Between Nihilism and Utopianism:
Military Intervention, the Tragic and Rescuing the Human
Daniel M. Bell, Jr.
General Hugh Shelton Chair of Ethics
U.S. Army Command and General Staff College
CGSC 2016 Ethics Symposium

Many men have imagined republics and principalities that never really existed at all. Yet the
way men live is so far removed from the way they ought to live that anyone who abandons
what is for what should be pursues his downfall rather than his preservation; for a man who
strives after goodness in all his acts is sure to come to ruin, since there are so many men who
are not good. Hence it is necessary that a prince who is interested in survival learn to be
other than good, making use of this capacity or refraining from it according to the need.
Niccolo Machiavelli1
Introduction: What Matters More?
Humanitarian intervention. Should we undertake it? Should the military be engaged for
humanitarian purposes? As an entry into the topic allow me to pose a question. I know it is an
extreme question and that it can be emotionally manipulative; although that is not my intention. I
raise the question because sometimes extremities can bring clarity – perhaps not unlike military
training that tests you to your core and clarifies who you are and the stuff of which you are made.
So, the question is, What matters most? Let me rephrase it. What matters more? More than
preventing or stopping genocide?
In the passage quoted above, Machiavelli, that Renaissance thinker often placed near the fount of
the modern realist tradition of politics, offers us one answer: preservation, survival. If you wish to
survive, he says, in this world and not some imaginary republic of the virtuous, then you must be
prepared to abandon the good when the need arises. Assuming that intervening to prevent the
suffering and slaughter of others is a good, it is a good that should be set aside when upholding it
endangers our preservation or survival.
I must admit that it always feel rather odd discussing realism with soldiers. After all, when you put
on that uniform you made a very public statement that you think there are more important things than
survival, that there are things for which it is worth dying and for which it is worth those you care
about and even love dying. In other words, the uniform is a reminder that there is such a thing as
a good death, or what military traditions often call an honorable death. Conversely, and perhaps less
explicitly but no less important, the uniform suggests there is likewise such a thing as a dishonorable
life, that is, a life that refuses to give the last full measure of devotion for the good and instead
chooses self-preservation or survival over the good.
To be fair to the modern realist tradition, it is not always as nakedly amoral as Machiavelli suggests.
Rather, modern realism represents a consequentialist moral vision that, at least when it comes to
international affairs and the interactions of states, is very clear about what matters most, what the
end is that should guide one’s actions and that justifies intervention or non-intervention.
In what follows, I want us to think about what matters most, what is most important when
contemplating military humanitarian intervention. Rather than argue for or against humanitarian
intervention I am going to argue for a particular way of approaching the question, of framing the
issue. I am going to encourage us to reflect on intervention in terms of the best that we claim to be

about, in terms of our moral identity, the identity represented in what that uniform promises to
uphold and defend.
Now, military ethics education has been criticized as frequently little more than sloganeering and
cheerleading, and I want to avoid that.2 So I am going to forego beginning with lofty ideals that
sound like they sprang from Machiavelli’s imaginary republic of the virtuous and instead consider
what America has said and done over the last hundred years or so when faced with the extreme, with
genocide,3 drawing largely from Samantha Power’s highly regarded and justly acclaimed work, “A
Problem From Hell” America and the Age of Genocide.
This is a worthwhile endeavor, again, not for the sake of scoring easy and unhelpful emotional
points, (Indeed, I deliberately avoid emotional triggers) but for facing squarely and honestly the
moral challenges presented by humanitarian intervention.
After considering the history, I will return to the question of realism and of ideals, offering an
account of the “American experiment” that asserts the primacy of the moral / the good in politics
against nihilism (which is what realism finally amounts to) while avoiding the pitfall of utopian
idealism (that offspring of Machiavelli’s imaginary republic). This amounts to a reclaiming of
tragedy, which is crucial both to honoring the good in this world where indeed, as Machiavelli says,
so many are not good and to rescuing the human.
