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ABSTRACT
ETHICS IN INTERNATIONAL POLITICS? THE CONTRADICTIONS AND
ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS OF FOREIGN AID IN AFRICA.
By
Adeyinka Christopher Thompson

Instead of the economic prosperity that was supposed to be associated with the
acquisition of political liberation; independence brought, for many African nations and
peoples, a return not only to repressive and authoritarian government, but also to
economic decline and hardship. Many theorists have contemplated the cause and/or
solution to these problems in Africa. Some have blamed the international community—
primarily the Western or developed nations. My task, in this dissertation, is to examine
this view and to give an ethical analysis of the relationship between African nations and
the developed world—with specific reference to foreign aid.

Bearing in mind that the applicability of normative ethics to international relations
has, for a longtime been a minority view amongst scholars, I, in this dissertation, examine
the question; Are moral categories and judgements simply out of place in the realm of
international affairs? After considering and offering objections to some of the arguments
put forward by realists, I go on to argue not only that normative questions are central to
the discipline/practice of international relations, but also that actors in international
relations (and citizens in general) cannot help but raise normative questions when
deciding what to do in their relations with other states.

Having successfully made my case that ethics is central to the discipline of

international relations, I go on, in chapter two, to consider one of the pressing and
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difficult issues that are raised in the practice of international relations—i.e., the foreign
aid program and whether there is an obligation for Western developed nations to assist
poor under-developed Third world (in particular African) nations. I evaluate some of the
arguments for and against the obligation to assist and contend that Western nations have
an obligation to assist.

In the third chapter, I present a case study of aid to Somalia. Somalia, I believe, is
paradigmatic not only because it is probably the sub-Saharan African country that
received the most aid, but also the country in which the debilitating effects of aid are most
glaring. In this case study the conclusions in chapter two are substantiated.

After the case study, I, in chapter four, examine three key issues/questions facing
African nations—(a) the question of what type of democracy is suitable; (b) corruption;
and (c) the issue of compromising sovereignty by allowing intervention. With respect to
the first question, I argue that a consensus one-party system of democracy—one that is
congenial to the African political and socio-cultural context—is most suitable. I then go
on to recognize the role corruption has played in the devastation of most African nations.
I adumbrate some of the causes of corruption and offer some solutions to combat it.
Regarding (c), I argue that intervention must be done at an early stage, limited to aid and
censure of flagrant abuses of human rights. I end with the point that the complexity and
difficulty of the above issues and questions reinforces the need for ethics in international
politics. Without morality to guide and evaluate our actions we would be lost and

unaware of what we are doing.
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INTRODUCTION

In this dissertation, I evaluate the moral content and ramifications of current foreign aid
policies. The main question I try to answer is this: Granting that morality has a place in
international politics and morality demands that Western developed nations assist poor
under developed nations, why has the current foreign aid program contributed to the
breakdown and destruction of most African societies and economies? Drawing some
conclusions about ethics in judging, guiding and criticizing foreign policy and using
Somalia as a principal example, I argue that a lack of commitment and dedication on the
part of Western nations to the true interests of poor African nations has partly led to the
failure of the current aid program. On the other hand, the prevalence of corruption, lack
of patriotism and the absence of good management and true democratic systems in most
of Africa have also contributed to the failure of aid programs in most African nations.
With these facts established I call for reform, on the part of both the donor and recipient,

of the way the aid program is managed and monitored.

I begin, in chapter one, by examining some realist arguments against the applicability of
ethics to international relations. After subjecting these arguments to close scrutiny, all of
them are found to be untenable. Following the conclusion, in chapter one, that normative
theorizing is very much in place in international relations, I go on, in chapter two, to
evaluate some arguments put forward for and against the obligation to assist the poor. I
refute the argument against helping the poor that is put forward by Garrett Hardin. With
the help of arguments propounded by Peter Singer and Henry Shue, I argue that rich

developed nations do have an obligation to help poor underdeveloped nations. With the






above point established, I embark, in chapter three, on a case study. Using Somalia as a
paradigm case, chapter three demonstrates that the conclusions arrived at in chapter two
are reinforced—that is, that the current aid program has not been designed with the

interests of the recipient country being primary. Consequently, there is a need for reform.

One conclusion arrived at in chapter three is that the domestic political situation in
recipient African nations is a major contributor to the failure of the aid program. This
stated, I look at some of the contributing factors to the political demise of some African
nations which, in turn, led to their economic collapse. Chapter four is thus devoted to
looking at three issues/questions impinging on the domestic political situation in many
African nations (a) the question of what type of democracy is appropriate; (b) corruption;

and (c) the issue of compromising sovereignty by allowing intervention.



CHAPTER ONE

ETHICS IN INTERNATIONAL POLITICS:

AN OVERVIEW






Prelude
On the question of the applicability of ethics to international politics/foreign affairs,
much debate exists today as it existed thirty to fifty years ago when Reinhold Niebuhr',
Hans J. Morgenthau,” and others wrote on the subject.” The former, one may say, was
the purveyor of the amoralist view of international politics; while the latter, who wrote
later on, expanded on Niebuhr’s view and helped, as Michael J. Smith quotes Kenneth
Thompson as having written, “...lay the foundation for international politics.”® The
difference between Niebuhr and Morgenthau, says Smith, is comparable to that between
theology and political science: “Niebuhr was concerned to reassert the relevance of a
Christian approach to man and society, whereas Morgenthau, trained in political theory
and international law, sought to incorporate Niebuhr’s insights (in the process, of course,
secularizing them) into a general theory of international politics.” The difference
between these two theorists will be revealed later when we take a look at their respective

views on international politics.

Strictly speaking, though, one may be hard pressed to characterize what went on back
then as a debate. This is because, at that time, the prevailing view amongst most theorists
was that moral categories and judgments were simply out of place in the realm of
international affairs. Serious challenge to the view held by Niebuhr (and subsequently

Morgenthau) did not come till much later on in the century when theorists such as

! Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in Ethics and Politics, (New York: Charles
Scribners & Sons, 1946).

2 Hans J. Morgenthau, Politics Among Nations: The Struggle for Power and Peace (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 5* Ed., 1973).

3 The works of both Niebuhr and Morgenthau span several years, and the above work that I use of each
author is just one out of a collection of works written over several years.
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Marshall Cohen® and Mervyn Frost® argued that normative questions are central to the
discipline/practice of international relations. Actors in international relations, they argue,
cannot help but raise normative questions when deciding what to do in their relations
with other states. Conversely, advocates of the view espoused by Niebuhr and
Morgenthau, now referred to as political realists, “insisted that the nature of politics is
fundamentally determined by the struggle for power and power positions among
individuals and groups within... various political units....”” Seeing that international
relations is a branch of politics, the relations between states would, by implication, also
be fundamentally determined by the struggle for power. Thus, political realists argued
that the conduct of nations should be guided and judged not by morality, but rather “by

the amoral requirements of the national interest”.®

The realist view continued to be dominant throughout the first two decades of the second
half of the twenty-first century. Any hope, at this time, of a serious challenge to the
realist position being mounted was further dampened with the rise of the positivist school
of thought. This doctrine is based on the distinction between the empirical and the
metaphysical. Positivists argue that the former, the empirical, is testable and therefore
verifiable and meaningful. The latter, the metaphysical, is unverifiable and therefore

meaningless. In describing the positivist view, Moritz Schlick says, “[t]he principle, that

* Michael J. Smith, Realist Thought from Weber to Kissinger, (Baton Rouge & London: Louisiana State
University Press, 1986), 134.

5 Marshall Cohen, “Moral Skepticism and International Relations” in Political Realism and International
Morality: Ethics in the Nuclear Age, ed. Kenneth Kipnis and Diana T. Myers. (Boulder and London:
Westview Press, 1987).

¢ Mervyn Frost, Towards a Normative Theory of International Relations, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1986).

7 John H. Herz, Political Realism and Political Idealism: A Study in Theory and Realities, (University of
Chicago Presss, 1959), 24.
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the meaning of every proposition is exhaustively determined by its verification in the
given, seems to me a legitimate, unassailable core of the positivist school of thought.”®
The given, for the positivist, is a term for that which is simple and no longer open to
question or interpretation. It is that of which we cannot be mistaken and with which we
verify. Knowledge and the advancement of scientific knowledge were, for the positivist,
based on the empirical or the given. This doctrine had an enormous impact on other
disciplines. Scholars in various disciplines either began to adopt a more scientific
approach to the study of their disciplines or faced serious opposition from those in the
positivist camp. For example, the study of ethics was threatened when a strong
distinction between fact and value was drawn. Facts are believed, by the positivists, to be
inter-subjectively verifiable, i.e., accessible to the senses of anyone who would observe
them. They are therefore informative in that they give us knowledge about the world.
Value statements, on the other hand, are subjective and arbitrary. They are neither right
nor wrong. In its attempt to construct a more scientific approach to the social studies, this
school of thought, positivism, did not fail to influence the study of international relations.
The influence of positivism led to the desire to establish international relations as a
discipline independent from all ethical and philosophical presuppositions. This desire
was premised on the core positivist assumption that only the empirical/factual is
testable/verifiable and therefore meaningful/informative. Thus, the positivist influence in
international relations may, in part, have resulted from the positivist (erroneous) belief

that they could construct a value-free science. Frost argues that this “bias towards

8

Cohen, 15.
® Moritz Schlick, “Positivism and Realism” in Philosophy of Science, ed. Richard Boyd, Philip Gasper, J.D.
Trout. (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1991), 54.



explanation in its positivist form is the most basic reason for the persistent neglect of

normative questions in international relations.”"

Though the positivist school had considerable influence in the early years of the second
half of the twenty-first century, it received its own share of criticism. Theorists like
Ludwig Wittgenstein,'' Norwood Russell Hanson,'? and Thomas Kuhn'? have argued that
because of the difficulty we face drawing a line between the observable and the
unobservable, the distinction between fact and value is not as evident as positivists claim.
Contrary to the view held by the positivists, Wittgenstein and others claim that
observations (facts) are theory (value) laden. According to Frost, such “insights have had
a major effect on international relations for it is now widely accepted that there is no
single scientific paradigm accepted by all scholars in the discipline. In other words, there

»14 As we shall see later, the challenges to

is no normal science in international relations.
positivism helped to revive the discussion on the role of ethics in international relations.
With this revival in the discussion, some theorists have tried to show that there is a
significant parallel between the relation of individuals in the domestic context and the
relation of states in the international system. Proponents of this view argue that the moral

principles that are used to guide behavior in the domestic context can be reinterpreted to

apply to the international system. To demonstrate this, they offer a number of examples

1 Mervyn Frost, Ethics in International relations: A Constitutive Theory, (Cambridge University Press,
1996), 18.

"' Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, transl. G.E.M. Anscombe 2nd ed. (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Blackwell, 1997).

12 Norwood Russell Hanson, Patterns of discovery: An Inquiry into the Conceptual Foundations of Science,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1958).

B Thomas Kuhn, The Essential Tension: Selected Studies in Scientific Tradition and Change, (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1977).

