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T
oday I would like to talk about the simplest but the most impor-

tant kind of historical rhetoric. I will talk about historical analo-

gies that diplomats, decision-makers in foreign policy and ex-

ecutives frequently use to strengthen their arguments or make their views

broadly acceptable. I will talk about the relation between diplomacy and

the use of historical analogies and I will also talk about the attitudes that

enlightened and intelligent diplomats should take towards this kind of

rhetoric.

Historical analogies are a variety of metaphorical expressions that

use an image of the past to shed some light on present or future affairs of

mostly political concern. As metaphor represents an overlap between a

source-analogue (…is the sun) and its target-analogue (Juliet), historical

analogies represent an overlap between an image of the past (source) and

an image of the present or future (target).

1. For instance, Hitler looked at the ways the British ruled over their

Indian colonies to gain a better understanding of the ways he hoped he

could rule over Europe.2 He thus created an overlap between a historical

image of a past historical experience (the source of this piece of Hitler’s

historical rhetoric) and an image of the future (the target of this piece of

Hitler’s historical rhetoric).

Let me provide you with a few more recent examples to demonstrate

that the use of this type of rhetoric is of relevance to contemporary inter-

national affairs and diplomacy as well. 2. In early 1997 US President

Clinton compared the destiny of China’s economy with the fall of the

Berlin wall. Clinton said that liberalisation of China would happen as

Eloquentiam esse,…cuius fraude damnentur interim

boni, consilia ducantur in peius, nec seditiones modo

turbaeque populares  sed  bel la  e t iam inexpiabi l ia

excitentur…Quo quidem modo, nec duces erunt utiles

nec magistratus nec medicina nec denique ipsa sapientia.1

M.F. Quintilianus, Institutio Oratoria, Book II, XVI, 2-5
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inevitably as the Berlin wall fell.3 3. After the November 1999 OSCE con-
ference, US President Clinton commented on Russian resistance to the

international community’s attempts to interfere in the issue of Chechnya.

“Clinton recalled the ‘thrilling experience’ of watching Mr. Yeltzin defy
the junta that seized power in Moscow in August 1991 and then courte-

ously asked would the West have been wrong to ‘interfere’ in Russian
affairs and stand up for Mr. Yeltzin if the coup leaders have jailed him?”4

4. Again, on the Russian offensive in Chechnya, the International Herald

Tribune commented: “Grigori Yavlinsky, one of the few Russian politi-
cians with the courage to criticise the war, has used the analogy of Israel

whose crushing military victories and territorial occupations led to dec-
ades of terrorism before it finally faced reality and struck deals with its

enemies.”5 5. As the aforementioned analogy refers to Israel, here is a

quote from former Israeli Prime Minister Netanyahu’s 1998 interview
with Newsweek. Asked to comment on his then strained relationship with

the Clinton administration, Netanyahu said: “Over the years we have
had divided views between US presidents and Israeli prime ministers on

Israel’s security needs. We had Eisenhower and Ben-Gurion differing on

the Sinai; Ford differing with Rabin during the reassessment in 1975;
Ronald Reagan and Begin clashing over Lebanon…In comparison to

those disagreements, this is … a milder case.”6

6. Iranian President Khatami, in his famous CNN interview in early

1998, delivered several historical analogies. At the very beginning of this

interview he delivered his key analogy of Puritan Mayflower immigrants
coming to America. He said that the Puritan immigrants reconciled the

idea of liberty with their religion, something many US governments have
fallen short of, and added that Iranian post-revolution society has also

been working towards such reconciliation. 7. Or let us take a few exam-

ples from the area of former Yugoslavia. While speaking about Bosnia,
late Croatian President Tudjman frequently used the image of former

Yugoslavia, which disintegrated after 1992. Tudjman drew an analogy
between the destiny that, on one hand, befell the multi-ethnic state of

Yugoslavia due to its multi-ethnic character, and the destiny that, on the

other, he expected would befall the multi-ethnic state of Bosnia. 8. Prior
to his departure from the post of Austrian Ambassador to Bosnia, Am-

bassador Valentin Inzko compared today’s Bosnia with post-World War
II Austria, which he said was, like Bosnia, divided into several

internationally managed sectors.
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Well, I could keep expanding the list of examples forever, but I be-

lieve that the eight examples I mentioned above give a sufficiently clear

idea of what I am going to talk about.

I owe you a few words about the detail that motivated me to focus

more intensely on the issue of the use of historical rhetoric in diplomacy.

