THEORIA

A Journal of Social and Political Theory

The Politics of Inclusion
and Exclusion

Abject Bodies: Tha Politics
of the Vagina in Brazil and South Alrica

Lise Belpuli Brewn

Black Soligarity
A Philcsaphics! Fefersa
Mubsge P Meary

What Conditonai Amnaaty is Not
Purrick Lensa

Brdging the Heterogenedty of Chviisations:
Rewiving the Grammar of Islam< Mumanssm

Sazaren {104

Rathinkirg Realism (or Whatevet) and the Wat
on Tarroemm in 3 Place Like the Batkama

Nery Canenz




104 Rory Conces

mass Killing in times of peace....[T]he fact of the matter is that nations
recognise a moral obligation to refrain from the infliction of death and
suffering under certain conditions despite the possibility of justifying
such conduct in the light of a higher purpose, such as the national interest
(Morgenthau 1948: 82).

Morgenthau holds to this same view almost twenty years later when
he writes in Politics among Nations that ‘superior power gives no
right, moral or legal, to do with that power all that it is physically
capable of doing’ (Morgenthau 1967: 220). ‘Moral rules’, Morgen-
thau goes on to argue,

do not permit certain policies to be considered at all from the point of
view of expediency. Such ethical inhibitions operate in our time on dif-
ferent levels and with different effectiveness. Their restraining function is
most obvious...in affirming the sacredness of human life in times of
peace (Morgenthau 1967: 225).

Although national interest remains a cornerstone of Morgenthau’s
realism, his intent is clear: to give realism a human face; to halt the
slide of politics into a wanton disregard for humanity by ridding real-
ism of the illusion of the absoluteness of the national interest. In short,
Morgenthau struggled to address the lived realities of the political
life, the possibilities and limitations of ethical action by statespersons
and diplomats. Perhaps the worst that we could do to one another—
mass extermination or genocide—confirmed to Morgenthau the need
for the possibility of an unconstrained moral principle. Understood in
this way, realism has therefore evolved into a morally thickened vari-
ety. In this sense, prudence and national interest become increasingly
constrained in matters of extreme moral urgency. This might suggest
that there is no other way in which realism can be thickened in a
morally relevant sense. However, such a view would be misleading.
It is as common and perhaps also just as reasonable to think that
there is nothing inherent within realism that precludes moral princi-
ples from being included in a country’s national interest. Indeed,
beyond construing the thickening of realism solely through moral
principles either overriding prudence or limiting national interest, a
more transformative view of realism, one that includes elements of
morality—norms, principles, and obligations—as part of a country’s
national interest, develops and finds coherence in the context of an
inflationary model of moral psychology and the experience of moral
temptation.?” Actually, both the model and the experience give coher-
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ence to the other views of a thickened realism, although the transfor-
mative view is the most interesting of the three because it redefines
national interest in terms that make it much more difficult for human
rights, for example, to be neglected and unprotected, since they are
identified as a national interest and, thus, are prioritised within a real-
ist foreign policy.

Some may construe this transformative view of realism strictly in
terms of consequentialism, in which case engaging in humanitarian
interventions in order to protect people’s human rights, for example,
becomes a part of a country’s national interest because it places the
country in some sort of an advantageous position among other coun-
tries. It is plausible to suppose that, as a result of such intervention, the
country’s world stature is enhanced; it finds a foothold in another
country or region that has strategic value; or it provides relief that
addresses some of the causes of terrorism. In emphasising consequen-
tialism, the account given here identifies the enhancement, foothold,
and combat of terrorism as what induces the thickening. In other
words, what leads policy-makers to include humanitarian intervention
as a national interest is that certain consequences are likely to accrue
from it, and these are none other than the inducers of moral thicken-
ing—enhancement, foothold, and combat of terrorism. It is all about
the goodness that is expected to be generated by the intervention.

