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This interview has been edited for length and clarity.

Fletcher Security Review (FSR): Welcome, Dr. Nye, 
to The Fletcher Security Review. Thank you very much 
for spending time with us today. Before we discuss your 
recent book, Do Morals Matter? Presidents and Foreign 
Policy from FDR to Trump, would you mind speaking first 
about the origins of your career? Many readers of FSR are 
young professionals pursuing careers in diplomacy and 
national security. I am sure they would appreciate hearing 
that background.

Joeseph Nye (JN): Well, I came to Harvard to do a Ph.D. 
Thinking I was going to go into the State Department, 
I thought it might be useful to have a Ph.D. but, in the 
process, I wound up doing some teaching and enjoyed 
it. I went and did my thesis in Africa and enjoyed writing 
about that. When Harvard offered me a job, I thought I 
would take it for a little while. A “little while” turned out 
to be quite a long while. I emphasize this to say that if 
you do not have all your career moves figured out at this 
stage, not to worry about it. Leave room for serendipity. 
In any case, as it turned out, I enjoy the writing and 
the research. After working in Africa, I went to Central 
America, and then spent some time in Europe looking 
primarily at regional integration and then broadened out 
to a number of things related to trade. 

I was invited to go into the Carter administration to work 
on nuclear nonproliferation. I accepted that and made 
a change from being an academic, pure and simple, to 
working full-time in government. I somewhat jokingly say 
that before I went into government, I had authority over 
one person, my secretary—and many people say that it 

was the other way around and she had authority over me. 
Then I was in government, responsible for coordinating 
a number of bureaus in the State Department as well as 
a number of agencies—energy, defense, arms control, 
and so forth—on the areas of nonproliferation. I was 
Chair of the National Security Council Committee on 
Nonproliferation as well as Deputy Undersecretary of 
State. So, I went from a world in which time was not a 
problem and you could take as long as you want to figure 
out a problem academically to something where time was 
of the essence, and everything was immediate. You were 
drinking from a fire hose with no time to think.
 
From there, I returned to Harvard and found that many of 
the questions I had been dealing with in government had 
a number of moral issues that I wanted to explore. I never 
had time to do so when I was working in government, 
but I was able to teach them in seminar and then to 
write about them. That proved to be a fruitful interaction 
between the experience of being an academic and 
being in government—two very, very different types of 
experience. And then I did it all over again when I was 
asked to join the Clinton administration in 1993.

FSR: You worked both in the State Department under 
the Carter administration, and then later in the Defense 
Department under the Clinton administration. How were 
those experiences different, despite the fact that you were 
working on similar issues?

JN: Well, at the State Department obviously you are 
focusing much more on diplomacy. In the Defense 
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Department there is still a diplomatic component to it, but 
you are dealing with a lot more concrete things in terms 
of the systems that you are working with. But I would say 
that the experience I had working in government the first 
time was a big help to me in going back the second time. 
So many of the learning experiences from my first time in 
government I did not have to repeat the second time. The 
first time is one of those situations where, as they say, you 
are thrown into the swimming pool and you either swim 
or drown, and the first days you sometimes think, “Oh my 
God, I’m drowning!” The second time, I did not have that 
same feeling of thrashing about quite so much.

FSR: Thanks for sharing that, Dr. 
Nye. Now we would like to jump 
into some questions about the state 
of the international system, and the 
United States’ place within it. First, 
it is very clear that the international 
system is experiencing a period 
of upheaval. As time passes, it is 
also becoming clear that we are 
unlikely to return to the status quo 
of the United States’ “unipolar 
moment” that followed the end of 
the Cold War. Do you believe this 
is a somewhat natural evolution in 
the complex interdependencies of 
international relations, or do you 
think there were specific mistakes that were made that 
brought us to this point?

JN: Well, I think the world has changed as a result of 
technology and economic globalization. There are some 
larger forces that are not under anybody’s control. There 
was a period in the early 1990’s after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union when people had, I think, an exaggerated 
faith in what is called the “unipolar moment,”—the idea 
that we were somehow unchallenged. I think that was 
always an illusion. In my new book, Do Morals Matter?, 
I have a categorization of various periods in American 
foreign policy since 1945, and I call this period of the 
90s the period of illusion about unipolarity. In that sense, 
I think if there was a mistake it was collectively shared 
mistake by many people, not just a mistake of Bush, 
Clinton, or anyone else. I think there was a feeling that 
things were going our way more than they actually were. 
And I do think that has led, for example, to a sense of 
hubris which we saw with the invasion of Iraq. Then, in 
reaction to the disaster of the invasion of Iraq, there was 
a retrenchment, or drawing back. So yes, there were 
mistakes, but also some of it was a set of larger forces 
that were occurring. Among those larger forces was the 
spread of economic globalization, the rise of China, and 
the rise of a new set of issues, such as climate change and 
others, which we have not responded to as well as we 
should have. Take the current pandemic, where we have 
responded very poorly. So yes, lots of mistakes, but also 
some larger changes that were beyond the control of any 
one administration.