Back in September 1995 US Ambassador Holbrooke started his diplo-

matic mission in and around Bosnia by negotiating an end to the Bosnian

Serb army siege of Sarajevo. In Belgrade, on 13 September, Holbrooke

met Milo�evi�, who told him that he could negotiate an end to the Sarajevo

siege directly with Radovan Karad�i�, the then president of the Bosnian

Serbs. As Holbrooke recounts, he told Milo�evi� that he would accept

meeting Karad�i� together with a few other Bosnian Serb negotiators

under two conditions: first for the Bosnian Serb negotiators to be under

Milo�evi�’s tight control throughout negotiations, and second, for them

to stop giving the US negotiating team “a lot of historical bullshit, as they

have with everyone else”.7

In contrast with this 13 September 1995 episode involving Karad�i�,

in 1999 we find Holbrooke delivering an address to the national press

club on his concept of “new realism” in US relations with the UN.8

Holbrooke opened his address with a reference to history; to the original

vision of the founders of the UN, Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Church-

ill, who Holbrooke says provided clear guidelines for future US relations

with the UN. So in one instance Holbrooke expressly condemned think-

ing in historical terms and called it “historical bullshit”, while in another

he himself heavily relied on historical rhetoric to make his case more con-

vincing. This is a paradox of sorts and it opens a number of dilemmas.

How is it possible to endure dealing with negotiators who are so com-

pletely obsessed with history that their negotiating partners feel relief af-

ter their departure from the negotiating table? Is historical rhetoric just a

repository of irrationalities that impede negotiations and lead to misun-

derstandings? If yes, then is it possible to get rid of historical rhetoric

altogether?  Does Holbrooke’s “double standard” in his successive judg-

ments on a historical kind of diplomatic arguments stem from the fact

that in the first instance he had to deal with selected chapters of Bosnian

Serb history, while in the other he simply picked from a selected menu of

his own national history? Was Holbrooke’s application of this double

standard an example of a contradictory and self-defeating attitude
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towards historical rhetoric? If yes, does this reveal a kind of deeper logic

in the use of historical rhetoric in diplomacy and negotiations? All of

these questions are very inspiring and in my talk I will try to provide, if

not straight answers, then at least a sense of the direction in which we

should search for them.

Let me then start by explaining the reasons why historical analogies

are used in the first place. This will give us a broad idea of the position

that historical analogy occupies in psychological dynamics of both na-

tions and individuals and, consequently, an equally broad idea of the roles

that it plays in the world of diplomacy and international relations.

MEANING AND PURPOSE OF HISTORICAL ANALOGIES

First, historical analogising is an essential part of national narrative and

national identity. Nations tend to group around their most central and

deeply rooted memories. Over time many of those memories acquire the

status of lasting symbols that nations use to describe their contemporary

concerns or fears as well. A sound explanation of the domination of such

symbols (i.e. historical analogies) in a nation’s self-understanding says

that they help people symbolically transcend the limitations of time and

space.9 Application of such analogies to a plethora of past and present

conditions stretching over many centuries shows their symbolic ability to

transcend temporal limits. In the same way many members of a nation

probably feel that by embracing these symbols, they too can cross the

boundaries of time and space and enjoy “secular” immortality. Now the

illusion of immortality may be just that—an illusion, but few people are

strong enough to resist its emotional appeal. That is why the need for

spiritual transcendence is one of the main sources of motivation for the

use of historical analogies in dealing with international affairs.10

The second function, which is directly linked to the aforementioned

one, is the function of identity maintenance. Historical rhetoric not only

provides nations with the sense of worldly immortality; a surrogate of

religion, but also with an answer to the question “Who are we?” Histori-

cal rhetoric explains the lasting origins of a nation. Typically, when a cri-

sis occurs in the life of nation, responses to it are couched in a language of

past models, of past dealings with a crisis similar in shape if not in
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essence. When a president says that the nation must look to its past for a

vision and inspiration to guide its present choice, he actually says that if

applied to the present, models from the past will help the nation main-

tain its spirit and sense of specific identity. Not only does this process

preserve the identity of a nation, but it also makes that identity more

persistent. Russian child psychologists found long ago that a child pro-

vided with an imaginative stage to perform his/her role in experiments

performed better than a child not provided with one. For instance, a child

asked to stand still for a period of time will perform better if he/she un-

derstands his standing as playing the role of guard. The same applies to

nations, which probably perform better if and when their actions are sur-

rounded with the flavour of an imagined narrative-scenario; if their ac-

tions represent parts of a grander historical narrative and are built on

models from their past.11 So historical analogies also originate from the

need to maintain a group sense of identity.

A third function of historical analogy is simply to provide a sense of

cognitive orientation in international affairs. The future is always open

and undetermined, and the number of international actors and the com-

plexity of their relations are too high to give a straight clue about future

developments. And here is where historical analogies play a crucial role.

