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The Power of Moral Sanction:

Toward a Modest Place for Religion in the Study of Foreign Policy

by Roger Epp

Introduction: Should Religion Matter in Foreign-Policy Making?

Since the early 1980s, for reasons not unrelated to the initial bellicosity of
the Reagan presidency, ecclesiastical bodies on either side of the Atlantic have
issued numerous statements on the morality of nuclear de‘cerrence.l These
statements--generally critical, if not unequivocally condemnatory--have
generated a corresponding flurry of articles in journals devoted to international
politics, security and foreign policy.2 Much of this analysis has been directed at
the U.S. Catholic bishops' 1983 pastoral letter,3 whose interim, "strictly
conditioned" moral acceptance of deterrence has served as a benchmark for
other American denominational statements, and encouraged national Catholic
hierarchies in Western Europe to speak to the question. That this analysis, in
turn, has tended to challenge the bishops' letter on both moral and prudential
grounds is perhaps less noteworthy than that it has been rendered at all. Even
this relatively modest smattering of published attention represents a marked
departure from what can fairly be described as the virtual neglect of religion as
a factor in foreign policy and international relations, with the possible
exception of the Middle East and Islam.q And yet it is not clear from the same
analyses what has changed to make the positions of religious leaders and groups
worthy of attention,

The answer does not lie merely in the undeniably more assertive,

autonomous and often critical stance which such groups have adopted on
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questions of war and peace. Nor is it sufficient justification to cite the
resulting apprehensions of western governments, notably the Reagan
administration, which before taking office had identified the churches as a
possible source of opposition, and which, over the two-year draft process
culminating in the Catholic bishops' letter, appealed directly to the hierarchy,
lay Catholics and the Vatican, seeking to modify its message.5 References to
increased religious activism or to the evident apprehensions of governments
serve not so much to justify as simply to recast the central questions before us.
Why is it that governments--in what is widely regarded as a secular age, no
less--should be concerned by ecclesiastical positions and actions? How ought
students of foreign policy and politics generally to think about this concern,
real or imagined, when the literature we have offers little conceptual guidance?
If religious influence can help to undermine public support, for example, for
nuclear deterrence policy, as has been suggested,6 is it also capable of
undergirding foreign policy, even if the scholars who have raised the former
prospect have been less interested in the latter possibility? What is the nature
and extent of this influence? Whence does it derive its force? And, in what
sense should it be distinguished from other influences on foreign policy?

The following paper constitutes an exploratory response to these questions.
Though its aim is to point in the direction of broad themes within which the
relation of religion to foreign policy can be further examined, its immediate
focus is the United States and, in particular, the recent influence of the
Catholic hierarchy in that country. This narrower focus is based on at least two
assumptions. First, the nature and extent of religious influence is determined
partly by the distinct historical political cultures of national societies, as well

as by the theological, institutional and social character of religious groups in
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those national settings. Thus any observations I make below relating specifically
to the U.S. and to the evolving position of the Catholic bishops to foreign
policy need not apply in other contexts, or even to other American religious
bodies; at the least, the transportability of my analysis, in all of its
particularities, should not be presumed in advance of more extensive
examination of those other contexts. Second, there is sufficient cultural
commonality, nevertheless, if only among western liberal democratic
societies, that the research themes and questions raised in this paper appear
relevant beyond its immediate focus.

The paper, then, will proceed in the following fashion. First, it will attempt
a critical survey of the literature's meagre treatment of religion and U.S.
foreign policy, and will suggest several possible reasons for what is deemed
neglect or inadequacy. Second, it will relate this inadequacy to that of the
broader range of political and social theory, which in its major traditions can
provide little help in answering the questions set out in this paper, insofar as
that theorizing can be reduced essentially to one of two themes: that, whatever
institutional force religion commanded in feudal society, increasing
secularization has rendered it, at best, a private and thus a politically
irrelevant matter; or, that religion functions still, in some measure, either to
contribute to social cohesion or, conversely, to manufacture consent for a
dominant class, produce social quiescence and otherwise obscure conditions of
exploitation. While one can readily identify historical examples where religion
has played such a functional role, and 1 will touch briefly on some of these in
my analysis, it is less clear how these approaches would account for
institutional religion's continued political relevance and, as in the case of the

U.S. Catholic bishops, its increasing willingness to issue statements and take
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actions which appear effectively and genuinely oppositional. At the same time,
this overview can equip us with certain insights and concepts--including that of
social legitimacy--valuable to any subsequent exploration of the relation of
religion to foreign policy.

Third, proceeding primarily on the terrain of moral legitimacy, as it will be
defined, the paper will sketch out a tentative framework within which the
questions set out above might be considered. Essentially, the proposition to be
argued here can be outlined as follows. All nation-states embody moral claims
attesting to their "rightness," which are nowhere more evident than in relation
to their security and in war time, when citizens or subjects are asked to kill
and to risk their own lives for the sake of their respective nation-states. In the
American context, moreover, such claims traditionally have been both more
overt and more overtly religious than would seem the case in other western
liberal societies. Generally, however, the need to justify the resort to military
force has become increasingly significant in the latter half of the 20th century.
In this respect, for reasons I shall enumerate below, institutional religion may
yet possess some power of moral sanction--although its extent should not be
overstated--which can either assist or, should sanction be denied, constrain the
execution of foreign policy. Insofar as this is the case, ecclesiastical statements

and actions would appear to merit greater interest.

Foreign-Policy Analysis and Religion: Contending Approaches

The assertion that religion does not occupy a significant place in
book-length treatments of contemporary American foreign policy can be verified
simply by surveying the indices of any sampling of works. Many make no

mention of religion or related subjects.7 Others contain only short and typically



unsatisfactory references essentially of two types: broad descriptive
generalizations, and citations of polling data comparing public attitudes on
foreign policy issues across lines of religious affiliation.

Typical of the first type is the sweeping and, though perhaps accurate,
largely unsupported observation made three decades ago by Gabriel Almond:8

The great majority of church organizations in the United States
adhere to the foreign policy consensus. Thus the organizations
representative of Protestant and Catholic opinion in the field of
foreign policy--the Federal Council of Churches of Christ in
America and the Catholic Association for International
Peace--have consistently supported most of the foreign policy
steps taken since the end of the war. However, the policies of
both of these organizations are influenced by Christian pacifist
attitudes which sometimes lead them to minimize military security
considerations.
Almond, however, does not explain why it is important that the church
organizations cited had adhered to this consensus or, conversely, may be unduly
influenced by pacifist sentiment. Presumably they have some impact on foreign
policy, if only indirectly in influencing the views of congregants.

