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A
 D

ialogue am
ong C

ivilizations

by G
iandom

enico Picco

It took m
e a very short tim

e to understand w
hy the U

nited N
ations m

em
bership

quickly reached a consensus in Fall 1998 w
hen it declared 2001 the U

N
 Year of

D
ialogue am

ong C
ivilizations. D

oubtless, m
y understanding had little to do w

ith the
politics of the issue or the reasons behind the G

eneral A
ssem

bly’s consensus. Yet, it all
seem

ed crystal clear w
hen the secretary-general asked for m

y contribution to this
concept, to give it a m

eaning from
 a U

N
 perspective. I felt that the idea of a dialogue

w
as an instinctive response to a decade that had w

itnessed so m
any indignities justi-

fied under false pretenses—
a decade that virtually began under the fallacy of “the

clash of civilizations.” I find it even m
ore appropriate that the call for a dialogue

am
ong civilizations should actually stem

 from
 the Islam

ic w
orld—

specifically, Iran, a
region and civilization that greatly suffered from

 the fallacy of the clash theory.
It is very difficult to find anyone w

ho w
ould oppose the concept of dialogue. B

ut
even m

ore difficult is the act of transform
ing the instinctively sound cry for a dia-

logue into a constructive, practical, and focused approach that w
ould benefit the

w
orld organization, and w

ith it, its m
em

bership. T
he challenge to m

e, therefore, w
as

not w
hy a dialogue am

ong civilizations, but rather how
 to achieve it.

B
eing neither an academ

ic nor a scientist, neither a statesm
an nor a leading glo-

bal financier, I thought I w
ould search w

ithin m
y ow

n life experience to m
ake som

e
sense of w

hat dialogue could m
ean to m

e. A
s one of the six billion inhabitants of this

planet, I can claim
 at least as m

uch life experience as any.  I have been fortunate to
enjoy the opportunity to w

ork, live, and interact in various parts of the w
orld at

various depths of hum
an exchange, som

etim
es so deep as to actually tread the border

w
here life and death m

eet. It seem
s to m

e, looking at the beginning of m
y life, that w

e
have all m

oved on this earth in different w
ays and at different levels, but nevertheless

w
e have m

oved in the sam
e direction: that of becom

ing m
ore and m

ore intercon-
nected, m

ore and m
ore affected by each other, and, accordingly and sim

ply, closer to
each other. N

o m
atter w

hat the level of w
ealth or know

ledge w
e possess, the inhabit-

ants scattered around this globe are m
ore in contact today than w

e w
ere fifty years

ago. O
ur proxim

ity to one another is destined only to increase, and our ability to
affect each other w

ill grow
 ever greater. N

ot m
uch else seem

s necessary to m
ake the

call for a dialogue quite com
pelling.

A
lm

ost im
m

ediately after uttering the w
ords “dialogue am

ong civilizations,” im
ages

cam
e to m

y m
ind of a trip I undertook in 1994 as a private citizen across the B

alkans
at w

ar. I had w
anted to go there, like m

any, I presum
e, in search of an answ

er that
new

spaper com
m

entaries and politicians’ statem
ents w

ould not provide. T
he ques-

G
iandom

enico P
icco is [A

uthor: please provide a sentence or tw
o of biographical inform

ation.]
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tion I had w
as “W

hy?” W
hy w

ould so m
any seem

 to need so m
uch “enem

y,” and w
hy

had so m
any lies been used to justify it? W

hat w
as ethnic cleansing if not the igno-

m
inious m

anifestation of a m
indset that perceives diversity as a threat? B

ut the sim
-

plicity of this answ
er w

as hidden behind political explanations, historical account-
ings, institutional analyses, and religious theories. A

s it turned out, they w
ere all lies,

or, to be kinder, cover-ups for the decisions m
ade by the only entity on earth that can

em
ploy rational faculties in support of its choices: the hum

an individual. I w
alked

through the battlefields of the B
alkans in 1994, as I had w

alked for different reasons
and in different capacities through the streets of B

eirut som
e years earlier, and the

valleys of A
fghanistan several years before that. In vain I looked for the “killing hand

of history,” “the raping arm
 of culture,” the “destructive boot of institutions,” or the

