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 First of all, I would like to express my deep thanks for the invitation to address a few words 

at the opening session of EuroISME, which meets for the first time in Spain, and brings together 

scientists, academics and military practitioners, engaged in research as well as in education and 

training in the field of military ethics. 

 

 Our meeting takes place in the Infantry Academy of the Spanish Army, a very distinguished 

teaching center that provides training - adapted to technological and scientific change - and 

development, and that maintains high and demanding standards. 

 

 As a civilian, I must say that in Spain we have surpassed the distinction between civilian and 

military long ago and, when we speak of civil society, we also include the Army. The military have 

full capacity to freely exercise their rights as citizens. I would like to recall the reflection of a famous 

Spanish intellectual, Ortega y Gasset, who referring to the Armed Forces said the following: The 

Military is an spiritual force which has two sides: that of their permanent readiness to combat, and 

the social side, ready to support the citizens. 

 

 Our armies, as was mentioned recently by my colleague in the Royal Academy of Sciences, 

General Agustín Muñoz-Grandes, are part of a society that is submitted to frequent change. Therefore, 

we need a code of conduct that defines, with spirit of permanence, the fundamental values of the 

Military Institution that should always be firmly held, and especially in the uncertain times in which 

we live. 

 

 With all those precedents, you can imagine how honored I feel to recall such a prestigious 

institution as EuroISME. 
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 EuroISME promotes and defends the existence of a specific ethical reflection focused 

primarily on the exclusive functions of the military profession, and whose last exponent is no other 

than combat.  Military training contributes to create a professional mentality, since the nature of the 

combat function allows to reflect on the professional exercise of the military. As Hungtington says: 

"Military ethics, therefore, is a constant standard which can be deduced from the professionalism of 

any officer’s corps - it is personally believed that the military would be a more appropriate expression 

- at any time and place". Similar to what happens in other social realms. 

 

 An important feature, shared by military ethics and the Law of Armed Conflicts- which our 

country has signed and decided to incorporate into our legal system - is communication. The military 

professionals have the duty of, not only expanding the idea of ethics, but also of knowing thoroughly 

its principles, contents and application. From the first training center to the last day in the practice of 

their duties, militaries have the ethical requirement of studying and reaching a comprehensive 

knowledge of the law of war. This should be carried out through education in academies, instruction 

in units, advanced courses, training in exercises and individual and collective ongoing preparation. 

Thanks to EuroISME, this conference will allow us to deepen and incorporate new contents of great 

ethical and didactic value. 

 

 Confronting armed conflict involves the use of military force, which in turn requires the 

existence of armies. Armies neither seek nor promote war. Because as an institution in societies like 

Spain, Armies are committed to solidarity in the service of peace, freedom, justice and democracy. 

Nowadays, these are the values underpinning security in our Western civilization, and which must be 

stressed as a starting point. They constitute the essential ethical principles that must guide the actions 

of the European military, together with the dignity of the human being. 

 

 Today everything is subject to rapid change. Among them, technological innovation is one of 

the most important. This fact has consequences both on the evolution of risks and threats, and on the 

changes in the nature of the conflicts that armies have to tackle. Therefore, the responses also change 

in their ethical components. As a result, legality is not only absolutely essential, but also moral 

legitimacy in the use of force. A force that is lethal, and this is something the military must not forget. 

 

 In the end, the changes that are taking place conditions the model of the Armed Forces and 

compel us to consider other instruments besides military means, armies and navies, the defense, in its 

traditional sense. But, in any case, these Armed Forces and their military must not lose sight of their 

crucial role as spearheads in the military defense of their democratic societies. 
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All this shows that the role of the military has been expanded; that it must assume not only the 

responsibilities inherent to its essential and prime condition of combatant, but also those arising from 

its new tasks and responsibilities as an aid worker, assistant or even, occasionally, as a police officer. 

One could say that the military paradigm does not change, it expands. 

And in this change, it is worth considering the new role played by technology and new systems 

incorporated into all military capabilities. Thanks to EuroISME, and during these three days, you will 

be able to analyze, discuss and consider ethical and legal elements, as well as the nature of the 

relations between civil society and the military. 

 

I will now say a word on technological development and ethics. 

 

 In our industrialized Western societies, the war phenomenon has historically been one of the 

most important driving forces behind the development of new weapons, fostered by the great 

advances in scientific and technical knowledge. 

 

 There has always been "asymmetric warfare" where irregular combatants participate against 

conventional forces. However, once the Cold War was over that concept has been broadened to 

"hybrid warfare", in which military forces confront conventional and non-conventional contenders 

(at times including criminal elements). Among other features, these contenders are very difficult to 

identify and attribute, as they try to use technological capabilities in a surprising way, and they appear 

and disappear from different scenarios making it impossible to break their will to continue fighting. 

This means that there is never a classic end to the conflict and that the boundaries between war and 

peace fade or even disappear. But what is clear is that this menace threatens our shared way of life 

and the fundamental values that underpin it. 