" Frost, 17.






of (domestically) morally reprehensible behavior. The aim of the examples is to show
that if we are willing to condemn such behavior as morally wrong, then we should do the
same in the international realm if comparable circumstances/conditions apply. We shall
take a look at only one of these examples. Gordon Graham in his article “Morality,
International Relations and the Domestic Analogy” offers the following example:
A man is standing in a park when fighting breaks out between some children. It is
clear to him that a weaker party has been subject to unprovoked attack, possibly
with the intent of robbery or subjugation. The bystander is stronger than either of
those involved in the fighting, and being relatively impartial and uninvolved,
could intervene to good effect, repel the aggressor and thus defend the innocence
of the victim and prevent injury on both parts. Yet he limits his intervention to
remonstrating with the aggressive child, and his remonstrations going unheeded,
remains on the sidelines and lets violence take its course.'’
Obviously, we would find this behavior of the bystander to be reprehensible. Because of
this, defenders of the domestic analogy “readily ask whether the moral dimension of
[such an example] is any different to that which obtains between states who stand idly, or
at least ineffectually by where there is armed aggression by one nation against
another....”'® Though the decision to intervene in another country is more complex than
this analogy reveals—the intervening nation has to weigh the risks involved against its
interests and the urgency of the crisis—the point being made here is that when the risk
involved is minimal, inaction, on the part of the stronger party, is reprehensible. The
invasion of Kuwait by Iraq is a paradigm case for reinterpreting the moral principles of
the interpersonal realm to the international. Though some critics have questioned

America’s true reasons for going to the aid of Kuwait, one must concede that the given

reason—protecting Kuwait’s independence—was morally commendable. If America had

"% Gordon Graham, “Morality, International Relations and the Domestic Analogy” in Morality and
{zuemational Relations: Concepts and Issues, ed. Moorhead Wright (Gt. Britain: Avebury, 1996), 5.
Ibid., 6.



stood by and allowed Iraq to plunder Kuwait, we all would ﬁave condemned such action

(or should we say non-action) as morally wrong.

Though rare, says Gordon, such moral certainties, as demonstrated above, seem to make
a strong case for the view that some general principles of right and wrong can be
reinterpreted or built upon to apply to the international realm. However, as with any other
argument that has been put forward, the domestic analogy argument has received its fair
share of criticism. Apart from the difficulties attached to the basis and extent of the
analogy, Graham claims that exploring the analogy further leads to at least two sorts of
relevant differences between the domestic and international realms—namely, differences
in the moral dimensions and fact. At this point, I do not intend to go into the arguments
for and against the domestic analogy. My purpose in mentioning it is to point to an
attempt made to defend the place of ethics in international relations. Later, I shall
examine some arguments put forward in defense of this position—the applicability of
ethics to international relations. For now, seeing that, for the past thirty years or so, the
realist tradition has remained the dominant paradigm within the discipline of international
relations, I want to take a look at some of the realist arguments put forward against ethics

in international relations/politics.

Before examining the first argument, I feel the need to make a few parenthetical remarks.
These remarks, obviously, should not be construed as a sign of defeat or resignation to
the opposition. I only want to give the reader an insight into the status of the debate. In

my research I found that there is a dearth of articles written in support of the place of
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ethics in international relations. Clearly, proponents of this view are outnumbered. This
study will, hopefully, add to the literature. Most of the available work on this subject is
done in the field of applied ethics and not international relations itself. I must confess,
though, that I found some of the arguments put forward by the opposition to be quite
convincing, and I almost became a convert to them myself. However, after thorough
analysis of the issues, I am convinced that there is a need and place for ethics in
international relations. As will become clear later on, I have been moved, though, to
revise my position a little. I now argue for a limited role of ethics in international

relations.

Why is it the case, one must ask, that in a discipline such as international relations, “in
which most of the scholars in the discipline claim to be motivated by an urgent moral
concern for the world polity,” there has been so little normative theorizing?'’ As we
examine the history of international relations and the impact realism had on it, we shall

come to see why there has been such neglect of normative theorizing.

Platonic Realism
Very briefly, I must note that the realist tradition dates back to the writings of the ancient
thinkers, for example, Thucydides or Plato. Because of some of the arguments they put
in the mouths of their characters, both Thucydides and Plato are considered to be the
founders of this tradition. Two figures that stand out clearly during this period as
proponents of political realism are the two sophists in Plato’s dialogues, Thrasymachus

and Callicles. In Plato’s Republic, Thrasymachus, in a debate with Socrates, expresses

10
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the view that “..."Just’ or ‘right’ means nothing but what is in the interest of the stronger

party.”'® When urged by Socrates he offers the following explanation:
Well then, in every case the laws are made by the ruling party in its own interest;
a democracy makes democratic laws, a despot autocratic ones, and so on. By
making these laws they define as ‘right’ for their subjects whatever is for their
own interest, and they call anyone who breaks them a ‘wrongdoer’ and punish
him accordingly. That is what I mean: in all states alike ‘right’ has the same
meaning, namely what is for the interest of the party established in power, and
that is the strongest. So the sound conclusion is that what is ‘right’ is the same
everywhere: the interest of the stronger party.'*

Thrasymachus later goes on to express the view that the best sort of state is the one which

carries injustice to perfection. “For Thrasymachus, injustice of this consummate kind is

the highest wisdom and excellence of a state, and there is no valid moral claim against a

state which pursues its own interest to the total exclusion of the interests of others.”?® As

we shall later see this view espoused by Thrasymachus is not much different from the one

advocated by the realists of the twentieth century.

This argument, like most of the other realist arguments that come after it, can be shown to
be untenable. In fact, Socrates himself offers an argument that easily defeats
Thrasymachus’ argument. He shows that if we take the true definition of an art or skill,
Thrasymachus’ argument proves to be inconsistent. First, like a physician or a ship’s
captain (who has only the interest of his/her patients and crew respectively); a ruler qua
ruler only has the interest of his subjects at heart. Socrates says:

Well then, Thrasymachus, it is now clear that no form of skill or authority
provides for its benefit. As we were saying sometime ago, it always studies and

'” Towards a Normative Theory of International Relations, 1.

'8 The Republic of Plato, translated with introduction by Francis Macdonald Cornford, (New York &
London: Oxford University Press, 1945), 18.

% Ibid.

2 J.E. Hare and Carey B. Joynt, Ethics and International Affairs, New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1982), 24

11






prescribes what is good for its subject—the interest of the weaker party, not of the
stronger. And that, my friend, is why I said that no one is willing to be in a
position of authority and undertake to set straight other men’s troubles, without
demanding to be paid; because, if he is to do his work well, he will never, in his
capacity of ruler, do, or command others to do, what is best for himself, but only
what is best for the subject. For that reason, if he is to consent, he must have his
recompense, in the shape of money or honour, or of punishment in case of
refusal.?!
Secondly, after getting Thrasymachus to agree that justice implies superior character and
intelligence, Socrates presents a quite forceful argument against Thrasymachus’ realist
position—i.e., that there has to be honor among thieves. He asks Thrasymachus
“whether any set of men—a state or an army or a band of robbers or thieves—who were
acting together for some unjust purpose would be likely to succeed, if they were always
trying to injure one another. Wouldn’t they do better, if they did not?”*? To this question,
Thrasymachus has no choice but to accede. With this acquiescence on Thrasymachus’
part, the argument he presented is virtually defeated. Subsequently, Socrates shows that
the conclusion that the just man is happy and the unjust man unhappy follows from the

above.

From the point of view of showing Thrasymachus’ position to be inconsistent, Plato’s
argument is successful. However, one may ask whether the premises of Plato’s argument
are true. Do rulers truly act in the best interest of their subjects and not in the interest of
themselves? Because this is what ought to be the case does not mean that it is necessarily
the case. As we will see in chapter three, the people of Somalia and some other African
countries would wish the premises of Plato’s argument were true. I am sure, though, that

if one asked the former president of Somalia (Siyad Barre) and the warlords, they would

2! The Republic of Plato, 28.

12



all say they were acting in the interest of the people of Somalia. This raises a difficult
question: who determines what is in the interest of the people? The responses to this

question would be as varied as there are different political ideals.

The Lockean-Hobbesian Debate

Though the realist argument of the classical period is shown to be untenable, realism
rears its head once again in the Lockean-Hobbesian debate.”? The debate here is between
those who propose a Lockean state of nature (in which moral laws, if not civil laws, apply
in a pre-political state) and those who propose a Hobbesian state of nature (in which there
is no pre-political idea of right and wrong) in describing the condition/relationship of
states in international affairs. The former argue that an analogy can be drawn between
the individuals in Locke’s state of nature and the condition of states in the international
realm.>* We shall later see that this analogy, if tenable, allows for normative theorizing
in international affairs. According to John Locke, all men are naturally in a “state of
perfect freedom to order their actions, and dispose of their possessions and persons, as
they think fit, within the bounds of the law of nature; without asking leave, or depending
upon the will of any other man.”? Based on this conception of mankind, he constructs a
theory on how political societies are cultivated. He says:

Men being as has been said, by nature, all free, equal, and independent, no one

can be put out of this estate and subjected to the political power of another,

without his consent. The only way, whereby anyone divests himself of his natural

liberty, and puts on the bonds of civil society, is by agreeing with other men to
join and unite into a community, for their comfortable, safe, and peaceable living

2 Ibid., 35.

2 The crux of the idea espoused here was generated from Gordon Graham’s Ethics and International
Relations, (Oxford: Blackwell publishers, 1997), 17-20.

It is worth noting that this is another version of the domestic analogy argument

® John Locke, “Second Treatise of Government” in Classics of Moral and Political Theory, ed. Michael L.
Morgan (Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Co. 1992), 738.

13
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one amongst another, in a secure enjoyment of their properties, and a greater
security against any, that are not of it.%®

It has been argued, says Gordon Graham, that there is a parallel between the condiﬁon of
individuals in Locke’s state of nature and nations in the international order. Theorists
claim that, in the absence of world government, the international realm is somewhat like
a state of nature in which nations are sovereign—that is, nations are free to decide matters
for themselves. However, under these conditions, a state may find that it is too weak to
defend itself against aggression, plunder or war. To alleviate or avoid these difficulties or
perils, “individual nation states, just like individuals in Locke’s state of nature, have
reason to combine in a federation which results in institutions of international
government more powerful and more authoritative than those of the nation state. The end
result, in world society just as in any national society, is a rule of law, which constrains
individual behavior in accordance with moral rights and international order, while at the
same time leaving the individual nation state with some rights of its own.””’ From the
above, it appears that we can reasonably assume that, if the analogy works, we can
extrapolate from the domestic to the international context—establishing moral rules to

guide the actions of states in international affairs.

