance 
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that it could afford to look across the sea for conquest without fear of 
being menaced at the center of its power, that is, in Europe itself. It is 
for this reason that the United States has consistently-the War of 1812 
is the sole major exception-pursued policies aiming at the maintenance 
of the balance of power in Europe. It has opposed whatever European 
nation-be it Great Britain, France, Germany, or Russia-seemed to 
be likely to gain that ascendancy over its European competitors which 
would have jeopardized the hemispheric predominance and eventually 
the very independence of the United States. Conversely, it has supported 
whatever European nation seemed to be most likely to restore the 
balance of power by offering successful resistance to the would-be con- 
queror. While it is hard to imagine a greater contrast in the way of 
thinking about matters political than that which separates Alexander 
Hamilton from Woodrow Wilson, in this concern for the maintenance 
of the balance of power in Europe-for whatever different reasons- 
they are one. It is by virtue of this concern that the United States has 
intervened in both World Wars on the side of the initially weaker coali- 
tion and that its European policies have so largely paralleled those of 
Great Britain; for from Henry VIII to this day Great Britain has in- 
variably pursued one single objective in Europe: the maintenance of 
the balance of power. 

With Asia the United States has been vitally concerned only since the 
turn of the century, and the relation of Asia to the national interest of 
the United States has never been obvious or clearly defined. In con- 
sequence, the Asiatic policies of the United States have never as unequiv- 
ocally expressed the permanent national interest as have the hemi- 
spheric and European ones; nor have they for that reason commanded 
the bipartisan support which the latter have largely enjoyed. As a 
further consequence, they have been subjected to moralistic influences 
in a measure from which the European and hemispheric policies of the 
United States have been largely immune. Yet beneath the confusions, 
reversals of policy, and moralistic generalities, which have made up the 
surface of our Asiatic policy since McKinley, one can detect an under- 
lying consistency which, however vaguely, reflects the permanent in- 
terest of the United States in Asia. And this interest is again the 
maintenance of the balance of power. The principle that expresses it is 
the "open door" in China. Originally its meaning was purely commercial. 
However, in the measure in which other nations, especially Japan, 
threatened to close the door to China not only commercially, but also 
militarily and politically, the principle of the "open door" was inter- 
preted to cover the territorial integrity and political independence of 
China not for commercial but political reasons. However unsure of it- 
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self the Asiatic policy of the United States has been, it has always 
assumed that the domination of China by another nation would create 
so great an accumulation of power as to threaten the security of the 
United States. 

II 

Not only with regard to Asia, however, but wherever American foreign 
policy has operated, political thought has been divorced from political 
action. Even where our long-range policies reflect faithfully, as they do 
in the Americas and in Europe, the true interests of the United States, 
we think about them in terms which have at best but a tenuous connec- 
tion with the actual character of the policies pursued. We have acted 
on the international scene, as all nations must, in power-political terms; 
we have tended to conceive of our actions in non-political, moralistic 
terms. This aversion to seeing problems of international politics as they 
are and the inclination to viewing them instead in non-political, moral- 
istic terms can be attributed both to certain misunderstood peculiarities 
of the American experience in foreign affairs and to the general climate 
of opinion prevailing in the Western world during the better part of the 
nineteenth and the first decade of the twentieth centuries. Of these 
peculiarities of the American experience three stand out: the uniqueness 
of the American experiment, the actual isolation during the nineteenth 
century of the United States from the centers of world conflict, and 
the humanitarian pacificism and anti-imperialism of American ideology. 

The uniqueness of the American experiment in foreign policy con- 
tains two elements: the negative one of distinctiveness from the tradi- 
tional power-political quarrels of Europe and the positive one of a con- 
tinental expansion which created the freest and richest nation on 
earth without conquest or subjugation of others. 

That the severance of constitutional ties with the British crown was 
meant to signify the initiation of an American foreign policy distinct 
from what went under the name of foreign policy in Europe was a con- 
viction common to the founders of the republic. As Washington's Fare- 
well Address put it: "Europe has a set of primary interests, which to 
us have none, or a very remote relation. Hence she must be engaged in 
frequent controversies, the causes of which are essentially foreign to our 
concerns. Hence, therefore, it must be unwise in us to implicate our- 
selves, by artificial ties, in the ordinary vicissitudes of her politics, or 
the ordinary combinations and collisions of her friendships or enmities." 
In 1796, European politics and power politics were identical; there was 
no other power politics but the one engaged in by the princes of Europe. 
"The toils of European ambition, rivalship, interest, humor or caprice" 
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were the only manifestations, on the international scene, of the struggle 
for power before the American eye. The retreat from European politics, 
as proclaimed by Washington, could, therefore, be taken to mean re- 
treat from power politics as such. 

The expansion of the United States up to the Spanish-American War 
seemed to provide conclusive proof both for the distinctiveness and 
moral superiority of American foreign policy. The settlement of the 
better part of a continent by the thirteen original states seemed to be 
an act of civilization rather than of conquest and as such essentially dif- 
ferent from, and morally superior to, the imperialistic ventures, wars of 
conquest, and colonial acquisitions with which the history of other na- 
tions is replete. Yet it was not so much political virtue as the contiguity 
of the sparsely settled object of conquest with the original territory of 
departure, which put the mark of uniqueness upon American expansion. 
As was the case with Russia's simultaneous eastward expansion toward 
the Pacific, the United States, in order to expand, did not need to cross 
the oceans and fight wars of conquest in strange lands, as did the other 
great colonizing nations. Furthermore, the utter political, military, and 
numerical inferiority of the Indian opponent tended to obscure the ele- 
ment of power, which was less obtrusive in, but no more absent from, 
the continental expansion of the United States than the expansionist 
movements of other nations. Thus it came about that what was in 
actuality the fortuitous concatenation of two potent historic accidents 
could take on, in the popular imagination, the aspects of an ineluctable 
natural development, a "manifest destiny," thus confirming the unique- 
ness of American foreign policy in its freedom from those power-political 
blemishes which degrade the foreign policies of other nations. 