 

 Additionally, at the beginning of the 21st century more than ever, the citizens of Western 

countries show a profound restlessness towards the victims of armed conflicts, whether they are 

combatants or civilian victims. They efficiently convey to politicians this consideration, which acts 

as a moral constraint in the use of military force. A force that by its very nature cannot be forgotten, 

produces destruction and death. Yet the contenders to be tackled in the new hybrid conflicts do not 

have these restrictions. 

 

 When addressing these constraints and challenges the solutions that science and technological 

development can provide have also to be considered. Thus, it is common for defense policies to 

promote advanced technology weapons programs, sometimes relying on civilian research under the 

umbrella of the concept of dual-use technologies. 
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 The right of our societies to military defense- based on all assumptions of legality and 

legitimacy- is a public service which contributes to the defense of the values and interests of a political 

system promoting freedom, human dignity and democratic values. To consign the support that this 

military defense receives from technology in the search for deterrence, makes it necessary to put this 

technology at the service of ethical considerations. 

 

It is indispensable to maintain moral standards of warlike conduct in the development of wars and 

conflicts, not only in the ends, but also in the means and methods, aligned with the values and 

principles governing the coexistence in their societies. Ethical considerations on the battlefield have 

always played an important role in military operations. This is why the Geneva and Hague 

Conventions were developed, and rules of engagement established, taking into account the 

circumstances in which such operations take place. 

 

 That raises the question of whether the doctrine of the use and operation of modern weapon 

systems, will meet rigorous ethical considerations. The implications of new weapon systems affect, 

from that ethical perspective, even deeply rooted convictions and moral principles in the professionals 

of the Armed Forces. 

 

 I will now mention the behavior changes: drones 

 

 An essential value to the military pilot is determination. The future combat aircraft will 

continue to need the pilot’s determination, but possibly accompanied by a much more intellectual 

understanding and psychological preparation. Bravery, understood as a psychological impulse that 

risk and physical exposure leads to heroic action in combat, requires new considerations. It is 

therefore important to consider the case of this new type of pilot, who is responsible for the remotely 

manned aerial systems: the human behind the drones. 

 

 Drone pilots who guide them thousands of miles away, may put at risk a very valuable 

machine, in technological terms, but not their life. Perhaps they may also expose their prestige and 

expertise. Their bravery rests on their good judgment, information integration capability, and 

technical know-how. Something to add to the bravery and boldness of pilots, not afraid to deal with 

enemy aircraft, missiles and air defence systems. 

 

 Faced with these plausible changes in the values and principles of the military ethos, it must 

be noted that there is one element that must remain, and it is no other than the moral demands imposed 
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by combat. Drone pilots, like aircraft pilots, retain their responsibility with regard to the effects of 

their actions by employing lethal violence. Although it may well seem that this responsibility 

disappears because of the huge distance between their position on a computer from which they are 

conducting their actions and the results produced on the target. 

 

 Consequently, some consider that the fact of following the war through screens and handling 

it with a remote control would introduce an element of emotional detachment that could translate into 

indifference to death or even an excessive readiness to kill, both the drone objectives and non-

combatant individuals, the so-called collateral victims. 

 

 However, if physical distance produces emotional detachment in such a manner that moving 

away from the objective reduces restraint when making decisions; if also moral restrictions on the 

use of lethal violence fade away, the ethical justification allowing us to defend ourselves and fight in 

a just cause, while maintaining certain behaviors in combat, will be lost. Hence, drone pilots cannot 

allow themselves to be carried away by the feeling that distance and remoteness from the target, as 

well as the absolute reduction of their own risk, make this target less real and less humane. Particularly, 

when people are involved. Thus, they cannot allow themselves to be influenced by the thought that 

this distance also separates them from the demand for adequate involvement and moral attention. 

 

 Another ethical problem arises from the example I have just mentioned. Drone attacks are 

justified by the economic argument of being an inexpensive weapon and by the ethical arguments of 

"fewer soldiers die and there are hardly any civilian casualties”.  The latter merits reflection. 

In conventional wars and conflicts, the principles of need and proportionality, the reduction of 

casualties in the achievement of military objectives and respect for non-combatants are at the moral 

bases of war. The use of drones removes the risk of casualties among pilots, but raises doubts about 

the risk of increasing non-combatant collateral casualties, which according to the international laws 

of warfare are always innocent victims. 

 

 Thus, we have the problem of the time lag between the image obtained from the target and the 

arrival to the drone operator. In that interim, the target has been able to move and, even worse, be 

replaced by non-combatants, who would suffer lethal violence, despite careful screening of targets to 

avoid affecting non-combatants. 

 

 This is a technological problem that perhaps science itself will be able to solve in the future. 

But, for the time being, warfare, has humans lagging behind, even with the most advanced 

technological systems. And combatants, given their level of responsibility, cannot and must not forget 
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that their actions still lead to the exercise of lethal violence and destruction, so they remain morally 

and legally responsible for them - in accordance with ethical principles and subject to legal conditions. 

 

I will now comment on artificial intelligence and robots. 

 

 There is no doubt that scientific developments in artificial intelligence and robotics pose new 

problems that must also be addressed from the ethical point of view, among other aspects. 