FSR: What lessons can we learn from those mistakes, and 
how can we use these lessons to our advantage in the 
future?

JN: I try to stress in my book the importance of what I 
call “contextual intelligence.” It is an understanding of 
the context of decisions, which then allows you to have a 
better sense of the prospect of unintended consequences 
and how to deal with them. When you have a president 
without much contextual intelligence, you are going 
to run the risk of not understanding what is going on, 
meaning they can make more serious mistakes. For 
instance, I compare the first President Bush, Bush 41, 

to his son, Bush 43. Bush 41, who 
I rank among the highest of the 
fourteen presidents in the post-1945 
period in my book, is an example 
of great contextual intelligence. 
He had experience in the CIA, had 
experience as an envoy to China, 
was the ambassador to the United 
Nations, and he knew a lot about 
international politics. His son, Bush 
43, had experience as the Governor 
of Texas, but not much international 
understanding or international 
travel experience. I think that led, 
particularly in his first term, to a 
certain naivete, which contributed 

to the illusion that the invasion of Iraq, for example, 
was going to be a cakewalk and that you could easily 
democratize the Middle East. That, of course, was not the 
case. So, the contrast in contextual intelligence between 
father and son would suggest why it is important to elect 
a president who has some knowledge of international 
affairs. The current president, Donald Trump, also lacks 
contextual intelligence. The presidency was the first job 
in government that he had. His experience was in New 
York real estate and reality TV, not in international affairs, 
and that means that he interprets things very much from 
a macro perspective of New York real estate and reality 
TV. Lest that sound like a partisan comment, one just has 
to look at the testimony of John Bolton, former National 
Security Advisor.

FSR: So, do you believe that political newcomers are not 
the best-suited candidates to lead, or do you believe that 
newcomers have the potential to be great leaders but that 
it is the responsibility of those they surround themselves 
with to provide that contextual intelligence?

JN: I think you are right that you can surround yourself 
with people that can provide the missing contextual 
intelligence. A classic example of this was Harry Truman. 
Harry Truman was made vice-president in 1944 without 
much international experience, and President Franklin 
Roosevelt kept him pretty much in the dark. He did not go 
to Yalta, did not know much about the atomic bomb, and 
so forth. But he surrounded himself with some very able 
people and was unafraid to listen to them and to work 
with them. He was not a cipher, but he was a manager of 
people who had a great deal of contextual intelligence – 
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the “Wise Men,” as the group was referred to in the title 
of Walter Isaacson and Evan Thomas’s book. So, Truman 
had little experience but turned out, I think, to be a more 
successful president than some would have expected.

FSR: Shifting gears a bit, there are some who study 
international affairs that believe the post-World War II 
internationalism that was once so popular has been taken 
for granted, and that this neglect is one reason we find 
ourselves in this current state of affairs. How do we make 
the case again for neoliberal internationalism to be the 
norm? Or do you think the isolationism and nationalism 
we are seeing take hold around the world will remain?

JN: I think one has to take the long-term perspective on 
this and realize that American foreign policy goes through 
periods of overextension and retrenchment. Stephen 
Sestanovich at Columbia, has written a good book about 
that. I think there is a certain cyclical pattern, so we should 
expect something along the lines of what we have seen 
before. As I said, the hubris of the Bush administration 
in the early 2000s was followed by the reaction against 
it after the invasion of Iraq. You had the Great Recession 
and beginnings of some degree of retrenchment under 
Obama, then much more retrenchment under Trump. 
If one believes the Chicago Council on Global Affairs 
polls—taken every two years, that ask the American public 
whether they want an outward-looking or inward-looking 
foreign policy orientation—what is interesting is that in 
2014 there was a strong inward-looking trend. By 2018, 
70 percent of the American people wanted an outward-

looking foreign policy, so Trump really rode that wave in 
the 2016 election. The indication from the polls is that 
the tide may have turned somewhat, and we will have to 
see what happens in the 2020 election. I suspect that if 
there were a Biden presidency it would turn toward that 
outward direction again. 