They indicate a direction for actions in this world, which would other-

wise remain too complex to allow for an intellectual grasp. Historical

analogy simply projects an image of past developments into the future

and thus makes the future cognitively manageable. For instance, when

former Yugoslavia entered into the period of crisis and increased turbu-

lence, its future was easier to grasp for those who had, or thought they

had, a historical analogy to rely on; a precedent to guide their under-

standing of Yugoslavia’s future course. Making a choice or prediction is

easier when one is in possession of a recipe, and historical analogies pro-

vide such a recipe.12

Finally, historical analogies could be used as a kind of anti-depres-

sant; a colourful imagery which neutralises a boring and non-dramatic

kind of political reality. Historical analogies make international relations

intriguing, interesting, worth watching and participating in, which with-

out such a drama-producing imagery would not be case. They put things

and relations, as it is said, into perspective and make them tastier, less

boring and more purposeful. Historical rhetoric sets a scenery or stage
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linking the past with the present and the future into the chapters of a

single drama to offset the bad feeling that nothing important or big is

happening.13

So far so good. Historical analogy makes sense, as it performs sev-

eral important functions and occupies an important place in the mental

dynamics of individuals as well as of nations. Diplomats are not only

expected but also welcome to use it. History is like a big bag from which

a diplomat may grab an analogy whenever a recipe to provide cognitive

orientation is needed. History is like a grand story, which will endow a

diplomat with a sense of national identity, a sense of the coherence of the

events that shape the course of a nation’s development; something to re-

mind a diplomat of the universality and endurance of the nation’s inter-

ests. History is also like a rich set of colours which help diplomats recover

the meaning and purposefulness of the field of international affairs with

which they deal. Something that allows them to paint that field in more

attractive colours, to refresh their jobs and provoke the interest of others.

But...

CAVEAT FOR DIPLOMATS

Historical rhetoric has undeniably played an important causal role in the

etiology of many conflicts that have brought immense suffering and mis-

ery to many nations. Let me give you a few examples:

1. One of the causes of World War I was the Agadir crisis, which

made the German Kaiser less flexible and readier to fight than would

have been case had the crisis not taken place. The reason the crisis made

the Kaiser more rigid and bellicose is that the German public quickly

compared the outcome of the Agadir crisis with the “Olmuetz 1850” cri-

sis, which resulted in Prussia backing down from a confrontation with

Austria; regarded as a devastating humiliation for Prussia. So, the two

crises merged into a single historical symbol of a blow to Germany’s sense

of honour, imposed a historical analogy, and, it is generally believed, made

Germany readier to push Austria-Hungary to declare war against Serbia.14

2. One of key causes of World War II was the historical analogy of

World War I, which made both French and British leaders reluctant to

take a more aggressive stance towards Hitler. When Hitler decided to
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remilitarise the Rhineland the French reacted in an astonishingly mild

way, because their thinking was dominated by the analogy of disastrous

World War I French offensives, which inflicted too heavy losses on the

French army. The then British Prime Minister Chamberlain himself

treated Hitler as if he was a replica of the German Kaiser. Thus, the fa-

mous “appeasement” strategy was an effect of Chamberlain’s historical

analogising.15

3. Prior to launching an action in Vietnam, US President Johnson’s

thinking was guided by the analogy of the failed Munich “appeasement”

strategy as well as by the analogy of the Korean War, in which the US,

with some setbacks, finally achieved success.16

4. When Clinton presented his reasons for the NATO military ac-

tion on Kosovo in March last year, he described them in terms of World

War II and drew an analogy between Hitler and Milo�evi�. He pointed

out that Milo�evi� would like to have a mono-ethnic Kosovo cleansed of

Albanians, just as Hitler wanted to create a mono-ethnic Germany

cleansed of Jewish, Polish and other “inferior” nations. So, Clinton’s his-

torical rhetoric helped him link American past engagements with his own

latest decision to wage a military action and provide it with a deeper pur-

pose.17

5. I also believe that another seemingly innocent analogy indirectly

led to the NATO action. This was the analogy drawn between the Dayton

peace negotiations and the Rambouillet negotiations.18 This analogy prob-

ably made international mediators in the conflict between Kosovars and

Serbs too optimistic and hasty.

