
Reason and National Goals 

National resource allocation cannot be rational 
if it is not ethical. 

Thomas Nagel 

It is not self-evident that the subject 
of national goals is worth expending 
breath on, since the decisions that mat- 
ter are really decisions about policies 
and programs, and too often the larger 
stated aims of these enterprises are 

purely rhetorical. Nevertheless, general 
ideas, whether expressed or not, ap- 
pear to enter into the design of public 
policy in some way, and it might be 
worthwhile to attempt to make these 
ideas explicit and to discover whether 
or not they have any foundation. 

A better understanding of these 
ideas is important for the policy-mak- 
ers themselves, who have nothing to 
lose from a better understanding of 
what is rational and what is irrational 
in their motives, as well as for those who 

urge programs and expenditures on the 

government or who cooperate in their 

design-the scientific community, the 
academic community, and the aero- 

space industry being prime examples. 
If one appeals to motives that are in- 

adequately grounded or understood, 
one may find oneself suddenly aban- 
doned in midair by a fickle govern- 
ment or public. 

The entire basis of major national 
resource allocations is rarely probed in 

any depth. It is as important for a mid- 

dle-aged nation to consider what, fun- 

damentally, it wishes to do with its na- 
tional life as it is for a middle-aged 
man to decide what his life is all about. 
Yet, if the recent report of the Na- 
tional Goals Research Staff, Toward 
Balanced Growth: Quantity with Qual- 
ity (1), is any indication, the reflec- 
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tions are not likely to be fundamental 
enough. That document assumes that 
we know more or less what we want 
and do not want, and treats the prob- 
lem as one of settling conflicts among 
different aims and designing the pur- 
suit of those aims to avoid undesirable 
side effects. It assumes that a general 
set of goals for the nation is defined by 
an increase in the availability of cer- 
tain generally accepted goods-edu- 
cation, housing, health, transportation, 
scientific research, and technological 
advance-and a reduction of certain 
generally accepted evils-poverty, pol- 
lution, and overcrowding. All of these 
are to be balanced against suitable de- 
mands in the areas of national security 
and space exploration. 

The report does not discuss these last 
two areas. The initial list of goods and 
evils contains only one controversial 
item-technological advance. The re- 
port is justified in rejecting the current 
wave of antitechnological hand-wring- 
ing, most of which comes from afflu- 
ent, well-educated people who would 
cry bloody murder if they had to give 
up their dishwashers, air conditioners, 
dictaphones, nonstop jet flights, direct 
distance dialing, and so forth. Tech- 

nological advance in this country has 
made it possible for many people to live 
a comfortable life without exploiting 
the remainder of the population. We 
need more and better technology to 
extend this possibility to more people 
and to improve the quality of such pub- 
lic services as transportation and waste 

disposal. 
The report does stress the need, 

which everyone seems suddenly to have 

recognized, for assessing technological 
developments in advance-not just in 
relation to their stated aims, but also 
in relation to their unintended fallout 
and interaction with the total social and 

natural order. The problems of apply- 
ing this ecological model are discussed 
with great penetration in Technology: 
Processes of Assessment and Choice, a 
report prepared by a panel of the Na- 
tional Academy of Sciences for the 
House Committee on Science and As- 
tronautics (2). Although it may not be 
easy to accomplish, preservation of the 
environment and reduction of the un- 
toward side effects of technological 
progress can themselves be made high- 
priority technological goals. The prob- 
lem is how to bring this about by new 
decision procedures, incentives, and 
regulations. To quote from the Na- 
tional Academy of Sciences report (2, 
p. 55): 

The objective of heightened sensitivity in 
technology assessment should, whenever 
possible, be achieved by structuring the 
incentives of individual decision-makers 
so that they are induced to alter their 
cost-benefit calculations to encompass 
wider concerns than have heretofore been 
given consideration. 

