Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. President:

The United States find themselves at present in what can be termed “a unipolar moment.”  At this period in time, the United States possess a preponderance of power hitherto never before seen in the history of the world.  The information revolution and the revolution in military affairs have made intercontinental distances merely an inconvenience, and the growing trend in globalization has favored the continuation of American hegemony worldwide.  Not everyone likes this prospect.  But it is fact.  And in the foreseeable future, nothing will change this.

But with this sort of great power, world power, the likes of which has never been seen before in our world, comes great responsibility.

Now, let’s talk for a moment about right and wrong.  Can you tell the difference between right and wrong?  Some Philodemicians might say not.  There are scholars and even some ordinary folk who would argue that right and wrong are relative terms, that what is right for one is not right for another.  However, the vast majority of Americans, if not the vast majority of humankind, can see that certain things are right, or wrong.  There are universal human rights.  Freedom is right.  Genocide is wrong.  Democracy is right.  Aggression is wrong.  And remember, ladies and gentlemen, Mr. President, we are blessed to live in a democracy.  The majority rules in the United States, and the majority of Americans can tell the difference between right and wrong.

So I’ve touched upon power, and upon right and wrong.  But what exactly is this debate about tonight?  It’s simple.  This debate questions the focus of American foreign policy.  Whether or not American foreign policy should be centered on morals and values, or on some amorphous construct called “the national interest.”  You can talk about the word “dictates” until the cows come home.  But what we’re really here to debate tonight, ladies and gentlemen, Mr. President, is how we, the United States, should orient our foreign policy.  Now, many of you in this room may think me a black-hearted Machiavellian.  And I’m going to tell you right now, there is a point upon which I agree with the affirmative tonight.  American foreign policy must be centered on the national interest.  It must not be subordinate to the national policies of other nations.  We are the United States of America, the world’s superpower.  Our national interest must govern our foreign policy.  But what is our national interest?

Morals and values are our national interest.  It’s as simple as that.  And I’ll give you a very pragmatic reason why, to start.  If we want a coherent foreign policy, it must be supported by the American people.  More important than the policy crowd, more important than the media, is an appeal that resonates with the American public.  Otherwise, you have no mandate, and your foreign policy becomes aimless.  Like it has been the last eight years, for example.  And how do you get that mandate?  You appeal to something that the majority of Americans agree with.  Americans will not rally around the banner of cheap oil as an excuse to go to war.  They will rally around unprovoked aggression as a casus belli.  Don’t sell the American people short – they aren’t that callous.  If American foreign policy is NOT centered on morals and values, what is it about?  If American foreign policy is not dictated by morality, what will dictate it?  We can sit on our peaks, looking down that ivory tower at the great, teeming unwashed masses and say that we know better.  Or we can say that we all know better.  We all know what is right, and what is wrong.  We all understand that we have an obligation to do right, and to prevent wrong.

Like many other Philodemicians, I’m a history geek.  I subscribe to Santayana’s prescription that those who forget history are doomed to repeat it.  So let’s talk about American history.  Let’s talk about American exceptionalism.  This nation was founded as a city on a hill... a Georgetown hilltop?  Perhaps.  But this country was founded on ideals.  Values.  Morals.  “We believe these truths to be self-evident.  That all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness.”  Values worth dying for.  American exceptionalism, ladies and gentlemen, Mr. President.  It’s what drove the Open Door policy in China, the belief in free trade.  It’s what led to the Monroe Doctrine, the belief that this hemisphere was NOT open to European imperialism.  It’s what has guided our great nation for over two hundred years now.  America is something special.  We are not the crowned heads of Europe.  We are not the United Nations.  And for those that would say that we are the same as any other nation, I say never!  Never will these United States bend the knee, sink to the levels of depravity at which resides France!

This is an exceptional country.  I will not allow the American Dream to die.  These United States mean something – that red, white and blue under which people are prepared to die means more than cheap oil and trade surpluses.  It means that those people who listened to Radio Free Europe were right.  That there’s something better about this country… We can do better.  We should do better. 