As promising as this possibility may seem, the assumption on which the analogy rests—
that is, that there are at least some moral laws in a pre-political state—has been disputed
by those realists who propose a Hobbesian state of nature in describing the relation of
states in international affairs. Realists have argued that a Hobbesian state of nature,

instead of a Lockean state of nature, best describes the relation of states in international

% Ibid., 768.
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affairs. According to Hobbes, there are three principal causes of dissension in the nature
of man—competition, diffidence, and glory. As a result of man’s nature he is in a
constant state of war—of every man against every man—when there isn’t a “common
power” or authority to control his actions.”® A consequent, says Hobbes, of this state of
war is:
[T]hat nothing can be unjust. The notions of right and wrong, justice and injustice
have there no place. Where there is no common power, there is no law: where no
law, no injustice. Force, and fraud, are in war the two cardinal virtues. Justice,
and injustice are none of the faculties neither of body, nor mind. If they were,
they might be in a man that were alone in the world, as well as his senses, and
passions. They are qualities that relate to men in society, not in solitude.”’
Consequently, there is no concept of ownership, no mine and thine in Hobbes’ state of
nature.’ Any resource is equally available to each individual if he/she has the means to
procure and keep it. Seeking “power after power” is therefore a requirement in the
Hobbesian state of nature, “and in this situation ‘to have all, and do all, is lawful to
all.””! The only passions, says Hobbes, “that incline men to peace, are fear of death;
desire of such things as are necessary to commodious living; and a hope by their industry
to obtain them.”? The above outline of Hobbes’ state of nature, argue realists, is what
best describes the relation among states in international affairs. In describing the realist
position, Graham says that this relation is one “in which concepts of moral right and

wrong do not apply, and where the sole consideration upon which international relations,

including international co-operation, are to be conducted is one of national self-

2! Gordon Graham, Ethics and International Affairs, 17-18.
2 John Hobbes, “Leviathan” in Classics of Moral and Political Theory, ed. Michael L. Morgan
(Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett Publishing Co. 1992), 621.
29 e
Ibid., 623.
% Ibid.
*! Cohen, 25.
*2 John Hobbes, 623.
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3 Thus, if one grants that the international order is Hobbesian instead of

interest.
Lockean, we see that the realists have good grounds for denying the relevance of the
domestic analogy. Though the relation between individuals in a state of nature may be a
moral one, the relation between states is not.>* This is because in the international realm
there is no common power or authority. Nor is there, realists believe, the possibility of
such a common power among sovereign states in the international realm. Thus, because
there is no common power “there in no law, where no law, no injustice.” For this reason,
realists argue that the primary concern of a state is and should be its national interest and
“seeking power after power.” Unlike the relation between individuals in a state of nature
living within a commune or state, in which there is an enforceable social contract and
where the fear of death compels them to seek peace, no such enforceable contract (nor its
possibility) or inclination prevails in the international realm. As such, it is the opinion of
realists that the possibility of a common power is absent in the international realm and, in
the absence of a common power, there can be no law or morality. This last point is,
however, debatable. Even if we grant that the international realm is as chaotic as
Hobbes’ state of nature, we can still picture a world in a state of nature with nations that
are technologically advanced. However, in this international state of nature the ever-
present threat of attack compels states to come together to form a world community or
government. In imagining a world that is advanced in the means of communication and
technology, we can mirror the conditions within a state that make an enforceable contract

possible. Nations in such a world, faced with the threat of attack, will be inclined to form

a world government in the interest of peace and safety. All the Unions or organizations

2 Gordon Graham, Ethics and International Relations, 19.
Ibid.
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(for example, UN, NATO etc) that were formed after the First and Second World Wars

are evidence of this possibility.

Cobhen, in his article “Moral Skepticism and International Relations” renders a formidable
objection against Hobbesian forms of skepticism concerning the role of morality in
International Relations. He shows that, contrary to the opinion of Hobbesian skeptics,
ethical principles do apply in the state of nature. He does this by dismantling certain key
tenets of Hobbes’ theory. First, he shows that Hobbes’ claim that “Sovereigns ‘make the
things they command just by commanding them and those which they forbid unjust by
forbidding them’” makes no sense at all.®> If this claim were plausible, says Cohen, “acts
and omissions to which the sovereign’s law does not speak could be neither just nor
unjust.”*® This, however, is not the case because we do consider “harsh actions, chilly
responses, and accusing words” unjust even though the law does not forbid them.?’
Likewise, we do consider “acts of restoration or recompense to be demanded by justice
although the law does not require them. More importantly, if justice is what the
sovereign commands and injustice what he forbids, it would make no sense to judge the
sovereign’s own acts and rules just or unjust.”*® Next, he argues that the right to self-
preservation (and its implications in the state of nature) does not necessarily carry over to
the international arena; nor does it require that states “pursue the national interest and

maximize national power (to seek ‘power after power’) without regard to other moral

35 Cohen, 24-25.
3 Ibid.
37 Ibid.
%% Ibid.
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considerations.”® Further, though individuals in the state of nature may have a right to
self-preservation, this does not mean that they have a right to attack others when doing so
is not required for self-preservation. Also, even though Hobbes claims that all men in the
state of nature are equal and that the weakest can kill the strongest, we still would
consider it unjust to rape or kill those who are seriously incapacitated or ill.** This being
the case, Cohen asserts that:
If individuals are prohibited from attacking those who do not threaten them, so are
nations. Even in the international state of nature it will not be permissible to
attack the young or the unwell intentionally or, more generally, those who do not
constitute a physical threat. In addition, attacks must be repelled, and offenses
conducted by appropriate means.*'
Third, though the argument may be put forward that the above objections fail to take into
consideration “Hobbes’s contention that the state of nature is inevitably a state of war,”
Cohen argues that there are inherent differences between the state of war among nations
and the state of war among individuals.*> These differences are noteworthy because they
have important moral consequences. First, nations do not share the vulnerability of
individuals in the state of nature and their citizens do not live in perpetual fear of violent
death. ‘“Nations in the state of nature are better able to defend themselves than
individuals are.” Second, nations, as opposed to Hobbesian individuals, have the option
of increasing their security in ways that need not alarm others. “Their best defense is not
always an attack, and they can often give evidence of their peaceful intentions by

choosing weapons and strategies that do not threaten others.”* Third, “individuals in the

Hobbesian state of nature are anonymous and ahistorical. But nations have names and

% Ibid.
“ Ibid., 26.
! Ibid.
2 Ibid., 29.
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reputations, geographies and histories, principles and purposes, and these allow others to

judge their intentions with considerable confidence.”

It is clear from the above that the conditions of Hobbes’ state of nature—unpredictability,
chaos and fear—that preclude the possibility of morality in the state of nature are almost
non-existent in the international arena. Contrary to the opinion of Hobbesian theorists,
there is some predictability in the international arena; and the unbridled propensity to
attack others, that one would expect in the state of nature, is not apparent in the
international @m. Moreover, according to Cohen, Hobbes himself observed that the
degree of misery associated with the state of war among individuals is not the same with
the state of war among nations.* Thus, even if one grants that the international order is
Hobbesian and not Lockean, it is clear that the conditions for cultivating an international
morality are apparent in the state of nature among nations. In fact, one may assert that it
is precisely in the state of nature—a situation in which one’s actions can be easily
misconstrued—that men and nations need to acknowledge their moral responsibilities and

conduct themselves accordingly in order to preserve the peace.*’

Thus far, we have examined some of the earlier versions of realism and their rejection of
morality in international affairs. We found that all the arguments looked at did not stand
up to close scrutiny. Unfortunately (or fortunately, depending on one’s position), realist

thought, in the midst of objection, has survived the passage of time and it continues to

“ Ibid., 30.
“ Ibid.
* Ibid.
“ Ibid., 29.
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thrive in the twentieth century. The basic idea (principle) of realism has not changed
much and the premises of the argument are similar to the early realist arguments. With
this point of similarity noted, I shall now move on to discuss some realists of this century.
Before I do so, I want to refer to Michael J. Smith, who gives an erudite outline of
modern realism in his book, Realist Thought from Weber to Kissinger. He says:

In its most basic outline, the realist picture of the world begins with a pessimistic
view of human nature. Evil is inevitably a part of all of us which no social
arrangement can eradicate: men and women are not perfectible. The struggle for
power—which defines politics—is a permanent feature of social life and is
especially prominent in the relations between states. In the realm of international
politics, states are the only major actors and no structure of power or authority
stands above them to mediate their conflicts; nor would they peacefully consent to
the creation of such a structure, even if it could be shown to be workable. States
act according to their power interests, and these interests are bound at times to
conflict violently. Therefore, even if progress toward community and justice is
possible within states, the relations between them are doomed to a permanent
competition that often leads to war. However deplorable, this permanent
competition remains an unavoidable reality that no amount of moral exhortation
or utopian scheming can undo. Only by agpreciating its source and its
permanence can interstate conflict be moderated.*

Modern Realism
The subject of modern realism cannot be discussed without mentioning the names of
three important theorists—Reinhold Niebuhr, Hans Morgenthau and George Kennan.

These three figures have dominated contemporary debate on morality and international

relations, but the first two are more influential. I shall take a look at their views now.

7 Ibid., 32.
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Reinhold Niebuhr:

Born in 1892, Reinhold Niebuhr was a theologian, whose work was a combination of
theology and social commentary.*® Most of his influential work in international politics
was done around the time of the First and Second World Wars. His position, says Hare
and Joynt, was “a ‘Christian Realism’ which was supposed to steer a course between
optimistic illusion on the one hand and cynical despair on the other.”*° Niebuhr argues
that there is an inherent distinction between ethics and politics. Since most of Niebuhr’s
work was theological in nature, it is difficult to separate his views on international
politics and ethics from his theology. Thus, he places himself “in the tradition of those
Protestant theologians who wanted to make acute the tension between this-worldly and
other-worldly values”.’' An example of a this-worldly value is justice and a other-
worldly value is agape. Following Soren Kierkegaard and Anders Nygren, Niebuhr
ascribes, says Hare and Joynt, a superior position to agape. Whereas other kinds of love
are “alterable, preferential, and ultimately reducible to self-love; agape is self-
renunciation, it is ‘a lost love’.”>? Because of its nature, agape “cannot be manifested in
its full purity by any group or even any individual.™>® It is, however, reasonable, to
expect it “in a tainted form from individuals in some contexts; but... it is never

»%  This distinction between this-worldly (justice)

reasonable to expect it from groups.
and other-worldly (agape) values points to the reason why Niebuhr believes that there is a

conflict between ethics and politics. Ethics and politics ultimately have different goals—

“ Smith., 1.

** Hare and Joynt, 28.
% Ibid.

5 Ibid.

%2 Ibid.

% Ibid.

4 Ibid.
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for the former, agape (self-renunciation), for the latter, justice. In Moral Man and

Immoral Society, Niebuhr says that:
A REALISTIC analysis of the problems of human society reveals a constant and
seemingly irreconcilable conflict between the needs of society and the imperatives
of a sensitive conscience. This conflict, which could be most briefly defined as
the conflict between ethics and politics, is made inevitable by the double focus of
the moral life. One focus is in the inner life of the individual, and the other in the
necessities of man’s social life. From the perspective of society the highest moral
ideal is justice. From the perspective of the individual the highest ideal is
unselfishness. Society must strive for justice even if it is forced to use means,
such as self-assertion, resistance, coercion and perhaps resentment, which cannot
gain the moral sanction of the most sensitive moral spirit. The individual must
strive to realise his life by losing and finding himself in something greater than
himself.”

It seems clear, therefore, that for Niebuhr “there are two conceptually autonomous
spheres, politics and ethics”.”® Looking at his views on ethics and politics, it is no
wonder that he has such a pessimistic view of the morality of nations and the possibility
of international ethics. Not only do ethics and politics have different goals, but he also
argues that “group relations can never be as ethical as those which characterise
individuals”.’” As a result of this moral ‘handicap’, Niebuhr concludes that nations—
being “the human group of strongest social cohesion”—cannot help but be selfish and we

could expect nothing else from them but the pursuit of their own interest.’® By the same

token, a statesman who pursued other than his nation’s interest deserved to be hanged.

Thus, for Niebuhr, whereas the obligation or goal of the individual is to obey the law of

love and sacrifice, this is not and cannot be the case for states. Though, “from the

% Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in Ethics and Politics, New York: Charles
Scribners & Sons, 1946), 257.

% Hare and Joynt, 29.

% Niebubhr, 83.

** bid.
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viewpoint of the author of an action, unselfishness must remain the criterion of the
highest morality,” states, says Niebuhr, cannot abide by this rule because they are not
individuals and cannot be sacrificial.” States and their representatives are responsible for
the interests and happiness of their citizens, and states are not actors. “An individual may
sacrifice his own interests, either without hope of reward or in the hope of an ultimate
compensal:ion.”60 But how, asks Niebuhr, is an individual, who is responsible for the
interests of others, to justify his actions if he did the same? Quoting Hugh Cecil, he
concludes that unselfishness “is inappropriate to the action of a state. No one has a right

to be unselfish with other people’s interests.”®!