It is clear that the external dis- 
economies of many activities and enter- 
prises do not automatically receive their 
proper weight in current decision-mak- 
ing procedures. It is also clear that a 

program cannot be designed solely with 
reference to one goal, but must refer 
to a variety of considerations; in fact, 
the conception of goals, which one 
tries to reach, might profitably be re- 

placed by a body of considerations 
thought to be important. Moreover, it is 
desirable to devote a certain amount of 
effort to the development of capacities 
not designed for any particular goal at 
all, on the grounds that general scien- 
tific and technical advance will be use- 
ful in meeting needs yet unformulated 
or will provide unexpected new meth- 
ods of achieving old aims. 

Four Types of Desirability 

All of these points are common- 

place by now. The problems are not 
trivial, and they will arise in any com- 
plex, advanced society, even in the ab- 
sence of doubt about its fundamental 
aims. The questions I am raising lie 
somewhat deeper. They concern the 
basis for regarding any given thing as a 
relevant consideration in the design of 
national policy. 

It becomes important to adopt aims 
at a national level when something de- 
sirable cannot be achieved, or some- 
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thing undesirable prevented, by indi- 
vidual or local action-when either the 
motivation or the resources are lacking. 
It is immediately possible, however, to 
distinguish four different ways in which 
such an end may be desirable. Some- 
thing may be desirable because (i) it 
is in the interest of individual members 
of the society; (ii) it is in the interest 
of the nation, conceived as something 
more than its individual members; (iii) 
it is in the interest of people generally, 
whether in this society or elsewhere; or 
(iv) it is good in itself, rather than good 
for anyone or anything. 

Often more than one of these cate- 
gories is involved in a given aim, but it 
is instructive to distinguish them and 
discuss some of the problems peculiar 
to each, with an eye to drawing some 
conclusions about their relative im- 
portance in the deliberations of a mod- 
ern society. 

The first category is sometimes un- 
easily assumed to be the standard to 
which all government policies must be 
referred for justification. There exist 
elaborate defenses of the space pro- 
gram on the grounds of its contribu- 
tion to the design of underwear, the 
development of new procedures for 
fitting artificial limbs, the dramatic in- 
crease in the number of churches in 
Huntsville, Alabama, and countless 
other benefits (3). Curiosities aside, 
however, there are various problems 
about how individual interests should 
be counted in the determination of 
public policy. I focus on three main 
questions. First, to what extent can in- 
dividuals be relied on to know what 
their own interests are? This is the 
problem of paternalism. Second, to 
what extent is it permissible for the so- 
ciety to give special weight to the in- 
terests of some individuals rather than 
others? This is the problem of elitism. 
Third, how can the inevitably conflict- 
ing interests of millions of people be 
justly served by policies that do not 
serve all of them equally? This is the 
problem of distributive justice. 

There are many other problems con- 
nected with individual interests-for 
example, whether the interests of future 
generations should be counted equally 
with those of the present population in 
determining present policy and whether 
there are certain interests, such as per- 
sonal liberty, that must be accorded 
extraordinary weight or that should be 
regarded as rights. I shall concentrate, 
however, on the above three topics. 
1 SEPTEMBER 1972 

Paternalism 

There are several areas in which gov- 
ernment policies and regulations do not 
leave it up to individuals to decide 
what is best for them: one is medicine; 
another is sexual stimulation and gratifi- 
cation through publications, movies, 
prostitution, or nonstandard sexual 
practices; another is drugs; another is 
military security. In all of these cases 
the lawmakers, or the experts to whom 
they defer, establish policies or restric- 
tions intended to benefit individuals 
in the society, whether the individuals 
see them as beneficial or not (4). 

There is little dispute over the legiti- 
macy of paternalism based on expertise 
in the medical sphere. The other three 
areas are highly controversial; many 
people feel that paternalism in these 
areas should be eliminated or reduced. 
In the case of military security, of 
course, there must be a national policy 
-it cannot be left up to the individual. 
But it is an area of strong paternalism 
nevertheless. At present, general pub- 
lic opinion plays an insignificant role, 
compared to expert military and techni- 
cal opinion, in determining what is an 
increase in military security and what 
is a decrease, how much should be 
sacrificed to obtain a certain position 
of military dominance, what level of 
deterrent capability is worth a vast in- 
crease in civilian casualties if a war 
should take place, and so forth. 

