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Preface

In international relations intervention is most often understood to be
an act undertaken by states, usually involving some kind of coercion,
that impacts on the territorial integrity or political independence of
another state. These acts may be undertaken for a variety of ends,
whether humanitarian or power political. L. Oppenheim referred to
intervention as “dictatorial interference” in the internal or external
affairs of a state.1 R.J. Vincent defined intervention as activity under-
taken by a state, a group within a state, a group of states, or an interna-
tional organization which interferes coercively in the domestic affairs of
another state.2 Hedley Bull noted that international lawyers have tradi-
tionally viewed intervention as a dictatorial or coercive interference by
an outside party or parties in the jurisdiction of a sovereign state or,
more broadly, an independent political community.3 Stanley Hoffman
argued that in the widest sense, every act of a state constitutes an
intervention.4

These definitions, and most contemporary uses of the word interven-
tion, share a focus on the act of interference by one state in the affairs
of another. They represent attempts to place boundaries on a potentially
large and unwieldy concept.5 The purpose of this book, by contrast, is
to unsettle the definition of intervention by arguing that any particular
border crossing or interference is constituted by a range of prior inter-
ventions. In this respect, intervention is a more general term that refers
to that which through its presence modifies an existing state of affairs.
I refer to these as “diplomatic” interventions in so far as they may
involve some form of communication to avoid or limit recourse to force,
as well as to realize it. The agents of intervention are not purely the
traditional diplomat, however. Over the last century in particular the
range of actors involved in some form of cross-border communication
related to war has multiplied. Not only states, but international organi-
zations, nongovernmental organizations, journalists, and others have
shaped the experience of war.

There are two consequences of this act of unsettling. First, we shift
emphasis from what one state does to another to the larger context of
international rules and practices within which more specific acts are given
meaning. An analysis of this kind focuses on the various background
conditions that made a forceful intervention possible in, for instance,
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Kosovo or Afghanistan, rather than an analysis of the use of force itself.
Any particular act of interference is constituted or made possible by a
larger set of assumptions, rules, and practices. These are interventions in
and of themselves. For instance, human rights law or the Genocide
Convention represent forms of legal intervention that provide a neces-
sary background for justifying intervention for humanitarian ends. Or
the Just War tradition represents a form of moral intervention to define
the parameters of acceptable warfare.

Second, we shift attention from intervention as a specific type of act,
with force, to intervention as part of a human attempt to mold and/or
limit the experience of war. Intervention, in this respect, involves a form
of agency that is larger than the decision to interfere in the affairs of
another state. Agency resides in the attempt to alter the larger context
within which war is defined and fought.

Realist International Relations theory has assumed that war is a
natural and recurring feature of the international system, whether due
to human nature or the inescapable condition of anarchy. Constructivists
have argued that “anarchy is what states make of it” and that the shape
of the system emerges out of interactions between states. On a theoret-
ical level, this book is an attempt to explore the tension between these
two statements, that is, that war is a recurring feature of international
relations, and that it is a social construct, given form and meaning
through human and state interactions. It is in the midst of this tension
that the potential for conflict avoidance or transformation is to be identi-
fied. Each of the chapters explores this tension in relation to a specific
type of intervention.

Chapter 1 examines the central tension underlying the book between
realism and constructivism as it relates to questions of war. Several
contrasts are explored: first, that between realist assumptions that war
is an inescapable condition vs. war as a human and social construction;
second, that between human nature or anarchy as a cause of interna-
tional conflict and war vs. the idea that anarchy “is what states make
it,” that is, that conflict or peace are constituted through interactions in
historically specific conditions. The analysis looks to the literature
on causes of war, much of which grows out of the realist tradition, con-
trasting the assumptions of this genre with more recent arguments
about the social constitution of conflict. The chapter analyzes what is at
stake in this distinction, particularly as it relates to the potential for
intervention to transform conflict.

In the realist tradition, war is considered to be endemic to the
international system because there is no overarching global authority to
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adjudicate in cases of dispute. The Westphalian system, since 1648, has
been organized around the principles of sovereignty and noninterven-
tion, which presumes this absence. Yet, when approached historically, it
is evident that the meaning and expression of war have taken contex-
tually specific forms. Chapter 2 provides a historical overview of the
changing structures of warfare, from the fragmented lines of authority
during the medieval period, to the various balance of power logics within
the Westphalian period, to the emerging web of state and institutional
relationships against the background of globalization. The chapter
argues that war, while a recurring feature, has always been constructed
in the sense that it is given meaning and shape within particular
historical and cultural contexts, defined by different technological and
organizational forms to different ends.

One of the central themes of the realist framework is the tension
between “is” and “ought.” Realists claim to work with the world as it is,
assuming power to be the determining factor in state interactions.
Constructivists, by contrast, are more inclined to argue that normative and
ethical concerns, that is, the “ought,” are embedded in all actions. From
this perspective, realism contains an “ought” like any other model, in
that assumptions about the world give rise to conclusions about neces-
sary action. Chapter 3 surveys different traditions of moral and ethical
reasoning as they relate to questions of war. More specifically it looks at
the historical evolution of Just War thinking, and related rules of war
and humanitarian practice, as forms of moral intervention to shape and
limit the destructiveness of war.

There exist several layers of international law, some growing out of the
customary practices of states; others more explicitly represent the codifi-
cation of moral principle. While the different types of law are sometimes
in conflict, they are all part of a historical pattern, that is, legal codifica-
tion has often been a response to problems arising from the increased
destructiveness of war. Sovereignty and nonintervention were a response
to the bloody Thirty Years’ War. The Geneva Conventions were a response
to the increasing destructiveness of war with the move toward forms
of total warfare and the collapsing distinction between citizen and soldier.
The Genocide Convention and Human Rights law were a response to the
atrocities of the Holocaust. Chapter 4 grapples with the significance of
the observation that legal codification has been a response to the increas-
ing destructiveness of war and whether this strengthens or weakens realist
claims regarding the supremacy of power and might.

The question of moral and legal constraints on war has played an
important role in defining the parameters for military intervention.

x Preface
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Whether intervention is defined in terms of national interest or human
rights, states have drawn on traditional moral and legal arguments to
justify their actions. Chapter 5 looks at the relationship between differ-
ent strategies of military intervention, related in particular to coercive
diplomacy, humanitarian intervention, and pre-emptive strategies in
the name of self-defense. Building on the discussion of the previous
chapter, this chapter examines the relationship between strategic, legal,
and moral criteria for military intervention, pointing to the increasing
complexity of the social and institutional background against which
states and other actors must shape and construct specific policy choices.

The economic corollary of the realist emphasis on military power is
the arms trade. The arms trade is often viewed as a global logic in and
of itself that reproduces conflict and war. However, arms transfers have
historically been an instrument of policy, and thus intervention, to but-
tress allies and punish foes. Particularly during the latter part of the Cold
War, arms transfers to ideological allies and “freedom fighters” were a
potent tool in the conflict between East and West. During this period,
another type of economic intervention, that is, economic sanctions, was
not considered to be an effective policy choice. Since the end of the Cold
War economic sanctions have been increasingly a tool for reinforcing
global norms and influencing the policies of repressive states. The
purpose of Chapter 6 is to explore the relationship between arms transfers
and economic sanctions as forms of intervention. During the Cold War
the superpowers flooded the globe with arms. In its aftermath, states
have been forced to negotiate the complex tension between economic
dependence on the arms trade, on the one hand, and, on the other, the
need to re-establish control over “rogue states” and “terrorists,” through
economic sanctions, against the backdrop of widespread proliferation.

The previous chapters highlighted the delicate relationship between
practices of war and attempts to limit or circumscribe its destructiveness,
as well as the extent to which the current culture of international
politics is woven in a complex tapestry of tensions. Realist theories have
tended to ignore questions of culture, given assumptions that state
action is a function of more generalized notions of human nature or
anarchy. However, several trends since the end of the Cold War make it
increasingly difficult to ignore the role of culture in constituting the
possibility of war or its transformation. As the Cold War culture dis-
solved, the ideological conflict between East and West was supplanted
by, on the one hand, nationalist conflicts, as in the Balkans, and, on the
other hand, attempts to transform long-standing ethnic conflicts,
previously subsumed by the superpower standoff. Chapter 7 explores
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the different ways in which culture plays a role in the constitution of
war or its transformation. Culture has several expressions. It can refer to
the increasing relevance of ethnic or other cultural lines for delineating
conflicts. It refers more generally to meanings conveyed in language or
visual image and how these constitute the possibility of war or peace.
Propaganda has traditionally been an important medium for lending
cultural meaning to conflict, albeit distorted, which has contributed to
the construction of war. By contrast, dialogue has increasingly provided
a context for actors to break down established assumptions and fixed
categories of us and them, in order to re-describe the potential for new
forms of identity and interaction and thus conflict transformation.