Yet American isolation from the European tradition of power politics 
was more than a political program or a moralistic illusion. As concerns 
involvement in the political conflicts of which Europe was the center, 
and the commitments and risks which such involvement of necessity 
implies, American isolation was an established political fact until the 
end of the nineteenth century. The actuality of this fact was a result of 
deliberate choice as well as of the objective conditions of geography. 
Popular writers might see in the uniqueness of America's geographic 
position the hand of God which had unalterably prescribed the course 
of American expansion as well as isolation. But more responsible ob- 
servers, from Washington on, have been careful to emphasize the con- 
junction of geographic conditions and of a foreign policy which chooses 
its ends in the light of geography and which uses geographic conditions 
to attain those ends. Washington referred to "our detached and distant 
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situation" and asked, "Why forego the advantages of so peculiar a 
situation?" 

From the shores of the North American continent, the citizens of the 
new world watched the strange spectacle of the struggle for power un- 
folding on the distant scenes of Europe, Africa, and Asia. Since for the 
better part of the nineteenth century their foreign policy enabled them 
to retain the role of spectators, what was actually the result of a passing 
historic constellation appeared to Americans as a permanent condition, 
self-chosen as well as naturally ordained. At worst they would continue 
to watch the game of power politics played by others. At best the time 
was close at hand when, with democracy established everywhere, the 
final curtain would fall and the game of power politics would no longer 
be played. 

To aid in the achievement of this goal was conceived to be part of 
America's mission. Throughout the nation's history, the national destiny 
of the United States has been understood in anti-militaristic, libertarian 
terms. Where that national mission finds a nonaggressive, abstentionist 
formulation, as in the political philosophy of John C. Calhoun, it is con- 
ceived as the promotion of domestic liberty. Thus we may "do more to 
extend liberty by our example over this continent and the world 
generally, than would be done by a thousand victories." When the 
United States, in the wake of the Spanish-American War, seemed to 
desert this anti-imperialist and democratic ideal, William Graham 
Sumner restated its essence: "Expansion and imperialism are a grand 
onslaught on democracy . .. expansion and imperialism are at war with 
the best traditions, principles, and interests of the American people." 
Comparing the tendencies of European power politics with the ideals of 
the American tradition, Sumner thought with Washington that they 
were incompatible. Yet, as a prophet of things to come, he saw that 
with the conclusion of the Spanish-American War America was irrev- 
ocably committed to the same course which was engulfing Europe in 
revolution and war. 

To understand the American mission in such selfless, humanitarian 
terms was the easier as the United States-in contrast to the other great 
powers-was generally not interested, at least outside the Western Hem- 
isphere, in a particular advantage to be defined in terms of power or of 
territorial gain. Its national interest was exhausted by the preservation 
of its predominance in the Western Hemisphere and of the balance of 
power in Europe and Asia. And even this interest in general stability 
rather than special advantage was, as we know, not always recognized 
for what it was. 

Yet while the foreign policy of the United States was forced, by cir- 
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cumstance if not by choice, to employ the methods, to shoulder the 
commitments, to seek the objectives, and to run the risks, from which 
it had thought to be permanently exempt, American political thought 
continued to uphold that exemption at least as an ideal-an ideal which 
was but temporarily beyond the reach of the American people, because 
of the wickedness and stupidity either of American or, preferably, of 
foreign statesmen. In one sense, this ideal of a free, peaceful, and pros- 
perous world, from which popular government had banished power 
politics forever, was a natural outgrowth of the American experience. In 
another sense, this ideal expressed in a particularly eloquent and con- 
sistent fashion the general philosophy which during the better part of 
the nineteenth century dominated the Western world. This philosophy 
contains two basic propositions: that the struggle for power on the 
international scene is a mere accident of history, naturally associated 
with non-democratic government and, hence, destined to disappear 
with the triumph of democracy throughout the world; and that, in con- 
sequence, conflicts between democratic and non-democratic nations 
must be conceived not as struggles for mutual advantage in terms of 
power but primarily as a contest between good and evil, which can only 
end with the complete triumph of good and with evil being wiped off 
the face of the earth. 

The nineteenth century developed this philosophy of international 
relations from its experience of domestic politics. The distinctive 
characteristic of this experience was the domination of the middle 
classes by the aristocracy. By identifying this domination with political 
domination of any kind, the political philosophy of the nineteenth cen- 
tury came to identify the opposition to aristocratic politics with hos- 
tility to any kind of politics. After the defeat of aristocratic government, 
the middle classes developed a system of indirect domination. They 
replaced the traditional division into the governing and governed classes 
and the military method of open violence, characteristic of aristocratic 
rule, with the invisible chains of economic dependence. This economic 
system operated through a network of seemingly equalitarian legal rules 
which concealed the very existence of power relations. The nineteenth 
century was unable to see the political nature of these legalized rela- 
tions. They seemed to be essentially different from what had gone, so 
far, under the name of politics. Therefore, politics in its aristocratic, 
that is, open and violent form, was identified with politics as such. The 
struggle, then, for political power-in domestic as well as in international 
affairs-appeared to be only an historic accident, coincident with auto- 
cratic government and bound to disappear with the disappearance of 
autocratic government. 
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It is easy to see how this general climate of opinion, prevailing in the 
Western world, nourished similar tendencies in the American mind, 
grown from the specific experiences of American history. Thus it is not 
an accident that nowhere in the Western world was there such depth 
of conviction and tenacity in support of the belief that involvement in 
power politics is not inevitable but only a historic accident, and that 
nations have a choice between power politics and another kind of foreign 
policy conforming to moral principles and not tainted by the desire for 
power. Nor is it by accident that this philosophy of foreign policy found 
its most dedicated and eloquent spokesman in an American President, 
Woodrow Wilson. 