Admittedly, many people submit in 
a docile fashion to paternalism in mili- 
tary affairs, although fewer are docile 
about less important but more personal 
matters such as pornography and mari- 
juana. Nevertheless, I believe that there 
is a substantial general wariness of 
paternalism in this society-a wariness 
that is justified by some of the excesses 
of paternalism, but that may hinder its 
extension to other areas in which it 
might be valuable. If paternalism could 
be properly based on unbiased expertise, 
it might well be extended to new areas 
as they are opened up by technological 
advance. I recognize, however, that the 
"if" is a big one. As it is, the Food 
and Drug Administration relies on the 
drug companies for testing, the Public 
Health Service's monitoring and evalua- 
tion of the effects of underground 
nuclear tests is funded by the Atomic 
Energy Commission, and so on (2, 
p. 61). Such facts do not encourage 
confidence in an extension of govern- 
ment paternalism to other areas of 

technology and consumer affairs. Such 
an extension may be necessary nonethe- 
less, and it is important that people 
with the necessary expertise keep a 
sharp eye on how it is carried out. 

It is important, whenever possible, 
to distinguish paternalism about values 
from paternalism about the methods by 
which certain valued aims may be 
achieved. In the case of medicine, for 
example, there is a presumed common 
aim of long life, good health, and 
physical comfort. Paternalism about 
methods of achieving this is unobjec- 
tionable and can be based on expertise. 
Paternalism about sexual conduct, on 
the other hand, is instituted precisely 
because certain basic values are not 
shared by everyone. It is therefore a 
far more fundamental interference with 
individual liberty than medical pater- 
nalism is. Still other cases cannot easily 
be classified as paternalism about ends 
or paternalism about means-for ex- 
ample, auto safety requirements, where 
the ends of safety, economy, and con- 
venience are all assumed, and where 
the issue is how to trade them off 
against one another, in terms of specific 
requirements for design features. 

Elitism 

This society appears to depart from 
equal treatment in two directions: com- 
pensatory programs for the underprivi- 
leged and elitism. I do not discuss the 
first, partly because it is not accurate 
to describe it as counting the interests 
of the poor and uneducated more 
heavily than the interests of those who 
are better off; even if the interests of 
both groups are given equal weight, 
the underprivileged are automatically in 
a less favorable position for securing 
those interests. (Admittedly, it has been 
urged that damage done by the society 
to a group in the past should be com- 
pensated for by exceptional treatment 
in the present. But such an argument is 
not required to justify exceptional at- 
tention to the interests of blacks in the 
United States, for example.) 

Elitism in national policies is very 
difficult to avoid, since those who are 
best endowed by nature and back- 
ground and who have had the greatest 
advantages are in a stronger position 
to press their interests in determination 
of government policies than are the 
poor, the inarticulate, the ignorant, and 
the unimportant. Numbers by them- 
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selves do not overcome these disadvan- 
tages, and, although numbers combined 
with organization can do so, organiza- 
tion is not easily achieved without ante- 
cedent power of some kind. 

Elitism today takes the form of 
major investments of resources in 
pursuits that interest the highly edu- 
cated, technologically sophisticated top 
layer of American society. These pur- 
suits include higher education itself, 
basic scientific research, and the space 
program, among others. Admittedly all 
of these things might be defended in 
other ways-for example, in terms of 
benefits that are not individual, but na- 
tional or international. Just as often, 
however, an attempt is made to defend 
clearly elitist programs on more demo- 
cratic grounds, and this just obscures 
the issue. The obscurity can go further 
if, for example, the underprivileged 
population is sold on an interest in 
higher education on the grounds that 
those of their number who are qualified 
will now have an opportunity to go to 
college. This is elitism with the wrinkles 
ironed out. 