Somewhat similarly, Ralph Levering's more recent examination of the
American public and foreign policy notes, for example, that pacifism was strong
in the 1930s among religious leaders who had become disillusioned with the
results of World War I; that Protestant organizations such as the Federal
Council of Churches played a "major role" in enhancing domestic support for the
United Nations; and, that fundamentalist Christian leaders were strongly

anti-communist through the 19505.9

If his descriptive sweep is somewhat broader
than that of Almond, Levering nonetheless is no clearer as to why it should
matter that religious leaders and organizations have taken such positions.

The same conceptual inadequacy can be found also in those more critical

accounts of U.S. foreign policy which discuss religion, Richard Barnet, writing

during the Vietnam War and attempting to locate the '"roots of war" in what
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amounts to a pervasive military-industrial complex extending into the
universities and other social institutions, identifies the churches as having
played some indirect role in shaping voter attitudes in support of the staunchly
anti-Soviet foreign policy of the post-war period.lo Barnet contends that this
has been most true of the Catholic hierarchy, though changes in the
church--including the papacy of John XXIII and the replacement of a generation
of bishops in the U.S.--had left it "no longer a monolith, and that promised to
have a profound effect on American foreign policy."ll This promised effect,
however, receives no further elaboration, despite its implication that religion is
not unimportant to foreign policy. Barnet also delineates several strands within
American Protestantism, from anti-communism to the "remnants" of 1930s
pacifism. But he, too, does not explain what is significant about the fact that
church organizations and leaders reflect these different positions, apart from
their presumed influence on congregants who are also voters.

The second type of reference to religion involves the occasional citation of
public opinion research comparing foreign policy attitudes of U.S. Catholics,
Protestants and Jews. Such research, insofar as it exists at all, no doubt
reflects the orientation of a generation of social scientists. [ts worth, however,
generally is limited not least because of the methodological problem, for
example, of grouping together all Protestants in a single category or of
assuming in each case a uniform level of religious commitment. The results,
more importantly, tend not to be accompanied by any sustained analysis
identifying a relationship between adherents' attitudes and the moral teaching
of the communities to which they belong, and between these attitudes and
American policy. In one case, it is simply stated that churchgoers of all

denominations generally hold more rigid and antagonistic positions toward the
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Soviet Union than do those without formal religious af‘filia‘cion.12 In another
case, poll results are cited to the effect that Catholics have tended to be more
"internationalist" than Protestants but less so than Jews, though at the same
time they were most supportive of U.S. involvement in \/ie‘mam.13

Perhaps the exception among accounts of this nature is Alfred Hero's
book-length discussion of survey results over three decades, which also
tentatively addresses questions concerning the influence of the churches' moral
teaching on both adherents and policy makers.w He provides compelling
evidence that church members, on the whole, are poorly informed about, and
need not hold views corresponding to, the statements made by their respective
denominational organizations. Writing in the early 1970s, he also suggests, in
the absence of any "systematic empirical study," that churches have had only a
minimal impact on foreign policy. Levering is even more skeptical of claims
about the importance of religion in the formation of foreign policy
attitudes--when measured against such variables as education, media use, ethnic
and party affiliation--to the point where he challenges the utility of conducting
survey research to explore it.lj As has been suggested, however, while he
evidently still deems certain activities or attitudes attributed to religious
organizations worthy of mention, he offers no alternative conceptual tools by
which they might be studied and ultimately understood.

Thus, prior to the small flurry of attention to religion in the 1980s--in
relation primarily to the arms race and secondarily to U.S. policy in Central
Americam——the subject was either neglected entirely or treated in the
unsatisfactory manner outlined above. Before turning to what justifications are
suggested in the more recent literature, it would be helpful to consider some

reasons for what is presented here as the unwarranted inattention to religion as
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a factor in U.S. foreign policy. It should be conceded at the outset that such
inattention has extended far beyond the focus of this paper. Scholarly inquiry
into the links between religion and politics generally has been rare. The reasons
for this, no doubt, are manifold, but seemingly are bound up with what Robert
Bellah has called "the problem of untangling the analysis of religion from the
analysis of the problems intellectuals have with religion."17 Somewhat similarly,

the editor of the Journal of International Affairs introduced a recent special

issue on religion and politics in various settings with this observa’cion:18

Despite the obvious connection between these two decisive forces
in human history, scholars until quite recently have been loath to
subject them to serious theoretical, or even descriptive, analysis.
Perhaps they have been afraid of losing their "objectivity" or of
sullying their scientific models with such "impure" variables as
religion.... The secular orientation of the majority of scholars
naturally leads them to give short shrift to the problems of a
world in which religion plays a far greater role than in the lives
of the researchers....

For whatever reasons, remarkably little has been published in
political science journals examining the role of religion in politics,
especially in international relations.

Upon looking more directly at U.S. foreign policy it is possible to identify
other specific reasons for this claimed inattention in the prevailing conceptual
paradigms through which it is studied (although these reasons, too, can be
interpreted more as effect than as cause). This is not the place to undertake a
comprehensive survey of the many and conflicting paradigms available. Even a
skeletal outline, however, is sufficient to demonstrate how religion is not easily
fitted into existing explanatory frameworks, and to suggest that the adoption of
the assumptions embodied by any of them could serve to preclude the
consideration of certain dimensions of what relationship may exist.

I begin with the "realist" or "statist" paradigm,19 whose basic assumptions

about the disjunction of domestic and foreign policy spheres, and about the
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perceived necessity of enhancing national security and interest in an anarchic
world system, have occupied a prominent position in the post-war literature.
There are, of course, numerous rather different "realisms." It can nonetheless be
said for our purposes that such models have reflected a certain unease in
accommodating those diverse factors--including religion--sometimes Iumped
together as "domestic sources" of foreign policy, at least once allowances are
made for the roles of Congress and bureaucratic decision-makers.