III 
The illusion that a nation can escape, if it only wants to, from power 

politics into a realm where action is guided by moral principles rather 
than by considerations of power, not only is deeply rooted in the Ameri- 
can mind; it also took more than a century for this illusion to crowd out 
the older notion that international politics is an unending struggle for 
power in which the interests of individual nations must necessarily be 
defined in terms of power. Out of the struggle between these two 
opposing conceptions three types of American statesmen emerge: the 
realist, thinking in terms of power and represented by Alexander 
Hamilton; the ideological, acting in terms of power, thinking in terms 
of moral' principles, and represented by Thomas Jefferson and John 
Quincy Adams; the moralist, thinking and acting in terms of moral 
principles and represented by Woodrow Wilson. To these three types, 
three periods of American foreign policy roughly correspond: the first 
covering the first decade of the history of the United States as an inde- 
pendent nation, the second covering the' nineteenth century to the 
Spanish-American War, the third covering the half century after that 
war. That this division of the history of American foreign policy refers 
only to prevailing tendencies and does by no means preclude the opera- 
tion side by side of different tendencies in the same period, will become 
obvious in the discussion. 

It illustrates both the depth of the moralist illusion and the original 
strength of the opposition to it that the issue between these two op- 
posing conceptions of foreign policy was joined at the very beginning of 
the history of the United States, decided in favor of the realist position, 
and formulated with unsurpassed simplicity and penetration by Alex- 
ander Hamilton. The memorable occasion was Washington's proclama- 
tion of neutrality in the War of the First Coalition against revolutionary 
France. 

In 1792, the War of the First Coalition had ranged Austria, Prussia, 
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Sardinia, Great Britain, and the United Netherlands against revolu- 
tionary France, which was tied to the United-States by a treaty of 
alliance. On April 22, 1793, Washington issued a proclamation of 
neutrality, and it was in defense of that proclamation that Hamilton 
wrote the "Pacificus" and "Americanus" articles. Among the arguments 
directed against the proclamation were three derived from moral 
principles. Faithfulness to treaty obligations, gratitude toward a country 
which had lent its assistance to the colonies in their struggle for inde- 
pendence, and the affinity of republican institutions were cited to prove 
that the United States must side with France. Against these moral prin- 
ciples, Hamilton invoked the national interest of the United States: 

There would be no proportion between the mischiefs and perils to which the 
United States would expose themselves, by embarking in the war, and the 
benefit which the nature of their stipulation aims at securing to France, or 
that which it would be in their power actually to render her by becoming a 
party. 

This disproportion would be a valid reason for not executing the guaranty. 
All contracts are to receive a reasonable construction. Self-preservation is the 
first duty of a nation; and though in the performance of stipulations relating to 
war, good faith requires that its ordinary hazards should be fairly met, because 
they are directly contemplated by such stipulations, yet it does not require 
that extraordinary and extreme hazards should be run.... 

The basis of gratitude is a benefit received or intended, which there was no 
right to claim, originating in a regard to the interest or advantage of the party 
on whom the benefit is, or is meant to be, conferred. If a service is rendered 
from views relative to the immediate interest of the party who performs it, 
and is productive of reciprocal advantages, there seems scarcely, in such a 
case, to be an adequate basis for a sentiment like that of gratitude.... It may 
be affirmed as a general principle, that the predominant motive of good offices 
from one nation to another, is the interest or advantage of the nation which 
performs them. 

Indeed, the rule of morality in this respect is not precisely the same between 
nations as between individuals. The duty of making its own welfare the guide 
of its actions, is much stronger upon the former than upon the latter; in pro- 
portion to the greater magnitude and importance of national compared with 
individual happiness, and to the greater permanency of the effects of national 
than of individual conduct. Existing millions, and for the most part future 
generations, are concerned in the present measures of a government; while the 
consequences of the private actions of an individual ordinarily terminate with 
himself, or are circumscribed within a narrow compass. 

Whence it follows that an individual may, on numerous occasions, meritori- 
ously indulge the emotions of generosity and benevolence, not only without 
an eye to, but even at the expense of, his own interest. But a government can 
rarely, if at all, be justifiable in pursuing a similar course; and, if it does so, 
ought to confine itself within much stricter bounds. . . . Good offices which 
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are indifferent to the interest of a nation performing them, or which are com- 
pensated by the existence or expectation of some reasonable equivalent, or 
which produce an essential good to the nation to which they are rendered, 
without real detriment to the affairs of the benefactors, prescribe perhaps the 
limits of national generosity or benevolence.... 

But we are sometimes told, by way of answer, that the cause of France is 
the cause of liberty; and that we are bound to assist the nation on the score 
of their being engaged in the defence of that cause. .. 

The obligation to assist the cause of liberty must be deduced from the merits 
of that cause and from the interest we have in its support. 

An examination into the question how far regard to the cause of Liberty ought 
towinduce the United States to take part with France in the present war, is 
rendered necessary by the efforts which are making [sic] to establish an opinion 
that it ought to have that effect. In order to a right judgment on the point, 
it is requisite to consider the question under two aspects. 

I. Whether the cause of France be truly the cause of Liberty, pursued with 
justice and humanity, and in a manner likely to crown it with honorable success. 

II. Whether the degree of service we could render, by participating in the 
conflict, was likely to compensate, by its utility to the cause, the evils which 
would probably flow from it to ourselves. 

If either of these questions can be answered in the negative, it will result, 
that the consideration which has been stated ought not to embark us in the 
war. 

The certain evils of our joining France in the war, are sufficient dissuasives 
from so intemperate a measure. The possible ones are of a nature to call for 
all our caution, all our prudence. 