It may be that the advancement of 
particle physics or the landing of men 
on the moon are in themselves goods of 
great magnitude, but it is simply untrue 
that they serve the interests of the 
average janitor, dishwasher, farm labor- 
er, or laundress. On the other hand, 
such projects do serve the interests, 
both intellectual and economic, of hosts 
of scientists, technicians, managers, and 
investors. It may be claimed that the 
elitism is a side effect of other aims, 
but this would be a distortion. The 
nation often identifies its interests pre- 
dominantly with those of its most pow- 
erful and "advanced" groups, even if 
those groups are a minority and their 
interests conflict with those of the ma- 
jority. When the most powerful groups 
also have access to modern communica- 
tions, public opinion of a wider scope 
can usually be marshaled in support of 
an effectively elitist position. 

It is important to recognize this 
tendency in order to decide whether it 
is justified and whether the justification 
could be appealed to publicly. Certain 
interests are common to everyone. 
Other interests appear only at certain 
levels of cultural and educational sophis- 
tication, and this naturally means that 
fewer people are involved. A central 
problem in government support for 
scholarship, cultural activities, and pure 
science is whether they are justifiable 
solely in terms of the benefits to those 
directly affected, or whether they must 
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be defended in terms of eventual fallout 
and spin-off that will benefit everyone. 

This is similar to the issue posed by 
John Stuart Mill's attempt to include 
distinctions of value between higher 
and lower pleasures in a utilitarian 
system (5). Put this way, it seems im- 
probable that such differential alloca- 
tion of national resources could be 
justified solely on the ground that some 
people's interests are more important 
than others. Rather, such a justifica- 
tion will succeed only if it appeals to 
considerations of another type-namely, 
that certain activities and achievements 
are good in themselves, or good for the 
society that produces them-quite apart 
from their benefit to individuals. 

Distributive Justice 

The third, and probably most difficult, 
problem under the heading of individ- 
ual interests is that of just trade-offs. 
People are apt to use a phrase like "the 
general welfare" without reflecting that 
it expresses an extremely obscure and 

probably ill-defined concept. Any gov- 
ernment policy helps some people and 
hurts others, or at the very least yields 
a distribution of benefits different from 
that of an alternative policy. Where 
resources are limited, is there some 

quantitative measure of individual 
benefits that government policy should 
seek to maximize, or should it seek to 
equalize benefits over the affected popu- 
lation, or should it follow a subtler 

principle of distribution? 
These issues come into focus over 

the question of how the least privileged 
members of a society should fare under 
its policies. Is it legitimate to improve 
the situation of those who are already 
affluent, or at least comfortable, while 
letting the poor stay where they are? 
The same question arises about the 
relation between benefits to the upper- 
middle and lower-middle classes. A 

society with a large system of public 
higher education dispenses benefits to 
the former without giving anything 
analogous to the latter-to say nothing 
of helping to make life easier for the 
clever than for the not-so-clever. 

The question is whether social justice 
should be a fundamental goal in the 
determination of public policy designed 
to serve individual interests, in order 
that equitable distribution, rather than 
the maximization of benefits, assumes 

primary importance. One view of a 
suitable measure for distributive justice 
is the Difference Principle formulated 

by John Rawls (6). It states that social 
and economic inequalities have to be 
justified in terms of their benefit to 
everyone, in particular to the least 
privileged groups in the society. This 
means not only that we cannot justify 
enslaving some individuals to make life 
easy for others, but also that we cannot 
justify massive government investment 
in higher education or scientific re- 
search unless it can be argued that this 
contributes, through its effects on the 
economy, technology, and political life, 
to the needs of poorly paid, unskilled 
manual laborers. 

While this is not a straightforwardly 
egalitarian view, it does require that 
socially imposed inequalities be strictly 
justified, and it is likely to seem an ex- 
treme position to many. The elitism of 
this society-of most societies-is very 
deep and very natural. It is taken for 
granted that public services will be bet- 
ter in well-to-do than in poor areas of 
town, and the recent decision of the 
U.S. Court of Appeals, Fifth Circuit, 
which challenges this assumption, must 
have come as a shock to many com- 
munities (7). 