1. Never Again, and Again, and Again ...
We are all familiar with the slogan “Never Again” that is associated with remembrance of the
Holocaust during. Unfortunately, if one considers the decades since the Holocaust, one could easily
conclude, with David Reiff, that “never again” means little more than “never again will Germans
kill Jews in the 1940s.”4 This is the case because, as Samantha Power demonstrates, there are a lot
of things that matter more than the prevention and halting of genocide. Allow me to name a few of
them.
1. National Sovereignty
Since the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, national sovereignty has been a central principle of
international relations. Time and again, it has been invoked as a rationale for not intervening in
genocidal situations. As one US diplomat said, arguing against holding Turkish leadership
responsible for the slaughter of the Armenians in 1915, the essence of sovereignty is the absence of
responsibility.5 National sovereignty absolves people on both sides of borders of responsibility for
addressing genocide.
2. Geopolitical Influence and Foreign Relations
Another theme that one hears repeatedly as a reason for not acting against genocide is the fear of
jeopardizing particular foreign relations or undercutting one’s influence upon the regime committing
the atrocities. Thus, the US administration, seeking stronger ties with Pakistan and hostile to India,
said nothing when Pakistani forces kill several million Bengalis in 1971. Or not wishing to
jeopardize newly warming relations with China, the US resists denouncing the Khmer Rouge and,
for the same reason, after the KR has been deposed and unmasked as the murderous regime that it
is, the US provides it with aid and supports its retaining a seat at the UN. Then, of course, there is
Saddam Hussein, whom the US favored through the 80s even as he gassed and murdered his own
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people, in the hopes that he could be our guy in the Middle East and stand against Iran.
3. American Lives
A third refrain that is fairly constant amid the bloodshed of the last century is that American lives
are not worth risking for others.6 Some times this is identified as being “casualty adverse” while
other times it is called “force protection.” What ever you call it, a constant refrain is that the US
populace will not tolerate casualties on behalf of others. Sometimes this appears as part of the
debate whether and how to intervene, and results in limiting intervention to air strikes and bombing
from altitudes that diminish effectiveness. Other times it is an absolute that shuts down any
discussion of intervention before it even begins, as in Rwanda.
4. Domestic Politics
A forth dimension of the debates regarding intervention that frequently trumps moral considerations
is domestic politics. How will intervention or non-intervention play at the voting booth? How will
this play with various interest groups? As one official said about Rwanda, if we acknowledge that
it is genocide and do nothing, how will it affect the upcoming Congressional elections?7 Indeed, on
more than one occasion, it is clear that only when an Administration felt that its standing was being
eroded in the polls did it begin to consider some form of intervention in a genocidal situation.
Along these same lines, with some frequency we see officials weighing genocide against the effects
of intervention on various sectors of the domestic economy. Thus, acting against Iraq in the 80s was
resisted for the sake of US manufacturing, agricultural and chemical interests.
5. National Interest
A fifth theme that is constant, clear, and I would argue incorporates all the others, is that of “national
interest.” With few, if any, exceptions, national interest is the overriding concern that determines
whether or not intervention is justified. In other words, national interest is not just one factor among
several; it is the overriding factor to which all other factors – including the moral – are subordinated
and to which they must conform. It is the “what matters most.”
Thus, in the face of the Rwandan genocide a leading US politician declared, “I don’t think we have
any national interest there. The Americans are out, and as far as I am concerned, in Rwanda, that
ought to be the end of it.”8 Or as another high-ranking official said, reflecting on US reluctance to
get involved in Bosnia, “We could never satisfy ourselves that the amount of involvement it would
take was justified in terms of the U.S. interests involved. . . . We were heavily national interest
oriented . . . If [the conflict] stayed contained in Bosnia, it might have been horrible, but it did not
affect us.”9
This last comment is important. The official notes that the atrocities are horrible. The people making
decisions are not amoral; most everyone condemns atrocities – at least personally even if they are
not willing to do so publically for the reasons previously cited. The point is, again, what matters
most. The moral is not absent; rather, it takes a back seat to matters of national interest.10
The 20th Century: A Success Story
Having completed her study, Power offers the following striking conclusion. She writes,
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Before I began exploring America’s relationship with genocide, I used to refer to U.S. policy
toward Bosnia as a “failure.” I have changed my mind. It is daunting to acknowledge, but
this country’s consistent policy of nonintervention in the face of genocide offers sad
testimony not to a broken American political system but to one that is ruthlessly effective.