That individual and social trauma accompanies the destruction of war
should be obvious. Yet trauma has only recently become a subject of
serious study in the literature of international relations. Realists view
patterns of recurring conflict as a natural feature of the international
system. When approached from a more therapeutic angle, the repro-
duction of conflict can be understood as the re-enactment of past
trauma across generations in an attempt to seek vengeance. Politically
this phenomenon can be observed in the important place given to past
traumas and wars in the justification of contemporary action against
new enemies. The year 1389 in the vocabulary of the Serbs or the
Holocaust in the vocabulary of Israel and others have provided a frame-
work for mobilizing public emotion and action. Interestingly, a “therapy”
metaphor has provided a framework for practices such as dialogue,
Truth and Reconciliation Commissions, or reparations. Each of these in
different ways seeks to break the pattern of war by coming to terms with
the past. The purpose of Chapter 8 is to explore the role of past trauma
in reproducing patterns of war and different modes of conflict therapy
which point to the possibility of moving beyond recurring cycles of
violence toward some kind of healing.

The purpose of Chapter 9 is to revisit the various categories of interven-
tion explored in this book from a critical perspective. Throughout the
book emphasis is placed on efforts to limit the destructiveness of war. Each
chapter reveals a tension between the reality of war and efforts to define
boundaries around this reality. However, from a critical perspective, both
sides of this tension are social constructions. For instance, the “reality”
identified by realists is constructed on a range of assumed categories which
have defined the international system, and not least the concept of sover-
eignty. One goal of this chapter is to highlight the extent to which the book
itself represents a critical intervention and how this requires that we look
again from a new angle at international practices of intervention.
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The other goal is to reach some conclusions about the overarching
theme, that is, the relationship between realism and constructivism.
First, as the chapters progress further layers of constructedness emerge
until it becomes difficult to talk about a single unchanging reality in any
meaningful sense. Instead, the range of conventions and practices that
have defined or transformed war over time are bound up in an ever
changing historical and cultural context. Second, the social construct-
edness of war is in tension with the obvious element of destruction,
including the deconstruction of civilization, which arises from this
practice. Chapter 9 explores the paradox that war occupies a space on
a spectrum spanning from social construction to deconstruction and
examines the role of international intervention in situating a particular
war along this spectrum.

Often the claim that the international system is constructed, and thus
changeable, goes hand in hand with assumptions that we can move
beyond the problem of war. Just as the human community once banned
slavery, they will one day ban war. In this case the equation is much
more complex, and does not add up simply to war or not war. Together
a range of intersecting factors constitute any particular case of war or
intervention. The field is not static, however. The constellation, including
the background rules (morality and law) or policy choices (military and
economic) and attempts to reconstitute meaning (culture, therapy) have
changed from one historical era to another or one particular context to
another. A tension, by definition, pulls in opposite directions, which
can contribute to the reproduction of conflict, while transforming the
historical constellation. Part of the usefulness of a constructivist analysis
is that it provides a thicker understanding of how different patterns are
interwoven and thus how they might be interrupted.

This book grew out of a postgraduate seminar taught for two years
at Queen’s University Belfast. Its contents have been enriched by my
exchanges with students on the MA in International Politics. The class
of 2001–02 engaged with the ideas before I began writing the chapters.
Their insightful contributions (and the fact that many of them, much
to my surprise, turned into die-hard realists) made me ask serious
questions I may not have entertained on my own. I would like to thank
Fiona Barr, Andrew Donnan (who also provided comments on Chapter 1),
Karen O’Kane, Quentin Mayne, Neil McKintrick, Jerome Sherman, and
Hung Jen Wang. The class of 2003–04 read early drafts of the chapters
and provided useful feedback, as well as bringing a somewhat more
optimistic take to the subject matter. This group included Agnes Cronin,
Fiona Cullen, Louise Jones, Siobhan O’Leary, John Rogers, Taryn Sheppard,
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Isil Ulguc, and Max Vogel. They are all in a small way contributing
authors. My interactions with them have made me aware of exactly how
important the link between teaching and research can be.

I would also like to thank Mary Jane Fox for her support and com-
ments on some of the material in the text, particularly relating to the
legal distinctions; the reader for Palgrave Press, for his or her encourag-
ing and helpful reviews of the proposal and the book; Alison Howson,
the editor at Palgrave, for her enthusiasm and support throughout the
process of writing and producing the text; Charlotte McEvoy, for pro-
viding helpful comments on Chapter 7; William Cleere, Neta Crawford,
Brian Frederking, Thomas Kehoe, Nicholas Onuf, and Nicholas Wheeler
for taking time from their busy schedules to read through the almost
final draft, and for providing very detailed and useful feedback; and
Myles Courtney for reading through the completed text just before
sending it off to Palgrave. I would also like to thank the Leverhulme
Trust who granted me a research fellowship in 2002–03 for a project on
the conceptualization of trauma and therapy as political concepts,
which provided the basis for the argument in Chapter 8.

Last, but certainly not least, I would like to thank Michael Nicholson,
to whom I have dedicated this book. His sudden and untimely death in
October 2001 preceded both the conceptualization and writing of the
manuscript. However, its two central concerns, conflict and methodol-
ogy, are what brought us together in an academic project and later
developed into a deep friendship and love. We agreed on very little, but
that difference sustained and energized countless discussions on the
beaches and in the forests of Northern Ireland during the two years
preceding his death. His children, Jane, Carolyn, and Paul, and his
grandchildren, Carmen, Mateo, Anna, and Sarah, have in the years since
been a source of support, love, and laughter, and a continuing reminder
that even in loss something is left over.

xiv Preface

1403_915415_02_prevxiv.qxd  4/3/05  7:28 PM  Page xiv



1
Cause or Constitution?

1

Whereas aggression may be inherent (in human nature), war is
learned behavior, and as such can be unlearned and ultimately
selected out entirely. Humans have dispensed with other habits
that previously seemed impossible to shed. For example, during
the Ice Age, when people lived in caves, incest was perfectly
acceptable, whereas today incest is almost universally taboo. …
Like slavery and cannibalism, war too can be eliminated from
humankind’s arsenal of horrors.

John Stoessinger1

War is a reflection of the human condition. A few centuries ago, a similar
claim was made about slavery, which has since been formally abolished.
Slavery was once understood to be a timeless enterprise. It is now a his-
torical phenomenon, for which US President George W. Bush, during a
visit to Africa in 2003, expressed regret. Forced enslavement is a prohibited
act in the statutes of the new International Criminal Court.

While an unequivocal moral rejection of war is more complicated
than that of slavery, the pattern is at best uneven. In the nineteenth cen-
tury, during the Concert of Europe, there was a lengthy period without
major interstate war. The Kellogg–Briand Pact after the First World War
made aggressive war illegal. The European Union has been largely suc-
cessful in creating the conditions for former enemies to cooperate. One
of the most popular contemporary theories of international relations
rests on the argument that democracies don’t fight one another.2

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the tension between two
different claims about war. The first claim is that war is a timeless feature
of international relations. Whether due to evil human nature or the
anarchic international system, war is pervasive. At best, its worst effects
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can be managed but not eliminated. The second claim relaxes the
assumption about human nature and introduces more space for agency
and reflexivity. War may be a recurring phenomenon. However, not all
history is a history of war. Throughout history, actors have taken steps
to limit, shape, or transform the nature of war. War, in this respect, is a
social artifact, constructed by humans for specifically human ends, but
potentially in conflict with other human ends. War is distinguished
from violence more generally by its dependence on socially recognized
rules. Indeed, as Adam Roberts and Richard Guelff note, “the idea that
the conduct of armed hostilities is governed by rules appears to be found
in almost all societies without geographical limitation.”3

The tension between the essential quality of war, on the one hand,
and the social construction of war interfaces with, but is distinct from,
three further contrasts, which I explore in the rest of this chapter. The
first section examines the contrast between the assumptions of realist
and liberal theory. The second section relates this to a further contrast
between positivism and constructivism as different methodologies.4 The
third section weaves these together in a further analysis of the distinc-
tion between the causes of war vs. the social constitution of war. These
are elaborated in relation to specific arguments about the origins of war.
Clarifying these distinctions, as they relate to the two claims above, will
also clarify what is at stake in posing the problem in this way.

Realist and liberal theory

It is tempting to think about the contrast above in terms of the gener-
alized claims of realist and liberal theories of international relations.
From this perspective, the key issue is one of the potential for conflict
as opposed to cooperation between states. However, while the conflict/
cooperation dichotomy can incorporate elements of the larger tension,
it is distinct. A closer look at these theoretical frameworks as general-
izations about political life will clarify why. Both realist and liberal inter-
national relations theory have assumed the basic rationality of states as
the central units of the international system. Both have assumed the
condition of anarchy or the absence of an overarching authority at the
international level. They have differed however in their conclusions about
the origins of war or the potential for its elimination.

Realists, drawing on a long tradition of thought, spanning from
Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian Wars to Machiavelli’s The Prince
to Hobbes’ Leviathan, have sought to describe and explain the world of
international politics “as it is,” rather than how it ought to be. Hobbes,
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for instance, depicted the state of nature as a condition prior to society
where life was “nasty, brutish, and short.”5 People lived in constant fear
of their neighbor because, in the absence of a common power “to keep
them in awe,”6 they were all equal in their freedom and vulnerability.
Reason provided escape from perpetual war, but in the creation of the
commonwealth, the problem of insecurity in the state of nature was
transferred to the international level, where states “live in the condition
of a perpetuall war, and upon the confines of battle, with their frontiers
armed, and canons planted against their neighbours round about.”7

The reality, in this depiction, is one of conflict and war. Traditional
realists, who emphasize a pessimistic view of human nature, have been
distinguished from neo-realists, who focus on the competitive logic of
anarchy.8 In both cases the conclusion is the same: states have to take
care of themselves since there is no global authority to act on their
behalf. This means that they must be continually prepared for war.
The ultimate interest of states is to maximize their own power and self-
interest. This tends to give rise to what has been referred to as the security
dilemma.9 The effort of each state to enhance its own security may be
perceived as a potential threat by others, which generates a spiral of
insecurity and conflict.