FSR: Sticking with this idea of cycles in the international 
system and in U.S. foreign policy, what do you think the 
next phase of world order, or maybe disorder, might look 
like? Do you believe that we are headed for a bipolar or 
multipolar world? 

JN: I have argued that traditional notions of polarity 
sometimes mislead us because it is a different world 
in different dimensions. If you look at military power, 
basically there is no military power equal to the United 
States. The U.S. military spends three times as much as 
China, and it has global reach. China is improving its 
military, but it is primarily regional in East Asia. So, in 
that sense the world looks unipolar. But if you look at 
economics, the world is multipolar, and it has been for 
quite some time. Europe, when it acts together, is an 
economy the size of the United States. China is about 
two-thirds the size of the United States as measured by 
exchange rates. Japan has been passed by China as 
the second largest national economy, but it is still a very 
significant player. So, the world has been multipolar in an 
economic sense for quite some time; these characteristics 
have been true for a decade or two. On the other hand, 
if you look at the world of transnational relations—things 
that cross borders outside the control of governments—
it makes no sense to talk about polarity. The world is 
not multipolar or unipolar, it is chaotically organized. 
Greenhouse gases or coronaviruses do not follow any 
polarities, they follow the laws of physics and biology. 
The idea that we can solve those problems acting alone 
is just out of the question. I wrote a book twenty years 
ago called The Paradox of American Power in which the 
subtitle told it all: “Why the world’s only superpower 
can’t go it alone.” That is when I warned that this idea 
of unipolarity, bipolarity, multipolarity, and so forth is 
misleading because it does not communicate that each of 
these different domains is very differently organized.

FSR: Speaking along these lines of transnational relations, 
what do you see as the future of the U.S. alliance system? 
Do you think our friends will become closer, or will they be 
pushed further away? Do you believe there is significant 
movement among policymakers to step away from allies 
and partners that do not seem to agree with the notion of 
the United States being a democratic superpower?

JN: Well, I think American alliances have been weakened 
by four years of the Trump administration. Essentially, 
President Trump has not valued alliances to the same 
extent that his predecessors have since 1945. It does 
not mean there were no problems with alliances before 
the Trump administration, but there was a decline in 
trust in the United States as a result of the devaluing of 
alliances by his administration. If you have a second term 
of Trump, I think the sense of trust that people have in 
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alliances can be further diminished. That said, if you look 
at whether the Europeans can defend themselves against 
a nuclear Russia on their borders, they still need the 
United States. As much as NATO may be shaken by some 
of the statements that President Trump has made—and 
as much as Europeans may say “How can we trust you 
when you behave this way?”—they still have the problem 
of dealing with a declining Russia, which is a high risk-
taker, and which has done things like take Crimea from 
Ukraine. In that sense, I suspect NATO will survive. As for 
East Asia, the U.S.-Japan alliance is actually quite strong 
because Japan has to worry about the rise of China next 
door. As Chinese power grows, Japan realizes that its 
best prospects to avoid being dominated by China is to 
maintain the U.S.-Japan alliance. I think that alliance will 
persist even though there are disputes that may occur 
in trade, or on how to share the burdens of alliance 
spending, host nation support, and so forth. I think there 
will be less trust, there will be some shakiness, but I do not 
think the alliances are about to disappear.

FSR: What about those alliances and partnerships with 
countries that might be considered somewhat unsavory 
given the nature of the regime in power—places like 
Saudi Arabia come to mind. Do you think there is a 
tolerance in U.S. policymaking communities that will allow 
those partnerships to continue, or do you think we are 
beginning to see some in that community decide it is 
more trouble than it is worth to be allied with those kinds 
of nations?

JN: Well, I think you are going to continue to have a 
relationship between the United States and Saudi Arabia 
because of important issues such as the stability of oil 
markets, even though we are more energy independent 
than we were; the stability of the region; and the security 
of Israel, where having a reasonable relationship with 
Saudi Arabia is important. I do not think there is going 

to be the same closeness as before, as we are less 
dependent on Saudi for Middle Eastern oil, and I think 
that the way Saudi Arabia has treated human rights and its 
citizens and so forth is offensive to our values. The murder 
of Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi consulate in Istanbul is a 
case in point where even the conservative editorial page 
of The Wall Street Journal criticized President Trump for 
not asserting more about American values. That might 
turn out to mean that you sell less arms to Saudi Arabia, 
you give them less leeway for their war in Yemen, and so 
forth. But I do not think it will mean a break in relations 
with Saudi Arabia.