There are two dimensions to this unease. The first is methodological, in the
sense of a commitment to some conception of the state as primary unit of
analysis, albeit as an abstraction, which can be regarded meaningfully as a
unitary actor in international politics. Greater consideration is given to the
external environment, to the interaction of states, in the formation of foreign
policy. Correspondingly, there is a tendency to treat domestic
variables--economic, geographic and even psychological--to the extent they
contribute to, or detract from, "national power."20

The second dimension is best described as normative. Though the view that
religious groups and leaders, as such, should have no place in the debate over
foreign policy cannot be confined to proponents of any one model--and is, in the
American context, overlaid with concerns for church-state separation--this
argument has been made most strongly by those associated with post-war
realism. It encompasses at least two themes. One involves doubts about the
technical competence of religious leaders in issues of foreign policy. Hence
Kenneth Thompson, for example, a scholar of avowed religious conviction, can
approvingly quote another, British historian Herbert Butterfield, to the effect
that the complexities of international affairs are confusing enough to the

statesman and diplomat; and, moreover, that "it isn't the function of religion or
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the church to solve the problems of diplomacy."21 The second theme involves a
perceived tendency towards moral absolutism that, should it determine foreign
policy, would result in either crusading righteousness or isolationist purity, and
perhaps in a fitful lurching between these two ex‘fremes..22 The point here is
not that realist or statist approaches are inherently amoral; even the necessities
of state are not devoid of moral claims concerning the protection of national
populations or the preservation of widely shared values.23 Instead, it is that
even the more sensitive of these approaches are deeply suspicious of "moralism"
in its many guises, religious and otherwise, because of its supposed adverse
effect on the "rational" pursuit of national interest. If within this paradigm
there is some implicit or explicit acknowledgement of the force of religious or
moral sentiment, either as a potential constraint or as a source of social
cohesion,24 this recognition generally has not been accompanied by deeper
inquiry into the relation of religion to U.S. foreign policy.

The second paradigm, which can be called "pluralist" or "liberal," would
appear on the surface more accommodating of religious groups as potential
forces in the making of foreign policy, understood as the outcome of the same
competition of organized interests over allocation of scarce resources as is said
to operate in the domestic sphere. Indeed, leaving aside all judgments about
pluralist conceptions in general, it is possible to cite examples where religious
groups have functioned in a manner akin to that of other so-called interest
groups, and where some attention has been accorded in the foreign policy
literature. The activity of certain Jewish groups concerning U.S. policy toward
Israel and the Middle East is perhaps the most prominent such example.z5 The

Catholic hierarchy's opposition in the 1950s to U.S. acceptance of the political

status quo in Eastern Burope can also be viewed, in part, as a reflection of
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institutional interests. There is, however, as Robert Matthews has suggested, a
sense in which religious groups, their statements and activities are not treated
adequately in this sort of conceptual model:26

Is the church a lobbyist or a prophet? ... Does the academic

definition of interest groups fit the case of the churches? I do not

think it does entirely.... [IIn contrast to other interest groups the

churches are not tied to concrete material interests. Their

demands may come in concrete forms, but they are based on

spiritual, moral, and ethical values which put the church in

conflict with the government, which tends to ignore ethical or

moral questions in favour of pragmatic solutions to specific

problems. As well, the principal function of churches has not been

to engage in socio-political activity.
This sense of conceptual inadequacy appears most acutely in the case of
ecclesiastical statements on war, peace and nuclear deterrence, or on human
rights abroad. If those responsible are judged nonetheless to be engaged in the
pursuit of defined policy goals within a competitive pluralist framework, their
interest is perhaps more aptly described as a qualitatively different "moral
interest." This conceptual inadequacy may mean, in turn, that some dimensions
of religious activity--perhaps the most significant ones--are left unexamined in
the study of foreign policy.

The third paradigm encompasses the range of Marxist and, more generally,
so-called "radical revisionist" interpretations of 20th-century U.S. foreign policy
as arising out of the needs of domestic capital for access to markets,
investment opportunity or raw materials--in short, a world shaped for its
optimum benefit, whether indirectly or as the result of more direct class control
of the state. While such approaches may differ over the reformability of
American policy, short of wholesale domestic change, they share a
preoccupation with economic variables. Nonetheless, there remains room for an

ancillary discussion of religion as contributing to the ideological cohesion of a

dominant class or elite group,27 justifying the existing social order and even
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serving as an agent of state policy in penetrating other societies.28 I argue
below that there is more truth to some of these claims than is often recognized.
And yet, as I will also argue, presumptions about the inherently conservative
character of institutional religion pervading much of this paradigm appear to
have precluded closer and more differentiated analysis of the subject, and of
the potential oppositional elements contained within it.

In summary, the collective judgment of analysts of American foreign policy,
at least by inference, has been that religion has not constituted an important
influence meriting their attention. About this two observations might be made.
First, religious organizations of many different orientations have not been
similarly persuaded. This is the case for both the para-church fundamentalist
movements supplying direct aid to anti-Sandinista forces in Central America,29
and the inter-faith coalitions and denominational leaders urging nuclear
disarmament, global redistribution of resources and an end to U.S. support for
repressive regimes abroad. (The Reagan administration, too, as noted, has also
remained unconvinced of this supposed irrelevancy.)

Second, the recent attention in the literature to ecclesiastical statements
on nuclear deterrence surprisingly has offered little indication of what has
changed to make the activity of religious groups worthy of inquiry. In the case
of the Catholic bishops' letter, typically, one commentator stated simply that "a
message sent to fifty million American Catholics by their spiritual leaders is not
to be taken lightly by those in or aspiring to positions of power and
influence."zo While there may be some truth in this somewhat ambiguous claim,
it again assumes a close connection between church teaching and adherents'
opinions, and conceives the statement's contribution to the foreign policy

debate as mainly indirect, that is, deflected through a particular religious



13

community. Because the bishops have been making statements on foreign policy
issues throughout this century, moreover, it is not clear why previous pastoral
messages should have been viewed less seriously. The implication is that
ecclesiastical statements and actions have become matters of concern to policy
makers, and of interest to scholars, to the extent that they represent a break
from whatever domestic foreign policy consensus remains in the post-Vietnam
era.