The system, as it stands now, is working.11
As she explains, because no vital national interests were deemed at risk by mere genocide, those
situations do not garner the moral attention that they ought and concomitant engagement along a
continuum of responses. Cutting through the well-worn and thread-bare refrain “we did not know”
or “ there is nothing we could do,” she asserts:
The real reason the United States did not do what it could and should have done to stop
genocide was not a lack of knowledge or influence but a lack of will. Simply put, American
leaders did not act because they did not want to. They believed genocide was wrong, but
they were not prepared to invest the military, financial, diplomatic, or domestic capital
needed to stop it.12
Put a little differently, and perhaps a bit more charitably, the political leadership lacks the moral will
because realism is the dominant mode of foreign policy and because there is insufficient domestic
pressure to dislodge the primacy of national interest over morality.
This is not to deny that there were individuals and groups both within and without the government
who pressed the moral issues, even at significant personal cost. (One of the best known, although
not American, is General Dallaire. Others, such as Rafael Lemkin or senator William Proxmire, are
not as well known.) Power’s point is that realism13 is the dominant and so determinative vision.14
In what follows, I suggest that such cracks in realism’s ideological hegemony are signposts of
another kind of politics in better alignment with who we claim and aspire to be.
2. Just Who In This Hell Are We?
“This is not just a vote about Bosnia. It’s a vote about America. It’s a vote about what we
stand for. About our humanity and our principles.” A prominent member of Congress on a
vote to authorize humanitarian intervention.15
Realism’s Dance with the Devil
The subtitle for this section is a play on the reference to genocide as a problem from hell. Exactly
what the diabolical dimension of the problem is, however, is unclear. Is it a reference to the hellish
suffering of peoples? Is it a reference to the challenges that genocide presents to politicians
determined to avoid acknowledging and opposing it? Or is it a reference to realism’s construal of
international politics as a chaotic, morally tenuous space where one must necessarily get one’s hands
dirty by engaging in morally dubious acts?
Here we might recall the passage from Machiavelli regarding the necessity of setting aside the good.
Or we might consider Max Weber, the early 19th century thinker who also contributed much to the
American realist political tradition. About politics, he says,
the world is governed by demons and . . . he who lets himself in for politics, that is, for
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power and force as means, contracts with diabolical powers and for his actions it is not true
that good can only follow from good and evil only from evil, but that often the opposite is
true. Anyone who fails to see this is, indeed, a political infant.16
Or we can call upon Hans Morgenthau, that towering force behind 20th century American political
realism. He too appeals to the necessarily diabolical character of politics when he writes of Western
Civilization:
In this tradition God is challenged by the devil, who is conceived as a permanent and
necessary element in the order of the world. The sinfulness of man is likewise conceived,.
. . not as an accidental disturbance of the order of the world sure to be overcome by a
gradual development toward the good but as an inescapable necessity which gives meaning
to the existence of man and which only an act of grace or salvation in another world is able
to overcome.17
Morgenthau goes on to state that political action and doing evil are inevitably linked and that “it is
unattainable for an action at the same time to conform to the rules of the political art (i.e. to achieve
political success) and to conform to the rules of ethics (i.e. to be good in itself).”18 Thus, “political
ethics is indeed the ethics of doing evil.”19
The Primacy of Politics: Ethics Subordinated to Interests
Highlighting the diabolical character of politics in the realist tradition is not meant to suggest that
they are necessarily immoralists. On the contrary, many, such as Morgenthau, insist that morality has
an important and necessary role in politics. As E. H. Carr put it, political action must be based on
a compromise or co-ordination of morality and power.20
The point is that according to the realist tradition, morality is not primary in politics. Rather politics
is governed by something else, something more important than morality that adjudicates the coordination or compromise between power and morality. Thus, Carr observes that one of the
foundational principles of realism is that ethics is a function of politics, not the other way around,
as utopians pretend.21
That “something more” is, as we have seen, national interest. Interest, which in our historical
moment is particularly national interest, is the perennial standard by which political action must be
judged and directed.22 As Morgenthau says, “the main signpost that helps political realism to find
its way though the landscape of international politics is the concept of interest defined in terms of
power. . . . We assume that statesmen think and act in terms of interest defined as power, and the
evidence of history bears that assumption out.”23 Certainly it was born out in Power’s history of
genocide in the twentieth century.