FSR: How does the United States lead on the most 
important global security issues, like climate change, 
human security, and migration, or on disruptive 
technologies in the realm of cyberspace and artificial 
intelligence? What policies would you like to be put in 
place for the United States to regain its influence and 
leadership position?

JN: On the balance of 
power issues, which are 
sort of the first step or basic 
bedrock, I think the United 
States should maintain the 
alliance with NATO and the 
alliance with Japan, which 
are crucial if one thinks 
about the strategy of great 
power competition. Those 
alliances are crucial for 
maintaining proper balance. 
That is a necessary, but 
not sufficient position. We 
also have to think about 
the threats posed by things 
like climate change over 
the longer term, and things 
like pandemics, of which 
I am afraid COVID-19 is 
not the last. It is worth 
remembering that even 
though our National 
Security Strategy since 2017 

has focused on great power competition, the pandemic 
has killed more Americans than those who died in all 
our wars since 1945, and we have not done very well in 
that area. Instead of withdrawing from the World Health 
Organization, we are going to have to try to reform 
and strengthen the World Health Organization and join 
the COVAX group they have setup for global vaccine 
distribution. And instead of withdrawing from the Paris 
Climate Accord, we are going to have to try to strengthen 
the Paris Climate Accord and ratchet up its efforts because 
there is no way we can solve the problems of climate 
change by acting alone.

I think we are going to have to be able to handle two 
different things at the same time. One, is to realize that 
there will be great power competition and that alliances 
are crucial to maintain our position in that competition. 
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At the same time, we are going to have to cooperate 
with those with whom we are competing. I have called 
the U.S.-China relationship a “cooperative rivalry,” where 
one has to understand that we have two quite contrary, 
or seemingly contrary, attitudes and 
actions simultaneously: cooperation 
and competition. In my new book, 
I distinguish between what I call 
“power over” and “power with.” 
If you are talking about sending 
Freedom of Navigation Operations 
through the South China Sea, that is 
related to traditional power over. But 
if you are talking about reducing the 
carbon intensity of economic growth 
in China or the United States, that is 
power with. We are going to have to 
work to do both at the same time.

FSR: Your theory of neoliberalism argues that diplomacy 
is the supreme tool of statecraft. Having served in the 
State Department yourself as a Deputy Under Secretary 
of State, what has been your reaction to how Trump 
administration officials have chosen to run the State 
Department? How do you think the department can 
recover afterwards?

JN: First I should say that I have always felt that the label 
“neoliberalism” was not particularly useful. I have taken 
to calling myself a “liberal realist,” because I think you 
should always start with realism. My complaint with some 
realists is that they stop where they start. I would say 
start with realism and then add insights from liberalism 
as they fit. That does mean that you would place a much 
greater emphasis on diplomacy than simply building up 
the military budget. When Robert Gates was Secretary 
of Defense in the Bush administration, he once said in 
a speech in 2007 that if the United States did not do 
more to fund the State Department it was not going 
to be able to run a successful foreign policy. Similarly, 
James Mattis—of course a General before he became 
Secretary of Defense in the Trump administration—warned 
Congress that if they did not provide more funds to the 
State Department, they were going to have to buy more 
bullets. So, I think there has been an underinvestment in 
resources for diplomacy in the State Department by all 
administrations, and it reflects the attitudes in Congress 
which reflect attitudes in the country as a whole. But I 
think there has been a particular running down of the 
State Department in the last few years. It is interesting 
that there are various plans from people who are advising 
Joe Biden which have focused on an attempt to restore 
the diplomatic functions and personnel within the State 
Department. 

FSR: We have mentioned it a few times briefly, but I 
think it would be irresponsible not to discuss the global 
COVID-19 pandemic. The virus itself is of course an 
international security issue, but how has it contributed to 
or been a catalyst for some of the transitions that we have 
talked about today? Do you think the pandemic has set 

us back in terms of progress on, or attention to, critical 
national security issues?

