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Conflict in inter-state relations

Riassunto. - I conflitti nei rapporti interstatali

La guerra ¢ antica come il mondo. Il vero problema
¢ se mai spiegare 'origine del pacifismo che é estrema-
mente recente e risale alla reazione emotiva ai massacri
delle due guerre mondiali. La guerra ¢ cambiata moltis-
simo nel corso del tempo, sebbene le linee essenziali
siano rimaste sostanzialmente simili. Oggi sono scom-
parsi sia la dichiarazione di guerra sia il trattato di pace.
I conflitti sono divenuti endemici. Il fatto che I'Europa
sia stata scarsamente coinvolta in guerre aperte dopo la
fine della seconda guerra mondiale, almeno fino ai
conflitti in Bosnia e nel Kosovo negli anni Novanta, ha
creato un senso di falsa sicurezza. Inoltre I'interesse alla
pace maschera il fatto che alcune nazioni vogliono con-
servare lo staus quo senza dover combattere, ed altre
vogliono cambiarlo pure senza dover combattere. In
realtd non € con il pacifismo che ¢é stata vinta la guerra
fredda contro il comunismo, e neppure col pacifismo
pud vincersi la guerra contro il terrorismo. In quanto
idea astratta portata avanti senza badare alle conseguen-
ze reali, il pacifismo € moralmente assai meno difendi-
bile del realismo, che si limita a prendere atto dell’ine-
vitabilita dei conflitti.

Political systems, international relations and
types of war

“War appears to be as old as mankind, but
peace is a modern invention” (Sir Henry Maine,
quoted by Howard 2000). This sentence of a 19th
century English legal scholar gives expression to a
proven fact. On the constant presence of war in
history we might provide anthropological, psycho-
logical, sociological explanations (Wright 1942).
To limit ourselves to historical ages, from the bat-

tle of Thermopylae to the Hiroshima bomb, war
has known countless varieties; however, The art of
war by Sun Tzu, dating back to the 6th century BC
is still reprinted and studied in military academies.
Some “novelties” are not so new under a concep-
tual viewpoint after all.

Theological explanations are also possible
(Gaudiwm et spes): a Catholic knows well that “inso-
far as men are sinful, the threat of war hangs over
them, and it will hang over them until the return
of Christ”. It is known that von Clausewitz {1980)
defines war as “not {...) a mere political act, but a
true instrument of politics, a follow-up of the polit-
ical procedure, its continuation with other
means”. Since man is a “political animal”, a close
relation must exist between human nature and
war. War, in fact is more ancient than political
institutions, “war antedates the State, diplomacy
and strategy by many millennia” (Keegan 1994).
We are going to examine here above all the evolu-
tion of war in the contemporary age, and its link
with changes in international relations (Best 1980,
1982, Bonanate 1998, Bond 1984, Howard 1983).

The fact that war was regarded as a “natural”
phenomenon, did not exclude a condemnation of
its evils. Without indulging to pacifism, the
Church, from St. Augustine onwards, made clear
the rules of just war, both as jus ad bellum and as jus
in bello. Humanists also entered the fray: Erasmus
from Rotterdam defined Mars “the stupidest of all
the (...) gods”, in an essay attacking war on emo-
tional rather than rational grounds (Howard
1981). By will of rulers, “the exhortation to peace,
accompanied by detailed and dramatic descrip-
tions of the benefits of peace, opened with long
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it can separate two ethnic groups, but cannot
oblige them to live together. Conditions for suc-
cessful peace enforcement operations are: “Clear
and achievable political goals; political will to en-
force the ceasefire; commitment to contribute
substantial forces; assignment of all troops to an
integrated command structure; international le-
gitimization of the intervention; political support
for the use of force when national interests are not
at stake” (Mazarr 1993). But the West lacks the
necessary tools, i.e. the rough infantries who con-
quered its empires in the past, essential for the
success of operations of this kind, of low intensity
and long duration, during which Western techno-
logical superiority cannot be easily brought into
play (Jean 1995b).