A less prominent, but ultimately more promising, justification suggests a
broader public role for the churches in national life. It begins from the premise
that "from its very origins, the United States has claimed a belief in a unique
ethical foundation.... The persuasion runs deep that America carries a moral
banner into battle." Historically, moreover, with few exceptions, religious groups
have "accepted and propagated" this premise by supporting "the nation's
readiness to engage in war" to protect professed fundamental values.31
Similarly, it is suggested that "the churches represent the public Conscience,”32
having somehow shared in its creation and nurture. This dimension lies near the
centre of what will be discussed later in this paper. It is in this sense that we
ought to interpret the concern that the bishops' letter, for example, will serve
to undermine the moral legitimacy of, and necessary public "faith" in, nuclear
deterrence. Insofar as this position can be sustained, it also implies that the
converse is equally true. In other words, if the Catholic bishops, in this case,
have the power to help undermine a central feature of U.S. foreign policy,
might they also possess a certain capacity--extending beyond their own religious
community--to justify it? If so, this begs inquiry into the source and extent of

this claimed power of sanction.
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The Historical Debate Over Religion and Society

It was the fourth-century Roman Emperor, Constantine, who acted on the
insight that the Christian religionq should not be persecuted, but could be
embraced and redirected formally toward the service of the more temporal ends
of the empire, However sincere his personal conversion may have been, his
actions marked a profound institutional revolution for the Church, whose
acceptance of this privileged status has, in the 20th century, and especially in
light of the acquiescence of most Christians in Hitler's Germany, been
increasingly criticized by theologians as nothing short of <:apitulation.33 This
paper cannot recount sixteen centuries of ecclesiastical history, much less judge
such contentious issues as how extensively Christianity was actually embraced
first by the barbarian tribes and then by the feudal serfs of Europe. That the
papacy exercised a good deal of temporal power throughout much of this time,
however, is beyond question. As a major landowner, as a mediator of disputes
within the "international caste" of feudal nobles, and as, in the Crusades, the
patron of large-scale war, the Church was intimately bound up in the prevailing
order.34 That its doctrines provided some measure of common moral vocabulary
across the European continent--if primarily among the nobility, for whom they
served partly as justification--would seem equally apparent, even to those
present-day commentators who are most skeptical about suggestions of a
dominant, legitimating ideology.35

The Church's temporal power, however, was already in decline when the
last hopes of a European Christendom were dashed first by the Hundred Years'
War--evidence of the Church's failure to constrain conflict, and a reflection of
the rise of strong territorial monarchs--and then by the Reformation. Yet it

would be a mistake to imply that the Christian religion had become politically
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irrelevant. The outcome of the Reformation was a "nationalization" of the
dominant Protestant branch in particular northern European jurisdictions,
whether through a convergence of interests as with Lutheranism and a number
of German principalities, or through the direct creation of a "national Church"
for purposes of state as in England under Henry VIII. In turning, moreover, to
the two political theorists typically identified with the origins of the so-called
modern era, Machiavelli and Hobbes, neither of whom is remembered for
theological and moral orthodoxy, this sense of the continued significance of
religion is reaffirmed. Machiavelli advised his prince that appearances of piety
should not be dispensed with, and that religious sentiment could indeed be
harnessed for his secular ambitions. While Christianity's emphasis on humility
inhibited the development of warlike virtues, it could still be invoked to call

36

soldiers to sacrifice their lives in war. Hobbes, meanwhile, weighed the

relative virtues of several possible models of church polity on the basis of how
they either contributed to or detracted from the strength of the state.37
As the outlines of contemporary social science emerged in the 19th and
early 20th centuries, so too did different interpretations of the social role of
religion. Much of this, admittedly, will be unfamiliar ground for the student of
foreign policy and I can do nothing more than introduce these interpretations
here. What they share is the assertion of an historically important, if
diminishing place for religion in relation to social order and political power.
From Karl Marx's scattered writings on the subject, first, at least three,
perhaps conflicting, views of religion have been discerned.38 First, religion is
but a "reflex of the real world" and, as such, a source of alienation which

enslaves its naturally sovereign human creators. Second, it represents an aspect

of ideology, "consciously manipulated by the dominant class to control the
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dominated class,"” or less directly producing social acquiescence by instructing
adherents to accept their earthly lot in exchange for the promise of heavenly
rewards. Third, it corresponds in its particular forms to different modes of
material production. Thus Protestantism, with its abstract individualism and its
replacement of "servitude through devotion" with an internalized 'servitude
through convic’cion,"39 is in some sense derived from changed material
conditions as the most suitable form of religion for early capitalism. Other
interpreters of Marx's writing, no doubt, would want to supplement this list or
to qualify some of its strands, perhaps to include a recognition of religion's
palliative or even progressive roles at specific historical junctures, such as the
l6th-century German Peasants' War.uo Ultimately, however, all religion is
understood as a socially conservative force, standing against the achievement of
communism.

In Max Weber's more extensive and systematic study of religion, one also
finds substantial attention to the relationship between emergent capitalism and
Protestantism. For Weber, contrary to Marx, it was the "Protestant ethic" of
"this-worldly asceticism'" that was an essential precondition for the development
of an economic system marked by the hitherto irrational notion that private
wealth should be accumulated for the purpose of reinvestment rather than
personal enjoyment.q1 But Weber's interest in this subject extends far beyond
Protestantism to an account of the social origins of religion generally. He
discusses major world religions in terms of the '"need for an ethical
interpretation of the 'meaning' of the distribution of fortunes among men"--a
need that is said to have arisen as religion became increasingly rational as
opposed to ma\gical.l’L2 Thus all religion embodies an explanation of suffering, of

evil, which is appropriated differently across the social strata. Those who
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possess privilege or power tend to construct their "status-legend" in terms of a
"special mission" derived from "something beyond themselves, ... a 'task' placed

before them by God.”q3

The disadvantaged tend to find their consolation in "the
belief that the unjust are well off in this world only because hell is reserved
for them later"; this belief may or may not be a mask for resentment. Although
Weber cautions repeatedly that the character of a religion is not simply a
reflection of a stratum's material interests, that religious doctrines, once
formulated, have a life of their own, he can be read as no less a functionalist
than Marx.[’“‘L

At the same time, Weber is considerably more attentive to the contents of
doctrine and moral teaching and to their manifestation in diverse forms of
religious expression and organization cutting across social strata. He also
discerns points of genuine tension between the demands of religion and of
modern economic or political life, between the "ethic of ultimate ends" found in
Christ's teaching and the "ethic of responsibility" which requires statesmen to
"resist evil by force.”45 Though small groups historically have opted for the
former ethic, the major Protestant traditions, as well as Catholicism, have
chosen to wrestle with the moral problems of politics, and generally have
"absolutely legitimated the state as a divine institution and hence violence as a
means." Lutheranism, most notably, "relieved the individual of the ethical
responsibility for war and transferred it to the authorities"; Calvinism,
moreover, "knew principled violence as a means of defending the ’faith."l'l6

In this sort of differentiation, Weber follows his intellectual associate,
Ernst Troeltsch, who divided Christianity into "Church," "sect" and "mystical"

types and distinguished the social teaching of each on the basis of its outlook

on "the world.," Whereas the sect is marked by its voluntarism, internal
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discipline and tendency towards withdrawal, the Church--of which Roman
Catholicism is the closest approximation--"is able to receive the masses and
adjust itself to the world," and indeed, will have depended on the state's power
to compel adherence.l’L7 Correspondingly, the teachings of the Church type
embody ethical demands which are less rigorous and hence more easily
accommodated to the purposes of state, most importantly in the sphere of
warfare.