JN: The virus and our failure to manage it well has 
clearly set the United States back 
economically. The current projections 
for 2020 show we will have negative 
four percent economic growth, while 
China has positive two and one-
half percent economic growth. That 
clearly narrows the gap in economic 
power between the two nations. 
Measured by exchange rates, China’s 
economy is two-thirds of the U.S. 
economy, but this setback may cost 
a couple of years in terms of the 
time it takes the Chinese economy 
to equal the United States, which 
would have otherwise reached that 

benchmark in the 2030s. On questions of military power, 
I do not think that the virus is going to make a difference. 
I think the major trends there are continuing regardless 
of the virus. On questions of “soft power,” meaning the 
ability to get what you want through attraction rather than 
coercion or payment, I think both China and the United 
States have suffered as a result of the virus. China because 
of its censorship and denial in the early stages before 
it got control of the pandemic, and the United States 
because of its inconsistent and vacillating performance 
which has undercut our reputation for competence. 

Our soft power, or any country’s soft power, comes from 
a reputation for competence as well as a reputation for 
benign behavior. I think we are going to have to get the 
virus under control before we can recover that degree 
of soft power we have lost. Fortunately, China faces its 
own problems in relation to soft power. It is trying to have 
what is called “face-mask diplomacy” to appear benign 
to attract others, but it is very hard to combine face-mask 
diplomacy with nationalistic “wolf warrior diplomacy.” So, 
I think China is still not going to equal the United States in 
soft power. I do not think the pandemic is going to reverse 
the overall power positions of the United States and 
China, but I think it has damaged both nations’ soft power 
and, so far, has damaged the United States more than it 
has damaged China in terms of economic power. 

FSR: Thank you, Dr. Nye, for that thoughtful response. 
For the remainder of the time, we are excited to transition 
toward questions about your new book, Do Morals 
Matter? Presidents and Foreign Policy from FDR to Trump. 
Most people know you for your conceptions of soft and 
smart power, but you have actually spent a lot of time 
thinking about ethics and morality. For example, you 
studied moral philosophy as a Rhodes Scholar at Oxford 
and wrote a book on nuclear ethics in the 1980s. In this 
sometimes rough-and-tumble world of international 
politics, it is uncommon for scholars to apply normative 
philosophy. Could you speak about how you developed 
this interest in morals and ethics, the arc this interest has 
taken you on, and why you decided to come back to it 
now?
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JN: When I was a graduate student, moral issues were 
generally devalued. The conventional wisdom was that 
interests baked the cake. It was all national interests and 
morality had no reason to be paid attention to because 
it was irrelevant. I always felt that was a rather truncated 
view of how people work or how we thought. I remember 
once when I was in the State Department working on 
nuclear issues, I was talking to a French diplomat and 
asked, “Do you ever think about the moral issues related 
to what we have been negotiating over?” He said, “No, 
there are no moral issues. The only thing that is important 
are the interests of France.” I do not think he even 
realized what a profound moral judgment he had just 
made. That attitude, that cavalier ignoring of morality, 
struck me as a deficiency in our 
analysis. In this book, I look at the 
fourteen U.S. presidents since 1945 
and I ask whether their moral views 
made a difference to history or not. 
If you take the conventional view, the 
cynical view, that morals are just a 
little icing sprinkled on the cake and 
that it is more interesting to actually 
bake the cake, are you going to 
get history right or wrong? I tried 
to show in these case studies that 
in many instances, you are going 
to get history wrong if you take 
that simplistic, cynical view. Having 
shown in a number of cases, or vignettes, in the book that, 
yes morals did matter—so to remove the question mark 
in the title of the book—I go on to ask, “Okay, then how 
should we think about it?” and that is where I get back to 
moral philosophy.

FSR: I noticed in the book that you applied the same 
basic analytical framework that you used in your 1986 
book about nuclear ethics. I am curious if your thoughts 
have changed at all since then, or even when you were a 
student, about the basic analytics of intentions, means, 
and consequences?

JN: It is true that those three dimensions, or what I call 
“3D morality,” have remained constant as a framework. 
But in all honesty, I cannot claim that is my original 
framework. If one looks at Just War Theory, which goes 
all the way back to Augustine, it is not just a Catholic 
doctrine that has been secularized as part of international 
humanitarian law but is embedded in the Uniform Code 
of Military Justice of the United States. Under Just War 
Theory, you have to have a proper intention, just cause, 
moral means, proportion, and discrimination. You also 
have to have a reasonable prospect of success. So, as 
far as intentions, means, and consequences as a 3D way 
of approaching morality on international issues, I cannot 
claim credit for having invented it. I can accept some 
credit for having adapted it and adjusted it for our current 
period. It is true, I first used it in my book in the 1980s, 
Nuclear Ethics. I have refined it a bit more in Do Morals 
Matter?, but there is a consistency to the approach.