Liberal theories of international relations have also been influenced
by a long tradition of political thought, including the ideas of Grotius
and Kant, among others. Grotius, who established international law as
an independent area of learning, claimed that laws would guarantee
peaceful interactions among sovereign states that would benefit every-
one.10 Kant argued that republican forms of government would make
rulers accountable to citizens and respect individual rights. This would
lead to peaceful international relations in so far as the ultimate consent
for war would rest with the citizens of a state.11

The liberal tradition more broadly has consisted of two strands,
emphasizing, on the one hand, the maximization of individual utility,
and, on the other hand, the possibility of progress and the realization
of human potential.12 These two are distinct and at times contradictory,
but both have contributed to an emphasis on the importance of free
trade, democracy, international law, and collective security, that is, the
potential for states to cooperate in stopping any threat to the interna-
tional system. Liberals have tended to assume that conflict or insecurity
most often arise from misunderstanding or misperception. The creation
of international institutions, laws and rules to facilitate communication
and agreement can help to alleviate these misunderstandings and thus
prevent war.13 Further, the spread of liberal democratic principles to the
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international realm can create the conditions for a peaceful world order
because “a world made up of liberal democracies would reciprocally
recognize one another’s legitimacy.”14

The question is how these theories relate to the two claims above. As
theories, realism and liberalism represent generalizations, which rest on
assumptions about human or state nature, and conclusions that are
derived from these. There is a clear affinity between claim one, that is,
war is pervasive, and realist theory. Because power, greed, and conflict
are endemic, war cannot be eliminated. At best it can be managed. The
emphasis on managing conflict is reflected in the concept of the balance
of power.15 Indeed, communication regarding the balance of power was
one of the central functions of diplomacy in the classical European
system. If one state became too powerful and a threat to its neighbors,
other states would join together to form an alliance to balance the
power of the strong state. In the best case this balancing act in itself
would re-establish equilibrium and prevent any war. In the worst case,
war would have to be fought in order to stop an expanding power and
restore equilibrium to the international system. In preventing any one
state from achieving predominance over the system, the balance of power
preserves the sovereignty of states and thus the international system.

The relationship between liberal theory and the second claim, that is,
war is a social artifact, is less straightforward. On the one hand, liberal
institutionalists emphasize the importance of rules, and the potential for
states to create institutions that will ameliorate conflict, thereby high-
lighting the social nature of international relations in a way that realists
do not.16 Some realists would acknowledge the importance of the sover-
eignty and nonintervention rule, but stop there.17 Liberals, by contrast,
focus on the more complex array of rules that have over time emerged
to shape multiple forms of interaction at the international level.

On the other hand, there may be a temptation to conflate the claim
that “war is a social artifact” with liberal assumptions about the potential
for progress and the perfectability of the human condition.18 The argu-
ment of this book draws this conflation into question. A claim that war
is socially constructed is not equivalent to a claim that we are progress-
ing toward a more perfect world where war will be eliminated, however
desirable that might be. At most, it suggests that human nature is not
constant, and thus cannot be generalized as by nature good or bad.
Rather, the multiple possibilities of human and social life are given
meaning and substance in historically and socially specific conditions.
In this respect, the argument of this book is more concerned with the
process by which war as a social artifact is constructed than questions

4 Diplomatic Interventions

1403_915415_03_cha01.qxd  4/3/05  7:28 PM  Page 4



about the potential for conflict or cooperation. This relates to a further
question about methodology.

Positivist and constructivist methodology

Realist and liberal theory make generalizations about the nature of inter-
national relations, which rest on differing assumptions about human
nature and the potential for conflict or cooperation. There is a further
tension between two methodological positions that is relevant to the
initial claims. Methodology refers to a systematic way of doing, teaching,
or studying something. Nicholson defines methodology as the “study
of the methods by which one investigates the … social world.”19

Methodology rests on assumptions about how we know the world we
study (epistemology) and the nature of being within that world (ontology).
Positivism and constructivism approach these questions from two
different angles.

The categories attached to methodological positions have themselves
been a subject of debate.20 For instance, many would confine the term
positivism to the more narrow tradition of logical positivism, using the
broader “social scientific approach” to refer to an emphasis on testable
hypotheses and generalization. Likewise, some think of constructivism
as a theory rather than an approach. I use these terms, recognizing the
controversy concerning their use and, given the contrast, to avoid the
impression that constructivism is contrary to the systematic and rigorous
analysis associated with a scientific approach.21

Positivism begins with an assumption that “being,” that is, objects, exist
in the world independent of human interpretation or knowledge.22 Being
is thus separate from ways of knowing. Positivism places emphasis on
observation and testing as the only way to justify claims to knowledge
of the world. Like nature, the social world operates according to objec-
tive laws, which can be captured in law-like statements by the scientist,
who is assumed to be an objective observer. From this perspective, the
political world can be studied in much the same way as the scientist
studies the natural world. The scientist fixes the meaning of the categories
relevant to the subject matter she or he studies (e.g., states, balance of
power, etc.), formulates hypotheses about the relationship between
these categories, and conducts tests, to see whether the hypothesis
corresponds with the world as it really is. In the philosophy of social
science, this position would be referred to as broadly scientific, although
it relates to various traditions of positivism. The end is to identify causal
generalizations that provide the building blocs of a theory against which
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further tests can be conducted. The purpose of this procedure is to gain
a clearer picture of the reality of the world. Theory provides a basis for
extrapolating from the general to the specific, making it possible to pre-
dict the conditions under which certain outcomes will unfold or explain
them when they do.

For instance, realist theory relies on concepts, such as national interest
and balance of power, and general statements of cause that would pro-
vide the basis for formulating hypotheses related to particular cases. A
realist might hypothesize that the end of the Cold War was brought
about by the overwhelming military and economic superiority brought
to bear by the United States of America (USA) on the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republic (USSR), pressuring the superpower into submission.23

Material power is a central feature of the explanation. This hypothesis
would provide the basis for a test to see whether it corresponds with the
facts. Ideally, through the process of testing, the theory would either be
discarded, because it does not fit with the facts, or it would be strength-
ened. There is now a broad acceptance that theories can never be proven
true or verified. Rather, good science will seek out the most difficult
cases for testing, and deliberately try to falsify a theoretical claim.24 If
the theory passes the test, it will have been strengthened. The hope is
to improve the power to predict future cases or, after the fact, to explain
why a particular set of events occurred. The danger is that in setting out
with a set of assumptions, based in theory, the observer from the outset
excludes variables that may be significant and may see only what the
theory already assumes.

The affinity between scientific assumptions about a real world existing
“out there” and realist international relations theory is in part a func-
tion of the common assumption of a “real” world. However, it is also a
function of how the latter emerged as a subject of academic study.
Realist theory has been at the core of the effort, since the end of the
Second World War, to make international relations into a science. Thus,
within international relations, realism and positivism are sometimes
used as if they were synonyms, although this is not accurate. Liberal
theory has a different historical relationship to questions of methodology.
Prior to the Second World War it was closely linked with the tradition
of international law. During the Cold War, and in the climate of American
social science, attempts were also made to codify liberal ideas into the-
ories that would provide a competing explanation of the international
system to that of realism. Liberals provided a different explanation for
the occurrence of conflict but also sought to account for the possibility
of cooperation between states. Interdependence theory, for instance,
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provided an explanation for the rise of regional economic integration in
Europe,25 which was inspired by a belief that the long history of conflict
in Europe could be overcome by developing a common economic and
political framework for the mutual benefit of states. For liberals such as
Francis Fukayama, the end of the Cold War, and the collapse of the USSR
were proof of the triumph of liberal democracy and capitalism.26 Since
that time, the idea that democracies don’t fight one another, which
is said to be the closest thing to a “law” in international relations,27 has
taken a central place in international relations theory. In sum, both
realist and liberal theories of international relations build on a scientific
methodology. They provide a set of assumptions about the world, which
is the point of departure for generalization and theory testing.

Constructivism represents a different methodological position, which
has been introduced into discussions of international relations since the
late eighties, as the Cold War was coming to an end.28 Since that time it
has been at the center of scholarly debate and means different things to
different people. As mentioned earlier, some want to make constructivism
into a specific theory, like realism or liberalism, that is, a way of making
causal generalizations about the world. Others argue that constructivism
is an approach that at best sits uneasily with the formation of testable
theory and at worst is in conflict with attempts to identify universal
statements and causal patterns. For the sake of contrast, this argument
focuses on the contrast between positivism and constructivism, rather
than their potential compatibility.

