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foreseeable future, the main form in which man lives in society. Yet it is
by applying some “‘vertical Montesquieu” that all ethics-incompatible
idolatry of this specific political form will be overcome. Power should be
vertically distributed along a line that starts with subnational units (local
communities with a degree of autonomy and self-administration), in some
cases followed by federal units, continues to the level of the state, reaches
the regional level of both political and economic integration, and finally
attains the level of world governance (not government) that is guaranteed
by the functioning of international organizations, sectorial or universal in
character,

Vital local power is a reality the world over. More and more, central-
ized states are looking for forms of federal or non-federal decentraliza-
tion of power capable of reabsorbing tensions and addressing diversity
without sliding into disintegration: The United Nations, in spite of all its
problems, is much more than a forum for debate, and operates function-
ing institutions in fields as varied as security, development, and human
rights: it is a vital part of world governance. Regional arrangements are
moving from mere trade to politics. The case of the European Union is
the most advanced and the most significant, so much so that the power of
its member states — whether they like it or not, whether they realize it or
not - is already drastically curtailed. What is even more relevant to our
subject, EU partners have developed among themselves a new kind of
diplomatic relations in which — though divergences of interest are still a
reality - ethical behaviour is no less taken for granted than among actors
within a national body politic; a type of diplomacy where “Machiavel-
lians™ are not only disapproved but - given the intrinsically cooperative
nature of the system - cannot possibly manage to get very far in the pur-
suit of their diplomatic goals.

It is indeed by strengthening and continuing this growing vertical dis-
tribution of power in the international system that we will ensure a space
for ethically compatible diplomatic action, because the institutional
counterweights of a multi-layered system of governance — as well as the
multiplicity of allegiances as opposed to the idolatric recognition of only
one power (whatever that power may be) — are the best guarantees
that the diplomat (as well as the judge, the soldier, or even the common
citizen) will be able to resist the pressure to violate ethical norms because
of a mistaken concept of duty and loyalty. This multi-layered system of
power is not, and will never be, in a position of equilibrium. On the con-
trary, it will remain in constant tension, in need of continuous institu-
tional adjustments, the theatre of frequent political reassessments. And
yet, it is in this very tension that resides the best hope for a dignified and
moral life for free and sociable individuals. As an Italian philosopher has
written:
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The European archipelago exists insofar as it faces a double danger: being
resolved into a hierarchically ordained space/being dissolved into inhospitable,
idiotic units, incapable of looking for one another, of calling one another, into
parts that have no longer anything to partake,5¢

A space for ethics: Between self-preservation and self-denial

The previous section considered, in the search for compatibility between
ethics and diplomacy, both legal norms and institutional artangement
and tried to see how a space for ethics could be identified in their frame.
work, It is time now, still in search of that controversial space, to focus-on
a more specifically ethical approach. Again, realists try to formulate the
issue in starkly alternative térms: either a nation-state fights systema-
tically (and regardless of maral principles) for self-preservation or, in
that acceptance of the needs and reasons of others that is the essence of
ethics, embarks on a path of self-denial leading to its gradual weakening -
eventually to the point of extinction. The implications for the discourse
on' diplomacy are clear. Who! are the diplomats who would consciously
embark, on account of moral toncerns, on a path leading to the weaken-
ing and possibly the extinctian of their own couniry? If we phrase the
question in these terms, ethicd and diplomacy indeed look incompatible.

An answer to this dilemma/~ an artificial one, actually a case of intel-
lectual blackmail - can be fourd in ethical theory at large, with no refer-
ence to the specific case of the nation-state. Self-preservation and survival
are by no means the exclusive need of nation-states; they are first and
foremost a primary urge/right of individuals, But who would maintain,
in ethical theory, that self-preservation destroys the possible space for
ethical behaviour? Concern —even love ~ for the other does not have to
be contradictory with survival: on the contrary, survival is the evident
precondition of ethical action; One of the most compelling enunciations
of this concept is found in Vladimir Jankelevitch. According to this emi-
nent French moral thinker, the territory of ethics can be located in the
space between absolute love —iself-denial to the point of self-destruction -
and absolute being, by definition totally indifferent to ethics, Jankelevitch
writes: “A being totally deptived of love is not even a being; a love
without a being is not even a love.”*” As a consequence, a space for
ethical behaviour can only be found by pursuing all the love that is com-
patible with the preservation of being.