6. The 1980s war between Iran and Iraq as well had important his-

torical analogies in the cluster of causes leading to its outbreak. Iraq used

the analogy of the 636 battle of Qadisiya in which the Arabs stopped a

Persian invasion. Iran used the analogy of Sunni military commander

Yazid, whose troops ambushed and killed Mohammad’s grandson Hussein

in 680. That is why the Iraqis called one of their offensives the “second

battle of Qadisiya”, and called the war against Iran “Saddam’s Qadisiya”,

while Iranians called both Iraqis and Americans in general “successors of

Yazid”.19

7. Historical analogies played an essential role in the events leading

to the series of wars in former Yugoslavia. Parties to those conflicts

frequently used analogies of World War II and compared successor states’
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leadership with either Ustasha leaders from World War II or Chetnick

leaders from World War II. During the recent Bosnian war, the myth and

the analogy of the Kosovo-field battle at which the Ottoman Empire

opened the door to its further conquest of Serbia and Bosnia, was fre-

quently relied on to justify Bosnian Serb political objectives. Of course

many other examples could be mentioned, but I selected those few from

the wars that we are all very familiar with.

The examples I enlisted reveal several patterns by which historical

analogies partake in the chain of causes leading to lethal conflicts.

First, a contemporary state or leader may be directly compared to a

belligerent leader; a thug who played a key role in a past crisis or conflict.

Then those using such an analogy usually take the role of a defensive

alliance, or the leaders or states that opposed the past aggression.

Second, historical analogy may exert an indirect influence and sim-

ply bring a nation or a leader closer to making the decision to wage a war.

For instance, the “Olmuetz” analogy made it near to impossible for the

Kaiser to tolerate challenges to Germany’s sense of honour any longer.

And then when Duke Ferdinand of Austria-Hungary was assassinated,

Germany interpreted this as another blow to Germany’s sense of honour,

decided to punish Serbia, and thus directly instigated World War I. Here

historical analogy played the role of a factor that in fact accelerated the

accumulation of background causes of the war.

Third, historical analogy may convince a leader to take a too defen-

sive posture and to fail to act at times when action is the only means to

deter aggressors and prevent a bigger crisis from erupting.

In other words, historical analogising sometimes leads to an overly

offensive, self-confident posture. It sometimes leads to a significant low-

ering of the threshold of tolerance as it negatively affects self-image, i.e.

sense of honour. And last but not least it sometimes plays the role of a

deterrent to deterrence and makes leaders too restrained, too cautious in

acting, which then gives an opportunity to belligerent leaders of this world

to pursue their own policies. For instance, French leaders were reluctant

to make an offensive move against Hitler because a) their image of World

War I implied that offensive equals disaster; and b) because they did

nothing to question the applicability of that source-analogue to the fu-

ture developments they expected in their relations with Hitler.
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It is also interesting to note that, following Dessler’s typology of causes

of wars, historical analogy may be found playing the role of any of Dessler’s

four types of causes. Historical analogy may act as trigger of war, as a

channel of division which sets background conditions for the outbreak of

war, as a target defining objectives of the parties to a conflict, and also as

a catalyst which determines the intensity and duration of a conflict.20

There is yet another factor worth mentioning. The historical analo-

gies that the very parties to a conflict use are not the sole and exclusive

determinant in the conflict’s etiology. The historical analogies that third

parties use are as well of extreme relevance and importance for both ori-

gins and dynamics of conflicts. For example, during the war in Bosnia

the historical analogies that the US decision-makers employed in the pe-

riod of 1993 to 1995 definitely had an impact on the very parties to the

war as well as on the course of the war.

It is thus clear that relations between nations may worsen considerably

because developments are prejudged by the use of historical analogies. Instead

of reducing the complexity of periods of crisis, historical analogies make com-

plexity even higher. It is to an extent ironic that historical analogies, which

are supposed to bring more order and simplicity into our images of inter-

national developments, instead lead to an increase in complexity. They

turn relations into a powder keg, as the famous metaphor has it.

Another half-ironic or paradoxical side effect is the fact that although

at the beginning of this presentation I referred to four functions that his-

torical analogies perform which seem to make our use of them very mean-

ingful, we seem now to have reached the very opposite conclusion. His-

torical analogies are among the key causes of war and that is why one

could rightly argue that they cannot provide a sense of transcendence or

of worldly immortality. How can they, when they lead to the very con-

crete extinction of many individuals supposed to enjoy the sense of tran-

scendence and hover above distant periods of history by means of histori-

cal analogy? They cannot provide a sense of identity either. How can

they, when they have so often led to clashes between identities? They

cannot provide a sense of cognitive orientation either. How can they, when

instead of bringing more simplicity and order into our minds, all they

bring is actually disorder and chaos in the times of war?