If positivism assumes the world exists independent of human meaning,
and that there are objective, causal mechanisms at work, constructivism
assumes that the world is made and remade in the process of human
and social interaction.29 In this respect, the nature of being (ontology)
cannot be separated from ways of knowing (epistemology). This does not
deny the obvious point that the material world exists independent of or
prior to human society. It does, however, presuppose that this material
world has been dramatically altered by human interaction with it. A tree
branch, aside from being a part of a tree, may be used as a weapon but
it can also be formed into any number of human artifacts, from chairs,
to baseball bats, to totem poles to a beam in the structure of a house.
Once the material object, that is, the tree branch, is shaped into a specific
form, it has a place within a particular type of social context where
it has meaning in relation to other objects (e.g., chairs and living
rooms or totem poles and religious rites), particular uses (to sit on or
dance around, respectively) and is part of a language or grammar (of
homes or religion). All of these are to some extent rule governed in that
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they rest on shared understandings about the nature of the object and
how it is put to use. But, more to the point, it is not only that humans
interact with nature, thereby transforming it; they also interact with
each other. In the process they form different types of culturally and his-
torically specific practices and institutions that are also rule governed.

From this perspective, we cannot assume that human nature is bad or
good, or that states are by definition rational actors. States are also arti-
facts that have emerged out of historically specific conditions and are
constituted out of shared understandings.30 To be sovereign is to be rec-
ognized as sovereign by other states. The sovereign state is a historically
specific phenomenon that can be distinguished from other historical
forms of community, such as empires or tribes. Within the Westphalian
period the nature of sovereignty has also changed from being invested
in monarchs to being invested in parliaments or peoples. The diplomat
has been the recognized representative of the sovereign in the interna-
tional realm.

Given the “being” of the collective actor cannot be assumed, that is,
that states, empires, tribes, or terrorist cells, are constituted in histori-
cally specific conditions, it becomes necessary to problematize the very
process by which collective identity and agency are made or analyzed.
Language from this perspective does not function as a mere label for
objects in the world. Language, social being, and practice are intertwined.
It is the difference between examining the thread with which a social
fabric is woven, as contrasted with its more or less accurate reflection in
a mirror. Rather than fixing the meaning of words, in order to compare
them with the world, the analyst—him or herself a part of the world—
is necessarily conscious of the relationship between a more scientific
language and the language of the subjects of study. There are no universal
meanings for any one word or practice, only family resemblances.

An unrelated example reveals the different way of knowing presumed
by this approach. Suppose we want to create a theory of marriage, delin-
eating the properties and internal structure marriage. In the scientific line
of thought, this theory could be compared with the world to see whether
they correspond. Proceeding in this way brings us to the positivist prob-
lem with definition: how do we distil the essence of marriage in such a
way that we can capture all instances of it? Such a definition is necessary
if the goal is comparison with the “real” world. We recognize a marriage
when we see one, across cultures and across history; however, to con-
struct a map of its properties we necessarily enter the realm of family
resemblance rather than generalized theory. This requires that we “look
and see” the types of relationship that fit within the parameters of
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marriage (master and harem, a hierarchy of dependency, an equal
partnership, a man and a woman, partners of the same sex), the types
of acts that constitute a marriage (saying “I do” or stamping on a piece
of glass), and the overlapping frameworks within which these distinct
but related practices and identities are given meaning across context.
Only in this way could we develop an empirically sound taxonomy of
the categories and practices that constitute marriage. As an investigation
of social practices, an analysis of this kind necessarily takes the language
of these practices seriously.

Causality and constitution

Causality and constitution are at the core of the difference between the
two methodological positions.31 Constructivist methodology does not
preclude the possibility of a causal relationship. It does, however, raise
questions about the distinction between causality and constitution. It
problematizes the process by which “what is” is constructed or comes
into being as the necessary condition for a causal relationship or indeed
any other kind of relationship. While violence or conflict exists in nature,
war does not. States or other kinds of agents, weapons or other kinds of
material objects do not exist in nature. All of these have to be brought
into being. They are social artifacts that rest on shared rules. They must
become social artifacts before they can exist in causal relationship to
other social artifacts. The next chapter explores this argument more
specifically in regard to the history of diplomacy and warfare.

This raises a further question about how each works. A causal statement
assumes two objects, one of which impacts on the other, transforming
it in some way. To say that X caused Y is to say that without X, Y would
have remained in some constant state. X thus made Y respond in a way
it otherwise would not have. This relationship is captured in definitions
of power by which X has power over Y if X is able to make Y do what it
otherwise would not do. The identity of X and Y are assumed. The con-
stant nature of X or Y, or their identity, is the necessary condition for a
causal relationship. This is evident in a number of examples. To say that
the teacher caused the student to take notes assumes the identity of the
teacher as one who has power over the student and can impact on his
or her behavior. To say that the threat from the USA caused the USSR to
back down presumes a relationship between two distinct identities in
which the latter’s change of behavior is dependent on the action of the
former. The cause of war has been a central question of international
relations scholarship. Kenneth Waltz, in his classic, Man, State and War
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asked whether individuals, states, or the international system are the
cause of war.32 Each level of analysis has given rise to different explana-
tions for the origin of war.

The levels of analysis problem was originally posed by David Singer.33

The problem was whether to explain international behavior in terms
of the units, that is, states, or in terms of the system of states or anarchy.
Other formulations have included further levels, such as bureaucracies
within states or individuals. For instance, a systems level analysis would
see the behavior of states as a function of the larger structure of inter-
national anarchy and what survival in this situation rationally requires.
An analysis at the level of bureaucracies might see the behavior of states
as the outcome of bargains among bureaucratic agencies. The central
question is the level at which causality and thus explanation is to be
located.34

In regard to the cause of war, explanations at the individual level
have focused on the personalities of leaders, their misperceptions or
reduce causality to human nature. For classical realists, the existence of one
evil man, such as Hitler or Saddam Hussein, is sufficient to cause war.
Regardless of how peaceful others are, one bad apple can upset the apple
cart. Hitler’s effort to expand resulted in a spiral of insecurity and the
Second World War. Other explanations of war at this level might focus
on the personality traits of individuals and their tendency to misperceive
or distort the actions of others, thereby escalating a conflict. For instance,
it is often argued that the misperception of various European leaders led
to a breakdown in the balance of power and the First World War.35

Another level of explanation focuses on the internal characteristics of
states and whether some cultural or institutional qualities make certain
states more war prone. For instance, liberal democratic peace theory argues
that democratic states are less likely to go to war with one another. They
are not necessarily less war prone, since they will go to war with author-
itarian or totalitarian states. Nonetheless, the probability of war is not a
function of individual leaders or the system of anarchy but the existence
of a particular institutional culture.

Kenneth Waltz argued that theories focusing on individuals or the
internal composition of states are reductionist, that is, they reduce
the problem of war to the characteristics of the unit. Instead, he argues
that the condition of anarchy, that is, the structure of the international
system, is the permissive cause of war and the distribution of power is
the key determinant of behavior. Given the absence of an overarching
authority, anarchy makes all states insecure, isolated, and dependent on
self-help. Out of their interactions, states are socialized into a system to
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which they have to conform in order to survive. Thus, in a system defined
by a competitive logic and insecurity, arming will be the most rational
course of action. The fact that insecurity is driven by a system of con-
formity wipes out any internal differences. Instead, the main cause of
war at any point in time will be a change in the distribution of power.
This may seem very similar to the individual level argument, that one
bad apple, for example, Hitler, can make the whole system go pear shaped.
In fact, it is quite different in so far as Hitler would be no less driven by
balance of power considerations than any other state. All states, and
Nazi Germany included, are primarily concerned about their own sur-
vival in a system where they must be permanently on guard. The systemic
explanation isolates a change in the distribution of power as the key
causal mechanism rather than any one individual or state.

Causal theories assume the nature of X, the antecedent condition to
war, to be constant. For instance, at the level of the individual, if X (per-
sonality, misperception, etc.), then Y (war). At the level of the state, if X
(a totalitarian state), then Y (war). At the level of the system, if X (a change
in the distribution of power), then Y (war). While these do not exhaust
the possible causes of war, they do provide a framework for thinking
about these causes in terms of levels of analysis.

These statements can be arrived at through two different methods.
The first is an inductive method, in which the scientist sets out to look
at the raw facts and from these raw facts identifies patterns or correla-
tions between variables.36 Thus, by looking at numerous examples of
war the hope is to identify correlations between variables, which may
provide the basis for stipulating a causal relationship. The second method
is more deductive. In this case, the scientist begins with a theory, such as
realism, which builds on a general pattern or a covering law, and, on the
basis of this theory formulates hypotheses that can be tested. The intent
in both cases is to formulate theory and to test theory. The question is
whether one moves from the facts to the theory or the theory to the
facts. The argument for the latter is that the world is just too messy,
there is too much going on to put facts together in the absence of gen-
eral principles to focus the observation.37 The formulation of theory
helps to simplify and focus analysis. As already suggested, realist theo-
ries of international relations emerged in the context of the Cold War
along with the desire to make international relations into a science. As
a result, many theories tend to adopt realist assumptions regarding the
causes of war, and the central role of material facts. Theories in the
liberal tradition have been more inclined to emphasize misperception
rather than power as the key factor or to include ideological or cultural
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factors, for instance, democracy or dictatorship, as causal. Others have
stayed within the scientific tradition, but have questioned the distinction,
acquired from positivism, between an empirical reality and a normative
one. The idea that there is a real world of fact to be studied, which must
be distinguished from normative statements about what “should be,”
has been central to the scientific enterprise.