Let us try to apply this principle to international relations, and specifi-
cally to diplematic action. Nation-states can be actually threstened with
extinctioni, s0 it would be preposterous to state that the only possible
“ethically compatible” diplomacy is:one of pacifism. Ethics detnands &b
diplomacy be peaceful, yes - in the sense that there is a moral duty to try
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to avoid violent conflict ~ but not pacifist, if we interpret this term in
its most consistent meaning: the refusal to have recourse to armed force
in all instances, even defensive ones. Chamberlain and Churchill are
of course the archetypes of two different approachés to diplomacy, and
more specifically to diplomacy in the face of a threat of aggression. And
yet, if we take Great Britain as the historical subject, we see that morally,
facing the Nazi challenge, the country demonstrated that it was willing,
in order to avoid violent conflict, to go to the brink of self-denial, only
to draw later the conclusion that there was no alternative to violent self-
defence and self-affirmation. What is important to- stress is that Cham-
berlain was deeply wrong in fact (wrong assessment of the adversary, of
the possibility to stipulate solid agreements with him, of the fact that ap-
peasement with Adolf Hitler counld mean peave), but he was not wrong in
principle. It is important to state this, especially since bellicose “realists”

the world over have been using Chamberlain, ever since 1938, as a handy

symbol to deny the legitimacy of the morally justified and politically
rational search for alternatives to violent conflict. Cries of *“Chamber-
lain?” resound whenever, from the Middle East to the Balkans, there are
attempts to find an alternative to war,

Another important clarification concerns the very definition of survival,
As mentioned above, the tendency of nation-states to declare as *‘vital”
marginal chunks of real estate, or even symbols, is quite widespread -
and yet it would be absurd if we were to take those claims at face value.
Up to a certain point, a threat to survival entails subjective elements of
appreciation, but the idea (the mainstay of nationalist agitation) that a
barren rock in contested waters is vital for the survival of a country — and
therefore diplomacy aimed at its preservation or acquisition for the
homeland should not be subject to moral scrutiny - is too preposterous to
be taken seriously.

The issue of survival, for nation-states, is often bound with that of
identity — one additional problem for ethics, indeed, given the non-rational,
non-pegotiable nature of this deep psychological need. If we shift from
survival (a debatable but substantive concept) to the more dubious con-
cept of identity, moral discourse becomes even more complicated. In fact,
one can rationally prove, in many if not most cases, that yielding — on the
basis of both legal and moral considerations — to the claims and rights of
others does not have to mean for a nation-state to go inexorably down
the path to self-destruction.

But one cannot “prove” that even a minor event, psychologically
charged with historical symbolism, will not jrreparably mutilate (to use
the language of nationalists) the very soul of the nation. Here, again, as in
the case of survival, one should try to “deconstruct” nationalist claims
and see what identity really means. National identity — a most complex,

THE ETHICS OF MODERN DIPLOMACY 67

many-faceted phenomenon — cannot be tied, if not ideologically, artifi-
cially, to a single specific item, be it a piece of land or a flag or a geo-
graphic denomination. In other words, national identity does not have to
be idolatric. History knows of nations that have grown, shrunk, shifted in
territory, and still maintain their own identity. To phrase it in philosoph-
ical terms, identity is about remaining ipse (a self that is preserved
through time), not about staying idem (unchanged).>® The sleight of hand
of nationalist agitators consists in turning all modifications of idem (an
inevitable phenomenon, both for individuals and for nation-states) into
a threat to identity ipse, thereby mobilising — regardiess of any ethical
consideration or limit — the violent defences of the allegedly threatened
nation.

Ethical diplomacy: Proposals for an agenda
Facing war

In trying to identify an agenda for ethically compatible diplomacy one
must necessarily start from the issue of war: definitely the most problem-
atic, most highly charged of ethical questions in the international sphere.
In moral terms, there is no doubt that “diplomacy for peace” is better
than ““diplomacy for war”, But is any peace morally better than any war?