However, these may not be what induce the thickening, though
these three factors may strengthen the determination with which cer-
tain policies are pursued. Instead, that which thickens realism may
simply be related to the fact that people are moral beings who some-
times perceive a situation in a moral sense as one of extreme moral
horror, in which case they can make a moral judgement that reflects
the overriding normative status of certain moral principles, such as
anti-genocide norms. It is at the judgement phase of moral perfor-
mance that the perception of extreme moral horror triggers moral
intuitions that are deontological in nature, and that associate the anti-
genocide norms with, for example, human dignity and respect (Kant)
or the non-reducible duty of non-maleficence (Ross), thereby giving
these principles an overriding status and promoting humanitarian
intervention as a national interest. Although this perception of
extreme moral horror is not as commonplace among people as one
might hope for,*® it is crucial to how elements of morality find their
way into a country’s national interest in ways that have little to do with
consequentialism. Thus, an appeal to an inflationary model of moral
psychology is useful in explaining how this is so.
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What, then, are the relevant aspects of an inflationary model (or
holistic account) for demonstrating that realism can be moralised in a
non-consequentialist way? These essential aspects are crystallised by
Arne Johan Vetlesen in his Perception, Empathy, and Judgement
(1994). According to Vetlesen, moral performance is a view of moral
agency (or a person’s capacity for making moral judgements and
engaging in conduct that agrees with morality). Such agency is often
depicted as starting with a moral predicament followed by judgement
and action. It is commonly thought that two well-informed, rational
individuals who subscribe to the same moral theory, and who stumble
into the moral predicament, would likely make somewhat similar
judgements though they may or may not act on their judgements.
Although this may be an overly optimistic account of like-minded
actors, it does seem reasonable to suppose that actors who subscribe
to radically different moral theories are more likely to disagree in
their judgements, though it is difficult to imagine an act or rule utili-
tarian and a Kantian deontologist disagreeing on the moral imper-
missibility of genocide, for example.

Perhaps the most important question for how an inflationary model
relates to realism may have less to do with whether there is agreement
among our judgements and more to do with how we ‘attend’ to the
objects of moral judgement in the first place. How do we come into
contact with the objects of moral judgements? Vetlesen acknowledges
the importance that has been traditionally given moral judgement, yet
he assigns moral perception with the task of providing and shaping
the setting for both moral judgement and moral action. Thus, for
Vetlesen, judgement is concerned with deliberations on how best to
act given certain moral norms and precepts, with judgement exer-
cised only when moral perception allows the person to “see”.., the
situation at hand as a morally relevant one,...’(4-5).

What exactly enables us to ‘see’ the situation as a morally relevant
one? What must be satisfied for a person to be able to see whether and
to what extent the well-being of others is at risk in a given situation? In
a very unKantian move, Vetlesen turns to emotions; for it is through
emotion, more specifically, the emotional faculty of empathy, that we
experience the objects of moral judgements (4). He goes on to explain:

[t is by virtue of this faculty that I can put myself in the place of the other
by way of a feeling-into and feeling-with. Empathy allows me to develop
an appreciation of how the other experiences his or her situation; empathy
facilitates the first reaching out toward and gaining access to the other’s
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experience, but empathy does not... mean that I myself come to feel what
the other feels. I do not have to feel the other’s feeling in order to grasp,
and thereupon be able to judge in light of, how the other experiences the
situation he or she is in (8).

However, feelings of sympathy and compassion towards another do
not arise out of themselves, as it were. Rather, these feelings are
directed towards others by virtue of their suffering. So, without the
subject of the emotion regarding the object as being in a certain state,
e.g., of suffering or pain, the phenomenon of suffering would not be
constituted as an object for moral judgement.

Given that moral perception is what ‘initiates’ moral performance,
a person’s inattentiveness or indifference—Ilack of empathy—to the
moral circumstances of a situation, will have devastating results for
passing judgements.?! Perhaps this is less of a problem for those who
reside together in situations of relative tranquility, for there will be
frequent personal interactions that are ‘felt’ to be positive. At some
point, the basic emotional faculty of empathy is triggered. But how
easy is it for that same faculty to be triggered in situations involving
peoples of different ethnicity and religion who do not reside together
and who have few associations with one another? It is likely that this
case would be one of ‘benign’ inattentiveness or indiftference, the
Other having little, if any, moral significance, thus making it unlikely
for there to be objects for moral judgement. Worse yet are those situ-
ations that are less than tranquil. For example, given the hatred and
anger that often overwhelm the empathic response of those who are
victimised by terrorist attacks or who espouse ethnic nationalism, vic-
tims and nationalists alike may become ‘combative’ and stricken with
a ‘malevolent’ form of inattentiveness. It is not simply a ‘lack’ of
empathy, but rather a set of contrary emotions that inhibit empathy.
The case of combativeness is much more severe than that of “benign’
inattentiveness, for it is likely that some harm will be intentionally
done to the Other.3? The quantity and quality of ‘felt’ interactions will
be different. The possibility of respect and concern toward the Other
ceases at this point; increasing the weal is not an option, but increas-
ing the woe is, and this situation is contrary to empathy. In such a
hostile situation, moral perception must be jumpstarted by the rein-
vigoration of attentiveness or empathy, thereby allowing one to once
again recognise the Other’s moral significance and well-being.