Where Marx and Engels, Weber and Troeltsch again converge in their
positions, along with Emile Durkheim, is in their assumption that religion would
occupy an increasingly insignificant place in social relations, For Marx and
Engels, Christian ideas had "succumbed" to rationalism in the 18th century; for
the proletariat, "law, morality, religion" had been revealed as "bourgeois
prejudices."Qg Weber referred repeatedly to the "disenchantment of the world"
in the face of an ever-advancing routinization and depersonalization of rational
bureaucratic life.49 Troeltsch, too, observed that the Church was "losing its
hold on the spiritual life of the nation" and that the ideas of the modern world
were increasingly irreconcilable with even the most accommodating religious
teaching.5o Durkheim, finally, who might be considered the first to theorize
formally about the latent functions of religion in giving social cohesion to
so-called primitive societies, also viewed religion as "virtually defunct" in more
complex societies, where its functions were assumed by other agencies or else
rendered irrelevant by the social interdependence which the division of labour
naturally gen(—zrated.51

Among more contemporary interpretations of the social role of religion, one
finds the same dominant themes identified above: on one hand, advancing

secularization; and, on the other hand, at least a latent functionalism of
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diminishing importance. On the Marxist side, the claim is made that the
treatment of religion "has not advanced much beyond the insubstantial
commentary of Marx, Engels and Kautsky."52 Although one should not overstate
the similarities between such major 20th-century theorists as Antonio Gramsci,
Nicos Poulantzas and Louis Althusser--each concerned to rescue Marxism from
rigid economic determinism--their respective analyses of religion are restricted
mainly to the Church's ideological or cultural monopoly in pre-capitalist
socie’cy.53 For Althusser, the Church's functions have devolved to other
"ideological state apparatuses"--education and the mass media--which, as a
whole, constitute that relatively autonomous domain where "the ruling ideology
is heavily concentrated" but which can also be the "site of class struggle."
Where religion contributes to the reproduction of capitalist relations of
production is chiefly in its reminders that "man is only ashes" and that he must
love his neighbour "to the extent of turning the other cheek"; the result is

. . 54
passivity and obedience.

Ralph Miliband, meanwhile, provides an account of the generally
conservative role of religion in advanced capitalism--at least in the U.S. and
Britain--which is somewhat more extensive than those of the above theorists,
yet which is less clear as to why it should matter.55 He refers to the

scarcely disputable and presumably not unimportant fact that
organized religion, in most of its major manifestations, has played
a profoundly "functional" and "“integrative" role in regard to the
prevailing economic and social systems, and with some Kulturkampf
exceptions, to the state which has defended the social order..

It would not be unfair to suggest that the reason why the churches
in advanced capitalist countries have been so willing to serve and
support the state is not, or not so much, because of its
"democratic" character, but because the governments which have

represented it have had an ideological and political bias broadly
congruent with that of the churches themselves.



20
Thus the churches have had little difficulty "in blessing the state's enterprises,
including its wars, preparations for wars, colonial expeditions and internal
repression."56 Public life is marked by "suffused religiosity'"; both church and
state seek to foster habits of obedience.
To the extent that this interpretation has been challenged by those

discerning of or engaged In a recent "widespread rapprochement between
g gag p pp

religion and the left”57-~nourished by aspects of liberation theology--it has been
in the direction of two essential themes: that religion, too, has become a site of
class struggle and thus contains revolutionary elements; but that in its
institutional manifestations it is inextricably bound to and dependent legally and
financially on the established order. Further, the churches are said to
disseminate "ideologies that strengthen and homogenize the civil consensus, and
in other ways legitimate the capitalist social order," not least by clinging to the
idea of "interclassism."58

Elsewhere in the contemporary literature, specifically in its treatment of
the persistence of religious belief, there is another theme reflected most in the
writings of mainstream sociologists such as Peter Berger and, to a degree, of
the so-called critical Marxists of the Frankfurt School. In essence, it is that
religious belief has not disappeared in modern liberal society but rather has
been '"privatized," and thus rendered publicly irrelevant, while political issues
correspondingly are posed Increasingly as mere matters of technical
"problem—solving."59 That religious belief has not disappeared entirely is viewed
as evidence of the failure of liberal capitalist ideology, atomistic and subjective
in character, to construct its own moral ethos which gives meaning to everyday
experiences and to the '"basic risks of existence"--chiefly suffering and

death--within some larger reality.
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At this point it is helpful to introduce Berger's definition of legitimation:
"socially objectified 'knowledge' that serves to explain and justify the social

order."60

This knowledge has both cognitive and normative dimensions; it
defines the nature of reality and the moral duties of individuals within it.
Religion, historically, has been so effective a means of legitimating social
institutions because it can confer on them "an ultimately valid ontological
status, that is, by locating them within a sacred and cosmic frame of
W61 , . , 62
reference. This power has particular importance, moreover,
whenever a society must motivate its members to kill or to risk
their lives.... Thus the "official" exercise of violence, be it in war
or in the administration of capital punishment, is almost invariably
accompanied by religious symbolizations. In these cases religious
legitimation has the already discussed "gain" of allowing the
individual to differentiate between his "real self" (which is afraid
or has scruples) and his self qua role carrier (warrior, hangman,
and what not...). Killing under the auspices of the legitimate
authorities has, for this reason, been accompanied from ancient
times to today by religious paraphernalia and ritualism. Men go to
war and men are put to death amid prayers, blessings, and
incantations.
At present, however, despite religion's lingering presence in "public rhetoric," it
is no longer capable of fulfilling its "classical task" of constructing a common
framework of meaning. It is, for Berger, precisely the "segregation of religion
within the private sphere" that is "quite 'functional' for the maintenance of a
highly rationalized order of modern economic and political institutions."63
Religion, in other words, is now functional by its public impotence.