My first reaction to this paradox was as extreme as anyone’s reaction

is likely to be. “Let us dismiss historical rhetoric completely!” “Let us
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ban it!” “Let us tell leaders and/or diplomats to resist the temptation of

thinking in terms of historical imagery!” They must not look backwards

but forwards. They must not compare new crises with past sections of

their or anybody else’s history. Diplomats must not use the language of his-

torical analogies. They should do their best to resist temptation to describe

current crises in terms of the past. Instead, diplomats should maintain the

good old tradition of ambiguous language; of polite language which gives

equal consideration to the interests of all the parties concerned with, and

involved in, a critical process. Such an argument for a ban on the use of

historical rhetoric would further add that diplomacy is an art of making

compromises that by definition provide ambiguous resolutions to con-

flicts. And such an argument would further add that the art of diplomacy

requires a creative individual capable of transcending established and

standardised patterns of thought and action, including historical ones.

That is why diplomats, who serve as balancing communicators between

groups or nations, are to be advised to use ambiguous expressions and

language, which allows room for satisfaction of several interests at once

and suggests no clear direction in which one should move. Ambiguous

language prepares one for accommodation, creates distance from a priori

defined commitments/interests, and thus by implication reduces the po-

tential for conflict.21 Simple but suggestive and dangerous historical meta-

phors create a risk of increasing the complexity in the relations between

actors in a diplomatic process. Complicated but flexible and polite ambi-

guities tend to reduce such complexity. This seems to be a paradox but it

actually should be considered the number one rule for language that dip-

lomats use in times of crisis or stress. So, the argument runs, diplomats

should cross out historical metaphors from their dictionary and take

ambiguities as their main tool for coping with potentially explosive situ-

ations in which their nations may feel tempted to release ancient ghosts.

I must admit this is a great argument. And it seems to be a natural

reaction to the fact that the use of suggestive historical metaphors is de

facto one of the causes of conflicts. But…
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CAVEAT GONE WRONG

Despite the argument, and the unmistakably clear recipe it provides, his-

torical rhetoric and description of the present in terms of the historical

past are not so easy to dismiss. Two reasons, combined, cast tremendous

doubt on the belief that diplomats may simply do without the use of historical

analogies in dealing with international affairs.

First, the human mind has a biological inclination to reason induc-

tively; that is, to reason about future happenings through the prism of

past experiences. We reason via analogies. By instinct we set expectations

on the basis of our past experience and nothing may be changed with

that. So if we have a certain historical experience, as we all have, then

images of our future are bound to have their roots in that experience.22

That is why historical rhetoric is not just an occasional propaganda tool

for politicians, or a specialty of those who are obsessed with the past, but

an ever-present and persistently recurring phenomenon.

The second reason holds that the world community is divided into

nations with each nation measuring the time of its existence along the

historical line of its evolution. And each nation considers its historical

traumas and recoveries especially important; something like milestones

on the path leading from its past to its present. Nations thus treat their

particular histories as stores of their collective memory, which serve both

the purpose of maintaining their particular identities and the purpose of

providing answers to challenges of the present time. Diplomats are still

their nations’ humble servants and therefore cannot avoid using histori-

cal analogies in presenting their nation’s views or interests. Look at what

happened to Holbrooke!

That is why a total ban on the use of historical rhetoric has no chance to

hold. Despite our suggestion to diplomats not to reach into the bag of histori-

cal metaphors while selecting the style of their wording and language, their

hands will instinctively go there. This means that we must discover more

cunning ways of dealing with this instinct.

A common-sense view would suggest that diplomats should choose

a “golden mean”, and try to balance and combine certain aspects of both

historical rhetoric and ambiguous language in order to satisfy their in-

stincts but also to make this satisfaction less dangerous, less capable of

generating first mental and then armed conflict. In other words,
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diplomats may continue using historical analogies but they should be made

more ambiguous and less suggestive. This would imply taking a different

approach to history as well as to the historical rhetoric that diplomats

cannot escape using. Since, as we saw, historical rhetoric takes the form

of suggestive historical metaphors, this means that diplomats should try

reshaping the ways in which they map the source-analogue of a meta-

phor (an image of the past) onto its target (an image of the present or the

future). For a diplomat, selection of language and style is extremely im-

portant, and the goal should be the creation of a new kind of historical

“Diplomatese” language combining both narrowly historical and narrowly

diplomatic considerations, and borrowing from both “make it ambigu-

ous” and “make it historical” schools of thought.

“DIPLOMATESE” STYLES OF AMBIGUATION AND

MODERATION OF HISTORICAL RHETORIC

My firm belief therefore is that a diplomat has the freedom of choice. I do

not believe that diplomats must rely exclusively on suggestive historical

rhetoric, or, on the other hand, ban it completely. They are free to choose

a more refined language of their own making; a language which would

meet the demands of identity and continue to perform the four functions

that historical analogies perform, but which would at the same time open

some doors to ambiguities and help diplomats communicate more effi-

ciently and less stressfully in times of crises.