The American Experiment and Justice for All
It is widely recognized that the realist vision rests on a particular understanding of the human being
and of the relations between human groups. Less frequently is it remarked that the realist vision
implies a particular understanding of the nature and character of America.
Embedded in the realist vision is a conception of America as a collection of possessive, selfinterested individuals – egoists basically – who under the force of some sanction can rise to a degree
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of sociability – cooperation and mutual good will.24 For the sake of our own private goods or
interests, we band together in a kind of modus vivendi, or social contract.25 That is, we agree to rules
that will manage or regulate the clash of all these individuals with their competing and conflicting
interests so that we can avoid the Hobbesian condition where life is reduced to a war of all against
all.26
This is what the political theorist Judith Shklar calls the "liberalism of fear."27 What unites us is not
a shared vision and practice of the good; a summum bonum, but a summum malum, a common fear
of death. Thus, the overriding concern of political action is the use of power to secure our interests,
which are deemed vital to our survival.28
This is a common understanding of politics and of America. However, alongside it stands another
vision of America, which is often referred to as the "civic republican," which should not to be
confused with the modern political party of a similar name.29
This vision rests upon a conception of human beings and human relations that does not subordinate
morality to amalgamations of egoists wielding power against other egoists for the sake of survival.
Rather, it understands human ends – classically associated not with interests, but eudaimonia
(imperfectly translated as “happiness”) – as a shared project, shared with all of humanity. Morever,
it recognizes that these shared ends are fragile and so require governments and power.
As the Declaration of Independence says, “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are
created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among
these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights, Governments are
instituted among Men....”
This civil republic vision of a moral politics is further displayed in the preamble of the Constitution:
“We the people...to form a more perfect Union, justice, domestic tranquility, common defence,
general welfare, secure blessings for ourselves and our posterity....”
This is not the language of possessive individualism and endless conflict to secure the interests of
“our group” over against other egoists and their groups. It is a vision of a moral politics, which
includes the moral use of power/force. It is a vision of people united in a common moral project of
shared welfare and flourishing that embraces all of humanity, which could be summed up in the
phrase “justice for all.”
The Primacy of Morality and Military Intervention
It is this vision of the American experiment – America embodying a moral project of ordered liberty
– that I want to bring to the forefront of our deliberations regarding military intervention. It is, in
contrast with realism, a vision that recognizes the primacy of morality in politics.
It also contrasts with the early twentieth century utopianism to which realism was a reaction. That
utopianism was essentially pacifist. That is, even as it imagined the primacy of morality in
international affairs, it eschewed power. It did not aspire to pursue its imaginary republic, to advance
its idealism with the sword; it did not think power was required. Rather, it was convinced that
reason, knowledge and education would suffice to carry the day.30
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The civic republican vision of America is not pacifist; it acknowledges the necessary place of
power/force in politics.31 Accordingly, it is, I believe, consonant with the best the US military says
about itself and what it pledges to uphold and defend. It is a vision worthy of moral warriors and
ought to serve as the moral basis for assessing military intervention.
