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"Do Morals Matter?" by Joseph S. Nye Jr. is an engaging examination of the complex interplay 

between morality and foreign policy choices made in the US, covering the period from Franklin 

D. Roosevelt's presidency to Donald Trump's. This book, which was released in 2020, takes 

readers on a tour of significant historical moments while exploring the moral considerations that 

influenced the choices made by different American leaders over time. 

The chronological format of the book offers a thorough summary of the evolution of moral 

issues about US foreign policy. Nye starts his story with the difficulties FDR encountered during 

World War II when the moral obligation to respond to crimes committed around the world was a 

distinguishing characteristic of the time. The author presents a nuanced picture of the interaction 

between moral concerns and the practical realities of geopolitics by analyzing key occasions of 

succeeding presidents. 

The book "Do Morals Matter?" is noteworthy for its accessibility. Experienced researcher Nye 

skillfully simplifies difficult ideas and historical events so that a wide audience may understand 

them. This strategy makes sure that readers of all backgrounds can interact with the content and 

develop a deeper comprehension of the moral issues that guide international affairs. 

The history of American foreign policy starts with FDR, whose leadership during World War II 

laid the groundwork for the policies of succeeding presidents. Nye talks about Roosevelt's effort 

to strike a compromise between the difficulties of forging foreign alliances and the moral 

obligation to oppose Nazism. The author contends that FDR's ability to overcome these obstacles 

was a reflection of his sophisticated grasp of how morality may be taken into account when 

making strategic choices. 

As we enter the Cold War era, the book delves into the moral implications of containment and 

the difficulties in striking a balance between moral values and the demands of national security. 

Examining President John F. Kennedy's thinking on the moral implications of a nuclear 

exchange revolves around the Cuban Missile Crisis. 

To address the new issues that the post-Cold War era provides, Nye explores initiatives in the 

Middle East and Africa. The author analyses how leaders handled the moral challenges of 

humanitarian intervention and the advancement of democracy through case studies of the Gulf 

War and the Balkans conflict. 

The book's latter section explores more recent regimes and provides a thorough examination of 

the moral implications of their foreign policy choices. Nye examines the relationship between 
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moral defenses, intelligence shortcomings, and the overall effects of the Iraq War, with a focus 

on George W. Bush's decision to invade Iraq. 

Talks about drone warfare and the moral ramifications of targeted assassinations begin during 

the Obama administration. Nye examines how President Barack Obama reconciled security 

requirements with the necessity to uphold international law and minimize civilian casualties as 

he considered the moral challenges of this contemporary kind of warfare. 

The last several chapters analyze Donald Trump's erratic foreign policy strategy. Nye assesses 

the "America First" policy and how it affects the international system. The author discusses the 

issues raised by Trump's transactional approach to foreign policy as well as the alleged decline in 

moral leadership in the world. 

Nye employs a number of case studies to show how complicated the relationship between 

foreign policy and ethics is throughout the book. Each case study gives readers a concrete 

environment in which moral issues were crucial, from the moral calculations involved in 

dropping the atomic bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki to the difficulties involved in responding 

to genocide in Rwanda. 

The emphasis on how domestic politics and public opinion shape leaders' moral judgments is one 

of the book's major contributions. Nye acknowledges that public expectations and the larger 

political environment have an impact on the ethical aspects of foreign policy decisions in 

addition to leaders' own principles. This sophisticated viewpoint highlights the complex 

dynamics that underlie moral decision-making and gives the analysis more depth. 

Nye's analysis deftly steers clear of oversimplification. Rather than portraying foreign policy 

decisions as black or white, he recognizes that there are often grey areas. Readers are encouraged 

to recognize the complexity of the moral dilemmas that leaders face using this nuanced 

approach. The book invites readers to critically consider the compromises and trade-offs that 

ethical decision-making in international politics frequently entails. 

Furthermore, Nye does not limit his examination of the moral implications of US foreign policy 

to any moral theory. Rather, he provides readers with a framework for comprehending the 

various ethical issues at hand. This acknowledges that moral reasoning can differ among leaders 

and historical settings, allowing for a more inclusive and larger conversation. 

After analyzing the Trump administration, the book ends, leaving readers to wonder about the 

direction U.S. foreign policy will take going forward and how morality will fit into it. Nye's 

analysis of Trump's strategy highlights more general worries about the effects of populist and 

transactional foreign policy on international peace and moral standards. 

The continuous discussions about America's place in the world serve as a reminder of "Do 

Morals Matter’s timeless significance. The book offers a framework for assessing the moral 

factors that will influence the future course of international affairs and is an invaluable resource 

for comprehending the ethical implications of foreign policy choices. 
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To sum up, "Do Morals Matter?" offers a provocative examination of the relationship between 

morality and US foreign policy. Readers are provided with a sophisticated comprehension of the 

ways in which moral considerations have impacted significant decisions made on a worldwide 

scale by Joseph S. Nye Jr.'s thorough examination, which spans decades and administrations. 

Nye offers a fair and understandable explanation of the intricacies involved in the moral aspects 

of foreign policy by fusing historical insights, case studies, and ethical reflections. The book 

encourages readers to critically analyze the moral conundrums that leaders encounter and 

promotes a deeper comprehension of the dynamic relationship that exists between morality and 

foreign relations conduct. 

 