To defend its own rights, to vindicate its own honor, there are occasions when 
a nation ought to hazard even its existence. Should such an occasion occur, 
I trust those who are most averse to commit the peace of the country, will not 
be the last to face the danger, nor the first to turn their backs upon it. 

But let us at least have the consolation of not having rashly courted misfor- 
tune. Let us have to act under the animating reflection of being engaged in 
repelling wrongs, which we neither sought nor merited; in vindicating our rights 
invaded without provocation; in defending our honor, violated without cause. 
Let us not have to reproach ourselves with having voluntarily bartered bless- 
ings for calamities. 

But we are told that our own liberty is at stake upon the event of the war 
against France-that if she falls, we shall be the next victim. The combined 
powers, it is said, will never forgive in us the origination of those principles 
which were the germs of the French Revolution. They will endeavor to eradicate 
them from the world. 

If this suggestion were ever so well founded, it would perhaps be a sufficient 
answer to it to say, that our interference is not likely to alter the case; that it 
would only serve prematurely to exhaust our strength. 
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But other answers more conclusive present themselves. 
The war against France requires, on the part of her enemies, efforts unusually 

violent. They are obliged to strain every nerve, to exert every resource. How- 
ever it may terminate, they must find themselves spent in an extreme degree; 
a situation not very favorable to the undertaking anew, and even to Europe 
combined, an immense enterprise. 

To subvert by force republican liberty in this country, nothing short of entire 
conquest would suffice. This conquest, with our present increased population, 
greatly distant as we are from Europe, would either be impracticable, or would 
demand such exertions, as following immediately upon those which will have 
been requisite to the subversion of the French Revolution, would be absolutely 
ruinous to the undertakers.... 

There are two great errors in our reasoning upon this subject. One, that the 
combined powers will certainly attribute to us the same principles, which they 
deem so exceptionable in France; the other, that our principles are in fact the 
same. 

If left to themselves, they will all, except one, naturally see in us a people 
who originally resorted to a revolution in government, as a refuge from en- 
croachments on rights and privileges antecedently enjoyed, not as a people who 
from choice sought a radical and entire change in the established government, 
in pursuit of new privileges and rights carried to an extreme, irreconcilable per- 
haps with any form of regular government. They will see in us a people who 
have a due respect for property and personal security; who, in the midst of our 
revolution, abstained with exemplary moderation from every thing violent or 
sanguinary, instituting governments adequate to the protection of persons and 
property; who, since the completion of our revolution, have in a very short 
period, from mere reasoning and reflection, without tumult or bloodshed, 
adopted a form of general government calculated, as well as the nature of 
things would permit, to remedy antecedent defects, to give strength and secur- 
ity to the nation, to rest the foundations of liberty on the basis of justice, order 
and law; who have at all times been content to govern themselves without 
intermeddling with the affairs or governments of other nations; in fine, they 
will see in us sincere republicans, but decided enemies to licentiousness and 
anarchy; sincere republicans, but decided friends to the freedom of opinion, to 
the order and tranquillity of all mankind. They will not see in us a people whose 
best passions have been misled, and whose best qualities have been perverted 
from their true direction by headlong, fanatical, or designing leaders, to the 
perpetration of acts from which humanity shrinks, to the commission of out- 
rages over which the eye of reason weeps, to the profession and practice of 
principles which tend to shake the foundations of morality, to dissolve the 
social bands, to disturb the peace of mankind, to substitute confusion to order, 
anarchy to government.... 

It is therefore matter of real regret, that there should be an effort on our 
part to level the distinctions which discriminate our case from that of France, 
to confound the two cases in the view of foreign powers, and to pervert or hazard 

This content downloaded from 128.103.149.52 on Tue, 13 Aug 2013 13:38:01 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


844 THE AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENCE REVIEW 

our own principles by persuading ourselves of a similitude which does not 
exist.... 

But let us not corrupt ourselves by false comparisons or glosses, nor shut our 
eyes to the true nature of transactions which ought to grieve and warn us, nor 
rashly mingle our destiny in the consequences of the errors and extravagances 
of another nation. 

Must a nation subordinate its security, its happiness, nay, its very 
existence to the respect for treaty obligations, to the sentiment of grati- 
tude, to sympathy with a kindred political system? This was the ques- 
tion which Hamilton proposed to answer, and his answer was an un- 
equivocal "no." Hamilton unswervingly applied one standard to the 
issues raised by the opposition to Washington's proclamation of neu- 
trality: the national interest of the United States. He put the legalistic 
and moralistic arguments of the opposition, represented by Madison 
under the pseudonym "Helvidius," into the context of the concrete 
power situation in which the United States found itself on the inter- 
national scene and asked: If the United States were to join France 
against virtually all of Europe, what risks would the United States run, 
what advantages could it expect, what good could it do for its ally? 

IV 

Considerations such as these, recognized for what they are, have 
guided American foreign policy but for a short period, that is, as long 
as the Federalists were in power. The Federalist and Washington's 
Farewell Address are their classic expression. Yet these considera- 
tions, not recognized for what they are, sometimes even rejected, have 
determined the great objectives of American foreign policy to this day. 
During the century following their brief flowering, they have by and 
large continued to influence policies as well, under the cover, as it were, 
of those moral principles with which from Jefferson onward American 
statesmen have liked to justify their moves on the international scene. 
Thus this second period witnessed a discrepancy between political 
thought and political action, yet a coincidence in the intended results of 
both. What was said of Gladstone could also have been said of Jefferson, 
John Quincy Adams, Theodore Roosevelt, the war policies of Wilson 
and Franklin D. Roosevelt: what the moral law demanded was by a 
felicitous coincidence always identical with what the national interest 
seemed to require. Political thought and political action moved on dif- 
ferent planes, which, however, were so inclined as to merge in the end. 

John Quincy Adams is the classic example of the political moralist in 
thought and word who cannot help being a political realist in action. 
Yet even in Jefferson, whose dedication to abstract morality was much 
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stronger and whose realist touch in foreign affairs was much less sure, 
the moral pretense yielded often, especially in private utterance, to the 
impact of the national interest upon native good sense. 