3. The Tragic Between Nihilism and Utopianism
At this point, no one should believe a word of this perverse little morality tale that I have told. I call
it a “perverse morality tale” because as pretty as it may sound – rejecting the diabolical compromises
of realism in the name of a moral politics – does it not in fact amount to the worst of all possible
worlds? This is to say, is it not a call for an armed idealism that promises war without end? Endless,
aggressive32 war in the name of justice, morality and human rights? Thus, are we not trading a
toothless utopianism for one that is more vicious, perhaps even inhumane in the perversity of its
unintended consequences?
The task that remains is to show that this vision of the American experiment, this moral politics,
does not commit us to endless wars and crusades for human rights and so forth. I will do so by way
of considering the nature of tragedy and a tragic politics.
Realism, Nihilism, and the Loss of the Human
Realists often claim the mantle of tragedy. Against utopians, with their optimistic view of humanity
and human relations where power is not necessary, realists claim that their’s is a tragic vision
because it recognizes the corruption, indeed the evil, that is a permanent feature of human existence.
It is the permanence of human depravity that prompts Morgenthau to write, “Man cannot hope to be
good but must be content with not being too evil.”33
To call this a tragic vision is a mistake. It is not tragic but fatalistic. It is a vision of resignation and
despair.34 It is, finally, nihilistic. Nihilism is associated with the 19th century philosopher Friedrich
Nietzsche, whose thought is deeply, if somewhat covertly, influential on the development of
American realism.35 Whether they acknowledge Nietzsche’s influence or not, the similarities are
unmistakable. Like Nietzsche, for realists life is a battle, a clash of wills driven by the animus
dominandi or lust for power, where the strong prevail over the weak, often by means of a
“transvaluation of values” (read “the subordination of morality to power” or think of Henry
Kissinger, that consummate realist who casts a long, dark shadow over 20th century American
politics).36
No wonder humanitarian intervention proves such a hellishly difficult problem for realists. They do
not believe in humanitarian intervention; they believe one ought to intervene only for the sake of
interest. As E. H. Carr makes clear, the very notion of a harmony of interests is a ruse of power.37
According to realists there simply is no shared or common interest that might unite us as human.38
I am tempted to suggest that realists do not believe in humanitarian intervention because they do not
actually believe in the human, but this would perhaps be uncharitable. They recognize the human
but what they call human is barely distinguishable from a beast. As Morgenthau puts it, what
separates us from beasts is our bad consciences. Like beasts, we are driven by a lust for power, but
unlike beasts we feel regret.39 This regret does not change anything. Well, maybe it tempers our evil
so that it is “lesser.” (But how would one know? No one sets out to do the greater evil.) It does not
change anything because the antinomy between who we are – egoists seeking dominion – and the
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ethical rejection of domination is insoluble.
If you think I am unjust with regard to realism, then allow me to ask you this. Consider a person who
when facing the on-going slaughter of 8,000 fellow human beings a day says, “We got the Americans
out and there is no national interest at stake, so we are done with it” or says, “if we call it genocide
and do nothing, will it hurt our side in the elections?” Does that person display an adequate grasp
of what it means to be human?
Like I said, if that is realism, that is not tragic; it is nihilistic. Nihilism, with a bad conscience.
The Irony of Realism
Of course, clever realists who aspire to elected political office cannot come right out and say they
do not believe in humanitarian intervention, because it runs against the grain of how we prefer to see
ourselves, of who Americans aspire to be. (Hence, as Power noted, its hegemony is not uncontested
in the chambers of government.) In other words, if realism adequately captured who we are, then
we would not even be having this conversation. Humanitarian intervention would simply be
dismissed as an oxymoron. Just as little men cannot be big, intervention cannot happen on
humanitarian grounds.
They cannot say it because the American experiment is founded on claims that humanity is endowed
with a dignity that is more important than bare survival. Remember what donning the uniform
means. Remember Patrick Henry’s cry, “Give me liberty or give me death.” There are things worth
dying for.
Because realists who aspire to political office cannot renounce the foundations of the American
experiment, they end up feeding a kind of utopianism / American exceptionalism. They give cynical
speeches about our unmixed virtue, cloaking national interest in moral principle.40 (Cynical because
as realists they do not believe in virtue; only lesser evils).
