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"Moral danger. the pursuit of power
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_ By ROBERT W. TUCKER

Is there any relation between moral-
ity and politics? Or is politics the
realm of the amoral—or worse. im-
moral—action?

These questions are asked with no
less persistence. and provoke no less
disagreement, today than in the past.
‘They are not easily answered. but
lhey will not go away.

The moral problem in politics re-
sponds to the distinctive nature of poli-
tics. In its central preoccupation with
power. politics is set off from other
spheres of human activity.

L The exercise of power over others—
whether it is sought only as an in-
dupensable means toward the achieve-
ment of some distant goal or as an
¢nd in itself—is the characteristic and
stinguishing feature of politics.

MOREOVER. THE instruments b_v
which the power of government i
exercised are nut limited as is the
“politics™ of any number of private or-
gamuuons

When it is aimed at cnnuallmg the
state. politics seeks to command an in-
stitution that asserts the right to exer-
cise a monopoly of coercion—above.
all. physical coercion—over society.

I is the medns characteristjc of the
pursuit of power that raises the moral
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Once the moral restraints of con-
stitutionalism are accepted, the rela-
tion between morality and politics
varies greatly in modgmn societies.

-The American concern over morali-
ty in its domestic political life has
always been something of a puzzle to
Europeans. But this preoccupation
has been with us from the beginning.

The Puritan impact on the early de-
velopment of American political in-
stitutions was a heavy one. and the
American Revolution was, as the late
political scientist Clinton Rossiter has
wrilten, “preached from the pulpit.”

From Cotton Mather to Ralph
Nader. moralists have played a contin-
uing and major role in American polit-
ical history.

WHAT HAVE BEEN the sources of
evil that moralists have character-
istically sought to root out of Ameri-
can socie

Clearly, lhe most visible and fla-
grant of all forms of corruption has
been the use of public office for pri-
vate gain. Venality remains today the
chief sin in the eyes of many and is

issue at its most _)eveL
The primary function of morality in
politics may be defined as the accept-
ance of restraints ch the modes of
group conflict in societies where, be-
cause’ of a scarcity of goods (wealth.
power, status. etc.), men cannot fulfilt
all of thejr desires.

Thus, one definition of moralny n
politics deals primarily not in terms
of the ends men seek (however noble
or base) but in terms of the restraints
they observe in seeking those ends.

ADMITTEDLY, THIS manner of
looking at the morat dimension in poli-
tics cannot be reconciled with the rev-
olutionary for whom the ends of poli-
tics are everything. or very nearly so.
1t is at the polar extreme from the
view expressed in Lenin's dictum:

“Morality is a function of the struggle
of the proletariat."t

It is instead articulated by James
Madison in “The Federalist Papers"
{No. 513:

“If men were angels. no govern-
ment would be necessary. If angels
were to govern men, neither external
nor internal controls on government
would be necessary. In framing a gov-
ernment which is to be administered
by men over men, the great difficulty
lies in this: You must first enable the
government to control the governed:
and in the next place oblige it to con-
trol itself.”

The first purpose of civil society is
not to improve men but to restrain.
them. and not least of all to restrain
the governors themsell.

~IF THIS VIEW appears to many as
to narrow, it is because we commonly
averlook the relative novelty of a “pol-
ftics of restraint.”
~ It is. after all. only since the late
I7th ‘century that Western societies
Began' to’dbserve that most eleman-
tary of restraints in politics. the fore-
rance from Killing or physically
mistreating those who have lost out in
l'he stiliggle for power.
T Throughout much of me world
todey; this restraint. the beginning of
coruuluﬁomhsm. is not yet observed
with any regularity. Even in Western
societies. it was fully consolidated
only quite recently.
: American history affords notorious
examples of groups—the Indians and
the blacks—excluded in pmcuce from
& “politics of restraint™ when daring
to oppose. however peacefully, a
status quo they found unbearable.

so by politi-
cians.