Niebuhr offers a number of reasons why nations are selfish, which in turn precludes the
possibility of an international morality. First, he says that nations are not in direct contact
with each other, which impedes the formation of an international community. Because of
this indirect knowledge, nations cannot appreciate the problems of other nations. “Since
both sympathy and justice depend to a large degree upon the perception of need, which
makes sympathy flow, and upon the understanding of competing interests, which must be
resolved, it is obvious that human communities have greater difficulty than individuals in
achieving ethical relationships.”® He adds that though the “rapid means of
communication” and the “general advance of education” have increased the knowledge
and rationality of citizens of various nations about international affairs; “there is

nevertheless little hope of arriving at a perceptible increase of international morality

* Ibid., 258.
“ Ibid., 267.
* Ibid.

5 Ibid., 85.
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through the growth of intelligence and the perfection of means of communication.”® The
advancement of technology, international commerce, and economic interdependence, he
asserts, have done nothing but “increase the problems and issues between nations much

more rapidly than the intelligence to solve them can be created.”®

In this day and age of technology, the above claims made by Niebuhr are highly
debatable. Maybe, at the time he was writing they might have been true, but today, with
the Internet and satellite communication, information is transferred from one nation to
another quickly and accurately. There is more widespread access to information by
citizens of nations in which such information and access to it was denied or restricted.
Today, more and more people are able to make informed decisions about international
affairs and the goings-on in other nations. Even in technologically less advanced nations
there is much more access to information about other nations. I recall when growing up
in West Africa that the average citizen (with basic reading and writing skills) did listen to
the world news. I may even go so far as to make the claim that, in my experience, the
average citizen in Africa has more of an interest in (and perhaps even knowledge of)
what is going on in the rest of the world than the average citizen in the technologically
advanced nations has of what is going on in Africa and the rest of the world. Admittedly,
the information people in technologically less advanced nations receive from the news is
tainted and perhaps even rudimentary, but the fact is, more information is available to
individuals today than ever before. Besides, in most nations, the people that have the

means and power to influence policy invariably have access to information about other

% Ibid.
* Ibid.
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countries. The point I am trying to make here is that, for the most part, the average
uneducated citizen living in a rural area is hardly concerned about international politics.
For this reason, such individuals hardly, if ever, take advantage of their right (where
available) to influence policy. In most cases, it is citizens who have some education with
access to information about other nations and do exercise their political rights that can
and do influence policy. This information about other nations equips such citizens with
the necessary knowledge to make choices and influence policy through political
institutions that permit citizen input, e.g., the democratic process. With technology, the
world has literally shrunk and the insightful words of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
underscore this point: “All inhabitants of the globe are now neighbors. This world-wide
neighborhood has been brought into being largely as a result of the modern scientific and
technological revolutions.”® If this statement was true three decades ago when Dr. King

wrote his book, how much more would it be true today?

I must, however, concede that, with this increase in information and the means of
communication come the attendant risks of misunderstanding the intentions and
proclivities of other nations. However this is not quite different from the situation that
prevails among a community of individuals within which Niebuhr allows the possibility
of morality. Niebuhr, in his argument, seems to say that individuals, because of their
closer contact, are better suited to appreciate each other and achieve ethical relationships.
This is not quite the case anymore. Not only has communication between nations greatly

improved, but also, it is a fact that, amongst individuals, misunderstanding or failing to

% Martin Luther King, Jr. Where Do We Go from Here: Chaos or Community?, (Boston: Beacon Press,
1968), 167-168.
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appreciate another’s problems is also very possible. Accepting this as a fact—the
possibility of misunderstanding—I must emphasize that my aim here is not to claim that
states are now fully capable of understanding and appreciating the problems of other
nations. This, I will be the first to admit, is not always true as evidenced by the views I
express in the following chapters. My aim rather is to question the focal point of
Niebuhr’s above claim—that is, that states are not in direct contact with each other. If,
contrary to Niebuhr’s view, nations are in much closer contact today and
misunderstanding is just as possible among individuals, I do not really see what the
difference is between individuals and nations that makes the former capable of morality
and the latter incapable as Niebuhr claims. One thing that made a difference—the fact

that individuals and not nations were in close contact—is no longer true today.

Secondly, because the number of intelligent citizens—who are able to clearly assess the
issues between their own and other nations—in every nation is so small, Niebuhr claims
that they are usually unable to halt any move towards “extreme types of national self-
seeking.”® Due to its size, this group of rational citizens is, for the most part, powerless
to influence national attitudes in a crisis. Consequently, most of the actions of nations are
supported and carried out by force and emotion rather than by mind. Niebuhr concludes
then that since “there can be no ethical action without self-criticism, and no self-criticism
without the rational capacity of self-transcendence, it is natural that national attitudes can
hardly approximate the ethical.”®’ Others, he says, will construe any attempt at criticism

as disloyalty.

% Niebuhr, 87.
7 Ibid.
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Niebuhr seems to be making a number of assumptions in the above argument. First, he
equates high intelligence with having a sense of morality. Implicit in what he says is the
view that high intelligence is a necessary requirement for one to take a moral stand. This
is not necessarily the case. Instead of high intelligence being a requirement for one to
take a moral stand on international issues, what is required is information about other
nations and a fairly reasonable understanding of them. As we saw above, advances in
technology have made it possible for citizens of a nation to access information about
other nations. To the degree possible, citizens with access to information about other
nations are able to gain some understanding of what goes on in other nations. Thus,
contrary to what Niebuhr presumes, citizens are today able to make reasonably informed
decisions about other nations and influence policy where possible. Though a higher level
of intelligence may help one make better decisions, this does not mean that those of a
lower intelligence cannot make good decisions or be guided to make good decisions.
Secondly, he assumes that those persons who lack intelligence or a sense of morality
cannot be guided to develop these qualities. Moreover, he fails to acknowledge the fact
that most human beings have some sense of morality, of right and wrong. If this fact is
recognized, the conclusions he draws in the above argument will be untenable. That is,
the number of intelligent or morally conscious citizens in a nation would be much greater

than he assumes, and they should be able to influence national attitudes.

Third, the need to use force, as mentioned in the second point, to maintain unity in a

national community, “and the inevitable selfish exploitation of the instruments of
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coercion by the groups who wield them, adds to the selfishness of nations.”®® Niebuhr
argues that the powers that be or the “economic overlords” in a nation exploit the weaker
citizens for their own (i.e., the economic overlord’s) interests—that is, “in the profits of
international trade, in the exploitation of weaker peoples, and in the acquisition of raw
materials and markets.”® 'Though these interests are only remotely relevant to the
welfare of the whole people, the whole nation is called upon to protect these interests.
Because of the present organization of society—the unequal distribution of wealth—the
ordinary citizen has no choice but to support and protect these interests. This loyalty to
the nation, says Niebuhr, becomes “the vehicle of all the altruistic impulses and expresses
itself, on occasion, with such fervor that the critical attitude of the individual toward the
nation and its enterprises is almost completely destroyed. The unqualified character of
this devotion is the very basis of the nation’s power and of the freedom to use the power
without moral restraint"(Emphasis mine).”® Any altruistic passion of the individual is
easily “sluiced into the reservoirs of nationalism” and anything that lies outside of the
nation, “the community of mankind, is too vague to inspire devotion.””' Obviously, says
Niebuhr, there is an element of “projected self-interest” in this “patriotic altruism.” “The
man in the street, with his lust for power and prestige thwarted by his own limitations and
the necessities of social life, projects his ego upon his nation and indulges his anarchic

lusts vicariously.””

® Ibid., 89.
 Ibid.

™ Ibid., 91.
! Ibid.

7 Ibid. p. 93.
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Though there are still some highly (morally) questionable practices in international
affairs, I feel that not all the above assertions made by Niebuhr hold true today. First,
because of the increase in democratic societies today, we see that citizens can be critical
of their country’s foreign policies and still be very patriotic. What he says may hold true
in an aristocracy or some other autocratic society, but not so in a democracy. Though one
may argue that we do see elements of Niebuhr’s society today—that is, the
wealthy/powerful controlling policy and exploiting the poor/weak—there are, in many
nations, avenues or institutions in place today through which the poor/powerless can
make their views heard. Undemocratic nations, in which we find dictatorships or
political turmoil, may be the only exception to this. Secondly, because of the economic
dependence of nations and the number of international organizations today (e.g., OAU,
UN, EEC, ECOWAS), the possibility of one nation selfishly pursuing its own interest at
the expense of another nation(s), is highly unlikeiy. Invariably, any attempt made by a
nation to do so is met with disapproval from other nations and the guilty nation is, for the
most part, pressured into adopting more egalitarian/fair practices. The invasion of
Kuwait by Iraq and the latter eventually succumbing to pressure from the international

community serves as a good example here.

It is clear from the above that Niebuhr’s arguments are somewhat dated. They may have
held true at the time he was writing, but when they are scrutinized from the perspective of
today’s technology and global dependence, they fall short of making the case that there is
no place for ethics in international affairs. We shall now move on to examine

Morgenthau’s views on this subject.

29



Hans Morge
Hars Morzar
e lhe 0
the cond ¢!

f\gé raNC

-




Hans Morgenthau:

Hans Morgenthau has, for the past forty years, been one of the most important figures in
the debate on morality and international relations. In fact, he practically set the terms for
the conduct and direction of this debate. According to Robert McElroy, “it is little
exaggeration to say that every contribution to the postwar literature dealing with the role
of morality in foreign policy is essentially either an elaboration of, or a response to,
themes presented by Morgenthau.””® His most important book, Politics Among Nations,
undoubtedly had a considerable impact on this discussion. It is reported by Hare and
Joynt that the “philosophical position which underlies this book feccivcs its most
sustained treatment in an earlier book, Scientific Man and Power Politics. »™ 1t is in this
earlier book that the similarities between Morgenthau and Niebuhr are revealed. Though
Morgenthau’s interest is not theolc;gical and he does not offer a doctrine of human nature
as Niebuhr did, he does, however, offer a view of human nature in the final chapters of
Scientific Man.” The view of human nature that he offers is essential to his account of
morality in international politics. = Michael Smith adumbrates two aspects of
Morgenthau’s view of human nature. He says “Morgenthau places selfishness and the
lust for power at the center of his picture of human nature.”’® All human action and
intentions emanate from and refer back to the self. Even an action that has an unselfish
intent cannot “completely transcend the selfishness to which it owes its existence.””’

“The second aspect of human nature is the universal desire for power.” There are two

sources for this desire: “the first reflects a Hobbesian logic of competition; the second, a

7 Robert W. McElroy, Morality and American Foreign Policy, (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1992), 19.

™ Hare and Joynt, 34

7 Smith., 135.

30



L |

A\

\!

-



universal animus dominandi, is rooted in man’s nature.” Because the lust for power is
universal, there is no escape from the evil of power, no matter what one does. For
Morgenthau then, reports Smith, it follows “that politics is an unending struggle for
power and that political ethics is indeed the ethics of doing evil.”’® As we examine
Morgenthau’s theory further we shall see that he bases his views on international politics
on his pessimistic account of human nature. The argument he seems to put forward is

this: if man himself cannot be moral, how much less can this be asked of a state?