FSR: You alluded to this earlier in the conversation, 
but I am curious if you feel like your experience 
moving between government service and academia 
has influenced your views on the importance of moral 
reflection and moral decision making. Obviously, this 
is kind of what the book is about, but going back to 
when you started as an academic, as part of the Carter 
administration, your second period of academia, and 
second stint in government under President Clinton—do 
you feel like your perspective on this has changed over 
time?

JN: I think the interplay between experience in 
government and experience in academia does definitely, 

or has definitely, affected my 
thinking. For example, when I was 
responsible for American nuclear 
nonproliferation policy in the Carter 
administration, sometimes people 
from other countries would say, 
“How can you justify you having the 
bomb but say we shouldn’t have the 
bomb?” I never had time to think 
that through really carefully because 
I was on a diplomatic mission and 
was trying to organize things and get 
things done. But I thought to myself, 
“When I come back to the University 
and I have time to think I want to 

try to figure out a good answer to that.” And so, when 
I came back to the Kennedy School in the early 1980s, I 
started teaching a seminar where I could argue this out 
with students, including students from different countries. 
That then led to writing a book called Nuclear Ethics, as 
you mentioned, so that interplay between my experience 
of puzzling about moral issues but not having the time to 
think about them, and then trying to think about them and 
write about them when I got back to academia—it was 
definitely a positive interaction. 

FSR: I should note for our audience that I went back 
and read that book on nuclear ethics a couple of years 
ago, and I do think it is still very much worth reading. It 
presents a way by which to frame these complicated and 
nuanced issues and think about them morally and I just 
really appreciate it. It is probably not read as often these 
days, because it was 35 years ago, but it is still worth 
reading in my opinion.

JN: Well, thank you. I have always loved that book though 
it is not my best seller.

FSR: In the nuclear debate you do not read much 
discussion like that, and it really brings together your 
experience in international politics with your background 
in moral philosophy. And, like I said, I have a background 
in philosophy, so seeing you apply philosophy to the real, 
concrete, life-and-death issues of our day was just really 
helpful.

JN: I wrestled with this in a different format as well 
when I wrote a novel in 2004 called Power Game: a 
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Washington Novel in which I envisioned a world where the 
CIA learned that Pakistan was about to transfer nuclear 
weapons to Iran and mounts a covert action to stop it. 
Three friends who studied together in graduate school 
are placed in different departments—Defense, the State 
Department, and the White House—and they argue about 
the morality of whether it is right to carry out this covert 
action because one of the consequences is that a fourth 
fellow graduate student, a Pakistani who is working in the 
Pakistani nuclear program, will be killed if it happens. So, 
I wrestle with the moral implications of that by looking 
through the eyes of these three fictional characters. It is 
a different perspective on the same sorts of issues which 
you and your readers might enjoy.

FSR: I was not aware of that—I will have to order the 
book. Okay, so the world is changing, especially the 
global balance of power. You have talked about the 
different ways in which balance of power exists or is 
irrelevant depending on the level of the chessboard one 
finds themselves on, but mainstream realist theory rests 
primarily on the balance of material capabilities. Do you 
think there is such a thing as a moral balance of power? Is 
this the same as soft power? If there were a moral balance 
of power, what would its distribution be today, and would 
it matter?

JN: Well, power is the ability to influence others or affect 
others to get the outcomes you want. You can do it 
through coercion or pain—two forms of hard power—or 
you do it through attraction, which is soft power, and if 

your moral stance is convincing and benign you are likely 
to attract people and that then enhances your power. 
You do not have to spend as much on carrots and sticks 
if you have soft power. In that sense, when people are 
calculating a balance of power, it is not simply totaling up 
the military power and the economic power. You have to 
also include the soft power, the ability to use this capacity 
to attract, because it is a force multiplier. It does not 
replace military or economic power, but it can be a force 
multiplier for them, which is what I call “smart power.” 
So, I think as you try to understand a balance of power, 
there is a moral component to it in the sense that your 
moral positions, or whether you are seen as having moral 
position, does affect your attractiveness, or your soft 
power, in the eyes of others.