If T were to try to lay out the mechanism by which perception is
jumpstarted, it would require nothing less than piecing together how
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risking hospitality triggers attentiveness so that intercultural educa-
tion, storytelling, walking through history, and moral imagination
stir up empathic responses. Fortunately, my task is a more limited
one, for I am interested in how moral perception helps to explain the
moralising of realism in a non-consequentialist way. I believe we
have found the answer, for moral principles and thus, moral judge-
ments, acquire a new-found importance with regard to certain sorts
of events in the world only if moral perception allows policy-makers
to see those events as being morally relevant, which ultimately means
that those same policy-makers can empathise with the various peo-
ples in those situations. It is at this point that the importance of those
moral principles becomes enhanced to the point where they may
become part of the country’s national interest. It is not a matter of
figuring out the utility of including the moral principles in the
national interest, but rather a matter of the overriding normative sta-
tus of certain moral principles because we are moral beings; and it is
this status that has led these principles be incorporated as a priori-
tised part of the country’s national interest. This could account for
why Morgenthau seemed to shift his position to recognise the over-
riding status of certain moral principle, viz., the principle prohibiting
mass extermination.

One might object, saying that what has been laid out is not two
competing versions of moralised political realism but a thin sort that
is in competition with a doctrine that is not properly classified as
political realism. As the argument goes, acting morally either coin-
cides with national interest or it does not. If adhering to moral con-
cerns is in the national interest, then a thinly moralised realism is
sufficient to argue for following morality because behaving morally is
then ultimately a matter of prudence. On the other hand, if moral con-
cerns trump national interest, then it is not clear that the primary
obligation of a government is always the pursuit of national interest.
This leads moral behaviour to an abandonment of political realism.

These criticisms overlook the distinguishing characteristic of
thinly and thickly moralised political realism. First, a thinly moralised
realism of Morgenthau’s variety takes moral principles like justice
and equality as principles regulated by prudence (in terms of conse-
quences of actions and policies) in the name of national interest. It is
a consequentialist moral theory that may not properly take into
account human dignity and respect but may sacrifice them for the
sake of national interest. If this is the case, then a thinly moralised
realism makes morality a stepchild to prudence and national interest.
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Second, thickly moralised realism does not amount to moral con-
cerns trumping national interest in the sphere of governmental actions
and policies but is a matter of certain moral principles becoming pri-
oritised parts of a country’s national interest. Rather than overriding
the national interest, the moral principles overrule other parts of the
national interest. This could be what does away with the paradox that
threatens Morgenthau’s politio-ethical framework. So the claim that
thickly moralised political realism is actually an abandonment of real-
ism is unwarranted.

Perhaps a better critique would focus on how a thinly moralised real-
ism would remain thin once empathetic responses were made as precur-
sors to moral judgements. Would the thinly moralised version simply
transform into a thick version? Or would prudence and national interest
be such that the making of moral judgements would be short-circuited?

Laying out the mechanism by which realism can be moralised in a
non-consequentialist way does not lead realism to be necessarily for
or against the war on terrorism. Indeed, a thickly moralised realism
does not necessarily rule out going to war. It is possible for elements
of morality to become national interests that frustrate the worst from
happening, and thereby support tranquillitas ordinis (i.e., civil peace)
(Elshtain 2003: 48-49). If terrorism undermines civil peace by dis-
turbing the everyday order enjoyed by citizens as well as the state’s
ability to conduct business as usual, and ultimately the country’s
national interests (understood in terms of peace, security, and pros-
perity), then arguments against entry into a war on terrorism may be
difficult to defend. Perhaps some moral theories are better equipped
than others to make such a defense; even so, the fact that terrorism is
antithetical to a country’s peace, security, and prosperity is a major
hurdle to overcome for the sake of staying out of the war.

We must not forget that acts of terrorism may be so intermittent, of
such a small scale, and have such limited success in instilling fear in
the populace that terrorism may have a negligible impact on civil
peace and a country’s national interest, thereby undermining an argu-
ment for war proposed by any variety of moralised realism.

V The Constraining Force of Thickly Moralised Realism
and the Same War

Yet even if a thinly and thickly moralised realism justifies the weaker
ally’s entry into the war, this does not mean that the ally is required
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