In Politics among Nations Morgenthau claims that the history of modern political thought
has been one of a “contest between two schools that differ fundamentally in their
conceptions of the nature of man, society, and politics.”79 One school holds the view that
“a rational and moral political order”, which is derived from “universally valid abstract
principles” is attainable here and now. Underlying this view is the assumption that human
nature is essentially good and infinitely malleable. It blames the “ failure of the social
order to measure up to the rational standards on lack of knowledge and understanding,
obsolescent social institutions, or the depravity of certain isolated individuals or groups:
It trusts in education, reform, and the sporadic use of force to remedy these defects.”*
According to the other school, the world, though imperfect, is “the result of forces
inherent in human nature,” for example, the universal lust for power. Any improvement
of the world must be conducted by working with these forces, not against them. In this

world—one of opposing interests and conflict—moral principles cannot be fully realized,

™ Ibid.

7 Ibid., 136.

™ Ibid., 136 — 137.
™ Ibid., 136 — 137.
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but must, at best, be approximated.®' The contest that Morgenthau is referring to here is
the one between idealism and realism. Realism, obviously, is the school of thought to
which he subscribes. He goes on to outline six fundamental principles of political
realism. There is no need for me to discuss all six of these principles at this point
because most of what he says has already been alluded to in my earlier discussion of
realism. However, he does make a point that distinguishes political realism from other
disciplines that deserves mention. He argues that the political realist maintains the
autonomy of the political sphere in the same way other disciplines maintain their
autonomy:

Intellectually, the political realist maintains the autonomy of the political sphere,
as the economist, the lawyer, the moralist maintain theirs. He thinks in terms of
interest defined as power, as the economist thinks in terms of interest defined as
wealth; the lawyer, of the conformity of action with legal rules; the moralist, of
the conformity of action with moral principles. The economist asks: “How does
this policy affect the wealth of society, or a segment of it?” The lawyer asks: “Is
this policy in accord with the rules of law?” The moralist asks: “Is this policy in
accord with moral principles?” And the political realist asks: “How does this
policy affect the power of the nation?” .... The political realist is not unaware of
the existence and relevance of standards of thought other than political ones. As a
political realist, he cannot but subordinate these other standards to those of
politics. And he parts company with other schools when they impose standards of
thought appropriate to other spheres upon the political sphere. It is here that
political realism takes issue with the “legalistic-moralistic approach” to
international politics.®?

To support the above point, Morgenthau refers to three historical examples. One of them
is the war in August 1914 between Britain and Germany. Justification for this action
could be founded, he says, on either realistic or legalistic-moralistic terms. A realistic

justification would be that it had “been axiomatic for British foreign policy to prevent the

* Ibid.
* Ibid.
% Ibid.,12.
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control of the Low Countries by a hostile power.”®® On the other hand, one could take a
“legalistic and moralistic position that the violation of Belgium’s neutrality per se,
because of its legal and moral defects and regardless of the interests at stake and the

identity of the violator, justified British and, for that matter, American intervention.”®*

The above realist defense of the political sphere’s autonomy, argues Morgenthau, must
not be construed as a disregard for the existence and importance of other modes of
thought. Rather its aim is to guard against the subversion of the political sphere and
ensure that each mode is “assigned its proper sphere and function.”® Also, by alluding to
the historical example, he seems to be shedding light on the dangers of importing
morality into international politics. Certain policies that may be to the detriment of a
nation can be easily justified if one takes a moralistic approach to international politics.
He advises that the true nature of international politics is a never-ending struggle for
power. Therefore, he urges that the national interest, rather than moral considerations,

should be a nation’s first priority.

Responding to the above quote, Cohen asserts that morality does not have a “discrete
sphere of its own.” One that is “parallel to, but separate from, the main areas of human
activity.”® Further, he agues that:
It is not only appropriate, but characteristic and necessary, to apply its standards
to economic, legal, and political phenomena. If the economist asks which of two

policies produces greater utility, the moralist should ask of those policies, is the
distribution of utility they propose morally acceptable? If the lawyer asks of an

® Ibid., 13.

% Ibid., 13 -14.
% Ibid., 14.

% Cohen, 24.
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action, does it conform to the legal rules, the moralist should ask, are those rules
just? Similarly, then, if the political realist asks, how does this policy affect the
power of the nation, the moralist must ask of that policy, does this increase in the
nations power, or the method of achieving it, violate the rights of others, or
unfairly threaten their security, or is it, rather, within the permissible limits of
autonomous action? Moral standards can and must be applied to the same
phenomena that are also judged by economic, legal, and political standards.
Often, too, moral standards will have to prevail over those of special standards.
As we cannot accept the extreme realist view that moral concepts and judgments
do not apply in the political realm, so we must also reject the less extreme, but
still insupportable, view that these judgments must always be subordinated to
political ones.®’
The above point being made by Cohen is, obviously, well stated. However, Morgenthau
and other realists may object that applying moral concepts to politics can be dangerous
because, as mentioned earlier, morality would sanction certain policies or actions that
may be inimical to a nation’s security or interest. A very good example of this is the
United States (U.S.) intervention in Somalia. From the case study in chapter three, we
shall, drawing from our knowledge of realism and the events that transpired up to and
during the intervention, conclude that realists would have been opposed to the U.S.
intervention in Somalia. The failure of the intervention, they would say, was inevitable
because it was justified by morality and not by the national interests of the U.S.
Morgenthau would also argue that Cohen’s attempt to apply “moral standards ... to the
same phenomena that are also judged by economic, legal, and political standards” is not
only corruptive but also farfetched. It is corruptive because to attain the full realization
or understanding of its goals, each mode of thought must maintain its proper sphere and
function to the exclusion of other modes. Understanding each mode requires that we deal

with it on its own terms. Subverting one mode (for example, politics) to another (ethics)

would be corruptive and thus interfere with our understanding of it (politics). Cohen’s

% Ibid.
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attempt is also farfetched because if man himself, due to his selfish nature, cannot be
moral, how much less can this be expected of a state? I do, however, anticipate some
difficulties with Morgenthau’s position. He seems to accept the applicability of morality
to the relations between individuals within states which, in turn, must mean that moral
concepts can be applied to politics within states. This is apparent because I do not
believe Morgenthau or advocates of his view would deny that rulers within states do have
(moral) obligations to their citizens, for example, an obligation to put the interests of their
citizens above the interests of citizens of other states. As we shall later see, Morgenthau
cannot consistently maintain this position and at the same time deny the morality of states

and the applicability of morality to the international realm.

The crux of Morgenthau’s argument is that there is a tragic and unbridgeable gap
between ethics and politics. The universal lust for power, which drives a wedge between
the two spheres, has not, according Morgenthau, always prohibited the realization of an
effective international morality. He believes that an ethical system, which constrained
the drive for power in Europe, had once existed up to the nineteenth century. This
constraining influence was possible because of the European-wide moral and intellectual
consensus that existed back then. He blames the recent deterioration of international
morality on the dissolution of this ethical system that once imposed restraints on the day-
to-day operations of foreign policy. This dissolution, he asserts, was brought about by
two factors: “the substitution of democratic for aristocratic responsibility in foreign

affairs and the substitution of nationalistic standards of action for universal ones.”%?
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Morgenthau claims that during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, international
morality was the primary concern of a “personal sovereign—that is, a certain individual
prince and his successors—and of a relatively small, cohesive, and homogeneous group

% The prince and the aristocratic rulers were in constant and close

of aristocratic rulers.
contact with the princes and rulers of other nations. These rulers, he says, “were joined
together by family ties, a common language (French), common cultural values, a
common style of life, and common moral convictions about what a gentleman was and
was not allowed to do in his relations with another gentleman, whether of his own or of a

"% This consensus amongst the rulers of Europe kept in check the

foreign nation.
limitless desire for power. However, with the introduction of democracies in the
nineteenth century, the structure of international society and international morality
underwent a fundamental change. Government officials, who are “legally and morally
responsible for their official acts, not to a monarch, but to a collectivity”, replaced
government by the aristocracy.”’ Because of this transformation within individual
nations, Morgenthau argues that international morality, as a system of restraints, changed
from a reality to a mere figure of speech. Any statement that we might make about the
moral obligations that one nation (for example, Ghana) has toward another (Nigeria) are
just fictional. This is because, for us to speak of a “moral rule of conduct”, an individual

conscience from which it emanates is required. However, “there is no individual

conscience from which what we call the international morality of [Ghana] or any other

% Morgenthau, 248.
* Ibid.

* Ibid.

* Ibid., 252.
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nation could emanate. In summing up his views on how the introduction of

democracies brought about the deterioration of international morality, Morgenthau says:

Government by clearly identifiable men, who can be held personally accountable
for their acts, is therefore the precondition for the existence of an effective system
of international ethics. Where responsibility for government is widely distributed
among a great number of individuals with different conceptions as to what is
morally required in international affairs, or with no such conceptions at all,
international morality as an effective system of restraints upon international
policy is impossible. It is for this reason that Dean Roscoe Pound could say as far
back as 1923: “It might be maintained plausibly, that a moral...order among
states,g;avas nearer attainment in the middle of the eighteenth century than it is
today.

Whereas the introduction of democracies destroyed international morality as an effective
system of restraints; nationalism, continues Morgenthau, destroyed international society
itself, i.e., the society within which international morality had operated. The French
Revolution of 1789 marked the beginning of the end of cosmopolitan aristocratic society
and the rise of nationalism. The nations of Europe witnessed, up until the nineteenth
century, the gradual fragmentation of aristocratic international society into its national
segments. This break up of a once cohesive international society into several morally
self-sufficient national communities that formerly operated within a common framework
of moral precepts, is, says Morgenthau:

...the outward symptom of the profound change that in recent times has
transformed relations between universal moral precepts and the particular systems
of national ethics. The transformation has proceeded in two different ways. It has
weakened, to the point of ineffectiveness, the universal, supranational moral rules
of conduct, which before the age of nationalism had imposed a system—however

precarious and wide meshed—of limitations upon the foreign policies of
individual nations. Conversely, it has greatly strengthened the tendency of

% Ibid., 253 — 254.
% Ibid., 254.
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individual nations to endow their particular national systems of ethics with
universal validity.>*

Slowly, universal ethics ceased to be the force motivating the actions of men in the
international arena. This transformation, states Morgenthau, created a conflict within the
individual conscience. On the one hand, the individual is pulled by the demands of
national morality; on the other, he is too attached to the concept of universal ethics to
abandon it altogether. The individual, claims Morgenthau, has two options to resolve this
conflict: one, “He can sacrifice the moral demands of his nation for the sake of universal
ethics.”” For example, the individual may decide not to support certain foreign policies
of his/her nation. Or two, the individual may identify the morality of his nation with the
commands of supranational ethics. “It pours, as it were, the contents of a particular
national morality into the now almost empty bottle of universal ethics. So each nation
comes to know again a universal morality—that is, its own national morality—which is
taken to be the one that all other nations ought to accept as their own.... There are then
potentially as many ethical codes claiming universality as there are politically dynamic
nations.”® With this, nations cease to oppose each 6ther within a framework of shared
beliefs that imposes restraints upon their means to gain power. Rather, they oppose each
other as the bearer of a standard ethical system that provides “a supranational framework
of moral standards” which all other nations must accept “and within which their foreign

97 The stage, he says, is now set for a contest among nations.

policies ought to operate.
From what Morgenthau says, it seems that the stakes are much higher now because the

rivalry between nations is not just to gain power but to impose one’s (ethical) beliefs,

* Ibid., 257.
% Ibid., 259.
% Ibid.
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virtually one’s way of life, on others. This makes the possibility of an international
morality more and more difficult because no nation would want to accept the ethical
beliefs of another country as its own. Today, we witness a similar conflict going on
between Western nations and those of the Middle East. Leaders of Middle Eastern
nations have argued that the governments of Western nations are trying to impose their
way of life on them.