In 1942, Isaac Asimov mentioned in his book “I, robot”, a number of laws as an ethical code for the 

operation of robots. These laws aimed at ensuring that their operation would guarantee the safety of 

human beings at all times. 

  

 In this sense, as José A. Plaza recalls, we must mention the manifesto that in July 2005 warned 

about the dangers of artificial intelligence and called for its regulation. This manifesto was supported 

by prestigious experts such as Stephen Hawking, Steve Wozniak or Noam Chomsky, among others. 

In September 2016, the "Partnership on AI" was created with the participation of Amazon, Apple, 

Google, IBM, Microsoft and other companies. Other initiatives have expressed concern about the 

inappropriate, premature or malicious use of new technologies proposing ethical codes of conduct 

which promote the appropriate use of artificial intelligence. 

The new concept of "Lethal Autonomous Weapons Systems" (LAWS), to which some people refer 

to as "killer robots", is of particular interest. 

 

 As Irene Savio points out, they are at risk of being used in the future as weapons that could 

make the decision to wound or kill, independently from any kind of human control, and there is 

currently a gap in international humanitarian law. For this reason, the UN itself held a meeting in 

Geneva at the end of 2017, within the framework of the Convention on Conventional Weapons, to 

achieve an international regulatory framework. 

 

 The risks of these systems affect ethical as well as legal aspects, such as avoiding innocent 

victims; the differentiation between civilians and combatants; the responsibility of those who decide 

on their use and accountability; and their lack of empathy if they have the capacity to "select targets 

and attack them on their own in the course of a conflict". 

 

 On the other hand, and in a favorable sense to these developments, it is argued that apart from 

avoiding military deaths caused by the conflict, “these machines would not commit rape or war crimes, 

as they do not fall under the influence of rage, fear or anger”. 

 



7 

 

 In fact, scientists like Ronald Arkin believe that robots with lethal capacity can carry out their 

work more efficiently and also more ethically than human soldiers. For this scientist: "The hope is 

that if these systems can be properly designed and used in situations where they could be correctly 

employed, they might significantly reduce collateral damage”. 

 

 Arkin's main idea is that these systems could be programmed with certain ethical restrictions 

that would safeguard respect for international humanitarian law on the battlefield without the risk of 

human error that might lead to illegal and, above all, immoral acts in the conduct of military 

operations. 

 

 Such an ethical model would include the possibility that these systems could leave the mission 

in the face of unforeseen and unanticipated circumstances, since their execution would be considered 

immoral and illegal. All this due to the fact that those "robots" could process more information, faster, 

and more accurately than humans before considering the use of lethal force. 

 

 The critical concept that is being explored and analyzed in international fora is that of 

"significant human control". In other words, that human beings are always the ultimate responsible 

for the performance of a machine, not only in the identification of targets, but also in its selection and 

final operation. 

 

I will try to end now with some conclusions. 

 

 Training and education of the military in our Academies and Schools must be extended to the 

ethical and moral field, just as modern technologies and novel missions- other than conventional 

warfare- ask for new demands, capabilities and expertise to our military. 

 

 These include training in ethics and military ethics. The justification for the future use of 

military force will be based on the ultimate argument which is law and moral reason. The Armed 

Forces will take military action using violence in a rational manner, so as to put an end to irrational 

violence and not going beyond what is necessary to restore peace. 

 

 The transformation of the Armed Forces, the introduction of scientific advances unthinkable 

a few years ago, requires changes in the organization and doctrine, imposes new missions, demands 

better instruments and calls for open-mindedness. With this, the Armed Forces adapt to the changes 

of the last decades, so technological, social and even cultural innovations will have to fit into an 
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efficient system, in which tolerance, as well as technology and talent, will definitely become a moral 

category. 

 

 This path of "positive crisis" has long been followed by the Spanish Armed Forces, which, as 

an institution, enjoy the highest consideration among Spaniards, as revealed by the latest sociological 

surveys. 

 

 All these changes are essential and mentalities need to be adapted for a permanent process of 

transformation and renewal, since "constant change and adaptation are in the nature of any military 

institution". In short, it is the innovation of the civil and business world to adapt to society and serve 

more efficiently and rigorously. 

 

 All these changes modify the way in which conflicts, military structures and the psychological 

disposition of soldiers and sailors to combat are dealt with and managed. Behaviors also change in 

combat missions, support missions, and of course, in peace missions. Here, the heroic forms that were 

produced with the means and methods of warfare in earlier times are very different from the current 

conflicts and operations, and do not prevent the military from demonstrating their heroic value. But 

this is also expressed in other ways. Heroism only reaches its peak if it leans on the basis of ethically 

inspired conduct, and does not lose sight of the essential value of human dignity, even in combat. 

 

 

 Another issue that would take us much further is the possibility that one day science will 

develop machines that escape control and transform into something more intelligent than the human 

being itself, being able to design and build other devices on its own. The question then would be 

whether these machines also have the moral judgment to become responsible for their actions on the 

battlefield. But this issue makes us fear for the idea of war between machines and the end of humanity. 

 

 