Few things are more important for 
this country than a determination of the 
role to be played by a principle of 
distributive justice in shaping the mas- 
sive interventions of the federal govern- 
ment in the country's social and 
economic life. What that principle 
should be-specifically, how egalitarian 
it should be-is an issue that already 
underlies most debates about social 
policy. There is much to be gained by 
bringing out the issue of principle in 
abstract form, for that is where the 
deep divisions are to be found. 

National Interest 

The idea of a national interest that 
is not merely a composite of antecedent, 
individual interests may strike some 

people as romantic. Perhaps it is, yet 
it plays a significant role in American 

politics and American policy formation. 
Prestige, dominance, not losing face, 
winning this or that technological race, 
being the most powerful country in 
the world-all of these goals are of- 
fered in justification of great sacrifices 
of life and wealth, often without any 
serious attempt to show how they serve 
the interests of individual citizens. 

It may be argued that to be a citizen 
of the first country to land men on 
the moon is in itself a considerable 
benefit: if it justifies pride, it must be 
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worth something. But even if such feel- 
ings of pride and vicarious accomplish- 
ment are significant motivations, is it 
rational to accord them the weight they 
would need to have to warrant such 
massive allocation of resources? My 
own view is that national prestige and 
national pride are not worth the sacrifice 
of any real goods-that is, benefits for 
individual people or things good in 
themselves. There is little reason to be- 
lieve that citizenship of the first country 
to land a man on the moon is a sub- 
stantial good, although it may seem so 
to many people. It is evident that men 
will do irrationally wasteful and self- 
destructive things to avoid losing face. 
Politicians are not immune to this 
weakness, and nations as a whole are 
continually behaving like the heroes 
and villains of grade B westerns. 

This creates a problem. One should 
avoid basing an appeal for support of 
a costly program on the grounds of 
national prestige or rarefied national 
interest if one is not genuinely con- 
vinced that these have objective im- 
portance. Yet the temptation to use 
arguments that will convince, even if 
they are not very good arguments, must 
sometimes be considerable. It can even 
lead to the construction of mission- 
oriented schemes that appeal to such 
interests, but whose real motive is to 
support more general research. Even 
more effective in producing legislative 
response than the appeal to national 
prestige is the appeal to national 
security, which has been widely em- 
ployed by those seeking support for 
research and development. 

The scientific and technological com- 
munities have reason to exercise col- 
lective restraint in these areas. It is 
very difficult, in appealing for funds, to 
disarm unilaterally while various other 
supplicants continue to use the full 
arsenal of arguments and persuasions, 
rational and irrational. If the scientific 
community were in some agreement as 
to the legitimate grounds for resource 
allocation and the relative importance 
of these grounds, they might be able 
to refer most appeals for government 
support to those grounds alone. But 
this would require confidence that all 
parties would conform, and confidence 
may be difficult to achieve. 

A strong conception of national in- 
terest clashes with those strongly in- 
dividualistic assumptions of traditional 
political theory that still dominate our 
thought in this area. If national interest 
and prestige are to be useful in deter- 
mining national goals, they must be de- 
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fined by reference to other values whose 
independent validity is clear. This 
means that the justification for pursuing 
a goal can never be prestige per se, 
but only the independent value of what- 
ever it is that confers prestige. For 
example, if national security means re- 
duced likelihood or likely extent of mili- 
tary destruction, then it cannot be iden- 
tified with an edge in the number of 
nuclear warheads. Another possible ex- 
ample is that national decency or jus- 
tice, or an unwillingness to do what is 
inhumane even if it would be con- 
venient, might be counted among the 
legitimate objects of national pride. But 
these things are valuable in themselves, 
and worth pursuing; otherwise, they 
could form no legitimate grounds for 
pride. As a general principle, the claims 
of national interest must be shown to 
be worth the sacrifices that they may 
require, and this is most effectively 
done by relating them finally to indi- 
vidual interests. 