The victory of nationalism over internationalism that Morgenthau refers to poses a strong
argument for the impossibility of international ethics. Based on the premises of his
argument, it follows, at first glance, that a universal ethics would be impossible. If we
agree that it is man’s nature to lust after power and that national ethics destroyed
universal ethics, it follows that each nation will be in a contest with the other to impose
its standard of ethics as the universal code of conduct among nations. However, if we
examine Morgenthau’s overall theory, the above conclusion is not obvious at all. First, if
we take it, as Morgenthau claims, that each nation is after its own interest, we can make
the case that it would be in each nation’s interest to abide by some rules of engagement.”®
Without these rules, international society will be one of total mayhem and it would be in
a nation’s interest to abide by some rules of conduct to protect its interest and avoid
turmoil. Moreover, the national interest that he substitutes in place of morality is not
without its own difficulties and it does not necessarily lead, as expressed above, to selfish
actions. Admittedly, the value of the national interest must not be underestimated—it

must, amongst other things, be a concern of each nation. However, as Arthur

77 Ibid., 259 — 260.
* Here, we may call to mind Plato’s claim that there must be honor among thieves.
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Schlesinger, Jr. points out, the national interest is not “a self-executing formula.”®

Saying that a nation should only adopt those policies that are in its national interest is one
thing, defining what the national interest is, is another. Many times, says Schlesinger,
those who have sung the praises of the national interest have not been very clear as to
what constitutes the national interest; and, in practice, we often “quarrel endlessly over

»1%  For instance,

what [the] national interest prescribes in particular situations.
Schlesinger says that Morgenthau argued that the German leaders had on two occasions
(in one generation) betrayed Germany’s national interest. This, however, was not the
opinion of the Kaiser and Hitler. In their minds they were protecting/securing Germany’s
national interest. Because of this, Schlesinger says that critics have concluded that the
idea of national interest “is dangerously elastic. Far from providing clear answers to
every international perplexity, national interest turns out to be subjective, ambiguous, and

susceptible to great abuse.”'!

Secondly, it has been argued that the national interest is not an amoral concept as
Morgenthau supposed. According to Schlesinger, morality is not incompatible with the
national interest as Morgenthau argued; instead, morality complements it. He says that it
“is precisely through the idea of national interest that moral principles enter most
effectively into the formation of foreign policy. The function of morality is not to supply
directives for policy. It is to supply perspectives that clarify and civilize conceptions of

national interest. Morality primarily resides in the content a nation puts into its idea of

% Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. “National Interests and Moral Absolutes”, in International Ethics in the
{ggclear Age, ed. Robert J. Myers (Maryland: University Press of America, 1987), 15.
Ibid.

101 Ibid
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national interest.”'®

Also, if it is agreed that all human action is subject to moral
judgment, then it must follow that the action(s) of nations must be subject to moral
judgment. Though Morgenthau argues that states cannot be said to be moral, we can at
least say that the actions of the representatives who execute the foreign policies of nations
is subject to moral judgment. By denying the morality of states, Morgenthau would seem
to be making the incongruous claim that the (moral) principles upon which
representatives of nations could act would be the principles they subscribed to in a
personal capacity. In this age of democracies such a view would be unacceptable. As
Graham says, in their capacity as representatives, “their (i.e., representatives of
government) personal moral principles should no more influence their public role than
should their private interests. To advance a moral cause dear to one’s heart is as much an
abuse of power as augmenting one’s bank balance.”' One way of making it possible for
a country to have moral beliefs, he continues, is to consider its moral beliefs to be those
of the majority of its inhabitants. Interpreted in this way it would seem right and proper
for the representatives of a nation to “act in accordance with the moral beliefs of the
majority of its citizens.”'® By so doing they would be representing the morality of their
country instead of their own. Thus, any policies they implement in the interests of their

nation would have a moral content and would also be subject to moral judgment.

Admittedly, there are some problems with interpreting the morality of a nation in this
way—that is, because many nations are so pluralistic today there is a great diversity of

moral opinion and there is no way of guaranteeing that any belief or principle would

122 Ibid., 27 - 28.
19 Graham., Ethics and International Relations, 28.
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receive majority support. Also, even if the majority of citizens supported the principle,

adopting it would violate the moral freedom of the minority.'®

This objection is quite
valid; however, I don’t think that its validity negates the point being made for the
morality of nations and the possibility of international ethics. First the examples that
Graham offers to illustrate the above objection are not ones which I believe would or
should be put on the table for discussion. The type of principles that I hope will be
considered would be ones that not only acknowledge, but also require, by all peoples, the
respect of basic human rights. Principles that exclude a section of the population based
on sexuality and religion, like the ones Graham discusses, will hopefully not be
considered. They would, hopefully, be principles that mirror the content and application
of John Rawls’ two principles of justice that apply to the basic structure of domestic
society.!% Also, as I mention below, a pluralistic society does not necessarily mean there
would be total disagreement. If the principles are like the ones I suggest, there would
most likely be very little disagreement. Besides, even if there is some disagreement, it
would most likely not be pernicious. Isn’t the democratic system valued because it
allows different opinions to flourish and that it has institutions in place for individuals to
make their views heard? If, under the favorable conditions of a democracy, the majority

is allowed to carry the vote, I don’t think there is any harm done—that is, if the policies

adopted respect basic human rights.

'% Ibid., 28 - 29.

' Ibid., 29.

1 John Rawls, in 4 Theory of Justice (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971), proposes two
principles of justice which he believes free and rational persons would chose to regulate the affairs of
society: First, each person is to have an equal right to the most extensive basic liberty compatible with a
similar liberty for others. Second, social and economic inequalities are to be arranged so that they are both
(a) reasonably expected to be to everyone’s advantage, and (b) attached to positions and offices open to all.
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At the risk of digressing, it is important to point out that if we are able to characterize the
morality of a nation in the above way (i.e., as a nation that adopts Rawlsian principles to
regulate domestic affairs), the extension to the law of peoples (that Rawls describes in his
article “The Law of Peoples”'”’) is easily carried out.'”® Rawls contends that both liberal
and hierarchical societies (which Rawls describes as a well-ordered and just society that
often has a religious consultation hierarchy) would accept the law of peoples. If his
contention is tenable, we get an idea what sort of principles will be adopted when ethics
is applied to the international realm. His discussion of nonideal theory, in section VI, is
insightful. He not only suggests ways in which the law of peoples guides well-ordered
societies in facing and dealing with “outlaw regimes” and societies with less than
favorable social and economic conditions (categories into which many African nations
fall), but also suggests ways in which such societies can be brought to honor the law of

peoples and become members of the society of well-ordered peoples.'®

Third, implicit in Morgenthau’s claim that the universality of ethics “is replaced by the

particularity of national ethics...” is the view that a nation has, within itself, a sense of

197 John Rawls, “The Law of Peoples”, in On Human Rights, ed. Stephen Shute and Susan Hurley
(BasicBooks, 1993).
1% In this article, Rawls assumes that working out the law of peoples for liberal democratic societies would
result in the adoption of certain principles of justice. He offers a partial statement of these principles of
justice which he believes will be chosen by free and democratic peoples: “1. Peoples (as organized by their
governments) are free and independent and their freedom and independence is to be respected by other
peoples. 2. Peoples are equal and parties to their own agreements. 3. Peoples have the right of self-
defense but no right to war. 4. Peoples are to observe a duty of nonintervention. 5. Peoples are to observe
treaties and undertakings. 6. Peoples are to observe certain specified restrictions on the conduct of war
(assumed to be in self-defense). Peoples are to honor human rights.” (55)
'® In chapter four (page 213), I briefly discuss his suggestions on how well-ordered nations should deal
with outlaw regimes.
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morality or is capable of having moral beliefs.''® If this is true, I don’t see why an
international ethics is not possible. The conclusion Morgenthau draws from the spread of
nationalism may have held true back in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when
each nation was trying to assert itself in the world stage. However, in today’s global
village, the conditions that precluded an international ethics in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries are not that prevalent. Today, if a nation wants to remain a key
player in the international realm it must be willing to abide by some rules of conduct.
Evidence of this is revealed in the Yugoslavia conflict and the pressure imposed by the
international community on combating parties to respect human rights. Also, if, as
Morgenthau claims, each nation has its own national ethics, the next step to an
international ethics shouldn’t be too difficult. Rawls, as demonstrated in our brief
reference to his “Law of Peoples”, makes a similar claim. A well-ordered and just nation
(by virtue of its recognition and adoption of certain principles of justice to regulate the
domestic affairs of society) would, in its desire to maintain peace and stability among
nations, accept the law of peoples.'!! Gradually, also, those nations that are not members
in good standing of a well-ordered society of just peoples can be brought, through
pressure and sanctions, to accept the law of peoples.''? One may object, though, that we
live in such a pluralistic world and it would be impossible for nations to agree on moral
rules to abide by. This may be true, but pluralism does not necessarily translate into total
disagreement. There are surely some rules of conduct on which nations can agree. This

agreement is necessary if we want to live peaceably in such an interdependent world.

1% This claim made by Morgenthau reveals an inconsistency in his argument. It is noted that he believes
states can’t be moral, but yet, he claims, in the above quotation, that they do have a national ethics that
rePlaces universal ethics.

! John Rawls, “Law of Peoples”, 52, 60 — 67.
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Evidence of the possibility of consensus can also be seen in the Hague Conventions of

1899 and 1907, in the Geneva Protocol of 1925 and the Geneva Conventions of 1949.

Before I conclude, there is another objection that has been levied against the possibility
of international ethics that I would like to examine. I believe it is worthy of our
consideration because it was one of the objections against international ethics that led me
to revise my position on this issue. I am referring, here, to the argument from moral
relativism. According to Frost, “The relativist position is that ... moral discussions all
take place within and are relative to a specific moral practice. Within such a practice
there is a wide base of mutually agreed upon premises.... Thus some statement of a
moral position may be shown to be true or false relative to the basic premises held in
common by the disputants within the practice. But where inter-practice disputes arise
there can be no truth about the matter.”!'* Skeptics have applied this view to
international relations to make the case that morality in international affairs is impossible
because, if this kind of relativism is true, we must not and cannot pass judgment on the
practices of other nations. If there are no objective standards for settling inter-practice
disputes, right or wrong would be relative to one’s society. Thus we cannot look on the
actions of Siyad Barre or Slobodan Milosevic and condemn them as morally wrong. The
value of this objection is that it counsels caution against the sort of moral absolutism
which leads to crusades and the extermination of the heathen or unclean. However,
proponents of this view are wrong in thinking that it requires we abandon all attempts at

formulating an international ethics. As Frost says, “It does not follow from the sceptical

"2 Ibid., 71 -74.
'3 Mervyn Frost, Toward a Normative Theory of International Relations, 52.
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position asserting that there are no ontological moral truths and from the fact that there
exist diverse moral practices that there are good reasons for being apathetic.”''* It only
means, he says, that there is no guarantee of finding the truth. There may just be no
criteria for the right answer. Any agreement that is achieved amongst the disputants will

have to be created by them.