The distinction between fact and value is at the core of the scientific
project, but has increasingly been contested. For instance, David Welch
argues that contrary to realist theory, leaders are often motivated by
normative concerns that lead to behavior that may be inconsistent with
material self-interest.38 He analyzes the role of a justice motive in the out-
break of five Great Power wars and argues that justice is often an impor-
tant reason for going to war, although each side is more sensitive to its
own concerns about justice than those of the enemy. The question is
whether in moving toward the causal power of normative concerns, such
as justice, we not only upset the empirical-normative distinction, which
is a building block of positivism, but also threaten the entire edifice.

Constitution

As the Cold War was coming to an end, many scholars became skepti-
cal about the positivist approach to international relations.39 First, the
identities of the major players did not seem constant. After decades of
engaging with one another as enemies, the USA and USSR suddenly began
acting as friends and engaging in a process of disarmament. Second,
given the emphasis on fixing meaning and fixing variables, the existing
theories didn’t seem to be equipped to explain a change like the end of
the Cold War. For instance, realist theories tend to assume it is always
more rational to arm than to disarm. Yet, Gorbachev and Reagan began
disarming for the first time during the Cold War. Third, in so far as these
theories did explain change, they tended to assume that this would
happen through interstate war. However, the end of the Cold War came
about peacefully as “Velvet Revolutions” shook Eastern Europe and
Gorbachev, the leader of the Soviet Empire, stood by as the Eastern
European regimes collapsed. The end of the Cold War called into ques-
tion many timeless truths of international relations. Also, its advent
came as a shock to observers, both academic and political, in the East
and the West. Almost no one predicted its onset.

Against this background analysts began to look to more constitutive
models for understanding change and thus war or its transformation. If
the scientific model focuses on fixing variables and theory generation,
a constitutive approach emphasizes how identities and outcomes are
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generated out of interactions between different actors. In this view, it
would be counterproductive to start out by assuming actors have a
particular nature or identity that is constant or that they necessarily
respond in predictable ways. It may or may not be possible to predict
that change will occur, that is, to formulate a theory of change or identify
a cause of change, but it seems central to the concept that change may
involve a transformation of units and their actions toward one another.
In addition to the unpredicted change that Reagan and Gorbachev
would begin acting as friends rather than enemies, there was a further
change of the identities involved, as the USSR and East Germany
disbanded, making way for a reconfiguration of the map of Europe.

At the heart of the social constructivist position is an argument that
actors always have a choice. They are not determined in their response
to others. In his seminal piece, “Anarchy is What States Make of It,”
Alexander Wendt uses the example of Alter and Ego, two space aliens
who confront each other for the first time.40 Through a process of
signaling to one another, they generate a pattern of acting toward the
other as a friend or enemy. Wendt argues that states in anarchy can in
a similar way exercise a choice in responding to other states. Anarchy
can generate different logics, which are more or less competitive or
cooperative and this will depend on the specific choices states make
vis à vis others. He takes the former Soviet leader Gorbachev as an exam-
ple of a state actor who, against the background of changing conditions,
rethought his rational interest and began acting toward the USA as a
friend rather than an enemy.

This analysis gave rise to a widespread rethinking of the idea, made
popular by Waltz, that the structure of anarchy overly determines the
behavior of states, constraining their choices. In Wendt’s argument, if
there is a choice, that is, if others will respond differently to be treated
as an enemy or a friend, then their identity is not fixed but changeable.
Wendt has since been criticized for assuming the centrality of the state,
failing to account for the role of other actors, such as NGOs or nation-
alist groups. Other constructivists have argued that the process by which
the state itself is constructed must be drawn into the equation. They
have further raised questions about the Alter and Ego example in so far
as it suggests international actors could start with a clean slate, ignoring
that they are always already embedded in a context of meaning, with a
past, which constrains their room for maneuver.41 Thus, given Gorbachev
was situated in the competitive logic of the Cold War, it is necessary to
problematize how it was possible for him to “act as if” cooperation with
the USA was possible.42 Answering this question requires looking to
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the broader social and political context in which Gorbachev could
introduce the New Thinking as a meaningful alternative to balance of
power politics.

The logic of constitution is thus different than the logic of causality.
It does not assume that the identity of the actor is given, but rather
assumes that this identity, along with the possibility of choice, is shaped
by a historical context. In this respect, constitution can be understood
in terms of an abductive logic, by which actors, in engaging with the
other, “test” or try out different logics in an attempt to figure out who
the other is and respond to them accordingly.43 In a stable context this
may look very similar to a causal relationship. In a classroom, the iden-
tity of the teacher and student are given. Thus the note-taking of the
student can be situated in either framework. It would not be erroneous
to say that the teacher, who lectures, causes the student to take notes,
but we could also say that the relationship between teacher, student, and
note-taking is constitutive of a particular kind of context, that is, the
classroom. The identities of teacher and student are defined by the con-
text of a classroom and note-taking is one of the things students do in
this context. They together define identity and specific roles as part of
the rules governing this type of interaction.

The distinction between the two is greater when the nature of the
context is unclear, as is often the case at the international level. For
instance, against the backdrop of the international debate over the inva-
sion of Iraq in 2003, French President Jacques Chirac reprimanded leaders
of the Central and East European countries (CEECs), soon to be mem-
bers of the European Union, as if they were children, because they had
backed the US position. If this were a causal relationship, we would have
expected the CEECs to respond as if they were children, for example,
accepting his reprimand and backing down, or whining, etc. Instead,
they acted as if they were mature statespeople who had a right to their
own views, even if these differed from one of the most powerful states
in Europe. In “acting as if” they were mature statespeople they contributed
to their constitution as this type of identity, thereby changing the shape
of the context, and raising questions about Chirac’s authoritarian tactics
toward potential members of the European Union.

The abductive logic of constitution rests on a two-stage process rather
than a single deduction. The first stage involves tending toward an Other
“as if” they are of one type (children), as a form of testing the validity
of the attribution. If the Other responds in kind (as children), the two
together begin to converge on a common game (between powerful
parental states and child states). If they respond on the basis of a different
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typification (mature statespeople), this represents a falsification of the
original hypothesis and a realignment on a different game (between
mature states, who respect one another). While using a similar language
of hypothesis testing and falsification, this departs from a scientific
approach. It is not the scientist who hypothesizes and tests theory, but
the actors themselves, who are the subjects of analysis.

The discussion so far has focused on the end of the Cold War, and
the transition out of a long-term conflict. There are several examples of
more constitutive analyses of war.44 A causal analysis might draw on
realist theory to explain why war broke out in the former Yugoslavia
after the end of the Cold War by pointing to the insecurity generated
by the death of Tito. Once Tito was no longer there to mediate disputes
between the different nationalities, ancient tribal hatreds between
them gave rise to a spiral of insecurity. This assumes that Serbs, Croats,
and Muslims living in the former Yugoslavia have a natural identity
that goes back hundreds of years. However, given a high level of inter-
marriage across these identity lines, particularly in the capital city
Sarajevo, and a habit of living in relative peace over several decades,
many have questioned how former neighbors were suddenly gripped
by a hatred that degenerated into a vicious war. More constitutive
analyses have looked at how leaders, such as Slobodan Milosevic mobi-
lized Serb fears, drawing on stories of past defeat and trauma, to generate
increasing insecurity and, in the process, magnified divisions between
people, thereby making war possible.45 In this view, the post–Cold War
context contained the potential for either continuing cooperation or
conflict. The role of Milosevic in inducing conflict, or encouraging
Serbs to act as if Croats, Bosniacs, or Kosovars were enemies, can be
contrasted with the role of a Vaclev Havel, the leader of another post-
communist regime, who led the Czechs through a “Velvet Divorce”
with the Slovaks and embarked on the process of joining the European
Union.

Scientists, relying on positivist methodology, begin by fixing the
meaning of terms, formulating hypotheses to be tested to see whether
they correspond with the real world. These practices build on approaches
to the natural sciences in which the scientist assumes an inanimate
world and thus doesn’t need to be terribly concerned with how the
subjects of analysis give meaning to the world around them. From a
constitutive perspective, the subjects necessarily become the focus of
analysis. If political actors are always giving meaning to their world,
which is the basis for their actions toward others, then more attention
must be given to these practices of making meaning.
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From this perspective, Welch’s argument about the role of the justice
motive could also be analyzed in constitutive terms, raising questions
about the relationship between the meaning given to an experience of
injustice and conclusions that the Other should be responded to in a
war-like fashion. Some critical scholars have argued that realist claims
about the predominance of power and insecurity can in and of them-
selves act as normative claims about who we are, who the other is and
how we have to respond. David Campbell makes this kind of argument
about the Gulf War in 1990–91.46 Beginning with an observation that
Saddam Hussein had been a client of the USA during the Iran–Iraq War,
and had been armed by the superpower, he analyzes how Iraq’s invasion
of Kuwait was given meaning in terms of a “Hitler” invading a neigh-
boring state. He argues that, given the history of the relationship, there
were other possible narratives for situating Saddam’s act. These alterna-
tives were silenced in the construction of the Iraqi war. A narrative of a
righteous “us” and an evil “them” made the Gulf War possible.