We have already seen that self-defence (a concept, to be sure, that
should not be stretched to preposterous limits) gives individuals and
nation-states unquestionable legitimization, not only legal but also moral,
for the use of violence. One should note that Article 51 of the UN Char-
ter reiterates this fundamental principle (ad abundantiam, one may note,
since even without that article, self-defence would remain a valid pringi-
ple, both legal and moral). But there is another case in which legality and
morality show their interconnectedness. Recourse to military action (and
this includes the diplomacy that is necessarily associated with it) cen be
morally defensible in so far as it is justified by international norms. This
refers to enforcement action. under Chapter VIL a kind of military and
diplomatic action that has a coercive nature, and yet-can be considered
morally admissible.

Two considerations are in order at this point. The first is that at the
present stage of international relations it has become extremely difficult
to separate diplomatic and military means, so that the flat category of
“war”, with all its ethical implications, has become too unsophisticated
for our present conceptual needs. What we have been seeing in the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century is the intertwining of the military and
the diplomatic dimensions, be it in enforéement of Chapter VII of the UN
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Charter, peace-keeping, humanitarian action, and even - though for the
moment, as an exception — in human rights (the Kurds in northern Iraq).
With reference to contemporary international relations, the famous
Clausewitzian dictum according to which war is the continuation of
politik by other means should be revised both as concerns “war” and
“other means”, and should read: “Military action is one of the means of
international politics.” If this is so, then the fundamental ethical question
in international relations is not about how to use diplomacy in order to
prevent recourse to military means, but how to use diplomacy and mili-
tary means in order to pursue ethically compatible political ends.

The second issue has to do with jus in bello, the rules and limits con-
cerning the means used in warfare, In the first place one should remark
that, with all the justified horror one feels facing the prospect of war,
it would be not only a conceptual but also a moral fallacy to insist on
putting war outside the law (and outside the field of ethics) in all cases.
Putting war outside the law would mean, in practical terms, banishing the
law from war. It would mean accepting the Hobbesian “state of nature”
to which neither legal nor moral norms are applicable.

Moral debate on NATO intervention in Kosovo has indeed touched
upon not only the justification for military action, but also the strategy
adopted, in particular the consequences of the bombing of militarily rel-
evant targets located in urban areas and the so-called “collateral dam-
ages” to civilians, And even people who have no doubt about NATO’s
right to conduct military action against Belgrade have expressed moral
reservations as to the specific strategies, for example stressing that froma
moral paint of view land operations directed against enemy troops would
have been less troubling than bombing from a distance that is safe for the
pilots, but less so, in spite of all carnest and technologically supported
efforts at precision, for the civilians living in the targeted areas.

This, however, does not concern military means only. In diplomacy,
too, legitimacy as to jus ad bellum does not necessarily entail an exemp-
tion from moral scrutiny as to the application of jus in bello. The most
interesting example has to do with sanctions. The fact that they have
been legitimately imposed under the UN Charter does not mean that

they cannot be judged according to ethical standards. Here legality and .

ethics can part company, in the sense that the standards of international
ethics must be stricter, and more concrete, than those of international
legality. From an ethical point of view, it is not sufficient to determine
whether sanctions have been legally declared: the question to be asked is
what are their consequences for human beings, for their suffering and
survival, and for the possibilities of reconstruction and normalization of a
given society. Very clearly we are dealing here with the “ethics of re-
sponsibility”, and since responsibility is personal, no amount of reference
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to the impersonal legal nature of the sanctions nor to the moral respon-
sibility of other subjects (who might well be much more guilty than we
are in determining the continnation of the sanction regime) will suffice to
exempt us from the dilemma of moral choice.