Thus during the concluding decade of the Napoleonic Wars Jefferson's 
thought on international affairs was a reflection of the ever-changing dis- 
tribution of power in the world rather than of immutable moral princi- 
ples. In 1806, he favored "an English ascendancy on the ocean" as being 
"safer for us than that of France." In 1807, he was by the logic of events 
forced to admit: 

I never expected to be under the necessity of wishing success to Buonaparte. 
But the English being equally tyrannical at sea as he is on land, & that tyranny 
bearing on us in every point of either honor or interest, I say, "down with 
England" and as for what Buonaparte is then to do to us, let us trust to the 
chapter of accidents, I cannot, with the Anglomen, prefer a certain present evil 
to a future hypothetical one. 

However, in 1812, when Napoleon was at the pinnacle of his power, 
Jefferson hoped for the restoration of the balance of power. Speaking of 
England, he said that 

it is for the general interest that she should be a sensible and independent weight 
in the scale of nations, and be able to contribute, when a favorable moment 
presents itself, to reduce under the same order, her great rival in flagitiousness. 
We especially ought to pray that the powers of Europe may be so poised and 
counterpoised among themselves, that their own security may require the pres- 
ence of all their forces at home, leaving the other quarters of the globe in undis- 
turbed tranquility. 

In 1814, again compelled by the logic of events, he came clearly out 
against Napoleon and in favor of a balance of power which would leave 
the power of Napoleon and of England limited, but intact: 

Surely none of us wish to see Bonaparte conquer Russia, and lay thus at his 
feet the whole continent of Europe. This done, England would be but a break- 
fast; and, although I am free from the visionary fears which the votaries of 
England have effected to entertain, because I believe he cannot effect the con- 
quest of Europe; yet put all Europe into his hands, and he might spare such 
a force to be sent in British ships, as I would as leave not have to encounter, 
when I see how much trouble a handful of British soldiers in Canada has given 
us. No. It cannot be to our interest that all Europe should be reduced to a 
single monarchy. The true line of interest for us, is, that Bonaparte should be 
able to effect the complete exclusion of England from the whole continent of 
Europe, in order, as the same letter said, "by this peaceable engine of constraint, 
to make her renounce her views of dominion over the ocean, of permitting no 
other nation to navigate it but with her license, and on tribute to her, and her 
aggressions on the persons of our citizens who may choose to exercise their 
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right of passing over that element." And this would be effected by Bonaparte's 
succeeding so far as to close the Baltic against her. This success I wished 
him the last year, this I wish him this year; but were he again advanced 
to Moscow, I should again wish him such disasters as would prevent his reach- 
ing Petersburg. And were the consequences even to be the longer continuance 
of our war, I would rather meet them than see the whole force of Europe wielded 
by a single hand. 

Similarly, in 1815, Jefferson wrote: 

For my part, I wish that all nations may recover and retain their independ- 
ence; that those which are overgrown may not advance beyond safe measures 
of power, that a salutary balance may be ever maintained among nations, 
and that our peace, commerce, and friendship, may be sought and cultivated 
by all. 

It was only when, after 1815, the danger to the balance of power 
seemed to have passed that Jefferson allowed himself again to indulge 
in the cultivation of moral principles divorced from the political 
exigencies of the hour. 

From this tendency to which Jefferson only too readily yielded, John 
Quincy Adams was well-nigh immune. We are here in the presence of 
a statesman who had been reared in the realist tradition of the first 
period of American foreign policy, who had done the better part of his 
work of statecraft in an atmosphere saturated with Jeffersonian princi- 
ples, and who had achieved the merger of these two elements of his ex- 
perience into an harmonious- whole. Between John Quincy Adams' 
moral principles and the traditional interest of the United States there 
was hardly ever a conflict. The moral principles were nothing but the 
political interests formulated in moral terms, and vice versa. They fit 
the interests as a glove fits the hand. Adam's great contributions to the 
tradition of American foreign policy, freedom of the seas, the Monroe 
Doctrine, and Manifest Destiny, are witness to this achievement. 

The legal and moral principle of the freedom of the seas was in the 
hands of Adams a weapon, as it had been two centuries earlier in the 
hands of Grotius wielded on behalf of the Low Countries, through which 
an inferior naval power endeavored to safeguard its independence 
against Great Britain, the mistress of the seas. The Monroe Doctrine's 
moral postulates of anti-imperialism and mutual non-intervention were 
the negative conditions for the safety and enduring greatness of the 
United States. Their fulfillment vouchsafed the isolation of the United 
States from the power struggles of Europe and, through it, the continu- 
ing predominance of the United States in the Western Hemisphere. 
Manifest Destiny was the moral justification as well as the moral in- 
centive for the westward expansion of the United States, the peculiar 
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American way-foreordained by the objective conditions of American 
existence-of founding an empire, the "American Empire," as one of 
the contemporary opponents of Adams' policies put it. 

V 

Jefferson and John Quincy Adams stand at the beginning of the second 
period of American thought on foreign policy, both its most eminent 
representatives and the heirs of a realist tradition which continued to 
mould political action, while it had largely ceased to influence political 
thought. At the beginning of the third period, McKinley leads the United 
States, as a great world power, beyond the confines of the Western 
Hemisphere, ignorant of the bearing of this, step upon the national in- 
terest and guided by moral principles which are completely divorced 
from the national interest. When at the end of the Spanish-American 
War the status of the Philippines had to be determined, McKinley 
expected and found no guidance in the traditional national interests of 
the United States. According to his own testimony, he knelt beside his 
bed in prayer, and in the wee hours of the morning he heard the voice of 
God telling him-as was to be expected-to annex the Philippines. 