The language of causality asks a “why necessary” question. Why did X
necessarily give rise to Y? Why did X, US military and economic pressure
on the USSR, necessarily give rise to Y, the end of the Cold War and the
USSR? Or why did X, the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, necessarily give rise to
the Gulf War? The language of constitution, by contrast, asks a “how
possible” question.47 How, given a logic of competitive arming that lasted
decades, would it be possible for Gorbachev to act as if the USA were a
friend, or to take unilateral steps to disarm in the hope of transforming the
relationship? Or how, given the former Yugoslavia had been a multicul-
tural society for decades, was it possible for a bloody war to break out? The
two questions rest on different assumptions and focus attention in differ-
ent ways. The causal question assumes X and Y exist in the empirical
world, as constant features, which may impact on each other in pre-
dictable ways. X and Y are examples of a larger pattern, which can be
drawn on to explain the particular case. The constitutive question assumes
that human action is not determined, that actors do exercise choice, and
they do so within a world shaped by widespread shared understandings.
Any patterns to be found are less a function of natural law than social and
intersubjective rules belonging to particular types of context. The one
stands outside the world as a timeless entity to be observed. The other
necessarily engages with a world that is constantly being remade.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined several distinctions. The first is a tension,
which underlies the remaining chapters of this book, between a claim
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that war is a timeless phenomenon, which at best can be managed, as
distinct from a claim that war is a social artifact that is subject to change
and transformation. This was analyzed in relation to realist and liberal
theories of international relations, which make different assumptions
about the possibilities of conflict vs. cooperation. While there is a very
close relationship between the claim that war is pervasive and realist
theories of conflict, the relationship between liberal ideas about coop-
eration and the claim that war is a social artifact is more complex. The
latter rests on methodological assumptions, associated with construc-
tivism, that being in the world and knowledge about the world are inter-
twined, giving rise to historically and culturally distinct practices of war
or change. This methodological position was contrasted with positivist
assumptions, shared by realists and liberals, about a real world that can
be studied with the same methods as the natural sciences, as if the
subjects of study did not speak or bring meaning to their interactions.
There has been a close association between social-scientific methodology
and the evolution of realist and liberal theory, in particular since the end
of the Second World War in the American context. This further relates to
an emphasis on identifying the main cause of war as distinct from ana-
lyzing the practices by which war is constituted in historically specific
circumstances.

In the introduction and the rest of the book, I have juxtaposed realism,
a theory, and constructivism, a methodology, in relation to the two
claims. This contrast cuts across the tensions explored in Chapter 1 and
may seem counterintuitive. It has nonetheless been adopted for two
reasons. First, realism brings together the idea that war is endemic to
the international system with a methodology that assumes an objec-
tive world, themes that refer to the first claim in a way that a focus on
positivism alone would not. Second, constructivism makes possible an
understanding of war as a social artifact in a way that liberalism in and
of itself does not. Liberal theories of international relations have often
been married to a positivist methodology. A constructivist approach
is not synonymous with either liberal ideas about cooperation or the
assumption that humanity is moving toward a utopian end in which
war will be eliminated. Constructivism thus seems to be the more appro-
priate category for referring to the process by which war is constructed
as a social artifact.

In conclusion, two further clarifications are useful. First, a central point
of the next chapter is to discuss war and diplomacy as social artifacts,
that is, as rule-governed practices that have taken different shapes and
forms in historically specific circumstances. A second point, elaborated
in later chapters, is that recognizing war as a social construction, rather

Cause or Constitution? 17

1403_915415_03_cha01.qxd  4/3/05  7:28 PM  Page 17



than an essential feature of human nature or anarchy, opens a space for
greater reflexivity. The concept of reflexivity has been illustrated in the
example of the person who at dusk stands before a window and simul-
taneously sees her reflection in the window and sees herself looking
beyond the reflection to the world outside. Reflexivity means being able
to stand back from the world and to see how one’s actions are shaped
and influenced by what is assumed about the world or by past condi-
tioning. This does not necessarily contribute to the elimination of war.
It does, however, increase the space within which actors at all levels of
international society can make choices rather than acting as if war were
the only option.
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2
War and Diplomacy

19

It is not what people do, the physical motions they go through,
that are crucial but the institutions, practices, conventions that
they make. Hence the social and historical conditions that
“modify” war are not to be considered accidental or external
to war itself for war is a social creation.

Michael Walzer1

The last chapter raised questions about the cause or constitution of war,
against the background of two alternative claims: war is a reflection of
the human condition vs. war is a social artifact. At stake is whether war
is determined by human nature or is a social product. Other animals,
and not only human beings, are violent. Some, such as packs of wolves,
engage in group violence. These activities would undoubtedly look the
same whether a particular pack of wolves was located in twelfth-century
Europe or twentieth-century Asia, assuming we are dealing with the
same species of animal. War between human beings involves many
more levels of organization and convention than violence between ani-
mals. Its reasons go beyond the need for food or protection to a range
of more complex motives, ranging from glory to justice to economic
gain. While war requires some level of group identity and conflict, this
can take many different forms with consequences for how violence is
organized. Wars between monarchs in the eighteenth century clearly
differ in structure, intent, and forms of weaponry than the “War on
Terrorism” at the beginning of the twenty-first.

War is a concept that shares a family resemblance with a range of
other concepts. Conflict, fighting, violence, and intervention are all
concepts that can overlap with or be used in conjunction with war. War
is a form of conflict, for instance, but conflict is not by definition war.
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War usually involves fighting between groups, but not all conflicts
between groups are wars. Conflict also does not by definition involve a
mutual contest of violence, as is evident in historical examples of non-
violent conflict, such as Gandhi’s India Campaign. The brute act of
violence can also be distinguished from war. War involves a high degree
of organization, through a system of socially sanctioned rules.2 War
has traditionally been declared formally between states, and has been
shaped and circumscribed by various moral and legal principles, as we
will examine in the next two chapters. Yet, we do refer to guerrilla wars
or the War on Terrorism. In these cases, at least one of the actors is not
a state, and thus it may be less than clear how the rules of war apply.

Forceful intervention may also be closely related to war. Saddam
Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait was an intervention, without consent, that
was an act of war. The international community then intervened to
uphold international principles of sovereignty and nonintervention.
The former was considered belligerent and the latter was for the purpose
of restoring international peace and order. In this respect, as Hall states,
“although intervention often ends in war, and is sometimes really war
from the commencement, it may be conveniently considered abstract-
edly from the pacific or belligerent character which it assumes in differ-
ent cases.”3 The traditional definition of intervention overlaps with the
concept of war, and the act may be constitutive of war. Intervention as
developed in this book, by contrast, looks to the many layers of human
agency that have shaped the experience of war or its transformation. In
this respect, forceful intervention in and of itself is an act which is
constituted by a range of other interventions.

The distinctions reveal the extent to which war, as distinct from other
forms of conflict, is a social artifact, even while it may be given impetus
by powerful human drives. Once war is understood to be a social arti-
fact, the reality is more malleable and subject to interventions that alter
its shape. The question then becomes whether intervention is under-
stood to be an act that alters the “reality” of war or is part and parcel of
the same social artifact. In the first case, war is a brutal reality and the
various interventions to alter this objective condition are destined to fail
precisely because they represent attempts to change the unchangeable.
In the second, the relationship is less one of add and stir than of a maze
of intersecting social constructs that are always in a process of transition
and transformation, generated by the inevitable tensions between them.
From this angle, war itself is no less a social construct than the various
efforts presented in the rest of this book to limit or alter its course. The
two have emerged and developed in tandem.
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Diplomacy is among the oldest forms of intervention to limit recourse
to war but it has also been its handmaiden. As Brian White States, “If
world politics is simply characterized by the tension between conflict
and cooperation, diplomacy together with war can be said to represent
its two defining institutions.”4 The diplomat has been the representative
of the state and its citizens abroad. During the last century of total war,
this relationship has begun to change. As populations have become the
main victims of war, with the breakdown of the distinction between
civilian and combatant, their stake in diplomatic exchanges at the
international level has increased. The formal diplomacy between states
is now only one aspect of a system, involving multiple levels of inter-
vention by multiple parties to alleviate or minimize the consequences
of war. These parties are not necessarily identified by their allegiance to
a state but may carry the card of an international governmental or non-
governmental organization. Diplomacy is an institution that has tradi-
tionally been defined by the estrangement and isolation of states.5

Contemporary changes thus raise questions about its potential to
survive globalization and the increasing interpenetration of states at all
levels. Alternatively, there may be a need to rethink the meaning of the
concept and the role of its practice.

The rest of the chapters in this book are devoted to analyzing a range
of different types of intervention, raising questions about their role in
diplomacy over questions of war. The purpose of this chapter is to look
at a number of historical and contemporary distinctions that represent
different ways of carving up a political and social landscape defined by
war and diplomacy. This includes an examination of different forms of
warfare, different reasons for fighting, and the significance of these for
diplomatic intervention. The first section will look at the emergence of
the contemporary state system and the evolution of warfare and diplo-
macy within it. The second section will raise questions about the chang-
ing nature of world politics and thus the changing nature of warfare and
diplomacy, particularly in light of globalization. The third section will
look more closely at contemporary forms of warfare, how the underlying
assumptions differ from more traditional forms and the questions these
raise about the meaning of diplomacy.