“Ethical” diplomacy, however, is not only concerned with how to con-
duct legitimate military action. Its task can be more ambitious. It is
diplomacy, indeed, that has worked through the years both for a defini-
tion of jus in bello and for a restriction of jus ad bellum. In both cases a
moral inspiration has been more than evident, both in the motivation for
diplomatic initiatives and in the very language utilized in the drafting of
relevant international norms,

An ethically compatible diplomacy should thus not limit itself to “de-
nouncing”, “rejecting”, or “outlawing™ war ~ but rather should embark
upon a patient, professionally conducted exercise aiming at the following
objectives.
¢ Continue working on the definition of restrictive rules as to the admis-

sible means of war. The ban of anti-personnel mines with the Treaty

of Ottawa is an excellent example of the possible results of ethically
motivated yet fully professional diplomacy, and a case in which na-
tional interest and ethical considerations have found (at least for most
countries) an area of compatibility.
¢ In more general terms, though the triumph of universal and permanent
peace seems utopian, diplomacy should pursue the morally urgent goal
of banning a certain kind of conflict: that which aims not at the:simple
defeat, but at the extermination of the adversary. They are two radi-
cally different types of conflict, especially from a motal point of view.
The Greeks - starting with Plato ~ had the distinction so clear that they
used two different words for war: polemaos, meaning total war against.the
totally “other” (the non-Greek, the barbarian), and stasis, meaning vio-
lent but limited conflict between enemies who share a common cultuse,
and who kiow that after the confrontation they will eventually return to
coexistence and even cooperation.*® Here is one more reason why “war”
seems today an indiscriminate, inept term to describe present-day con-
flicts, in particular since it posits a conflict between the subjects of inter-
national law, nation-states. The reality is quite different, since most con-
flicts are today of an internal, non-international nature (though they do
have international implications): diplomacy has had to adapt to these
conflicts inside borders, and actually to revise its modus operandi and
many of its principles. And, of course, it has had to face — witness the
cases of Bosnia and Kosovo ~ a new set of ethical dilemmas.

The problem is that, whereas “classic™ international war can be of the
stasis type (witness, for a recent example, the Anglo-Argentine war over
the Falklands/Malvinas), internal conflicts, with their charge of fear and
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hatred, tend to turn into all-out polemos. What can diplomacy do in the
presence of such ethically devastating transformation of the nature of
conflict? It can do much. In the first place, it can further perfect the nor-
mative banning of the most repulsive and indiscriminate modes of con-
flict: genocide, ethnic cleansing, and systematic rape as an instrument of
war. Then it can work towards better instruments for enforcement: the
1998 Rome Conference for the institution of a permanent International
Criminal Court is a very relevant case of ethically inspired diplomacy.
More generally, it can continue to work gradually towards a reappraisal
of traditional priorities as to the fundamental principles of international
law, in the sense that the threat that polemos-type conflicts entail to the
life and dignity of human beings should be enough to justify — even in
the absence of a “threat to international peace and security”” according to
the UN Charter — the relativization and overruling of the principle of
non-interference,

Thus, from an ethical point of view, the task of diplomacy is not that of
rejecting the reality of war: ethics, as this chapter has tried to stress, does
not mean utopian pacifism. At the same time diplomacy cannot limit itself
to coexistence with war while trying to limit the means employed in its
conduction or ban its most inhumane forms. It can, and must, set its sights
much higher, though in a gradual, politically credible way. The goal must
be not that of *‘excommunicating” war, but of depriving it of political
oxygen; not to deny the reality of contrast, even tough confrontation,
between nation-states, but to supply alternative, non-violent paths to the
solution of controversies.

An ethic of responsibility

Anyone who is interested in ethics will be familiar with Max Weber’s
famous distinction between an ethic of ultimate ends and an ethic of
responsibility.5® There is no doubt that, in so far as diplomacy is a branch
of politics, when we speak of “gthical diplomacy” we are necessarily
referring to an ethic of responsibility. Politics is in fact choice between
alternative actions in view of their desired or feared consequences in a
society. It would indeed be difficult, in the field of international relations,
to imagine an ethic of ultimate ends — except, of course, in the framework
of “fundamentalist” approaches that recognize no autonomous space for
politics vis-d-vis religious inspiration and duty. .