Frost’s view speaks to the view put forward by theorists like Isaiah Berlin''® and Richard

116

Rorty’® who emphasize the contingency/fallibility and plurality of our values and

principles. Acknowledging the contingency of our convictions or principles, they argue,
does not, however, mean that we cannot hold on to and defend them in the interim. It
only means that we do not have any guarantees that, in the light of new information or
circumstances, we won’t have to revise our convictions or principles. According to
Berlin:

Principles are not less sacred because their duration cannot be guaranteed.
Indeed, the very desire for guarantees that our values are eternal and secure in
some objective heaven is perhaps only a craving for certainties of childhood or
the absolute values of our primitive past. ‘To realize the relative validity of one’s
convictions’, said an admirable writer of our time, ‘and yet stand for them
unflinchingly, is what distinguishes a civilized man from a barbarian.’ To
demand more than this is perhaps a deep and incurable metaphysical need; but to
allow it to determine one’s practice is a symptom of an equally deep, and more
dangerous, moral and political immaturity.

As will be later revealed in chapter four (page 178), acknowledging the

contingency/fallibility of our convictions is an important element in our attempt to

114 .-
Ibid., 53.
!5 Isaiah Berlin, Four Essays on Liberty, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970).
116 Rorty quotes Berlin and adopts his view in Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1989), 45.
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relinquish ourselves of the metaphysical and foundational beliefs of the enlightenment, so

as to successfully formulate a democratic system adapted to the African context.

Thus, as shown above, the fact that there are no ontological truths does not deter us from
formulating moral opinions or views about others and ourselves. We can still hold on to
our moral opinions/principles and universalize them until when and if new information or
circumstances dictate otherwise. The facts do confirm this: Despite the diverse moral
opinions that may exist, most of us would agree that gratuitous killing is wrong, for
instance, thg ethnic cleansing that occurred in Bosnia or Kosovo or the atrocities
committed by rebels and other combatants in parts of sub-Saharan Africa. In sum, this
kind of relativism does not mean that we cannot judge the morality of the actions of other

nations and so does not preclude the possibility of international ethics.

Conclusion
In this chapter, I have tried to offer an overview of the debate on morality and
international affairs as well as a critique of the various arguments against the possibility
of ethics in international affairs. All of the latter have been shown to be flawed or
inconsistent in some way, and the position they hold against the role of ethics in
international affairs is untenable. Perforce, the conclusion that one must come to is that
normative theory is part and parcel of the study and practice of international relations. At
the same time too this study has engendered some revision in my view on this issue. I
now believe, as I did before, that ethics has a place in international affairs; however, I do

feel now that it must be used as a guide to action or policy not as an in toto justification
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or determinant of international policy/action. This is because of the dangers of moral
absolutism and the real threat of extremist actions being justified by morality. The view
expressed by Schlesinger echoes my views on this subject:

Moral values do have a fundamental role in the conduct of foreign affairs. But,
save in extreme cases, that role is surely not to provide abstract and universal
principles for foreign policy decisions. It is rather to illuminate and control
conceptions of national interest. The righteousness of those who freely apply
their personal moral criteria to the complexities of international politics
degenerates all too easily into absolutism and fanaticism. The assumption that
other nations have legitimate traditions, interests, values, and rights of their own
is the beginning of a true morality of states. The quest for values common to all
states and the embodiment of these values in international covenants and
institutions is the way to establish a moral basis for international politics.'"’

v Schlesinger, 34.
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Introduction.

There is nothing new about poverty. What is new,
however, is that we now have the resources to get rid of it.
... famine is wholly unnecessary in the modern world.
Today, therefore, the question on the agenda must read:
Why should there be hunger and privation in any land, in
any city, at any table, when man has the resources and the
scientific know-how to provide all mankind with the basic
necessities of life? Even deserts can be irrigated and
topsoil can be replaced. We cannot complain of a lack of
land, for there are 25 million square miles of tillable land
on earth, of which we are using less than seven million.
We have amazing knowledge of vitamins, nutrition, the
chemistry of food and the versatility of atoms. There is no
deficit in human resources; the deficit is in human will.!

Now that the question of ethics in international politics has been examined, I shall, at this
juncture, turn to an issue that has spurred many debates within the discipline of Applied
Ethics (specifically, Ethics in International Politics). A very important issue within this
discipline is international aid and its justification. It is important because the questions
posed and the choices that are made regarding this issue are both difficult and
consequential. They are difficult because most of the answers or decisions that are
required concerning international aid are not straightforward and easy to come up with;
invariably they have serious ethical consequences. They are consequential because the
lives of thousands of people depend upon the solutions and decisions that we come up
with regarding this matter. This issue has posed some difficulty for not only ethicists, but

also economists and politicians. In our quest to create a more egalitarian global society

! Martin Luther King, Jr., Where Do We Go From Here: Chaos or Community, (Boston: Beacon Press,
1968), 177.
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we are confronted with the several questions that are raised regarding international aid.
The first question that is raised regarding this issue is whether countries/nations have any
duties to those beyond their borders? Secondly, if they do, what type of aid/assistance
should be provided — e.g. political or economic—to the poor/developing nations? Given
that one can find answers to these two questions, further questions are raised: Does aid
really help the targeted population? Does the need for or the giving of aid warrant the
sacrifices or the cost (i.e. political, economic, moral) that is borne by both the donor
country and the recipient country? Why should the donor country provide aid to other
nations at the expense and sacrifice of its own nationals, who may also need assistance?
If we can come up with answers to these questions that support the giving of aid, one can
safely say that the practice of aid giving has been justified. The aim of this chapter is to
offer and examine answers to some (if not all) of these questions. As one would expect
with any issue of philosophical importance, the responses of ethicists, and other theorists
to these questions have been divided. An issue as complex as this one will not engender
consensus amongst theorists. Beginning with the landmark article of Peter Singer
(“Famine, Affluence and Morality”?) in 1972, an extensive literature has developed on
this subject. This article was written as a response to Garrett Hardin’s “Lifeboat Ethics:
The Case against Helping the Poor.”® The publication of these two articles set the
platform for the debate on duties beyond borders or world hunger. Both theorists utilize
utilitarian arguments to make a case for and against international aid, respectively.® With

the platform set, the debate became fully charged by the end of the decade with the

? Peter Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality,” Philosophy and Public Affairs (1972) 1: 229-243.
} Garrett Hardin, “Lifeboat Ethics: The case Against Helping the Poor,” Psychology Today 8, (1971) no .4:
38-43, 123-126.
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publication of several articles on the subject. Many of these are collected in an anthology
by George Lucas and Thomas Ogletree—Lifeboat Ethics: The Moral Dilemmas of World
Hunger (1976).° Non-consequential, neo-Kantian arguments were also put forward. We
learn of rights-based theories propounded by the likes of Henry Shue (Basic Rights,
1980), Onora O’Neill (Lifeboat Earth, 1975) and other theorists like Charles Beitz
(Political Theory and International Relations, 1979) and Thomas Pogge (Realizing
Rawlis, 1989) who build on John Rawls’s A Theory of Justice. One would be hard
pressed, in going through the literature, to find an article that fails to refer to either or
both of the articles written by Singer and Hardin. In this vein, the discussion in this
chapter will be centered on these two articles. I shall draw from the strengths of other
pro-aid theorists to build my case for giving aid. At the same time, I recognize that those
theorists who oppose aid also put forward a strong case. I shall argue for a complete
revamping of the current system or process of giving aid. By this I mean that the type of
aid, the conditions under which it is given, and when and how it is given should be re-
examined. I shall start by outlining the articles by Singer and Hardin, but before I do so
I must offer some background information on aid—what it is and the different types of
aid.
SECTION ONE
Aid Defined.

A simple yet fundamental idea of aid is the transfer of resources from one country to

another—mostly from the developed nations to the less developed nations. Ralph C

* I must point out here that though Singer, in his article, seems to focus on what we as individuals ought to
do to alleviate absolute poverty, his argument can be generalized to demonstrate the obligations rich
nations, as a whole, have to work towards alleviating absolute poverty or suffering in poor nations.
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Chiaka, in his book, Development Aid to the Third World: A Moral Question, cautions
that such a simple definition of aid may be troublesome.® First, many resource transfers
can be disguised. Preferential tariffs that are granted by the developed nations to the third
world nations for the export of their manufactured goods are an example of a disguised
resource transfer. With such tariff reductions, developing nations get a higher price than
they would without them for their industrial products sold in developed country markets.
The net gain developing nations derive from this concession would tantamount to a real
resource transfer. According to Chiaka, such “implicit capital transfers...should be
counted in quantifying aid flows. But they are not.”’ Secondly, we must at the same time
exclude some forms of capital transfer. As an éxample Chiaka cites private flows
representing normal commercial transactions. For a while, he says, both official and
private flows were calculated to sum up aid. This should not be the case even though
they may benefit the developing country in which they take place.® Robert Cassen’
agrees with Chiaka on this point. For Cassen, not only private capital transfers, but also
“grants, soft loans, or credits for military purposes are also specifically excluded” from
the definition of aid.'® Cassen, however, includes within the definition of aid food aid
and technical cooperation. Covered by the latter are all forms of assistance given to
individuals (from developing countries) receiving education at home or abroad; and also

foreign teachers, administrators, and technical experts working in developing countries.

$ George R. Lucas and Thomas W. Ogletree, ed. Lifeboat Ethics: The Moral Dilemmas of World Hunger,
(New York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1976)

¢ Ralph C. Chiaka, Development Aid to the Third World: A Moral Question, (Ibadan:
Shaneson C.I. Limited, 1989), xviii.

7 Ibid.

* Ibid.

® Robert Cassen & Associates, Does Aid Work?: Report to an Intergovernmental Task Force, (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1994).

19 Robert Cassen & Associates, 2.
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Cassen prefers to use “aid” in the strict sense of official development assistance (ODA).
Thus, he offers three criteria that, according to the Development Assistance Committee
(the guardian of official information about aid), qualify aid as ODA. These criteria are
somewhat similar to the two criteria which, according to Chiaka, are offered by
economists who define aid. “[First,] it has to be undertaken by official agencies;
[secondly,] it has to have the promotion of economic development and welfare as its
main objectives; [third,] it has to have a ‘grant element’ of 25 percent or more.”!! In a
nutshell:

Aid therefore encompasses all official grants and concessional loans, in

currency or in kind, which are broadly aimed at transferring resources

from developed nations, and more recently...from OPEC [Organization of

Petroleum Exporting Countries], to less developed or other ‘Third World’

countries, on developmental and/or income distribution grounds. '

A Rejection of Foreign Aid.

Turning now to Garrett Hardin’s formidable article Lifeboat Ethics: The Case against
Helping the Poor, we see that he develops a strong case against foreign aid by comparing
the rich nations of the world to a lifeboat full of comparatively rich people.'”* He claims
that the environmentalist’s metaphor of the earth as a spaceship is misguided. Though
the environmentalist may use this metaphor to make the case that we all share life on this
planet and therefore must protect it, this does not mean that everyone on earth has an

equal right to an equal share of the earth’s resources. The lifeboat metaphor describes the

situation better because outside of the lifeboat is the ocean in which swim the poor people

" Ibid.