Diplomacy and war

Diplomacy is about communication with neighbors and the resolution
of conflict by negotiation and dialogue.6 Even the most primitive soci-
eties required some way of dealing with conflicts or communication
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with other societies. In this respect, diplomacy began when the first
human societies decided it “was better to hear a message from outside
than eat the messenger.”7 The oldest diplomatic document to be
discovered is a letter inscribed on a tablet, dated around 2500 BC, which
was sent by a kingdom called Ebla, on the Mediterranean coast of what
is now referred to as the Middle East, to the kingdom of Hamazi, located
in what is today Northern Iraq.8 The first diplomatic system for which
there is substantial evidence arose among the small city-states of ancient
Greece. This system was necessitated by the absence of any single city
powerful enough to impose an empire on others and gave rise to an
etiquette of dealing with one another as equals.9 Both of these early
examples involved some kind of working relationship between com-
munities, the use of emissaries to convey messages over a distance, rules
and protocols, such as the mutual recognition of equality, some kind
of common language and normative expectations about right and
appropriate behavior.10

While a generic form of diplomacy goes back centuries, there is a more
specific form of diplomacy that has emerged along with the modern
state system. This form of diplomacy involves the management of rela-
tions between states. The state is a territorial entity. Within this territo-
rial entity a government or people have sovereignty or are the ultimate
decision-maker over what happens in that space. The world is carved up
into these sovereign spaces. The need for diplomacy is a function of the
absence of any kind of overarching authority to adjudicate disputes
between them.

As in the case of ancient Greece, modern diplomacy arose in the
absence of empire. Empires establish centralized authority over a large
region. By contrast the international system is decentralized and char-
acterized by multiple states and decision-making centers as well as
economies that are relatively independent of the state. The state system
emerged in Europe and its predominance is fairly recent. The Hapsburg
and Ottoman empires, which covered a good portion of Europe, only
disintegrated with the First World War. The model of sovereignty only
became universal with decolonization since the Second World War. The
global spread of the interstate system has thus been a gradual process.

From empire to states

Prior to the emergence of the state system, much of Europe was part of
unified imperial structure orchestrated from Rome. In about the second
century AD it began to crumble through a combination of internal cor-
ruption and paralysis and barbarian invasions from the East.11 After its
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collapse, the Western portion was highly fragmented and distributed
among a number of Germanic tribes. Charlemagne (742–814), who
named himself emperor of the Holy Roman Empire in 800 AD, tried to
reorganize the empire under his control. But after his death it once again
came under attack from Vikings and Magyars. By 1000 AD there was
nothing in Europe resembling the clear boundaries between states that
exist today. The thirty million people who lived on the Western edge
of the Eurasian landmass had no reason to think about themselves
as Germans, Italians, or even Europeans. The memory of the greatness
of the Roman Empire persisted.12 The Catholic Church was the only
institution providing any kind of common identity or unity. There were
no boundaries between domestic and international politics and no
states.

In contrast to the formal equality between states that exists today,
medieval society was structured around a hierarchy of relations, with
God at the top. St Augustine (354–430 AD), seen by many as the founder
of theology, argued that God created princes to impose order on sinful
humans.13 His ideas reinforced a social structure in which monarchs
were crowned by the Pope, lords and vassals were confirmed by religious
oath, and the church had a monopoly on education and theorizing.
Since the Pope was seen to be God’s representative on earth, the
monarch owed submission and obedience to Rome. This was a feudal
system in which the King gave land to local military leaders in return
for defending an area against his enemies. The result was a system of
private warfare between lords and vassals. Sovereignty, and thus authority,
was fragmented and there were several overlapping centers of power.
The economy was localized and plagued by invasions.

Several changes beginning around 1000 AD encouraged individualism
over universalism and thereby created the conditions for the emergence
of the state system.14 The first was the Crusades, which were undertaken
by a group of knights, fighting on behalf of Christianity, who went to
the Middle East to recapture the Holy Land from Muslim infidels. In
the process, they discovered the classics of ancient Greece, including
Aristotle, Plato, and Sophocles, and brought these back to monasteries
in Europe. This represented the introduction of a more secular form of
thought, including assumptions that humans possess reason, which
contributed to the secularization of Church doctrine.

The second was an economic change as trade networks to the rest
of the world, which had been destroyed by barbarian invasions, were
re-established. The Crusades moved through southern Europe toward the
Middle East at the same time as cities in Northern Italy were increasing
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trade with the near East. Technological innovations enhanced the
possibility of creating surplus products for sale on the market, which
lead to the creation of a separate merchant class. Merchants became
wealthy from trade and finance, which established a source of wealth
independent of the church or nobility. Cities in Northern Italy, at the
center of the trading network, and on the crusader’s path, began to
grow. In the late fifteenth century, Venice, Florence, Genoa, Naples, and
Milan became major cities and developed a diplomatic system of com-
munication between them.

The third was a cultural revolution. The growth of the Italian city-states,
and the creation of wealth, paved the way for the Renaissance, which
was a flourishing of art, universities, and architecture in the fourteenth
and fifteenth century. This eroded the Church’s monopoly on learn-
ing and contributed to a secularization of thought. The rediscovery of
Greek and Roman history, as well as the classics, gave rise to a new kind of
more secular scholar, referred to as a Humanist. While Medieval scholar-
ship was concentrated in the Church and focused on the interpretation
of the Bible and holy texts, the new Renaissance scholarship emphasized
the individual, historical self-consciousness and new literary forms,
such as the autobiography. Religious stories of saints and sinners began
to be replaced by stories of reasoning individuals who faced complex
problems.15

The Reformation was a further change in the sixteenth century, which
contributed to individualism and a focus on the state. The Reformation
was a conflict between the Catholic Church and new Protestant groups
who were redefining the nature of faith.16 Prior to this time the Catholic
Church had a monopoly on interpretation of the Bible, which was writ-
ten in Latin and only known by a Church elite. The invention of the
printing press about 1450 made it possible to print the Bible in a range
of vernacular languages, which increased its circulation, as well as that
of other reading materials and political pamphlets. As a variety of inter-
pretations of Christianity spread across Europe, the illusion of Christian
unity was broken.

A revolution in technology also transformed the possibilities for war.17

The expansion of trading networks made possible the introduction of
gunpowder from China, which increased the destructiveness of war.
This gave rise to new forms of military organization such as the cavalry
and drill. In contrast to the jousting between individual knights during
the Medieval period, soldiers could now move in a synchronized pattern.
As a result, it became more costly and complex to wage war. Knights and
nobles could no longer afford to equip an army. Only the king had the
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taxes of the entire country at his disposal. This encouraged new forms
of bureaucracy for the purpose of raising taxes and collecting them. The
King’s power was thus increased at the expense of the aristocracy.
The King now needed merchants and bankers for taxes and loans more
than he needed the landed aristocracy, which had previously provided
military service.

Inventions relating to navigation, mapmaking and the compass made
possible the building of more advanced ships and travel to distant lands,
such as the Americas. The focus of trade thus shifted from the trading
networks of the city-states in Italy to the Iberian monarchies and trad-
ing in sea vessels. The improvement in ships increased the possibility of
exploiting far-off lands. The conquest of new lands provided revenues
to consolidate the state and finance further conquest abroad.

The Westphalian system

By the sixteenth century it had become clear that the issue of whether
Catholicism or Protestantism represented universal truth would remain
undecided. The bloody Thirty Years’ War (1618–48) ended with the
Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, which is the date associated with the
beginning of the interstate system. The treaty defined the nature of
states, how they would interact, and thus established rules for the
European state system. The treaty resolved that the King should decide
whether his lands would be Protestant or Catholic, which further eroded
the power of the Pope and led to bitter wars to resist the imposition of
faith. The idea that Kings would be sovereign over a territory reflected
an acceptance of sovereignty as a defining principle. While its meaning
has since changed, at the time sovereignty was associated with the per-
son of the monarch. Early theorists of sovereignty, such as Jean Bodin
(1530–95), stressed the need for unconditional obedience to supreme
authority.18 The sovereign should have authority to settle religious
differences. As a result more than 300 European states at the time would
each have a single source of authority. The concept would later be
broadened to refer to decision-making bodies, such as the Parliament in
England or the United Provinces (the Netherlands) or to a people as a
whole, with the American and French revolutions.

The concept of sovereignty helped to consolidate the absolute authority
of the monarch, increasing the perception of his or her legitimacy, as
the only unifying factor in an otherwise scattered territory. Sovereignty
thus established the boundaries of a piece of land and clear authority
over it. It was further an essential mark of independence. The territorial
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space of the state was to be free from interference by other states.
Sovereigns did, however, have a right to enter into diplomatic relations.
All states were to be formally equal, although they differed in capabili-
ties and strength. There was to be no official hierarchy between them,
which was an acknowledgment of anarchy as the structuring principle.
This contrasts with the fragmented sovereignty of the medieval system,
in which Kings did not have absolute power over their territories, and
conceded a range of control to lords and vassals in return for military
service. After 1648, the King or Queen became the center of the universe,
and religion became less important.19

Sovereignty gave rise to a new structure of relations. Monarchs estab-
lished standing armies, of which they would be the commander in chief.
Sovereigns were closely bound by marriage ties. Marriage was a central
part of diplomacy, which preserved royal rule. At the same time, they
challenged one another over the rule of particular territories. Active
diplomacy was a way to limit conflicts. War was less over religious issues
than the glory of the monarch and the expansion of his or her influence
and wealth. Wealth and military power were seen as reinforcing state
power. This gave rise to the mercantile state and a growing emphasis on
trade as a source of conflict.20 Wealth strengthened naval power, which
was necessary to protect trade, which created more wealth. Trading com-
panies were established with official support. The Dutch and British East
India companies established a monopoly on trade within particular
regions of the globe. A monopoly for a company was a monopoly for
the state.