Similarly, a continental sociologist of religion has commented, "social and
political activities no longer need religious legitimation. Religion has become
just one social factor among others in a context where secularization,
tolerance, and the separation of church and state have resulted in religious

pluralism."64 Religious accounts of reality and morality compete with secular

ones, and at that are widely ignored. Indeed, it has been argued that when



22
church leaders "wish to pronounce on social affairs they rely neither on
revelation nor on holy writ. They set up commissions, often with considerable
reliance on the advice of sociologists."65 Their authority, too, is deemed to rest
primarily in the arguments they can marshall within the current boundaries of
what constitutes rational knowledge.

To conclude the foregoing survey, at once lengthy and yet an admittedly
skeletal discussion of a diverse group of theorists, one might again note its two
underlying emphases: institutional religion as functional support, directly or
otherwise, of the established order; or as increasingly stripped of whatever
social force it once wielded by a process of secularization. For some theorists,
these themes are essentially combined; for others, one is stressed against the
other. Where Miliband, for example, declares that religion continues to play a
"presumably not unimportant" role vis-a-vis the state and its wars, Berger and
others assert that religion is no longer capable of giving the same sanction to
social institutions historically assigned to it. If the former leaves room for the
possibility that organized religion could play a more critical social role, he
neither expects such a development nor examines how it might occur. As for
those closer to the Weberian tradition, we might question whether their
secularization thesis is exaggerated, even in terms of their own analyses.
Berger, for instance, notes the lingering presence of religious vocabulary in
public rhetoric, above all in reference to the state's exercise of violence.
Another of the sociologists cited above suggests, persuasively, that because of
the close historical linkages in the West between religion and morality, a result
of the Christian emphasis on sin, "the remnants of religion are, if receding, as

yet still in evidence."66
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The best evidence for such remnants may well exist in the domain of
international politics, in the form of the just-war tradition, whose numerous
criteria--among them, discrimination between combatants and non-combatants
--are still influential among those who do not share its foundations of Christian
theology and natural law philosophy.67 If religion did not persist in the form
even of such moral remnants or, on the other hand, if it was linked inextricably
to the prevailing social order, one could not hope to explain why the statement
of a religious hierarchy--Catholic, no less--should, in the 1980s and in a
pluralistic society, have drawn so much public attention and provoked so much
concern from both the Reagan administration and what can be called the

68

mainstream foreign policy community. It is to the task of constructing an

explanation that this paper now turns.

Religion, Legitimacy, and International Relations

The concept of legitimacy is used abundantly, if not uniformly, by students
of politics in discussing '"that aspect of authority which refers to
entitlement."69 Although there is little definitional consensus beyond this, it
remains the case, as William Connolly has written, that the "issue of legitimacy
reaches into every corner of modernity and each claim to resolve it definitively
eventually encounters a series of vocal counterclaims."7O In a sense, the
preoccupation with legitimacy belongs to the modern era; it is intimately linked
with the understanding that the political order is of human construction and, as
such, is not immutable. All claims are contestable and eventually are contested:
"The celebration of will, central to the self-definition of modernity, helps to
generate these cries, but it also thins out the epistemic and moral ground

available to respond to them.”71 There is no necessary agreement as to what
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constitutes knowledge and moral authority at any time, no "ultimately valid
ontological status" to be conferred by appeal to a transcendent frame of
reference, as in Berger's discussion of pre-modern religion. Consequently,
perhaps, current social scientific conceptions of legitimacy have stressed the

dimension of popular belief concerning the appropriateness--or at least the

inevitability--of a particular political order, against such more traditional
external standards as custom or natural law. Thus, it is argued that legitimacy
is reduced to either acceptance or acquiescence.72 Alternatively, Jirgen

Habermas would extend the concept beyond popular belief, or "engineered
consent," to include participation in political and economic structures as well as

the increased material rewards gained thereby.73

In this formulation, how
people behave is more crucial than what they believe. Discipline, the reverse
side of social order, is the underlying concern, although Habermas remains
convinced of the possibility of a consensually based and thus authentically
legitimate polity.

In this paper, it is possible only to point to some issues involved in the idea
of legitimacy, not to resolve them. It is sufficient here to restate the minimal
definition of legitimacy as "that aspect of authority which refers to
entitlement," and to give attention to two additional dimensions: its contested
character and its moral overtones, insofar as claims are made as to the
rightness of a particular order, its stated objectives and the means by which
they are pursued. There can be little doubt of the salience of each dimension
for international relations and foreign policy. As war became, in the early 19th
century, increasingly a matter of mass mobilization involving entire national

7

societies, 4 as well as the object of liberal suspicions traceable to the

Enligh‘cermwent,75 the need for popular justification likewise became more acute.
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Despite, or perhaps because of, the unprecedented destructiveness of wars in
the 20th century, this need has become even more intense. As Robert W. Tucker
has observed,76
The change in man's attitude toward war finds a still more striking
reflection in the wearying insistence with which governments
today condemn war as a means of settling international differences
and profess their devotion to peace... These efforts, it seems
plausible to assume, would not be made if they did not reflect the
ever-increasing importance of public opinion, both domestic and
foreign, and the requirements normally imposed by opinion.
Accordingly, when force is threatened or employed, the
justification attending its threat or use is a matter of no small
importance,

The concern for justification, for legitimacy, is reflected doubtless in the
advocacy for international law--the secularized version of the Christian
just-war doctrine, itself revived and revised in Catholic teaching during this
century--as an external, rational authority by which national claims could be
mediated and resort to war defended. Whatever the influence of international
law on the behaviour of states, this dimension does not exhaust the moral claims
advanced in support of foreign policy. Perhaps more important are the appeals
to traditional national symbols, claimed values, the "public good," and the like.
There is, as E. H. Carr among others has observed, a clear self-serving element
in such appeals made by a "privileged group" as if they represented the

interests of society at 1arge.77

The meanings of such symbols and values,
however, are not fixed for all time; they constitute the terrain on which
legitimacy may be contested. In their construction, dissemination and on-going
interpretation, further, and in their more concrete application to national
preparations for war and projection of power abroad, a modest historical and

contemporary place can be identified for religion, despite the public irrelevance

attributed to it by many of the social theorists surveyed. Certainly, this would
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seem the case in the American experience, to which the balance of this analysis

is directed.