12 Chiaka, xix.

'* Garrett Hardin, “Lifeboat Ethics: The Case against Helping the Poor” in Morality in
Practice, ed. James P. Sterba (Belmont, California: Wadsworth Publishing Co., 1997),

78.
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of the world who would like to get in or at least have a share in the wealth. Recognizing
the limited capacity of the lifeboat, he asks, what should the passengers (rich nations) do?
As the title of his essay implies, he argues not only against allowing those outside to
come in (this only spells disaster for everyone), but also against helping those who are
outside (doing so only postpones and multiplies the problem). He does this by first
asking us to suppose that there are fifty people on board with room for ten more. He asks
whether the people on board should allow ten more people on board. This creates a
moral dilemma because any course of action/inaction has an unfavorable outcome. First
we have to decide which ten to allow on board? How must one choose? The best, the
neediest, or first come, first served? Also if we allow an extra ten to come aboard we
would, says Hardin, have lost our “safety factor,” an engineering principle of great
importance. The other alternative is not to allow any more boarding of the lifeboat.
Hardin admits that while this solution secures our survival, it is morally abhorrent to
many people. This being the basic metaphor, he goes on to enrich it by making some
substantive additions from the real world. He points out that the brutality of the ethics of
the lifeboat is all the worse when we consider the reproductive differences between the
rich nations and the poor nations. The latter multiply more than twice as fast as the
former. This fact of reality is a key point in Hardin’s argument—it negates any attempts
to help the poor. By creating organizations like the World Food Bank that provides food
for the world’s poor, we only, he warns, make matters worse when we preserve the lives
of people living in an already burdened environment. If the poor countries are already
overpopulated preserving their lives by giving them food is only going to worsen the

situation. Yes, says Hardin, we may feel good that we have saved some lives; but are we
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doing any good if the problem is not solved, only postponed to create a much bigger
problem later on? By feeding the starving today, we preserve their lives to reproduce
some more, which only creates a bigger problem for us to feed them in the future. The
starving population would, in the future, have grown 3 to 4 times its original size, making
it all the more expensive and difficult to feed them then. Consequently, the problems we
might face today if we fed the world’s poor would become 3-4 times greater in the future.
To prevent this, Hardin argues, we must allow death and disease to bring the population

below the carrying capacity.

In his book, The Limits of Altruism, Hardin argues that all the attempts made so far to
help the poor fail to take into consideration the carrying capacity of the environment.'
Ignoring the carrying capacity of the environment only results in disaster. To illustrate
his point he uses the population history of the reindeer on St. Matthew Island. In this
environment, he says, life was too simple—food was abundant and predators were
absent. “There was nothing to hold the population at or below the carrying capacity;
consequently the reindeer population greatly overshot its proper level, overgrazed the

»15 In no uncertain terms

plants and crashed, leaving the environment in shambles.
Hardin claims that this situation could have been avoided by introducing predators, in
other words, death. According to him, “All organisms naturally and necessarily

reproduce too much for their own good; for life to be sweet it must have death as a

countervailing factor.”'® Hardin goes on to make the point that introducing bales of hay

" Garret Hardin, The Limits of Altruism: An Ecologist’s View of Survival, (Bloomington and

London: Indiana University Press, 1977), 49.
" Ibid., 51.
16 Ibid.
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would only make matters worse. Deer lives would be saved and the following year the
population would begin its yearly growth at a higher level. Keeping the population from
dropping back to its original level may be all right “if the world were infinite and
‘philanthropic’ inputs could go on forever at ever higher levels.”!” However, this is not
the case and, one day, when “philanthropy dries up”, the “overexploited natural system”
will prove to be incapable “of supporting the artificially large population. The crime of
exceeding the carrying capacity is paid for with a population crash.”'® This, in essence, is
what would happen in the human situation if rich countries try to help poor nations by
offering foreign aid. Hardin points out that it is each nation’s responsibility to ensure that
its population matches the carrying capacity of its own land. Thus, “it would be foolish
for other nations to accept responsibility for keeping alive millions of people the
procreation of whom they had nothing to do with.”'"® Offering food anytime a need
develops would only breed laziness and “slovenly rulers” will not be motivated to save
for the future. “Some countries will deposit food in the Wold Food Bank, and others will
withdraw it.”° As a result, poor countries will not learn to mend their ways, and it is
only when a nation has become self-reliant that “it can be said to be living within the

carrying capacity of its land.”!

This last point about the self-sufficiency of nations seems to point to an inconsistency in
Hardin’s views. In commenting on the modern approach to foreign aid that stresses the

export of technology and advice rather than money and food, Hardin appears to be

7 1bid., 55.

'® Ibid.

" Ibid., 61.

® I ifeboat Ethics, 81.
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pessimistic about this approach also. To support his skeptical view, he quotes Alan
Gregg’s view on efforts to teach the world’s poor to increase food production. According
to Hardin, Gregg compared the “growth and spread of humanity over the surface of the
earth to the spread of cancer in the human body, remarking that ‘cancerous growths
demand food; but as far as I know, they have never been cured by getting it.””?* If
teaching the world’s poor to provide for themselves is not teaching them how to become
self-reliant, I am not sure how Hardin expects them to become self-reliant. In my view,
Hardin seems to be postulating an ethics of doom rather than an ethics of hope. Indeed,
his view (quoted above) that “... death is a countervailing factor” is enough evidence to
this fact. As will be seen later, he says that allowing some people to die now is necessary

to alleviate the plight of the poor. This is not necessarily the case.

At the point when the carrying capacity of a country has been transgressed, Hardin
further argues, its capacity is depleted year after year. By sending food to a starving
population that has already exceeded the environment’s carrying capacity, Americans
become a partner in the devastation of their land. Food supplies from an external source
keep more people alive who demand more food and fuel; greater demand causes the
community to transgress the carrying capacity even further, which, in turn, lowers the
carrying capacity. “The deficit”, he argues, “grows exponentially.”” Food aid to an
overpopulated country ricochets, increasing the extent of starvation in the long run. With

this, Hardin comes to the shocking conclusion that, “Our choice is really between letting

2\ Limits of Altruism, 63.
2 | ifeboat Ethics, 82.
2 Ibid., 85.
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some die this year and letting more die in the following years.”** In his view, only one
thing can really help poor countries: population control. “Having accepted disease

1.7 As abhorrent as Hardin’s

control the people must now accept population contro
solution to the plight of the poor may seem, he is convinced this is the only and most
humane solution. As a utilitarian, he calls on the words of the ethicist Joseph Fletcher to
support his view: “Give if it helps, but not if it hurts.”*® As Hardin thinks he has shown,

foreign aid hurts, therefore it should not be given.

Before discussing Singer’s critique of Hardin’s essay, there are two shortcomings of
Hardin’s essay that I want to point out. First, Hardin fails to take into consideration the
natural and social lottery?’ that John Rawls refers to in his Theory of Justice.”® Neither
the inhabitants of rich countries nor those in poor countries had a say in where they were
born or where their forefathers settled. A child born in a rich country didn’t choose to be
born in a rich country. His/her existence in a rich country is purely a matter of luck. In
the same way that a child does not and cannot choose his/her biological parents, a child
does not and cannot choose where he/she is born. Consequently, neither the children
born in Somalia nor those born in the U.S. deserve, so to speak, to be born in the country
in which they are born. Being born of certain parents or being born a citizen of a

particular nation are each a result of what Rawls calls, as referred to earlier, the natural

* Ibid.

 Ibid.

% Ibid.

%7 Rawls argues that the natural endowments of nations, the abilities of individuals, and the social
circumstances in which one is born are all accidental. Thus, neither the mineral deposits of a nation nor the
natural talents with which or the circumstances in which one is born are deserved or merited. A person’s
life prospects and a nation’s propensity for growth and development are contingent upon or greatly affected
by one’s good or bad luck in the natural lottery. As a result, neither an individual nor a nation has an
abstract right or morally deserves to benefit from its special circumstance.
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and social lotteries. It is therefore arbitrary, from a moral point of view, says Rawls, to
permit one’s life prospects to be determined solely by ﬁe natural and social lotteries and,
by rejecting foreign aid, this is exactly what Hardin is doing. In an attempt to nullify
these morally irrelevant contingencies and biases of historical fate, Rawls suggests, in 4
Theory of Justice and “The Law of Peoples,” principles that would discount and prevent
people and nations from taking advantage of these contingencies in domestic society and
the international realm, respectively.”’ Individuals and representatives of nations, he
states, would choose these principles to regulate affairs in an original position from
behind a veil of ignorance, such that contracting parties would not know whether they are
rich or desperately poor.® Also Hardin fails to consider the changing attitudes to
childbirth in the poor countries. With urbanization and advances in technology, e.g. other
forms of entertainment like televisions and movies, people in underdeveloped countries
are changing their views about having several children. These objections will be

elaborated upon when reviewing Singer’s response to objections to his argument.

A Case for Helping the Poor.
In a poignant essay on poverty, Peter Singer rejects the empirical basis on which Hardin’s

31" He starts the chapter by stating some facts about the disparity in living

view rests.
conditions between the rich and poor countries. Singer asserts that Hardin is too quick to
accept the certain evil of absolute poverty in developing countries in an attempt to avoid

the future possibility of still greater poverty in these regions. “Absolute poverty” is a

3 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice, (Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1971).
 In chapter one, pages 41-42, I briefly outline Rawls principles for the domestic and international realm.
% A Theory of Justice, pp. 102f & 378f and “The Law of Peoples” pp. 67f.
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term Singer borrows from Robert McNamara to describe the poverty existent in
developing countries as opposed to that in developed countries, “relative poverty.” In
sum, absolute poverty is “a condition of life so characterized by malnutrition, illiteracy,
disease, squalid surroundings, high infant mortality, and low life expectancy as to be
beneath any reasonable definition of human decency”.*> In contrast, the poverty one is
familiar with in developed countries is relative poverty—that is, “some citizens are poor,
relative to the wealth enjoyed by their neighbours”.>> Absolute poverty is responsible for
the loss of countless lives, up to 800 million (40% of the people in developing countries),
according to World Bank estimates. The segments of the population hardest hit are
infants and children. The most distressing thing about this untold misery that takes place
in underdeveloped countries is that it is preventable. Also, in Singer’s view, a serious
commitment to aid on the part of rich nations would diminish the possibility of greater
evil and the deterioration of conditions in both the developed and developing nations that
Hardin fears. North Americans, he says, consume four times the amount of grain that is
consumed by poor countries. This is primarily because most of their grain is fed to
animals to produce meat, milk, and eggs. The amount of food that would be saved if we
stopped doing this is more than enough to feed the world’s hungry population. However,
Singer cautions that a change in diet would not necessarily solve the world food problem.
The problem is essentially one of distribution rather than production. “Only by

transferring some of the wealth of the developed nations to the poor of the

3! My source for Singer’s “Famine, Affluence and Morality” is from a revised version incorporated in his
book Practical Ethics, (Cambridge University Press, 1993), 218 — 246.
32 e
Ibid., 219.
» Ibid,, 218.

61



m dop o
{veiy

ety

not in

marer



underdeveloped nations can the situation be changed.”** Undoubtedly, this wealth does
exist in the developed countries, as evidenced by the fact that the average citizen, after
providing for his/her basic needs, has money left over to spend on luxuries. Given this
fact, Singer states that we cannot help but conclude that by not giving more than we do,
citizens of developed nations are allowing the world’s poor to suffer from absolute
poverty, malnutrition and subsequently death. He then goes on to make a claim that
would shock even the hardest of minds into helping: “If, then, allowing someone to die is
not intrinsically different from killing someone, it would seem that we are all

murderers.”>*

Admitting that there are some difficulties with this claim, Singer goes on to consider
whether we have an obligation to assist the poor and, if so, how it should be applied to
the present world situation. He comes up with a principle of obligation: “If it is in our
power to prevent something very bad happening without thereby sacrificing anything of
comparable moral significance, we ought to do it.”*® To illustrate this principle, he cites
the choice between getting his clothes muddy and postponing or canceling his lecture and
saving a child who is in danger of drowning in a shallow pond. The former (i.e., getting
one’s clothes muddy and canceling a lecture) may be a little inconvenient, but it is
insignificant when compared to saving a child’s life. No one, suggests Singer, would
deny that he ought to wade in and save the child. Applying this princ<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>