“m
utilating fist of religion.” T

hey w
ere now

here to be found. W
hat I did find w

ere
the faces and the nam

es of individual killers and individual victim
s. W

hat I found
w

ere the stories of single hum
an beings: their crim

es, their failed hopes, and their
desperate attem

pts to justify their guilt under different nam
es, but to no avail. T

hey
could not succeed and they w

ill never succeed. T
he responsibility for w

hat they did
w

as, is, and w
ill rem

ain individual. H
ad they confessed the truth, they likely w

ould
have said that they acted in self-defense. B

ut against w
hat? A

gainst som
ething differ-

ent, som
ething “other” than them

selves. [A
uthor: okay addition?] T

hey w
ere unw

ill-
ing or unable to see that diversity, even if it existed, could carry not enm

ity but rather
the potential for grow

th and betterm
ent for all. B

ut they could not see, or did not
w

ish to see, because to see the greatness in one’s ow
n neighbors perhaps requires one

to see the potential greatness inside of oneself [A
uthor: or to see the failings inside

oneself?]. I asked m
yself if I could ever see the greatness in m

y neighbor if I w
ere

preaching only his evil. If I am
 so great, w

hat good to m
e is the evil of m

y enem
y?

D
ialogue is an instinctive response to a decade that had

w
itnessed so m

any indignities justified under false pretenses.
A

ll these im
ages cam

e to m
e as the dialogue am

ong civilizations w
as superim

-
posed in m

y m
ind, [A

uthor: the follow
ing phrase is unclear to us] as perhaps the

response to the unavoidability of the prophecy of clash. It w
as of course fitting as w

ell
that those w

ho justified their deeds under the cover of history, religion, and culture
w

ould present their actions as unavoidable; after all, if history, culture, and religion
w

ere the real culprits, they w
ere surely too pow

erful to be stopped by individual
actors. T

herefore, accepting the unavoidability becam
e a necessary com

ponent of the
blasphem

y of ethnic cleansing or any other crim
e perpetrated in the nam

e of [A
uthor:

better, “against”?] diversity. If it w
as unavoidable, then the individual had no respon-

sibility; he then w
as sim

ply a tool m
anipulated by the great m

achinery of history or
culture or religion, and m

any believed it. I have too great a faith in hum
an beings to

accept such a lie. If w
e accept unavoidability, I thought, w

e m
ight as w

ell never get
out of bed in the m

orning, for w
e claim

 no authorship of any part of our life.
Yes, I said to the secretary general of the U

N
, I w

ould take on this assignm
ent

and try to m
ake it a response to the fallacy of ethnic cleansing, to the lies and the

blasphem
ies com

m
itted during the 1990s by individuals w

ho perceived and still per-
ceive diversity and “otherness” as a threat to them

. N
o need, therefore, to be

deconstructed by a sem
antic conversation on w

hat is a civilization and w
hat is not;

even less to count how
 m

any civilizations there are, have been, and w
ill continue to

be. T
he focus of the dialogue, I thought, had to be quite clear, and yet practical; quite

touchable, and yet ethical; quite visible, and yet conceptual. To this day, I do not
know

 if this can be achieved or w
hether the contribution I w

ill try to m
ake through

the opportunity offered to m
e by the secretary-general w

ill actually reach the destina-
tion I w

ould like it to. N
evertheless, I w

ill pursue w
hat I believe is the focus and

sim
ple objective: the dialogue m

ay w
ell have to be one sim

ply betw
een those w

ho
perceive diversity as a threat and those w

ho perceive diversity as an opportunity for
betterm

ent and grow
th.

Is not the U
nited N

ations itself fundam
entally based on the appreciation and

celebration of diversity, on the acceptance that w
e are—

each of us as an individual
and as groups—

rich because of our ow
n individual identities, and yet profoundly

equal in the hum
anity that is inherent to us all? W

hat, then, of m
y contribution? I am

unable to conduct a dialogue am
ong religions, for I am

 not a theologian, and indeed
because that dialogue is already under w

ay; ill equipped to conduct a dialogue am
ong

traditional civilizations, for I do not even know
 how

 m
any the w

orld w
ill claim

 to
have; and unw

illing to interpret m
y task as favoring exclusively a dialogue betw

een
Islam

 and the W
est, for this w

ill cut out all of the rest. I w
ill try to m

ake m
y contribu-

tion to a dialogue that touches the nerve of our ow
n m

indset, w
hich is the w

ay w
e

look at the “other.” C
an the dialogue be the seed not only to unm

ask the fallacy of the
clash but also to provide a new

 paradigm
 of international relations?