As Daniel Warner writes at the very outset of his book, however, one
should not push too far the distinction between the two kinds of ethics,
given the fact that Weber himself, writing about Luther, considers his
typically non-consequentialist Jeh kann nicht anders not as an alternative
to, but as an extreme but logical development of, an ethic of responsibil-
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ity.! This remark is extremely important for the discussion of ethics in
diplomacy. “Responsibility” can in fact be interpreted in different ways.
One is still self-referential, non-dialogic, ready to be converted into non-
negotiable “ultimate-end” ethics. And, as the “self”’ can be presented as
a collective entity, responsibility may actually turn into individual abdi-
cation from personal evaluation and judgement, and into passive delega-
tion of power (and of justification) to “higher authorities™: “the ethic of
ultimate ends leaves the consequences with the Lord, and the ethic of
responsibility leaves the result with the leader and his perception of how
the consequences relate to his cause”.%?

But there can be another interpretation of the concept of responsibil-
ity. If we set aside the debate on ultimate ends (ends that are by defini-
tion non-negotiable, at times not even explicable to those who do not
share the same ideological premises), and if we try instead to give an
ethical appraisal to diplomacy on the basis of the criterion of moral re-
sponsibility, our task is complex but possible: Consequences of action (or,
one should add, of lack of action) are not, though subject to interpreta-
tion and even controversy concerning actual facts, totally impossible to
assess. Who would deny, for instance, that the consequences of interna-
tional passivity towards the mounting crisis in Rwanda (1994) were such
as to involve ethical responsibility on the part of those who could have
acted and did not? Who would today criticize from a moral standpoint
international diplomacy aimed at the termination of apartheid and the
introduction of non-racial democracy in South Africa? Speaking of
responsibility, of measurable consequences of specific actions, renders
ethical discourse more concrete, less ideological, easier to be shared by a
wide and diverse set of international subjects.

Central to the concept of responsibility is that of imputation (or “ac-
countability”, according to the prevalent English usage). It is a concept
that is shared by both the legal and the ethical dimension, in so far as
both law and ethics need the identification of a point of reference in the
individual human being. Both in criminal law and in moral discourse, re-
sponsibility is always personal, so that it is impossible to attribute it to a
collective body, be it the state, an association; or a corporate entity. Im-
putation, in other words, identifies responsibility, and the trail always
leads to an individual subject. More specifically, imputation is opposed to
causality, in that it defines ~ on the basis of the assumption of the free-
dom of the individual - a break in the causal chain.®® Both law and ethics
are based on this assumption, without which neither legality nor morality
would be conceivable, since every consequence-generating human action
could theoretically be presented (and justified) as being, in its turn, the
effect of some preceding cause,

It is especially important to insist on this fundamental assumption in
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the context of a discussion on ethics and diplomacy. Individual diplomatic
officials have the tendency (as do all public officials) to present them-
selves in the image of a simple element inserted in a chain of command
that operates according to the principle of causality, excluding thereby
any possibility for ethical evaluation and moral responsibility. But of
course they, no more than other human beings, have no right to be
exempt from the principle of accountability and find refuge in the com-
fortable haven of irresponsible causality.

Imputation is thus a concept that is shared by law and ethics. But after
having coincided on this specific point, law and ethics must now again
part company; it must now be repeated once more that law and ethics are
related, linked by reciprocal influence, but do not coincide. And indeed,
the ethic of responsibility in international relations comes to the forefront
whenever one leaves the strictly legal field.

We definitely do not need to talk of ethics in the presence of patent
violations of international law, as the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait or cases of
international terrorism. But take, for instance, the case of conventional
arms sales. They are absolutely legal, except in cases when the buyer is
under a sanctions regime. But since the selling state knows to what
use those weapons are being put (ethnic wars, repression of their own
population by dictatorial regimes, at times even the arming of groups
that are on the borderline between political and criminal activity), ethics
does become an issue. There may be no international legal responsib-
ility deriving from the sale of arms that end up in the hands of opposed
factions in East-Central Africa or in Sudan, but there is a huge moral
responsibility.