This period initiated by McKinley, in which moral principles no 
longer justify the enduring national interest as in the second, but 
replace it as a guide for action, finds its fulfillment in the political 
thought of Woodrow Wilson. Wilson's thought not only disregards the 
national interest, but is explicitly opposed to it on moral grounds. "It is 
a very perilous thing," he said in his address at Mobile on October 27, 
1913, 

to determine the foreign policy of a nation in the terms of material interest. 
It not only is unfair to those with whom you are dealing, but it is degrading 
as regards your own actions. . . . We dare not turn from the principle that 
morality and not expediency is the thing that must guide us, and that we will 
never condone iniquity because it is most convenient to do so. 

Wilson's war-time speeches are but an elaboration of this philosophy. 
An excerpt from his. address of September 27, 1918, opening the cam- 
paign for the Fourth Liberty Loan, will suffice to show the continuity of 
that philosophy: 

It is of capital importance that we should also be explicitly agreed that no 
peace shall be obtained by any kind of compromise or abatement of the prin- 
ciples we have avowed as the principles for which we are fighting. . . 

First, the impartial justice meted out must involve no discrimination between 
those to whom we wish to be just and those to whom we do not wish to be 
just. It must be a justice that plays no favorites and knows no standard but the 
equal rights of the several peoples concerned; 
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Second, no special or separate interest of any single nation or any group of; 
nations can be made the basis of any part of the settlement which is not con-- 
sistent with the common interest of all; 

Third, there can be no leagues or alliances or special covenants and under- 
standings within the general and common family of the League of Nations. 

Fourth, and more specifically, there can be no special, selfish economic com- 
binations within the League and no employment of any form of economic 
boycott or exclusion except as the power of economic penalty by exclusion 
from the markets of the world may be vested in the League of Nations itself as 
a means of discipline and control. 

Fifth, all international agreements and treaties of every kind must be made 
known in their entirety to the rest of the world. 

Special alliances and economic rivalries and hostilities have been the prolific 
source in the modern world of the plans and passions that produce war. It would 
be an insincere as well as insecure peace that did not exclude them in definite 
and binding terms.... 

National purposes have fallen more and more into the background and the 
common purpose of enlightened mankind has taken their place. The counsels 
of plain men have become on all hands more simple and straightforward and 
more unified than the counsels of sophisticated men of affairs, who still retain 
the impression that they are playing a game of power and playing for high 
stakes. That is why I have said that this is a peoples' war, not a statesmen's. 
Statesmen must follow the clarified common thought or be broken. 

Yet in his political actions, especially under the pressure of the First 
World War, Wilson could no more than Jefferson before him discount 
completely the national interest of the United States. Wilson's case, 
however, was different from Jefferson's in two respects. For one, Wilson 
was never able, even when the national interest of the United States was 
directly menaced, to conceive of the danger in other than moral terms. 
It was only the objective force of the national interest, which no rational 
man could escape, that imposed upon him as the object of his moral in- 
dignation the source of America's mortal danger. Thus in 1917 Wilson 
led the United States into war against Germany for the same reasons, 
only half-known to himself, for which Jefferson had wished and worked 
alternately for the victory of England and of France. Germany threat- 
ened the balance of power in Europe, and it was in order to remove that 
threat-and not to make the world safe for democracy-that the United 
States put its weight into the Allies' scale. Wilson pursued the right 
policy, but he pursued it for the wrong reasons. 

Not only did the crusading fervor of moral reformation obliterate the 
awareness of the United States' traditional interest in the maintenance 
of the European balance of power, to be accomplished through the de- 
feat of Germany. Wilson's moral fervor also had politically disastrous 
effects for which there is no precedent in the history of the United 
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States. Wilson's moral objective required the destruction of the Kaiser's 
autocracy, and this happened also to be required by the political inter- 
ests of the United States. The political interests of the United States re- 
quired, beyond this immediate objective of total victory, the restora- 
tion of the European balance of power, traditional guarantor of Ameri- 
can security. Yet it was in indignation at the moral deficiencies of that 
very balance of power, "forever discredited," as he thought, that Wilson 
had asked the American people to take up arms against the Central 
Powers! Once military victory had put an end to the immediate threat 
to American security, the very logic of his moral position-let us re- 
member that consistency is the moralist's supreme virtue-drove him 
toward substituting for the concrete national interest of the United 
States the general postulate of a brave new world where the national 
interest of the United States, as that of all other nations, would dis- 
appear in a community of interests comprising mankind. 

Consequently, Wilson considered it to be the purpose of victory not 
to restore a new, viable balance of power, but to make an end to it once 
and forever. "You know," he told the English people at Manchester on 
December 30, 1918, 

that the United States has always felt from the very beginning of her history 
that she must keep herself separate from any kind of connection with European 
politics, and I want to say very frankly to you that she is not now interested in 
European politics. But she is interested in the partnership of right between 
America and Europe. If the future had nothing for us but a new attempt to 
keep the world at a right poise by a balance of power, the United States would 
take no interest, because she will join no combination of power which is not the 
combination of all of us. She is not interested merely in the peace of Europe, 
but in the peace of the world. 

Faced with the national interests of the great allied powers, Wilson 
had nothing to oppose or support them with but his moral principles, 
with the result that the neglect of the American national interest was 
not compensated for by the triumph of political morality. In the end 
Wilson had to consent to a series of uneasy compromises which were a 
betrayal of his moral principles-for principles can, by their very nature, 
not be made the object of compromise-and which satisfied nobody's 
national aspirations. These compromises had no relation at all to the 
traditional American national interest in a viable European balance of 
power. Thus Wilson returned from Versailles a compromised idealist, 
an empty-handed statesman, a discredited ally. In that triple failure lies 
the tragedy not only of Wilson, a great yet misguided man, but of 
Wilsonianism as a political doctrine as well. 