The idea is very simple. All we have to do is to loosen the link between

a source of historical metaphor and its target. In that way a diplomat could

still retain a historic image, an idea of historic precedents, using language

which would also retain the flavour of national identity or national nar-

rative. By using ambiguated historical analogies, though, diplomats could,

with the same stroke, raise their awareness of the fact that the final deci-

sion is theirs to make, as the “loose” historical analogising would leave

enough elbow room for them to act as individual and adaptable thinkers

or decision-makers. Namely, ambiguated historical analogies do not de-

duce from the past a straightforward or rigid image of the future.

I will present here six different methods of ambiguation of historical

rhetoric but I believe that one could and should think of more.
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First, one could do what General Semantics advises us to do.23 In-

stead of using an image of trends, periods, or any suchlike generalities,

the diplomat should use an image of a particular moment in history as a

source-analogue of historical rhetoric. So, instead of saying simply that

Saddam is like Hitler, the diplomat should focus on a particular moment

of Hitler’s political biography, comparing that very moment with the cur-

rent moment in dealing with Saddam. I call this method “the method of

particularised rhetoric”. Its effects are indeed incredible. The first thing

you will notice is that historical analogy becomes much more compli-

cated, much more demanding, but at the same time it opens numerous

cognitive possibilities in detailed thinking on one’s future choice vis-à-

vis Saddam.

Second, instead of using clean and straight images of the past, diplo-

mats should try making them more blurred and grey. For instance, while

comparing China with the former Soviet Union, an American diplomat

should think of the USSR not only as a former ideological enemy but

also as a challenge, which may have caused or helped the US to achieve

several breakthroughs in science, economics or technology. Or the diplo-

mat could think of the USSR as a state which the US indirectly drained

during the cold war period and is therefore partly to blame for the poverty

plaguing today’s Russia. I call this method “the method of blurring rheto-

ric”.

Third, instead of using an image of past actualities as the source of

historical analogy one could use an image of past potentialities. This usu-

ally goes under the heading of history of missed or lost opportunities, but

it should include a history of the risks that states or leaders were lucky to

escape as well. So a diplomat should not use only actual achievements or

happenings as a paradigm, but rather all the things that were either luck-

ily escaped or nearly achieved but missed, due to short-sightedness, un-

expected occurrences, or misleading information. Instead of comparing

Yeltsin with Hitler, we may better start thinking of the opportunities that

pre-World War II European governments missed in their dealings with

Hitler, of the potential past in which Hitler may have taken a different

path had the governments acted in a way they did not.24 Again, you see

that the link between potential past and the actual present becomes some-

what ambiguous and that the rhetoric thus generated places all responsi-

bility for future actions on the diplomat using it. Such imagery linking
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potentialities and actualities requires an active effort on part of the diplo-

mat and makes it impossible for the diplomat to hide behind a suggestive

comparison which may lead decisions in a predetermined direction. I call

this method “the method of fictional realism in rhetoric”.25

Fourth, in some periods of history actions taken led not to the prefer-

able or desired objectives but to their very opposites. It seems as if the

action produced an accumulated net-side-effect, which reversed the very

action, undid it and delivered the least rather than the most desired thing.

In theories of tragedy this is called “tragic irony” but the message is, I

believe, sufficiently clear: humans sometimes take actions blindly believ-

ing they will deliver a happy outcome. Humans though are too ignorant

to accurately predict all the factors playing an important role in the actual

course of their actions and that is why their actions sometimes return to

them like a boomerang. Every nation has probably experienced history’s

tragic ironies and the story of an age when success was almost achieved

but then a disaster followed is a typical chapter in national narratives.

Now, my idea is to use those bits of tragically ironic history as sources of

historical analogies. This would remind both decision-makers and dip-

lomats of the shortcomings of any grand design; of the fundamental in-

ability of human beings to predict all the factors determining the out-

come of an action. Instead of using plain historical analogies predicting

more or less clear outcomes, let us use those analogies that speak about

unpredicted and unpredictable details that have reversed the course of

history and may reverse it once again. I call this method of ambiguation

of historical rhetoric “the method of ironic rhetoric”. And if the diplomat

ever decides to play the role of advocatus diaboli (devil’s advocate) to im-

prove the quality of group decision-making considerably, this is the best

way to look at history as a fount of historical rhetoric.26

Next comes method five. While all previous methods focus on the

quality of the source and the target of historical metaphors and the link

between the two, this method focuses on quantity. Instead of using a sin-

gle image of the past as the source of metaphorical representation of the

present or future, we may better use many images. That means that in-

stead of swaying under the temptation to compare today’s China with

the former Soviet Union, we may better compare China to many other

historical paradigms as well.  In that way we will loosen the link between

the target (China) and the source (former Soviet Union and others), make
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it more ambiguous, while at the same time we will enrich our base of