The Religious Element in U.S. Foreign Policy

The construction of a response to the narrower question set in this
paper--how to understand the seeming impact of the U.S. Catholic bishops'
letter on war and peace--requires reference to two promising dimensions for
further inquiry into the relationship of religion to foreign policy generally. The
first dimension has already been suggested; it involves the conferrence or denial
of some measure of moral legitimacy with regard to national policy, and
requires that closer scrutiny be given to the moral claims embodied in the
American polity. The second dimension is that of religious groups as
transnational actors, as is most evidently the case for the Catholic Church.
Though this transnationality is now commonly mentioned,78 it is seldom
examined further in terms of the opposing tugs it presents in addressing issues
of national policy.

Earlier in this paper, in summarizing the justifications stated by those
analyzing recent ecclesiastical statements on deterrence, I noted a less
prominent theme, emphasizing traditional American claims to a "unique ethical
foundation," and suggesting that the churches had shared in and propagated this
premise, and somehow continue to represent "the public conscience." While one
might be skeptical about this latter assertion, not least because of the widening
gap between the churches themselves in their positions on various social issues,
there is nonetheless much to sustain the larger theme. Historically, claims for
American "exceptionalism" have been heavily infused with religious content. If

church and state have been formally separated and if religion thus has been
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rendered a private affair, it remains the case that religious language--at some
lowest common denominator of "God," however he/she is conceived79—-persists
in much of public life, in inaugural addresses and in presidential prayer
breakfasts. The phrase, "shining city upon a hill," biblical in its origins and
applied with hope to America by a 17th-century Puritan preacher,go expressed
the belief that the new society was morally superior to the corrupt "Old World"
regimes from which its citizens had come, that it was a "chosen, covenanted
nation that would serve as an active model for the earthly construction of
Christ's millenial rule."81 Both this phrase and the underlying sense of a saving
mission to the world have remained in public currency, notably in the utterances
of the two most recent, and otherwise much different, presidents.82 Space does
not allow a proper evaluation of the contributions of the so-called '"civil
religion" thesis in its many formulations.83 It can be said, however, that this
public religiosity, while distanced somewhat from its initially overt Calvinism,
cannot be detached entirely from organized religion. In some measure,
"American public values ... depend upon the belief commitments that are

nurtured by church and synagogue."M

And, if the covenantal idea implies that
God's blessing will be withdrawn if the nation fails to live up to its unique
calling--hence sustaining a critical tradition with regard to the same values, as
was manifested during the Vietnam Wargj--it has more often meant the
opposite: a "militantly patriotic American church and chaplaincy."86

This tradition of religious sanction for the nation's wars can be identified
at several levels, from the provision of chaplains for military endeavours to the
statements of leaders, associating sacred symbols with national objectives. In

terms of the former, chaplains have been characterized as having still an

important social control function, "justifying the military way to uncertain
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recruits," and, most importantly, helping to "resolve conflicts over killing."87 In
spite of traditional concerns about separation of church and state, the military
chaplaincy is a state-maintained institution; the courts generally have rejected
constitutional challenges related to it and to such associated practices as
compulsory worship attendance for cadets--enforced until 1973--on the grounds
that "government action in the sphere of religion is valid only if it serves a
secular purpose."88

At a broader level of religious sanction, the announced support of
mainstream religious leaders, and of local clergy, in times of war has been
virtually automatic throughout much of American history, and its importance
should not be discounted in military recruitment or in enhancing public
willingness to accept the sacrifices involved, much less in justifying the decision
to go to war. It might be argued that the crusading tendency, most evident in
the Spanish-American War and World War 1,89 has both reflected and
contributed to what has been described as the "American way of war," that is,
the pattern of reluctant entry and, once engaged, the pursuit of nothing short

920

of total victory. If the disillusioning experience of World War [ served to

temper clerical enthusiasm for World War II, it did not preclude the casting of

the subsequent bipolar world in religious terms:91

Consciously or subconsciously, with or without governmental
stimuli, the patriotism of this "nation with the soul of a church"
was aroused. Being a church member and speaking favorably of
religion became a means of affirming the "American way of life,"
especially since the U.S.S.R. and its Communist allies were
formally committed to atheism.,
In the Cold War context, moreover, the Catholic bishops came to represent
"probably the biggest hawks in our skies."92 As leaders of an immigrant

Catholic community long regarded with nativist suspicion in Protestant America,

because of a supposed greater loyalty to Rome, they had developed a protective
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tradition of "public spiritedness" in support of the nation in war and crisis. In
the post-war period, they could without conflict combine the Vatican's strong
condemnations of Soviet communism as the "undisputed greatest enemy of the
Church" with support for the objectives of U.S. containment policy. From the
premise that "democracy's bulwark is religion," they urged constant vigilance in
a 1945 statement against what they described as the '"cleverly organized and
directed opposition of Marxian totalitarianism."93 Under the de facto leadership
of Francis Cardinal Spellman, a regular visitor to the White House who in his
1965 Christmas message to U.S. troops in Vietnam declared that "less than
victory is inconceivable," the bishops did not withdraw their support for
American involvement until 1971, long after most major denominational bodies
and many individual Catholics had begun actively condemning it.9t’t

This brief sketch of ecclesiastical and particularly Catholic support for U.S.
military endeavours necessarily simplifies what is properly a much more complex
story, although even what is recounted above represents more than can be found
in virtually all studies of American foreign policy. Nor does such a sketch
demonstrate adequately how the military chaplaincy and the former crusading
orientation of religious leaders, now widely repudiated, have influenced and
given sanction to policy in specific instances. The purpose here was to propose
what is a promising dimension for further research, when anecdotal evidence
suggests that religious blessing is still desired. When, in particular, the rationale
for the U.S. nuclear arsenal and accompanying strategic doctrine is presented by
John Foster Dulles or Ronald Reagan in terms of defending, against an atheistic
"evil empire," not merely a nation but equally the religious and moral
tradition--and destiny--assigned to it, it matters whether the churches endorse

such claims.
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Interestingly, when the Reagan administration proved unable to alter the
Catholic bishops' pastoral letter to its satisfaction, the president addressed a
more amenable group of evangelical Christian leaders and solicited their aid in
challenging those, above all in the churches, "who would place the United States
in a position of military and moral 'mferiori'ty."95 Soon after, Rev. Jerry Falwell
was briefed by National Security Council staff and met with Reagan to discuss

ways of presenting the president's message to the public.%

On the other side,
the Catholic bishops too are conscious that their blessing is desired.97 While
this recognition itself represents some degree of leverage, it might be
speculated further that, given the loss of any sense of theological consensus in
a once-dominant American Protestantism, the bishops have emerged as the most
authoritative religious voice in American society; and, that despite the moral
fragmentation discussed earlier in this paper, they have managed in their 1983
letter to appeal to whatever remnants of "Judeo-Christian" morality persist in
the culture, even as "common sense." (Indeed, it has been suggested that the
letter presented Reagan himself with a profound dilemma and thus made him
readier to seize upon the Strategic Defense Initiative as a "moral deus ex
machina."98) While the above speculations imply a surface plausibility, we could
not sustain them without additional inquiry.