Yet Wilson returned to the United States? unaware of his failure. He 
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offered the American people what he had offered the allied nations at 
Paris: moral principles divorced from political reality. "The day we 
have left behind us," he proclaimed at Los Angeles on September 20, 
1919, 

was a day of balances of power. It was a day of "every nation take care of itself 
or make a partnership with some other nation or group of nations to hold the 
peace of the world steady or to dominate the weaker portions of the world." 
Those were the days of alliances. This project of the League of Nations is a 
great process of disentanglement. 

VI 

While before Paris and Versailles these moral principles rang true 
with the promise of a new and better world, they now must have sounded 
to many rather hollow and platitudinous. Yet what is significant for the 
course which American foreign policy was to take in the interwar years 
is not so much that the American people rejected Wilsonianism, but 
that they rejected it by ratifying the denial of the American tradition of 
foreign policy which was implicit in the political thought of Wilson. We 
are here indeed dealing with a tragedy not of one man, but of a political 
doctrine and, as far as the United States is concerned, of a political 
tradition. The isolationism of the interwar period could delude itself 
into believing that it was but the restorer of the early realist tradition 
of American foreign policy. Did it not, like that tradition, proclaim the 
self-sufficiency of the United States within the Western Hemisphere? 
Did it not, like that tradition, refuse to become involved in the rivalries 
of European nations? The isolationists of the twenties and thirties 
did not see what was the very essence of the policies of the Founding 
Fathers-that both the isolated and the preponderant position of the 
United States in the Western Hemisphere was not a fact of nature, and 
that the freedom from entanglements in European conflicts was not the 
result of mere abstention on the part of the United States. Both benefits 
were the result of political conditions outside the Western Hemisphere 
and of policies carefully contrived and purposefully executed in their 
support. For the realists of the first period, isolation was an objective of 
policy, which had to be striven for to be attained. For the isolationists 
of the interwar period, isolation was, as it were, a natural state, which 
only needed to be left undisturbed in order to continue forever. Con- 
ceived in such terms, it was the very negation of foreign policy. 

Isolationism, then, is in its way as oblivious to political reality as is 
Wilsonianism-the internationalist challenge, to which it had thought 
to have found the American answer. In consequence, they are both 
strangers not only to the first, realist phase of American foreign policy, 
but to its whole tradition. Both refused to face political reality either in 
realistic or ideological terms. They refused to face it at all. Thus isola- 

This content downloaded from 128.103.149.52 on Tue, 13 Aug 2013 13:38:01 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


THE MAINSPRINGS OF AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY 851 

tionism and Wilsonianism have more in common than their historic 
enmity would lead one to suspect. In a profound sense they are brothers 
under the skin. Both are one in maintaining that the United States has 
no interest in any particular political and military constellation outside 
the Western Hemisphere. While isolationism stops here, Wilsonianism 
asserts that the American national interest is nowhere in particular but 
everywhere, being identical with the interests of mankind itself. The 
political awareness of both refuses to concern itself with the concrete 
issues with regard to which the national interest must be asserted. Iso- 
lationism stops short of them, Wilsonianism soars beyond them. Both 
have but a negative relation to the national interest of the United States 
outside the Western Hemisphere. They are unaware of its very existence. 
This being so, both substitute abstract moral principles for the guidance 
of the national interest, derived from the actual conditions of American 
existence. Wilsonianism applies the illusory expectations of liberal re- 
form to the whole world, isolationism empties the realist political princi- 
ple of isolationism of all concrete political content and transforms it 
into the unattainable parochial ideal of automatic separation. 

In view of this inner affinity between isolationism and Wilsonianism, 
it is not surprising that the great debate of the twenties and thirties 
between internationalism and isolationism was carried on primarily in 
moral terms. Was there a moral obligation for the United States to make 
its contribution to world peace by joining the League of Nations and the 
World Court? Was it morally incumbent upon the United States, as a 
democracy, to oppose Fascism in Europe and to uphold international 
law in Asia? Such were the questions which were raised in that debate 
and the answers depended upon the moral position taken. The question. 
which was central to the national interest of the United States, that of 
the balance of power in Europe and Asia, was hardly ever faced squarely, 
and when it was, it was dismissed on moral grounds. Mr. Cordell Hull, 
Secretary of State of the United States from 1933-1944 and one of the 
most respected spokesmen of internationalism, summarizes in his 
Memoirs his attitude toward this central problem of American foreign 
policy in these terms: 

I was not, and am not, a believer in the idea of balance of power or spheres 
of influence as a means of keeping the peace. During the First World War I had 
made an intensive study of the system of spheres of influence and balance of 
power, and I was grounded to the taproots in their iniquitous consequences. 
The conclusions I then formed in total opposition to this system stayed with 
me. 

When internationalism triumphed in the late thirties, it did so in the 
moral terms of Wilsonianism. That in this instance the moral postulates 
which inspired the administration of Franklin D. Roosevelt happened 
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to coincide with the exigencies of the American national interest was 
again, as in the case of Jefferson and of the Wilson of 1917, due to the 
impact of a national emergency upon innate common sense and to the 
strength of a national tradition which holds in its spell the actions even 
of those who deny its validity in words. However, as soon as the minds 
of the American leaders were freed from the inescapable pressures of 
a primarily military nature and turned toward the political problems 
of the war and its aftermath, they thought and acted again as Wil- 
son had acted under similar circumstances. That is to say, they thought 
and acted in moral terms, divorced from the political conditions of 
America's existence. 