FSR: In the hit show, Madam Secretary, the U.S. 
president—have you seen the show, Professor?

JN: Oh, yes. Not every episode, but many of them, yes.

FSR: My dad is a 74-year-old midwestern large animal 
veterinarian and has never read a single thing about 
international affairs, but he watched the show and now we 
have got him hooked on international politics. I told him I 
am not sure if real life is as dramatic as the show, but I told 
him I would ask you this question: in the hit show, Madam 
Secretary, the U.S. president creates a position of Ethical 
Advisor to the President, which the Secretary of State’s 
husband fills. Do you think a position like this would 

Source: https://brandirectory.com/globalsoftpower/
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be useful to a real U.S. president, or should we create 
something like a Presidential Council of Ethical Advisors?

JN: Well, I suspect that would not work that well. When 
you think about what happens in 
a crisis or during a major political 
decision, it is a lot like drinking from 
a fire hose. I mean, the things that 
are coming at you are hitting you one 
after another, and you say, “Oh, you 
know, before I have to testify before 
Congress, before I call the British 
Prime Minister, or before I decide to 
authorize military force in the Middle 
East I’ve got to stop and ask my 
ethical advisor.” I do not think that is 
the way it is going to play out in real 
life. Having wise counselors with whom 
you can treat ethical questions is 
important, but having somebody designated as an ethical 
advisor… I think the danger is that people will say it is a 
wonderful idea, but in the midst of a crisis you will say, 
“Oh, I just did not have time to do that.”

FSR: As a follow-up question to that, then, do you 
think that training or a background in ethics is a useful 
component to being an advisor to the president? Or is it 
more along the lines of character, where people have a 
conscience and are able to intuitively understand these 
concerns?

JN: By the time you wind up in a position like that, your 
ethical framework is to some extent determined by your 
earlier life experience and the various influences that 
helped you develop your conscience. So, formal training 
does not hurt but I suspect that the formal training 
is less important than the things that have basically 
formulated your intuition at an earlier stage. For example, 
Harry Truman, as I describe in the book, had very little 
experience in terms of international relations. He certainly 
had no formal training. He never graduated from college. 
He was a farmer, and yet he made some of the most 
important ethical decisions that I describe in the book. 
They were based not on formal training or a college 
degree, but on the formation of his intuition in good old, 
solid, midwestern civil society.

FSR: It reminds me a lot of John Wooden in his books 
about growing up on an Indiana farm. It was very similar, 
I think. As we mentioned, many of our readers—and I 
should mention again that our theme for this year’s journal 
is Transitions—will be students contemplating careers in 
government service. As this next generation of leaders 
comes up, what role do you think moral reflection should 
play in their lives and the careers they choose? Do you 
think young people should be willing to “get their hands 
dirty” in pursuit of greater ends? Is it immoral to work 
for someone who one considers immoral, or is it okay to 
engage despite that?

JN: What I find in the students that I have taught is 
that there is no shortage of moral concerns. I am struck 
that the younger generation has high ideals and is not 
cynical. But the key problem when you then get into the 

arena, is how do you deal with the 
problem of what has been called 
“dirty hands”? Sometimes you have 
to get your hands dirty to have some 
effect at all. You know, the joke about 
Emmanuel Kant was that he had clean 
hands to the point that he had no 
hands at all, which is a bit unfair, but 
in politics—in the implementation of 
ideals—you sometimes have to make 
compromises. That is just the nature 
of the game. And then the question 
is, how far do you go with those 
compromises? If you are working for 
somebody who you think is immoral 

and who you do not respect, at some point you have to 
resign or jeopardize your career. But if you feel that the 
person him or herself has some moral aspirations and 
is caught in conflicting situations, you can try to make 
the best of those situations. Sometimes that means you 
have to swallow hard and go along with things that you 
might have decided differently, but there is always that 
point where you ask yourself “Where does this cross 
the line?” Where is it so important that at some stage 
you say, like Martin Luther, “I can do no other”? If my 
integrity is essential here—that is, who I am as a human 
being—then I cannot go along with this. We saw striking 
examples of this in the impeachment hearings this 
past January with people like Fiona Hill and Alexander 
Vindman jeopardizing their careers because they were 
going to speak the truth. At some point your standing as 
a human being in your own eyes is so critical that you say, 
“I must resign.” But if you resigned over every little moral 
transgression, then you would have, essentially, no hands.

Sometimes
you have to

get your hands dirty
to have some effect

at all.