decision-making and better prepare ourselves for several distinct possi-

bilities. The likelihood that the future will literally quote the past is infi-

nitely low, however unambiguous suggestive historical metaphors lead

one to believe that the future will reproduce the past fully. Using a multi-

tude of sources in historical analogy runs counter to that tendency and,

like the aforementioned methods, secures adaptability of thought to un-

expected circumstances. I call this method “the method of multiplied rheto-

ric”.27

The sixth method itself concerns the quantity of targets and sources.

Instead of a simple focus on the source, this method focuses on both source

and target and proposes the use of dual sources and dual targets. That

means that instead of drawing a parallel between, for instance, Saddam

and Hitler, one should draw a more complicated parallel between two

relations; between the relation holding between Saddam and the US of

today, on the one hand, and the relation holding between Hitler and the

US in, let us say, 1940, on the other. The first thing one would notice is

that this latter parallel does not sound very convincing. The reason for

this is that analogies drawn between simple entities may be based on su-

perficial similarities, but those between relations are more demanding

because relations themselves are abstract concepts and thereby more dif-

ficult to discern. So again, a historical rhetoric playing with relations is

intellectually much more demanding and much richer in nuances than

one playing with a single historical object as a source and a single con-

temporary object as a target. And this again is likely to make one more

cautious in the choice of historical analogies.

Besides, relations are, so to say, floating above entities and no entity

has full control over the relations that hold between it and another entity.

And no relation is deterministically defined by the actions of a single en-

tity. This is in itself a positive message on the use of relations as both

source and target of historical rhetoric. I would call this method “the

method of relational rhetoric”.

A sharp and sceptical eye would quickly identify seemingly weak

spots in the methods I proposed.

For instance, the method of fictional realism would probably meet a

suspicious critic arguing that potentialities are unfortunately only that -

potentialities! That means that their status among mental entities
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(concepts, stories, stores of knowledge and alike) is bound to be some-

what insecure. Potentialities do not strike the way realities strike and that

is why our memories do not adopt them easily as their most valuable

treasures. Potentialities are floating and easy to forget and are difficult to

transmit in the form of socially relevant and usable knowledge. For all

those reasons the concept of fictional realism in rhetoric is, a suspicious

critic would say, unlikely to take firm root among diplomats or histori-

ans. Besides, it seems that whatever positive diplomatic aspect the con-

cept has it would evaporate once diplomats start asking the question “Who

lost the opportunity?” too emphatically.

Or let us take the method of ironic rhetoric. A suspicious critic would

probably counter-argue that the philosophy standing behind the concept

of ironic rhetoric is too tragic to be given serious consideration. The con-

cept of tragic irony seems to load too heavy a burden on human shoul-

ders, both intellectual and emotional. It is deeply unsettling when one

considers human history as a series of self-annihilating actions. It is too

pessimistic, too hopeless for any thinker to endure for any length of time.

People like toying with the idea of progress, of something that endows

their lives with meaning and purpose. Since the concept of ironic rheto-

ric runs against that deeply human sympathy for an evolutionary world-

view it would not generate enough resonance among diplomats of this

world.

And, finally, the critic may say something like “Your methods of

ambiguation are too elitist an endeavour! Leaders and foreign ministers

need popular support and that is why they need to address the minds of

common people, the common people’s needs, memories, concerns, fears,

etc. Do you believe that a leader or state secretary would go and address

his populace with such a tricky and intellectually too demanding version

of historical rhetoric? Do you really believe that an ambiguated historical

analogy would resonate in the minds of ordinary citizens?”

I could not fail to acknowledge the objections of the fictional critic.

They are all in perfect order except that they may shatter my proposal

only to a very limited degree. For instance, to use ironic rhetoric here and

there does not imply subscribing to a radically pessimistic philosophy of

history with no meaning and purpose. I mean to use it as an occasional

reminder to avoid future tragedies and help others avoid self-defeating

actions.
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As regards potentialities and their insecure ontological position, I

must admit that such an objection sometimes holds, but sometimes it

does not. There certainly may be potentialities that we sometimes just

fancy and that then swiftly go away. Some potentialities though are dif-

ferent; they do not go away and we think of them most of the time. For

instance, the potentiality of me being hit by a car while crossing a street is

not just a fictional one. And I believe that relevant historical potentiali-

ties belong to the latter category. If history has taken different and disas-

trous paths because a diplomat has missed an opportunity or did not timely

recognise a potentiality, then someone should be thinking a lot about that

opportunity. Concerning the question “who has lost an opportunity?” I

believe that in this case unilateral assignment of responsibility is neither

fair nor possible. It may be that, for example, the French failed to respond

in time to the remilitarisation of the Rhineland, but those who directly or

indirectly “helped” them fail should be held responsible as well.