The practical results of this philosophy of international affairs, as ap- 
plied to the political war and post-war problems, were, then, bound to 
be quite similar to those which had made the allied victory in the First 
World War politically meaningless. Conceived as it was as a "crusade" 
-to borrow from the title of General Eisenhower's book-against the 
evil incarnate in the Axis Powers, the purpose of the Second World War 
could only be the destruction of that evil, transacted through the in- 
strumentality of "unconditional surrender." Since the threat to the 
Western world emanating from the Axis was conceived primarily in 
moral terms, it was easy to imagine that all conceivable danger was con- 
centrated in that historic constellation of hostile powers and that with 
its destruction political evil itself would disappear from the world. Be- 
yond "unconditional surrender" there was, then, a brave new world 
after the model of Wilson's, which would liquidate the heritage of the 
defeated evil, not "peace-loving" nations and would establish an order 
of things where war, aggressiveness, and the struggle for power itself were 
to be no more. Thus Mr. Cordell Hull could declare on his return in 
1943 from the Moscow Conference that the new international organiza- 
tion would mean the end of power politics and usher in a new era of 
international collaboration. Three years later, Mr. Philip Noel-Baker, 
then British Minister of State, echoed Mr. Hull by stating in the House 
of Commons that the British Government was "determined to use the 
institutions of the United Nations to kill power politics, in order that 
by the methods of democracy, the will of the people shall prevail." 

With this philosophy dominant in the West-Mr. Churchill provides 
almost the sole, however ineffective, exception-the strategy of the war 
and of the peace to follow could not help being oblivious to those con- 
siderations of the national interest which the great statesmen of the 
West' from Hamilton through Castlereagh, Canning and John Quincy 
Adams to Disraeli and Salisbury, had brought to bear upon the inter- 
national problems of their day. War was no longer regarded as a means 
to a political end. The only end the war was to serve was total victory, 
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which is another way of saying that the war became an end in itself. 
Hence, it became irrelevant how the war was won politically, as long as 
it was won speedily, cheaply, and totally. The thought that the war 
might be waged in view of a new balance of power to be established 
after the war, occurred in the West only to Winston Churchill-and, of 
course, to Joseph Stalin. The national interest of the Western nations 
was, then, satisfied insofar as it required the destruction of the threat 
to the balance of power emanating from Germany and Japan; for insofar, 
the moral purposes of the war happened to coincide with the national 
interest. However, the national interest of the Western nations was 
jeopardized insofar as their security required the creation of a new viable 
balance of power after the war. 

How could statesmen who boasted that they were not "believers in 
the idea of balance of power"-like a scientist not believing in the law of 
gravity-and who were out "to kill power politics," understand the 
very idea of the national interest which demanded above all protection 
from the power of others? Thus it was with deeply and sincerely felt 
moral indignation that the Western world, expecting a brave new world 
without power politics, found itself confronted with a new and more 
formidable threat to its security as soon as the old one had been subdued. 
There was good reason for moral indignation, however misdirected this 
one was. That a new balance of power will rise out of the ruins of an old 
one and that nations with political sense will avail themselves of the 
opportunity to improve their position within it, is a law of politics for 
whose validity nobody is to blame. Yet blameworthy are those who in 
their moralistic disdain for the laws of politics endanger the interests of 
the nations which are in their care. 

The history of American foreign policy since the end of the Second 
World War is the story of the encounter of the American mind with a 
new political world. That mind was weakened in its understanding of 
foreign policy by half a century of ever more complete intoxication with 
moral abstractions. Even a mind less weakened would have found it 
hard to face with adequate understanding and successful action the un- 
precedented novelty and magnitude of the new political world. American 
foreign policy in that period presents itself as a slow, painful, and in- 
complete process of emancipation from deeply ingrained error and of re- 
discovery of long-forgotten truths. 

The fundamental error which has thwarted American foreign- policy 
in thought and action is the antithesis of national interest and moral 
principles. The equation of political moralism with morality and of 
political realism with immorality is itself untenable. The choice is not 
between moral principles and the national interest, devoid of moral 
dignity, but between one set of moral principles, divorced from political 
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reality, and another set of moral principles, derived from political 
reality. The basic fact of international politics is the absence of a society 
able to protect the existence, and to promote the interests, of the in- 
dividual nations. For the individual nations to take care of their own 
national interests is, then, a political necessity. There can be no moral 
duty to neglect them; for as the international society is at present con- 
stituted, the consistent neglect of the national interest can only lead to 
national suicide. Yet it can be shown that there exists even a positive 
moral duty for the individual nation to take care of its national interests. 

Self-preservation for the individual as well as for societies is not only 
a biological and psychological necessity, but in the absence of an over- 
riding moral obligation a moral duty as well. In the absence of an inte- 
grated international society, in particular, the attainment of a modicum 
of order and the realization of a minimum of moral values are predicated 
upon the existence of national communities capable of preserving order 
and realizing moral values within the limits of their power. It is obvious 
that such a state of affairs falls far short of that order and realized moral- 
ity to which we are accustomed in national societies. The only relevant 
question is, however, what the practical alternative is to these imperfec- 
tions of an international society based upon the national interests of its 
component parts. The attainable alternative is not a higher morality 
realized through the application of universal moral principles, but moral 
deterioration through either political failure or the fanaticism of political 
crusades. The juxtaposition of the morality of political moralism and 
the immorality of the national interest is mistaken. It operates with a 
false concept of morality, developed by national societies but unsuited to 
the conditions of international society. In the process of its realization, 
it is bound to destroy the very moral values which it is its purpose to 
promote. Hence, the antithesis between moral principles and the na- 
tional interest is not only intellectually mistaken but also morally 
pernicious. A foreign policy derived from the national interest is in fact 
morally superior to a foreign policy inspired by universal moral prin- 
ciples. Albert Sorel, the Anglophobe historian of the French Revolution, 
well summarized the real antithesis when he said in grudging admiration 
of Castelreagh: 

He piqued himself on principles to which he held with an unshakable con- 
stancy, which in actual affairs could not be distinguished from obstinacy; but 
these principles were in no degree abstract or speculative, but were all embraced 
in one alone, the supremacy of English interests; they all proceeded from this 
high reason of state. 

May as much be said by a future historian of the American foreign 
policy of our time! 
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