During the Watergate crisis, former
President Nixen thought it was suf-
ficient to turn back his accusers by in-
sisting that he was not “a crook™ and
that “‘mothing was stolen —state-
ments which the release of his tax re-
turns tended to cast doubt upon. In
equating political immorality with
venality, Nixon was in tune with a
view widely shared by Americans.

AT THE SAME time, there has
been another and more profound view
that. while not ignoring the use of pub-
lic office for private gain. identifies
immorality in politics primarily with
the unlawful aggrandizement of
power.

It is the latter concept that fueled
the crusades against the trusts and
the railroads in the 19th century and
that underlies the contemporary at-
tack upon corporate and govern-
mental power by public interest
groups.

The identification of corruption as
the abuse of power was also at the
heart of the case brought against Rich-
ard Nixon in the 1974 House impeach-
ment proceedings.

Watergate illustrated, therefore.
two quite different forms of corrup-
tion +in-politics.

One—personal gain—is the more
readily fecognized by the public, and
it is the one that codes of ethics
adopted for public officials commonty
aim to eradicate.

The other—aggrandizement of
power—is less easily comprehended.
as the 1974 impeachment proceedings
demonstrated. Yet it is the aggrandize-
ment of power that many political the-
orists have seen as the supreme dan-
ger to a free society.

WE REMARKED earlier that Eu-
ropeans have commonly seen Ameri-
cans as a nation of moralists in poli-
tics. There is another side to the
American character, though, and it is
marked by suspicion of do-gooders in
the political arena.

The roots of this suspicion may be
traced in part to the prevailing Ameri-
can view of politics, which is clearly
pragmatic. In part it may also be
traced to the conviction that politi
is a special realm. a “lower callin;
that attracts only the “'second best.™

While this view is altering today. its
force is far from spent, and it has not
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race, and have much to learn, in strat-
egies, in manipulation, and in survival
skills.

“Lock at any tasimnenked dis-
cussion group,” “Who is in
it? Who leads? Who q;poses" Who
overcomes? Whose maneuvers work
and whose dont work?

“In the past,” she said, “men have
been expected to succeed, but 1o par-
allel nOTM Nnow exists for women."

Ms. Hamess, in inviting women to
take a close look at their ambitions.
urged them to recognize the differ-
ence between popularity and com-
petitiveness.

If & woman is “happy w
is going to move ber into higher
she said

Some women may find they want
the money more than they want the
long hours which may be necessary
for- success.

Professionalism,  she said, requires
a constant honing of skills, keephgup
with the
pating” and preparing Iar camr
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been eliminated by public acceptance
of the need to improve the moral
level of political life.

- But we remain today, as in the
past. quite ambivalent about the prop-
er role of morality in politics. A pas-
sion to infuse ‘politics with moral pu-
rity is coupled with a certain skepti-
cism about the appropriateness of link-
ing these separate spheres of life.

As Americans painfully discovered
in the case of Prohibition, efforts to
promote morality through govern-
mental action have the effect of debas-
ing rather than purifying the political
process.

Moreover, in their voting behavior.
Americans have always evidenced a

certain fondness for pragmaticsts as
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The administrations of (from left) Ulysses S. at aggrandizement of power that aroused the moral
Grant, Warren G. Harding and Richard M. Nixon indignation of the American people.
were marked by corruption, scandals and attempts

political leaders. Given their idealistic
tradition. Americans still tend to re-
spond positively to a political leader
who summons them to embark on a
great crusade.

Politics is, after all. still something
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of a morality play in the United
States,

But the people are only likely to fol-
low such a leader with their votes ifi—
like Franklin D. Roosevelt or Dwight
D. Eisenhower—the crusader is per-

ceived as having practical skill and
judgment.

NEXT WEEK: Prof. Tucker looks
at the international scene and the use
of force in “Politics: The Inter-
national Struggle for Power."
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