As regards the critic’s concern with popular support I must admit

that diplomacy is an elitist activity. My intention however was not to pro-

pose the six methods as a set of tools to help presidents in drafting public

speeches. My intention was to propose them to enrich and better the de-

cision-making process among the elite, primarily. As for presidents or for-

eign ministers, they themselves should find ways to build the methods

into the messages they would like to deliver through public speeches. So

I leave that to their skill and intelligence. Finally, the boundary between

the elite and the populace is constantly shifting and the distance between

the two depends on one sole factor; education, of which the populace

should and does take care itself.

As a general point, the objections mentioned teach the lesson that

one must not become a slave to a recipe. Once methods get fixed and stop

evolving they turn into rigid tricks that an acute observer will quickly

recognise as such. (A typical example of this is the famous rule of the use

of “I-sentences” instead of “You-sentences” in negotiations.) Once our

partner party to negotiations realises that we do nothing but read from a

menu, from a closed list of methods and recipes, our stated positions are

bound to lose half of their strength. The requirement of creativity, which

says that we must constantly expand and keep innovating in our use of

language, applies here as well.
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Let me then at the end summarise the main points of my talk. First,

when it comes to the use of language and its many styles, diplomats must bear

in mind that they have a choice. They may choose one or more among

many styles of language. This freedom of choice of an instrument of ex-

pression is particularly important because plurality of such instruments

makes diplomats aware of their own responsibility in verbally expressing

their attitudes towards international developments. Lack of awareness of

plurality of such instruments makes an expressed attitude appear too

natural and disables diplomats from making a reflective and conscious

choice; from taking full responsibility for the effects of their choices. For

instance, I demonstrated that historical analogising appears couched in

at least two different styles of linguistic expression (pure analogies and

ambiguous analogies), while awareness of its likely negative effects may

give rise to another one, the style of an ambiguous use of language. And I

also pointed to various motivational factors that may move a diplomat to

opt for one or the other or any combination of these styles. This is highly

likely to endow diplomats with the sense of control over what they may other-

wise believe to be a spontaneous verbal expression of their natural psychic

attitudes. It is pointless to advise diplomats that their verbal style should

be polite or moderate unless they have been taught about plurality of

possible verbal styles and about their advantages as well as disadvantages.

Politeness or moderation in use of language is not a natural fruit growing

on every tree.

Second, when it comes to the issue of conflicts, historical analogies play

a causal role in the etiology of conflicts. However, I failed to say how im-

portant the role is and under what conditions the negative effects of his-

torical analogising may be neutralised by other factors. One thing how-

ever needs to be taken for certain: it is better to be beforehand alerted to a

factor that may play an important role in the etiology of conflicts. History

has delivered many lessons on this and it is better for us not to rely on the

vicissitudes of chance. Historical analogies come under the heading of

psychological causes of war and I believe that they are indeed the under-

lying ones.

Third and finally, diplomats must be aware that they have freedom not

only of choice but also of making a brand new language of their own liking.

As I tried to sketch the basic elements of a new kind of historical

“Diplomatese”, so every diplomat should try making a better and more
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expressive kind of Diplomatese. As Noam Chomsky repeated time and

again, language consists of finite number of items (phonemes, dictionary

entries, rules of grammar, etc.), but the number of possible combinations

of those items is virtually infinite. Every day human beings produce novel

metaphors never heard before. The diplomat must give serious consid-

eration to this fact of creativity in language, to the ability of language to

expand and adapt to all kinds of conditions.

Paraphrasing Hobes, Josef Joffe on one occasion said that diplomacy

without a sword is but a word. The way I understand this metaphor, it

implies that diplomats on all sides must be aware of their power to mate-

rialise their aims, and that without such awareness diplomacy would be

just an empty and aimless exchange of words. The way I see things, di-

plomacy is primarily words that prevent us from reaching for our swords.

That is why there must be no end to our attempts to improve the ability

of our language to simulate real acting and thus to make swords dispen-

sable. Making our words independent of swords, of which moderation or

ambiguation of historical rhetoric is just one aspect, is one among many

steps that diplomats must take to create through language a different and

healthier atmosphere in international relations.
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