The case of Bosnia has shown on the contrary
that UN soldiers have been unable to secure
peace, being devoid of the credit of NATO troops,
whose military force is a precondition of human-
itarian intervention.

Evaluation of the Kosovo war is highly contro-
versial, and likewise controversial is the concept of
“humanitarian  interference” (De Leonardis
2001). One declared goal of NATO military action
was to prevent a “humanitarian catastrophe”, but
this has become far more serious just after the
onset of bombardments (according to the OECD,
on March 23, 1999 there were 69,500 Kosovar ref-
ugees, but they had soared to 862,979 on June 9).
The other goal was to oblige the Yugoslav govern-
ment to accept the solution of a broad autonomy
for Kosovo. The outcome is self-evident: the utter
impossibility to persuade the two ethnic groups of
the region to live together, and a drive to an inde-
pendence which no one said to be prepared to
foster. In general, the display of a new internation-
al engagement in favour of human rights and
against repressive actions by governments seems
to have missed the target. On the contrary, the
attack autonomously decided by NATO has legiti-
mized unilateral intervention by powers which,
due to their importance and the availability of
nuclear weapons, do not fear American interfer-
ence, and in fact Moscow, in entirely reasonable
fashion in terms of Realpolitik, has carried out a
harsh repression in Chechnya, while the West ac-
quiesced uneasily. on the one hand, a feeling of
insecurity has been fostered among leaders fear-
ing external intervention, and this could lead to
an escalation of military expenses, including those
for nuclear hardware. On the other hand, by
claiming that action in Kosovo and not elsewhere
was due to the fact that this is a European region,
has lessened the credibility of intervention in oth-

er continents, where dictators could therefore feel
secure.

At the press conference of April 25, 1999, con-
cluding the NATO summit in Washington, Mrs.
Albright, in reply to a question on the risk of an
escalation with other ethnic minorities of former
Yugoslavia, beginning with the Hungarians of Vo-
jvodina, entering the struggle to achieve autono-
my, replied: “I think we should see that dealing
with these issues in a military way, or by use of
force or violence, is not the way to solve anything.
It just adds to the problems.” (Press briefing con-
cluding the NATO 30th Anniversary and Euro-
Atlantic Partnership Council Meetings, Washing-
ton, April 25, 1999, http://www.usia.gov/topical/
pol/eap/alberg25.htm). A humanitarian war risks
to raise dangerous expectations, as the world is
full of potential ethnic wars, which could be
stirred up by the example of Kosovo.

The credibility of the military instrument has
been undermined by the abuse of a caricature of
Churchill’s rhetoric, whereby Clinton has misused
the term “genocide”, describing for instance the
Kosovo conflict as “a great battle between the forc-
es of integration and those of disintegration; be-
tween the forces of globalism and those of tribal-
ism”, and above all the misuse of the concept of
“vital interests”, which usually points to something
which could not be renounced, something essen-
tial for national security, which, if threatened,
must be defended in full strength of arms. By
defining “vital” the intervention in the Balkans,
the Clinton administration has devalued the term.
By showing from the very earliest day an obsessive
preoccupation to avoid casualties among its own
soldiers, it has deprived of any credibility its own
statements or, worse, has given a clear sign of be-
ing unprepared to risk a “great battle”, for a “vital
question”. By fighting a conflict in which casual-
ties have been almost entirely among civilians,
overturning the traditional logic of war and a re-
lapse from the rules laboriously worked out over
the centuries, the prestige of the military institu-
tion has been undermined and strengthened the
arguments of pacifists and antimilitarists. An intol-
erable asymmetry has emerged between the well
sheltered soldiers of the alliance and the infinitely
vulnerable civilians whom the expedition was sup-
posed to save (Alan Finkielkraut, interviewed in
Corriere della Sera, May 29, 1999). Zbigniew Brzezin-
ski (Corriere della Sera, June 16, 1999) has admitted
that to the rest of the world the war American-style
smacks of high tech racism. Its hidden precondi-
tion is that the life of one of our soldiers is more
worth than those of thousands of Kosovars.
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