But then, there are the realists.  The pragmatists, as they like to call themselves.  The pessimists who decry our pretty words, and tell us that it’s naught but a pipe dream.  Can this be done?  Can American foreign policy be centered on morals and values?  I say yes.  And I’ll prove it.

Have we always based our foreign policy on morality?  No.  And look at where it got us.  Détente… what a wonderful word, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.  Then look at where morality as a guiding light in foreign policy has led us. Look to John F. Kennedy.  Look to Ronald Reagan.  Those brave men who were willing to sacrifice much in the name of right.  They saw aggression, they saw repression, and they acted against it.  Not because it was the easy choice, to paraphrase Kennedy, but because it was hard.  Because it was the right thing to do to fight Communism, because it was the right thing to do to combat tyranny worldwide.  Would that happen today?  I don’t know.  Should that happen today?  I’d say so.  The United States today are more powerful than any other country on earth, more powerful both in absolute and relative terms than they were either in the 1960s or in the 1980s.  In addition, we no longer have a great overarching Main Enemy against whom we struggle, justifying perhaps immoral actions in what is seen as a moral end.

Now, America faces a crisis of leadership.  Our politicians vacillate, they waver and quiver at the sight of any sort of problem that could jeopardize their ratings in the latest Gallup polls.  And so, they are unwilling to do what is right, favoring what is expedient.  Is this a permanent condition?  No, no, and again I say no!  Courage is not dead in American politics.  It may take more courage than in the past to aspire to high office with morals and values intact, but it is still possible.  I refuse to lose faith in this fact.  The American public deserves better than this.  Even if the American public sometimes cannot believe that morals and values should run our foreign policy, more importantly, they want to.  Despite whatever is programmed through the media, despite what the opinion polls appear to present on a day-to-day basis, the American people want something to believe in.  They want to believe in something good -- truth, justice and the American way, if you’ll allow me.  They simply need someone to follow.  The President must, of course, follow the wishes of his constituents.  But he, or she I should add, is not elected to answer to opinion polls.  The President of the United States is elected to be a leader, and should start acting like one.  If nothing else, if you lack faith in our leadership, in the ability of American politicians to be courageous, to do what is right rather than what is expedient, look around this room.  There are many of us who could feasibly aspire to that highest of offices in all the land.  And would we do what is right?  I think so.  I believe in my heart of hearts that a President Ryan Erlich, or a President Matthew Brennan, or even, God forbid, a President Alexander Henlin knows right from wrong, and would apply this knowledge to the application of American foreign policy.  If nothing else, looking around this room should give hope that there are enough of us courageous enough to stand up for what is right, even in that murky field of politics, littered with bodies like Agincourt, Waterloo or the Somme, that American foreign policy can be “dictated by morality,” if one must use that crude turn of a phrase.  Since it can happen, it brings us back to the question of should it happen?  The answer to that is a resounding, unequivocal Yes.

This is a democracy.  The people rule.  The people deserve a foreign policy in line with their thinking.  Even though James Carville may have said, “It’s the economy, stupid,” Americans care about more than just their paycheck.  This is not naivete.  This is real.  This is the real people living in America who work, who play, who vote.  To those who believe that American foreign policy should not be dictated by morality, I say, then what?  The American people will brook nothing less than a moral foreign policy, and if we say here that the American people don’t know well enough to have an input on foreign policy, I say that such thoughts are not what this nation stands for.  Should we have some sort of ad hoc foreign policy, picking and choosing our crises when we feel the need for a pleasant diversion from affairs of domestic politics?  For a nation as large and as powerful as the United States to do so is wrong.  It is a shrugging off with a casual rebuke of the great responsibilities which come with the great power we have been granted.  Power is not a right.  It is a privilege.  It is a sacred trust which must be treated as such.  And finally, to those who believe in power for power’s sake, I remind you of Lord Acton’s most famous aphorism.  Power corrupts.  And absolute power corrupts absolutely.  If the United States, the most powerful nation in the world, does not base its foreign policy on morality, on values, on what is right, we risk this same corruption.  

Thank you.