Also, there is no legal prohibition to the carrying out of underground
nuclear experiments by countries that have not accepted any treaty limi-
tation to such sovereign prerogative. And yet such totally legal action can
be (and is) subject to critical moral scrutiny, and criticism, in the light of
the damage it can cause to the reduction, through non-proliferation, of
the danger of nuclear confrontation ~ a goal that most countries, and
most people, find morally defensible,

Since we are trying to address the subject of ethics and diplomacy with
a contemporary focus, it is important to draw attention to a specific fea-
ture of our time that has a definite bearing on ethical responsibility. Today
— given the accelerated development of all kinds of communications — we
all know more about the international consequences of our acts, Thanks
to television, in particular, we are practically forced to see what once we
could try to avoid knowing: today there is very little sand left in which
to stick our heads, We are daily confronted, in other terms, with very
graphic summons to our responsibility even towards people living - and
suffering — far away from us. More knowledge/more responsibility: and
that is also true for diplomacy. The face of the other, who may be suffer-
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ing or-even killed because of our international actions or omissions, often
looks straight at us from the TV screen.

Conclusion: Beyond responsibility

Paradoxically, at the end of this examination of the issue of cthics .and
diplomacy, we come to the conclusion not only that the widespread
dogma of a sort of “moral exemption” of diplomacy is untenable, but that
the ethical rules applicable to political action in the international sphere
might actually be seen as extending beyond the classical definition of
responsibility. The interconnectedness of the whole world, a product of
economic globalization and communications technology, has increased to
a once unthinkable level. Many of the things that are done, or not done,
within a certain society have. almost immediate repercussions at a dis-
tance of thousands of kilometres. In a way, we are now in a situation that
has been described in the framework of “chaos theory”, a theory that
took its first steps when in 1979 a metereologist, Edward Lorenz, deliv-
ered at a scientific congress a paper entitled: “‘Predictability: Does the
Flap of a Butterfly's Wings in Brazil Set Off a Tornado in Texas?”% In
our present globalized world one can apply this paradigm well beyond
metereology (and beyond physics in general), and extend it to human
society. If we consider, for instance, the volatility of international finan-
cial markets, we realize that individual decisions taken in one country can
rapidly and sometimes catastrophically impact on many others.

But who would declare the Brazilian butterfly guilty for the disaster in
Texas? If there is no predictability (chaos is by definition non-predictable),
how can there be responsibility? The author would like to suggest that
today the fact of global interconnectedness demands, in international
relations, ethical standards that go beyond a strict, legalistic concept of
responsibility, The butterfly does not know about the consequence of the
flapping of its wings; but the butterfly cannot rule out that consequence.
We move here from responsibility to a related but more restrictive con-
cept, that of precaution,

The “precautionary principle” has been developed, especially in Ger-
many and France, with reference to environmental laws and the legal
protection of public health.®* According to such “precautionary doctrine”,
it is possible to consider responsible “not only those who have not taken
preventive measures required by a known or predictable risk, but also
those who, in case of uncertainty or doubt, did not take precautionary
measures”,56

In the field of diplomacy the “precautionary” extension of the principle
of responsibility should be considered particularly relevant. The world is
interconnected, but the “wiring” of this complex system is so complicated
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and intricate that it is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to reconstruct
a precise causal path for each individual action or omission. Indeed, the
precautionary principle intrinsically deals with the problem of decisions
in a situation of uncertainty, a rather adequate description of the quan-
daries of contemporary diplomacy. Moreover, if we go back to the origi-
nal area in which the precautionary concept was first developed, that of
the environment, we find that natural environment and “political” envi-
ronment have a lot in common as to the duties they impose on each in-
habitant. There is a sort of “international pollution” (harmful to others in
terms of security or in economic terms) that we should always consider
from a moral point of view.

A French author has written that the precautionary principle seems
peculiarly fitting for the field of international law because “in inter-
national law the practice of recommendation - in part with recourse to
general concepts with a strong ethical connotation — is all the more im-
portant as that of prescription is limited”.8” Tt is true that the constant
exchange between international law and ethics creates a space where
precautionary approaches can usefully be applied. Yet one would tend to
maintain that international law at large (leaving aside the specific area of
environmental protection)®® should, for the sake of both political realism
and legal guarantees, remain centred on the strict principle of account-
ability. But whereas it would be excessive, and in any case premature, to
extend systematically the precautionary principle to the whole body of
international law, if we shift to a moral discourse then this more de-
manding criterion is not only possible, but also necessary.