Interests of Humanity 

It is not easy to say how a country 
should weigh the interests of individuals 
other than its own nationals in making 
policy; nor is it easy to describe the 
connection between rhetoric and reality 
in the current practice of the United 
States. With a few exceptions like the 
Marshall Plan, the greatest expenditures 
of American resources in the service 
of humanity have taken the form of 
massive military action. Currently, our 
altruism involves the systematic devasta- 
tion of several countries and the mas- 
sacre of civilians in large numbers. 
Even the rhetoric is beginning to sound 
peculiar: the President's repeated de- 
fense of various enormities, on the 
ground that they are necessary to save 
American lives, invites the question, 
"How many Asian lives is an American 
life worth?" It may be wise not to 
insist on an answer. 

If things are as grim as this, care- 
ful analysis of the exact weight to be 
given internationalist sentiments has a 
flavor of unreality. The sense of detach- 
ment, which permits most people to 
regard the suffering of those unlike 
them as insignificant, does not seem to 
have been overcome by the vividness of 
modern techniques of communication. 
It may be that we are a fundamentally 
cruel and bloodthirsty species and that 
Freud is right when he says, "It is 
always possible to bind together a 
considerable number of people in love, 

so long as there are other people left 
over to receive the manifestations of 
their aggressiveness" (8). 

However, to assume that man is 
fundamentally cruel and bloodthirsty 
would be simply to reinforce the exist- 
ing tendencies in that direction. Those 
who object to the communal barbarism 
that now governs international relations 
must pay attention to the eradication of 
its roots in individual psychology. If 
those engaged in public debate fail to 
question the total primacy of American 
interests in policy formation and appeal 
only to patriotism of the narrowest 
sort, the public at large will continue 
to think about these issues in the same 
terms, and it will remain politically 
dangerous to appeal to other considera- 
tions. If chauvinism and xenophobia 
can be reduced in any degree by the 
quality of public argument about gov- 
ernment programs, it would be unfortu- 
nate to miss the opportunity. 

Some might say that moral considera- 
tions are meaningless outside of a legal 
system and the real problem is that we 
lack a system of international law. But 
the premise is in error for various rea- 
sons: (i) much of morality and the re- 
quirements of human decency are not 
covered by law, even within legally 
ordered societies; (ii) antecedent moral 
judgments have to enter into the 
formulation, the interpretation, and the 
application of law; and (iii) one of the 
many reasons international law has 
such difficulty finding acceptance is that 
people do not consider themselves part 
of a worldwide moral community, all 
of whose members share a basic human 
worth. The two systems, moral and 
legal, help to sustain one another. 
When a sense of moral community is 
lacking within a society, it creates seri- 
ous problems for the viability of the legal 
system-as may be seen in the history 
of the American South, for example. 

It is not clear what can overcome the 
weakness of most people's sense of an 
international moral community. But it 
is important that, when the occasion 
presents itself, consideration of the 
interests of humanity at large should be 
included in arguments about policy 
formation-and this should be done 
without apology and without further 
justification in terms of the national 
interest. What is required is no more 
than an extrapolation from the usual 
ethical demands on the interaction of 
individuals. It might seem that nothing 
would be easier, but evidently we must 
contend with powerful motives leading 
in a contrary direction. 

769 



Goods in Themselves 

The final category of desirable ends 
to be considered here is the most ob- 
scure, but it plays a very important, 
often submerged role, and it may offer 
the most significant justification for de- 
parting from the allocation of resources 
to benefit individuals. 

One of the justifications for elitism 
is that certain accomplishments and 
activities are intrinsically finer, rarer, 
higher than others and that a society 
should be committed to excellence, even 
if only a few of its members can enjoy 
the achievement. Such an argument 
would, for example, defend the large 
investment needed for continued inten- 
sive work in high-energy physics, not 
because it serves the interests of the 
scientists involved or because it in- 
creases national security, but because 
an understanding of the basic constitu- 
tion of matter is a fine thing for human 

beings to achieve. If it is a fine thing 
absolutely, then it is to the credit of 
a nation to have furthered the achieve- 
ment. 