A
 N

E
W

 P
A

R
A

D
IG

M
 O

F IN
T

E
R

N
AT

IO
N

A
L R

E
L

AT
IO

N
S

T
he Enem

y. M
illennia of traditions, one could say, have led us to believe that the

enem
y is an indispensable com

ponent of social life. Som
e m

ay even claim
 that w

e
never had leaders w

ho could lead w
ithout an enem

y. O
thers w

ould argue that it is
part of “hum

an nature” to define oneself according to w
hat one is not, and to search

out distinctions betw
een others and ourselves. It seem

s to m
e in ruling a society, the

enem
y is a convenient m

anagem
ent tool. B

ut is it necessarily an indispensable tool?
Perhaps asking the very question raises a challenge to the existing patterns of relation-
ship at both the hum

an and the institutional level [A
uthor: okay? T

his seem
s to

apply to the w
ay that individuals as w

ell as states relate to one another]. V
arious

philosophies over the centuries have existed based on different presentations of a di-
chotom

y, w
hich is perhaps the consequence of the tw

o existential features of our
being, life and death itself. A

nd yet, if it is indeed necessary or at least extrem
ely

convenient for leaders and rulers to m
ake use of the concept of enem

y, a few
 questions

could legitim
ately be asked. W

hy does one need to define and to aggrandize one’s
ow

n nem
esis to define oneself? W

ould it not be better for a ruler to present his ow
n
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positive and constructive contributions to a vision of society that he w
ishes to pursue,

instead of rushing to profile the other side, the enem
y? If the ideas w

e w
ish to pursue,

the vision w
e w

ish to represent, are really so good, so strong, so com
pelling and w

orth-
w

hile, w
hy even w

aste our tim
e in describing their opposite? Is it not logical to assum

e
that the m

ore a ruler dem
onizes his enem

y, the less positive value he seem
s to possess

of his ow
n? D

oes it not stand to reason to say that the m
ore one needs an enem

y, the
less one has to offer?  T

he unbearable presence of the enem
y is to m

e an indication of
the yet prim

itive stage of our hum
an developm

ent. C
an w

e reasonably aspire to soci-
eties led by leaders w

ithout enem
ies? It m

ay be a very idealistic vision, but it is one I
am

 not prepared to give up, even though I accept that few
 of us w

ill ever see this
dream

 m
aterialize. T

hat should not dissuade us, how
ever, from

 finding an interm
edi-

ate step w
e can take in the m

eantim
e in an attem

pt to create a society w
here each of us

is valued for the positive contribution he can provide, and not for the size of the
enem

y he can project.

T
he unbearable presence of the enem

y is an indication of the
yet prim

itive stage of our hum
an developm

ent.
If w

e accept that enem
y is indeed a m

anagerial tool for societies, I w
ould hum

bly
propose that an interm

ediate step could be to look for an enem
y that is com

m
on to us

all in today’s w
orld. T

hen w
e w

ill not have a proliferation of enem
ies, but a concentra-

tion of focus on an enem
y that does not discrim

inate am
ong us, no m

atter w
hat our

location or station in life [A
uthor: okay?]. T

hat enem
y, I suggest, is intolerance. It is a

different w
ay to describe the m

indset of those w
ho perceive diversity as a threat, and

unfortunately it is very real. It is so real that it cuts across civilizations, divides and
cuts across society vertically as w

ell as horizontally. I cannot think of a bigger enem
y,

or of a greater threat. H
ow

 to defy intolerance? I suppose it w
ould require m

uch less
ignorance than now

 exists throughout the w
orld, and a m

uch larger capacity to listen
to each other than w

e now
 seem

 to possess. I m
ay be w

rong, and I stand to be cor-
rected, but I think that real dialogue has m

uch to contribute to the creation and
understanding of the real enem

y w
e all face, and perhaps to the “undem

onization” of
the sm

aller enem
ies to w

hich w
e have becom

e accustom
ed.