Domestically, we see the results of this style of politics. It feeds what Richard Hofstadter once
famously called “the paranoid style in American politics.”41 On the domestic side, it results in deep
division that abhors compromise; in foreign affairs it nurtures an all-or-nothing approach that
inclines either to isolation or to engage with no limits. In war, it fosters a crusade mentality that has
little patience for the intricacies of diplomacy, compromise, and restraint.
Ironically, realist politicians cynically stoke the very utopianism they despise, and as a result we
cannot deal with tragedy, which has a devastating effect for suffering peoples everywhere, not the
least of which are wounded warriors. More on this in a moment
Defining Tragedy
There is no single definition of tragedy,42 but it is certainly the case that central to tragedy is the
recognition of the imperfection of humanity. Classically, this imperfection has been articulated in
two ways.43 First, tragedy is driven by character flaws – errors of judgment and execution. Second,
tragedy is driven by circumstance – good persons find themselves caught in a conflict of values or
restrained by limited resources such that they cannot do the (whole)good they desire.
But equally central to tragedy is the conviction that the good at which the agent aims is attainable;
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it is a genuine possibility. This real potential for good is the source of both the dramatic tension in
tragedy and the poignancy of the suffering that results. And it is this real possibility for good that
distinguishes the tragic from the pathetic, from the pathos of one naturally, permanently evil, who
lacks real possibilities for achieving good.44
Thus, a genuinely tragic politics is one that has a real possibility of achieving good but is vulnerable
to missing the mark.
The American experiment in ordered liberty is just such a tragic politics. It seeks to develop a
genuine good but, unlike the utopian vision, it does not ignore the real possibility that humans can
and do fall short of the good to which they aspire. For this reason, it acknowledges the necessity and
realities of power and establishes a system of accountability, checks and balances.
This is why it is often referred to as the American experiment. There is no guarantee that we will
be successful. Goodness is a fragile, vulnerable thing. It is a tragic politics – aspiring to the good
but recognizing there is no guarantee we will (fully) realize or sustain it.
Just War and Reasonable Chance of Success
More to the point of military humanitarian intervention, it is the tragic character of the American
experiment that prompts us to reject the crusade mentality, which recognizes no limits on the use of
power, and instead embrace the just war discipline.
Just war embodies a tragic politics in that it both aims for the genuinely good (just cause, just peace)
and yet recognizes the vulnerability of that good to corruption; hence the limitations it imposes on
when and how military force may be used.
Consider, for example, the criterion of Reasonable Chance of Success. It is particularly relevant to
the contemporary geopolitical situation, to the tragic character of our politics, and to the topic of
military humanitarian intervention.
The criterion holds that one should engage in military intervention only when and where there is a
reasonable chance of intervention being successful, with success encompassing both military and
political dimensions.45 Which means that even where there is gross injustice we may not be able to
intervene militarily, because cause alone is not sufficient justification for intervention; we must also
have a reasonable chance of success.46 The criterion thus embodies the tragic sense that sometimes
we cannot attain the good we want. It is tragic that sometimes we will not be able to rescue
everyone.47
Conclusion: Tragedy and Honoring the Human
In the early 70s, reflecting on the Vietnam War, Anthony Lake penned an article entitled “The
Human Reality of Realpolitik.”48 In it he laments the dominance of the realist vision in American
foreign policy, noting in particular how it leads to a “dehumanized pattern of decision making”
where the human issues and human costs invariably are marginalized.
Realism, and the utopian offspring of its cynicism, cannot deal with the human. Under its influence,
as Andrew Bacevich has argued so well, America is ill-equipped to face the human costs, to bear the
sacrifice and suffering that our commitments require.49 As Power’s narrative suggests, realists
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cannot handle humanitarian intervention.
When realists do act, they are not capable of dealing with less than perfect results, admitting failures
of judgment and character. Instead, they declare “mission accomplished,” cover-up and scape-goat,
and finally walk away (think of the Kurds after the first Gulf War; Libya today).