It can be suggested, however, that the U.S. hierarchy also wields some
measure of power simply because it commands the institutional resources to
communicate its positions. One should be careful not to overstate this point.
While pastoral messages may be read, in part, in Catholic churches across the
country and otherwise excerpted and commented on in Catholic periodicals, as
well as in the public media, one ought not to assume a uniform interpretation of

them at the local level, much less a widespread familiarity with their contents.
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The caution against any necessary correspondence between church teaching and
members' political opinions should also be recalled. Yet, relative to other
organizations, the Catholic hierarchy has advantages in the nation-wide
communications network and the financial means available to it in disseminating
its statements on policy issues.

Insofar, then, as it can be shown that religious sanction is not insignificant
for U.S. foreign policy, the second dimension 1 have noted--religious
organizations as transnational actors--should gain in importance. 1 cannot
explore even tentatively in this paper all of the possible implications of this
transnational character. My concern lies more narrowly with its effect at the
level of foreign policy. In this respect, the bishops' letter is especially
illuminating as a product of shifts within the larger Church over the span of a
quarter—century.99 Notwithstanding the current dispute over authority, the
Church has embarked since the Second Vatican Council, institutionally and
doctrinally, on a course of separating itself from close association with
temporal authority. It has articulated its own mission and sense of responsibility
for the "entire human family," and has declared that its survival does not lie in
"privileges conferred by civil authority," that indeed it is prepared to use them

100 The

if "their use raises doubts about the sincerity" of its witness.
transnational character of the Catholic Church seems now to stand powerfully
against its manipulation for the purpose of justifying national or class interests.
It is possible, of course, to point to national examples where the Catholic
hierarchy has not yet begun to operate according to this new standard. It can
also be argued, however, as in the case of the American bishops, that the

teaching of the universal Church can be influential in producing a

transformation of position at the national level. Most notably, the U.S.
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hierarchy's staunch anti-communism became increasingly difficult to sustain

after Pope John XXIIl issued his encyclical, Pacem in Terris, and otherwise

initiated the Vatican's pursuit of peaceful co-existence with Eastern Europe in

the early 19605.101

In the 1983 letter on deterrence, too, the influence of papal
teaching is everywhere apparent; its strictly conditioned, interim acceptance
essentially reflects the position of the current pope, while also giving it more
specific application. It would be an obvious exaggeration to depict a diverse
group of almost 300 bishops as thoroughly internationalist in outlook, however
much it has changed within a generation. Nor is it true that current Catholic
teaching denies the legitimacy of developing distinct national perspectives,
much less of providing for national defence. In practice, however, the national
and international expressions of the Church's experience would seem to interact
in tension, in such a way as to relativize increasingly the merits of any set of
political and economic arrangements. Here again one might venture a
speculative proposition that those American ecclesiastical bodies now willing to
criticize the direction of foreign and defence policy are also those with
transnational affiliations, whether intradenominationally or in an organization
such as the World Council of Churches. Conversely, those religious communities
most supportive of a militarily reassertive foreign policy look, on the strength
of impressionistic evidence, to be disproportionately of the independent,
fundamentalist variety. Such speculation again requires further inquiry,
extending to related theological factors and to the recognition of other
complexities. Among the latter is the possibility that while transnational
affiliation may provide access to a point of reference beyond the society to
which a religious body would speak in moral terms, perhaps resulting in a more

critical perspective, it may also mean that at some point the message given
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diminishes in effect insofar as the national allegiance of its source can be

questioned.

Conclusion

Having argued, on one hand, that the past and present place of religion in
American foreign policy is larger than has been accorded in the literature, but
that, on the other hand, it cannot be reduced in the 1980s to that of an
automatic dispenser of whatever moral legitimacy it can still confer, 1 must
immediately qualify my account in two senses. First, the suspicion remains that
some, perhaps much, of what is asserted above is peculiar to the American
context, in which the moral claims embodied in the polity are more overt and
more overtly religious. It is not clear to what extent the discussion can be
extended to other Western liberal societies, although presumably the same need
for moral justification and the same questions relating to the transnationality of
religious communities would be present. (It is instructive here to recall the
animosity between the British government and the Church of England over
whether a memorial service following the Falklands War should stress victory or
repentance.)

Second, while the sanction of organized religion may once have been crucial
in the West and may still be crucial elsewhere, it obviously cannot be described
as such in present-day American society. There has been no significant shift
away from nuclear weapons as a direct consequence of stated ecclesiastical
doubt and condemnation. Such statements are directed to an audience composed
of individuals among whom there is little consensus as to what constitutes moral
authority, and for whom the costs of adherence to stated moral demands will be

assessed against other perceived goods or necessities, personal and national.
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And yet, if religious sanction is no longer crucial, if it no longer emerges from
a framework of socially objectified knowledge, as Berger would have it, it
would be a mistake to conclude that its force has been dissipated completely.
The problem of justification persists, and in the absence of new authorities,
religious leaders remain to some extent the interpreters of morality.

Commenting on the deterrence debate, The Economist noted:m2

In any debate involving moral issues even hardened agnostics cock

an ear in the church's direction: if a bishop picks up an issue and

gives his support on one side of it, that issue and that side are, in

the current jargon, '"respectabilized."
Thus defenders and critics of deterrence argue over the interpretation of the
bishops' letter; policy makers quote selectively from Pope John Paul II to justify

the possession of nuclear weapons,103

while peace activists cite, wherever
possible, the endorsement of religious leaders and organizations. That such
support, such respectability, is still coveted poses a challenge to the
assumptions that have caused us to neglect religious institutions and ideas as

having no place, or no interesting place, in the analysis of foreign policy and

international relations.
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