Individual Responsibility and A
ccountability. T

he second elem
ent of this new

 para-
digm

 of international relations stem
s from

 m
y great faith in the ability and grandios-

ity of the hum
an spirit that resides in each individual. It m

ay w
ell be that institutions

have helped us to keep at bay the irrationality of the w
him

s of the king, and to safe-
guard the w

ill of the m
ajority and the rights of the m

inority. It m
ay w

ell be true that
through said institutions, w

e have given shape to w
hat w

e now
 call the collective

decision-m
aking process. It seem

s to m
e, how

ever, that even if there are tim
es and

places w
here decisions can be called collective, the responsibility is and m

ust rem
ain

individual. If I do not have a stake in a collective decision, I w
ill take it lightly. T

hat is,
if the outcom

e of the decision w
ill neither gain nor lose m

e anything, that outcom
e

w
ill be of no consequence to m

e, and I w
ill not take the decision seriously. A

 collective

decision seem
s to be m

ore effective if it is considered to be, at its heart, individual. W
e

are m
oving slow

ly in that direction as an international society, but w
e are just at the

beginning of the journey.
T

he justifications “I follow
ed orders” or “the decision w

as taken by the institu-
tion” are all too easy. T

hey should not and do not, in m
y opinion, take aw

ay the
responsibility from

 the individual. H
iding one’s ow

n responsibility behind the cover
of “collective decisions” is pretty m

uch sim
ilar to invoking history or religion as the

culprit for action perpetrated by hum
an beings here and now

, w
hich in turn sounds

very m
uch like the w

ords used by so m
any as justification in the past: “I w

as follow
ing

orders.”
 Im

partiality w
as another concept used by m

any in Europe after W
orld W

ar II
that served the purpose of avoiding responsibility and difficult decisions [A

uthor:
okay addition?]. A

n entire political culture has developed to glorify the concept. So
successful w

ere its proponents that they have convinced m
any around the w

orld that
im

partiality is a quality that organizations like the U
N

 should m
ake their ow

n above
all. A

s I becam
e a practitioner of diplom

acy in w
ar situations—

and, I should add,
bargained for m

y ow
n life or for that of others—

I never found that im
partiality w

as
an operative concept; rather, it w

as another cover-up for som
ething else. It is not

im
partiality that is dem

anded; it is, rather, credibility. To keep m
y w

ord no m
atter

w
hat the cost to m

e is w
hat m

ade the difference.
C

redibility is the consequence of one’s ow
n com

m
itm

ent to the declared objec-
tive. It appeared to m

e m
ore and m

ore that im
partiality w

as not only inoperative but
furtherm

ore a good [A
uthor: better, “easy” or “convenient”?] escape from

 m
aking

decisions and assum
ing responsibility. T

hus, at tim
es, im

partiality is even at odds
w

ith accountability, the very basis of credibility. W
hen dealing w

ith life and death,
credibility m

attered; im
partiality w

as not even called into question. W
hen dealing

w
ith life and death, there is no room

 for those w
ho do not have the courage to m

ake
decisions. Perhaps in a new

 paradigm
 of international relations, w

e m
ay need m

ore
people w

ho have the courage to m
ake choices and assum

e their responsibilities, and
few

er people w
ho stay “im

partial” as a m
eans of avoiding the need to m

ake any deci-
sion at all [A

uthor: okay rew
ording?].

R
eal dialogue m

ay w
ell suggest that w

e revisit the concept of
enem

y and revalue the contribution and the responsibility of
the individual in international affairs.

Should accountability increase at the individual level in international affairs—
and, for that m

atter in societal affairs—
I w

ould subm
it that it should reduce corrup-

tion, abuse of pow
er, and indeed the lightness w

ith w
hich decisions that affect others

are m
ade. I am

 not so sure that even institutional reform
s w

ould really m
ean m

uch
unless w

e introduce a reform
 in the m

indset of individuals. W
hat could be m

ore
effective than to adopt individual accountability, even for institutional decisions, even
for collective decisions—

for all those decisions, in fact, that have a bearing on the life
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and the w
ell-being of others? It is a debatable issue, I know

, as debatable as w
hen U

N
secretary-general K

ofi A
nnan used the term

inology “individual sovereignty” as the
other side of the coin to national sovereignty. B

ut it seem
s to m

e that a new
 paradigm

engendered by a real dialogue m
ay w

ell suggest that on one hand, w
e revisit the con-

cept of enem
y, and on the other, w

e revalue the contribution and the responsibility of
the individual in international affairs. If w

e believe in the greatness of the individual
hum

an spirit and the contribution that each of us individually can provide, then w
e

w
ill unleash the greatness that m

akes that individual accountable for his achievem
ents

as w
ell as for his failures.
W

hen everything is said and done, I, on m
y account, w

ill consider that our ef-
forts to initiate a dialogue am

ong civilizations w
ill have been successful if only one

individual m
ore than today w

ill eventually accept that diversity is not a threat but
rather the beginning of life itself.
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