This inability to forthrightly face the tragic dimension of human action – both the failures and limits
of our ability to achieve the good – intensifies the inhumanity of realism.
This is perhaps nowhere more obvious than in the nation’s inability to deal with wounded warriors.50
Entering war on realist grounds wrapped in utopian rhetoric, we cannot handle the tragic wisdom
that war makes visible – that all-too-human gap between aspirations and action, and the suffering
that may result. A tragic wisdom that is inscribed on the bodies and souls of the dead and wounded.
Peter Marin, reflecting on the experience of Vietnam, speaks of society’s inability to handle the
tragic wisdom of war and the effect that inability can have on soldiers:
Though this is perhaps a terrible and demanding wisdom, it is no more and no less than what
all men should know . . . . But because our age is what it is and because most Americans flee
from such knowledge, this wisdom is especially hard for the vets to bear. Though it ought
to bring them deeper into the human community, it isolates them instead, sets them
irrevocably apart, locks them simultaneously into a seriousness and a silence . . . . They
become suffering pariahs not only because of what they have done but because of the
questions it raises for them—questions that their countrymen do not want to confront,
questions for which, as a society, we have no answers.51
Likewise, more recently, Edward Tick has remarked on how this realist-fueled utopian vision
handles the tragic side of life that is so vividly revealed in war:
[Our veterans] come home stumbling out of hell. But we don't see them as they have become.
Instead, we offer them beer and turkey dinners, debriefing and an occasional parade, and a
return to routine jobs and weekends in the shopping malls. Because we as a nation are
trapped in a consciousness that cannot acknowledge abject suffering especially if we have
caused or contributed to it, we do not see the reality of war.52
What does a realist say? They might feel bad, but in the end there is no consolation. Life is evil and
the evil is unavoidable. Thus has it always been and thus will it always be. So suck it up and soldier
on.
And what do those who have imbibed the utopian rhetoric of American perfection say? What can
they say? In their world, war is immaculate53; good always triumphs over evil and never strays from
the straight and narrow while doing so.54 There is no space for living with the tragic truth – that
doing good may require sacrifice and suffering, that we may fail, that we may not be able to do all
that we desire (remember reasonable chance of success).
Only a tragic vision, one that pursues good while acknowledging the human limits that attend such
a pursuit, can face human suffering and act to overcome human suffering in this world.
For a tragic vision sees human failures and limits but – unlike the realists – does not succumb to
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the temptation to despair. It does not allow the persistence of failure and of evil to become an excuse
for abandoning the human – writing off hundreds of thousands or even millions because they don’t
line up with our “interests.”
For a tragic vision – unlike the realists – also recognizes the good. A tragic vision remembers the
good – not as a pipe dream in some other world or imaginary republic – but as that which humanity
is indeed capable of. It recognizes the genuine good that is constantly on display all around us. In
peace and in war. Respect, honor, integrity, selfless service, justice, mercy, moral courage are not
illusions. Virtue may be fragile and it may not be as common as we would like, but it is real. We
have all seen it. Have we not known people who have risked and suffered, lost and died – not merely
for interest or national egoism55 but for the human. (Some might call this virtue “love” – but we
don’t want to get too sentimental or soft when talking politics and policy.)
***
If we intervene, we do so because we are human. And because we are human, limited in virtue and
resources, we are not always able to do the good that we desire. This gap between the good of which
we are capable and what we may achieve, is tragic.
Because we are human and not beasts, we can grieve for those we were not able to help, for those
we harmed when we failed to do what we ought and are capable of; and for those who suffered and
who died in doing what is right.
Yet because we are human and not beasts, because we are capable of good, we refuse to resign
ourselves to the gap; we refuse to surrender to the selfish existence of beasts.
Because we are human and not beasts, we will not abandon our fellow humans.
Because we are human and not beasts, we will not settle for the easier wrong, the lesser evil, but
instead will persevere in the harder right.
This is what it means to be human, to be endowed with a desire for life, liberty and happiness and
to share this project, this mission with all other humans.
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