There are many investments of na- 
tional resources that can only be de- 
fended adequately in these terms. The 
preservation of natural beauty, even at 
the cost of making large areas almost 
inaccessible to most people, is an ex- 

ample. Support of advanced or eso- 
teric work in the arts, in literature, or 
in scholarship; the general promotion of 

high culture that claims the devotion 
of only a small audience; the preserva- 
tion of significant architectural achieve- 
ments of the past, despite their lack of 
current utility-all of these belong to 
the same category. They are warranted 
not because the people whom these 

things interest are more deserving of 
satisfaction than other people, but be- 
cause the loss of the most beautiful 

possessions and advanced achievements 
of a society would not be worth the 

savings to be made by giving them up. 
The space program has to be de- 

fended primarily on such grounds, but 
it is not an easy task. The extent to 
which a society can afford to devote 
its resources to the advancement of 

knowledge and human achievement for 
no further purpose depends on the 
extent to which that society is capable 
of satisfying much more basic needs 
and meeting the minimal conditions of 
social justice. A country with a serious 
famine problem would not be justified 
in diverting large sums for the support 
of symphony orchestras and astronomi- 
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cal observatories. If the space program 
cost no more than a string of orchestras 
or a national park or several observa- 
tories, it would be easy for this country 
to justify. But it costs a good deal more, 
and, even in the relative economic pros- 
perity of the United States, there are 
serious deficiencies and inequities that 
make it difficult to regard the expendi- 
ture as other than a luxury. 

To a great extent, societies are mea- 
sured by the best that they produce. 
Everyone has a sense of history; it is 
conditioned by an awareness of past 
societies that is gained through their 
art, literature, science, and exploration, 
rather than through their attempts to 
achieve broad prosperity and social 
justice. However, this is a distorting 
perspective, and if we apply it to our- 
selves, grandiosity is in danger of over- 
coming decency and common sense in 
the formation of policy. 

A natural anthropocentric conceit 
leads people to regard it as a great 
event that members of our species 
have reached the moon of this planet. 
But it is dangerous to allow oneself 
to be motivated too strongly by con- 
siderations of cosmic significance. 
Nothing we do in this out-of-the-way 
corner of an unremarkable galaxy would 
be likely to have cosmic significance, if 
there were such a thing. The human 
race, which is in terrible shape, manages 
to remain in love with itself, and this 
is nowhere more evident than in the 
peculiar floods of self-congratulation 
that accompany each step into space. 

Summary 

It has been argued that rationality, 
moral considerations, and a sense of 

proportion can be coherently applied in 
determining national policies. At pres- 
ent, the determination of policies, pro- 
grams, and goals is often irrational, in 
that considerations under the four 
categories discussed-individual inter- 
ests, national interests, the interests of 

humanity, and goods in themselves- 
receive more or less weight than they 
should. 

Rationality is said to be increasingly 
under attack at the present time. It has 
never been terribly popular, but cer- 

tainly the sources of suspicion are new, 
for those who distrust reason currently 
include numbers of college students. 
There is an explanation for this. Mis- 
trust of rational analysis in political 
discourse is evoked by the impoverish- 

ment of the terms in which questions 
are often posed for rational solution 
and by the restrictive frame of refer- 
ence, common in political discussion, 
which can make it appear that reason 
excludes morality and humanity. The 
appeal to cool, rational analysis is too 
often an excuse for refusing to listen 
to the clear warnings of conscience or 
common sense. 

There is no opposition between rea- 
son and ethics, however. If rational 
principles of decision produce results 
that seem obviously wrong in a particu- 
lar case, then there is reason to suspect 
that the principles failed to take some 
factor into account properly. 

There are no general principles at 
hand for the evaluation of public 
policy; even if there were, their applica- 
tion would not be obvious. This discus- 
sion attempts only to describe relevant 
considerations and to pose questions 
about their relative weight. Those in- 
dividuals actually engaged in public 
debate over policy and resource alloca- 
tion have to do the work of broadening 
the range of factors accepted as relevant 
and of making the understanding of 
such factors deeper and more systema- 
tic. The scientific, technological, and 
academic communities are in a posi- 
tion to further this work by the charac- 
ter of their appeals for public funds, 
and it is to be hoped that their impor- 
tant position as special-interest groups 
will not hinder them from doing so. 
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