Morally, diplomacy should be held responsible, even outside a strict
criterion of imputability, for that “international pollution” that is often
the consequence of an insufficient precaution. One example will suffice.
Even if we rule out specific breaches of international law or accountabil-
ity for specific conflicts, would not a diplomatic approach consisting in an
indiscriminate support of all separatist causes be responsible, according
to the precautionary principle, for the “pollution” of the international
political environment brought about by the proliferation of ethnic con-
flicts? Should we not, when acting in the diplomatic field, keep in mind
worst-case hypotheses?

Our moral goal should be one of “zero damage” to others, including
those living beyond our borders. Uncertain knowledge of the results of
our acts is no excuse:

In the framework of traditional responsibility doctrine, an uncertain knowledge
waives responsibility. If we apply the precautionary principle, the result is totally
different: uncertain knowledge not only is no excuse, but must be seen as an
incitement to prudence.5®
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A strict goal, indeed, and one that can never be fully attained, but can
reasonably be pursued if - as advocated by philosophers from Spinoza to
Hans Jonas - we are capable of following the precepts of the virtue of
prudence.

Precaution, prudence, worst-case hypotheses, zero damage: are we not
running the risk of implying that the only ethically compatible diplomacy
is one of scrupulous abstention and negative self-restraint? The question
is a serious one, since it would be practically disastrous, and morally
questionable, if for the sake of an ethically irreproachable profile, diplo-
mats the world over, facing tangled issues, crises, and conflicts, were
to inscribe in their banners the famous Roman saying: in dubio abstine
{when in doubt, abstain).

It is important here to clarify once more that, when speaking of all
kinds of political action (diplomacy included), ethical scrutiny should be
applied both to action and to omission. The “moral cost” of action,
measured by its repercussions, should be considered in paraliel with the
costs of inaction, Responsibility and precauntion should apply in both
cases. This line of reasoning is particularly valid if applied to those inter-
national subjects which wield more power. In this case it quickly becomes
evident not only that their responsibility must be considered as directly
proportional to power, but also that their non-action can have as much
international impact as their action. And since we are talking about moral
and not legal duty, there is no reason why we should consider action dif-
ferently from omission.

If we move, however, from the negative to the positive, if we posit not
only a moral duty to abstain from causing harm, but also the duty to actin
order to prevent it or put an end to it, should we not be widening our
concept of responsibility to include solidarity? Is it not true that the first
and most fundamental ethical precept can be derived a confrario from
Cain’s sinister disclaimer of responsibility? But if we are indeed our
brothers’ keepers, then no “zero damage”, snd no abstention from
harming others, will suffice to fulfil our moral duty.

This remains true in the specific field of diplomacy, where the dimension
of solidarity appears today to be the only one capable of supplying the
moral, and also the operational, tools to cope with a chaotic, destructured
yet thoroughly interconnected world. Because we are all “butterflies™;
some with wide, strong wings, others tiny and apparently insignificant,
but still capable of starting devastating processes. Thus knowing one
another across borders, caring for one another’s problems, recognizing one
another’s rights — and developing and applying a compatible diplomacy ~
is not only morally commendable, but it is the sign of a higher realism:

e because conflict, wherever it happens, does not threaten only contigu-
ous areas, but poisons the very blood of the international body politic;
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* because beggar-thy-neighbour economic and commercial strategies are
demonstrably self-defeating in a globalized world economy;

e because human rights violations generate conflicts that disrupt normal
international life;

* because huge (and sometimes growing) differentials of development
induce — together with the effect of conflicts — massive and irregular
movements of destitute people who usually end up knocking on some-
one else’s door.

If this is the reality, and if moral considerations coincide with self-
interest in inducing us to address it on the basis of solidarity, then ethical
diplomacy is thus not to be put in contrast with realpolitik; it is not utopia
but rationality.

The author would like to suggest that in the field of international
relations moral principles may also be interpreted under the same
“fupctional” optic that is applied within each domestic framework, where
nobody denies that ethics is an indispensable foundation for society,
Moving beyond the narrow vision of the national interest — the exact
equivalent of individual interest in domestic theory — we should finally
be able to see, abandoning the strong state-centric ideclogy that still
dominates the international discourse, that there is a sort of “evolutionist
advantage” for those states that are capable of harmonizing the pursuit of
legitimate national interest with ethical criteria.

It is.indeed bizarre that in international theory the prevailing “realist”
school has continued maintaining to this very day that the best diplomacy
is one that is practically deaf to all moral considerations and that only
pursues self-interest. This approach, even leaving aside all moral consid-
erations, appears incredibly dogmatic and short-sighted. Not only, in fact,
does it not consider the fact of reciprocity in unethical diplomacy, a factor
not to be underestimated which puts each, alternatively, on the receiving
end of immoral international behaviour; but even if we want to stick to
the primitive “law” of survival in a tough, evil world (which would mean,
incidentally, that the worst guy determines the ethical level of all), we
should still consider the systemic level.

Immoral diplomacy affects and undermines the very foundation of
international norms, thereby weakening an international system which
even the most powerful states need as the necessary framework for the
pursuit of their fundamental interests in terms of security and prosperity.
Thus this ethics-incompatible diplomacy ends up being harmful to the
very national interests it purports to defend, so that perhaps one could
suggest, answering the diplomat quoted at the beginning of this chapter,
that the true oxymoron is “‘unethical diplomacy”.

But as it is usually the case, theory is challenged by events rather than
by contrary theory. The writer would like to conclude by referring to the
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1999 conflict over Kosovo: a conflict that will certainly entail deep and
lasting consequences for international relations in Europe and beyond.
One can advance the hypothesis that the consequences for the issue of
ethics and diplomacy will be as deep if not deeper. Because of this con-
flict, ethical considerations have been elevated more explicitly than ever
before to the status of a decisive factor in the conduct of foreign policy up
to and including the decision to have recourse to military force, One must
point out, on the other hand, that there is still a lot of (understandable)
reluctance on the part of those responsible for foreign policy in each
country to define moral considerations not only as decisive, but as over-
riding all other concerns. Moral argument, if formulated in absolute
terms, risks of course binding those who handle it without sufficient care
in ways that can be dangerous if applied consistently, or leave them ex-
posed to criticism of “double standards” if not.

Thus it is imiportant to note that ethical motivations for the interven-
tion against Serbia are not formulated in absolute terms outside a wider
context. Repeatedly, allied leaders (starting with President Clinton)”®
have referred to a double motivation for intervention over Kosovo: the
moral urge not to allow Serb atrocities, and the “realist” goal of pre-
venting geopolitical destabilization and widening conflict in the Balkans.

Definitely, the issue is far from being easily addressed, because firstly
NATO action has been from its very inception subjected to scrutiny
on the basis of ethics-of-responsibility criteria (What are the results?
What are the costs in human terms?),”" and secondly because combining
“ethical” and “realist” motivations for military (and diplomatic) action
brings about a sort of “overdetermination’ that can be very problematic
to assess in its exact mix of components and in its credibility.

On 22 April 1999, in Chicago, Prime Minister Blair was the one to put
the question in its most explicit terms, when, r¢ferring to the “simplicity”
of the Cold War, he said: “Now our actions are guided by a more subtle
blend of mutual self-interest and moral purpose.” A *‘subtle blend”, in-
deed, and one that will engage — even tax — our moral temper and our
political skills for many years to come, especially until we are able to
perfect international institutions capable of channelling our moral im-
pulses through mechanisms that are more effective and less arbitrary than
the present ones.

In any case, something that Tony Blair went on to say in the same
speech is definitely not controversial: “In the end values and interests
merge, If we can establish and spread the values of liberty, the rule of
law, human rights and an open society then that is in our national interest
too. The spread of our values makes us safer.””?

The ethical justification for the war over Kosovo has been strongly
challenged, not only by pacifists but also by “realists” denouncing the
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dangerous and erratic nature of ethics as a guiding principle of diplomacy
(and of war). Yet, beyond the merits of the present debate, it can be said
that after the conflict over Kosovo the discussion of “ethics in (rather
than and) diplomacy” will remain open, and will be considered not only
by politicians, but also by the traditionally reluctant practitioners, as a
legitimate, inescapable, and even indispensable one.
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