The concept of sovereignty went hand in hand with a concept of
balance of power, which guided the policy of states. The emphasis on
balance, also evident in trade relations, emerged during the eighteenth-
century enlightenment, along with science, and an obsession with a
mechanical vision of the universe. Balance of power had not been part
of the Thirty Years’ War, but as the importance of religion diminished in
the new system, this policy became a means of stopping any one power
from dominating the continent. It thus preserved the system of sover-
eign states. In his book, The Law of Nations (1759), Emmerich de Vattel
reflected this sentiment:

Europe forms a political system, an integral body, closely connected
by the relations and different interests of the nations inhabiting this
part of the world. It is not, as formerly, a confused heap of detached
pieces, each of which thought itself very little concerned with the fate
of others. The continual attention of sovereigns to every occurrence,
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the constant residence of ministers and the perpetual negotiations,
make of modern Europe a kind of republic, of which the members,
each independent but all mixed together by the tides of common
interest can unite for the maintenance of order and liberty. 21

When the system originated, in the seventeenth century, balance was
a means to preserve the sovereignty of individual states, whose survival
was dependent on preventing the dominance of strong states. In the
eighteenth century, the emphasis shifted to long-term stability and
equilibrium between states. There was, as a result, less emphasis on pre-
serving the independence of smaller states and more on preserving
balance between major powers. Poland, for example, was divided up
several times, with parts going to Russia, Germany, and Austria, all in
the name of balance of power.

The balance of power required flexibility, which meant there could be
no permanent alliances. Friends had to become enemies and enemies
friends if it was necessary to preserve a balance. This meant ideology or
religion could not play a role in alliance formation. It also meant that
states had to settle for less than total victory in war. If alliances were
formed to balance the power of others, neither side could have total
victory. The system gave rise to a rapid growth of diplomatic represen-
tation for the purpose of keeping one another informed of intentions
and being ready to conclude new alliances if necessary. The system
rested on a widespread assumption that the equilibrium between great
powers should be maintained and that all should be ready to act to
common advantage if the balance was disturbed.

Balance of power politics was not only internal to Europe but was
played out in other parts of the world. The earlier competition between
trading companies lead, over time, to the increased colonization of areas
outside of Europe. Colonies were wanted for the products they supplied,
which included gold and silver from South America, slaves from Africa,
and spices from the East Indies. The colonies sent products to the
mother country which were processed and sent back as exports. All trade
with the colonies was regarded as a monopoly and they in the mean-
time weren’t allowed to develop manufacturing industries that would
allow them to compete. Indigenous people were subjected to a ruth-
less system of tribute and slavery. The colonies were there to support
the interests of the European state. Because they were highly valued, the
colonies became a source of major conflict. The English and Dutch came
into conflict in America in the seventeenth century. France and England
fought over territories controlling the fur trade in what is now the USA.
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Increased wealth from the colonies contributed to the power of the state
and therefore affected the balance of power. The European balance of
power could be upset by helping to evict a rival power from the territories.
France and Spain, for instance, helped the American colonies to expel
Britain.

The Westphalian system had a tension at its heart. A system of com-
munication was necessary because of the potential for conflict. On
the one hand, states were all in some respect alienated and separate from
one another,22 and had no authority above them to decide in a dispute.
On the other hand, they managed to cobble together a set of rules and
shared understandings that would underpin their interactions. These
rules became institutionalized to an extent that they had not been in
earlier times. The monarch did not communicate directly with other
foreign states. Rather he had emissaries to go between who were known
as diplomats. This involved a process over time of constructing several
institutions, including foreign ministries within states, and foreign
embassies and ambassadors located in different countries and responsible
for maintaining good relations and gathering information. The combi-
nation of expanded foreign ministries and the creation of embassies
abroad led over time to the professionalization of diplomacy and the
creation of an occupation.

Nation and empire

The eighteenth century was defined by the enlightenment. This included
a progressive erosion of the influence of religion, an emphasis on
science, balance, equilibrium and a mechanistic worldview, human
reason, and the emergence of a state system based on these. If stasis and
balance marked the eighteenth century, change and historical progress
marked the nineteenth. With this came a shift away from state-building
to nation-building, with consequences for the way war was defined and
fought. Two revolutions marked the transition, which shook the old
European order.23

The first was the political revolutions in America and France, from
which a concept of popular sovereignty emerged, locating authority in
institutions representing the people rather than the person of the
monarch. The French Revolution presented a challenge to the absolute
sovereignty of the king and was an attempt to dismantle this order,
which changed the nature of war and international relations. War no
longer focused on the glory of the king. It was no longer the business of
the monarch but of citizens. War in defense of the nation was the basis
for a call to arms. The idea of the nation as a popular social formation
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based on the interconnections between groups, sharing a culture and
language, emerged at this time. Napolean mobilized the masses for war
in the name of the French nation, to spread ideas of revolution to others.
The mission was to propagate universal ideas of liberty, equality, and
fraternity throughout Europe.

The second revolution was industrial and emerged in Britain. The
Napoleonic wars strengthened this revolution, since Britain, unlike its
counterparts on the Continent, was not devastated. Britain was also well
endowed with coal and iron and well situated to benefit from Atlantic
trade. The revolution, which spread slowly across the Continent, involved
several factors. The first was a rapid advancement of technology. New
means of mass production gave rise to rapid growth in the size of busi-
ness and introduced new products for a mass consumer market. The
second was the construction of huge factories, which required large
numbers of workers, and caused a massive movement from country-
side to city, rapid urbanization and thus urban squalor and poor working
conditions. The third was a new wave of expansion abroad in search of
markets for surplus goods and raw materials for factories.

Imperialism was a scramble by the great European powers for the
earth’s natural resources and markets.24 It involved the penetration of
the interior of different countries outside Europe, and not just coastal
areas. Harbors, warehouses, railroads, and plantations were built and
production was organized according to the needs of Europeans. The
expansion was articulated in terms of historical progress. The progres-
sive nation-states were there to help backward nations, bringing them
Christianity, education, wealth, and European values.25 The greater
wealth of Europeans was seen as proof of their superiority and right to
rule. By 1914, the European powers had annexed nine-tenths of Africa
and a large part of Asia.

In sum the political and industrial revolutions of this era expanded
the involvement of the masses, with the development of mass educa-
tion, the extension of the vote, the emergence of a class of wage laborers,
and armies made up of citizens. This gave rise to a shift away from an
emphasis on war as the means to expand the state, fought by standing
armies loyal to the king, to war fought by and on behalf of the nation.
These developments coincided with the expansion of empire, as the
major powers divided the globe between them.

The philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712–78) wrote that war is a
social activity and a product of civilization. It is the citizen who becomes
soldier, not natural man. Rousseau argued that war was the job of a
nation’s citizens. Just war was not fought by professional soldiers in the
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pay of kings but by citizens of a republic. Rousseau’s target was Thomas
Hobbes and Hugo Grotius, whose theories, he argued, could be used in
service of the imperial powers.26 While the one provided a defense of
absolute monarchy, and the old world of empire and slavery, the other
endorsed principles of private war, conquest, and slavery.27 In his
Principles du droit de la guerre, Rousseau argued that war arises from
unjust institutions. Political and civic virtue could be brought about
through the struggle against the old world. Humans acted not by reason
alone, but sentiments as well. They are driven by ambition to lay the
basis for a just society.

The republican virtues provided the basis for a call to mass mobilization.
The Napoleonic Wars were people’s wars. Conscription was introduced in
1793 after which an army of 300,000 men was raised,28 the largest military
force ever to be found in Europe. Republicanism was an approach to war
that focused on freeing the masses from the old oppressive order.

Both liberalism and republicanism were a reaction against the old
royal order because it opposed progress and repudiated the equal rights
of man.29 These came to be pitted against a more conservative concept
of nation, which provided a defense of the old order. A strong state in
this view was necessary to provide stability and order. The Austrian
statesman Metternich (1773–1859), for instance, was the architect of the
Congress of Vienna (1814–15), which was a comprehensive peace treaty
following Napolean’s defeat that codified the rules of diplomacy and
included a promise to “concert together” against any future threat to the
system.30 The Congress was the basis for the Concert of Europe, which
managed post-war policies through a system of regular conferences
between major powers to the end of preserving balance and preserving
the Europe of the absolutist age of sovereign monarchs.31 This required
stopping the spread of revolution, which was eroding the power of the
monarchs. They were not successful however. In 1848 a wave of revolu-
tions spread through Eastern Europe, based on ideas of national self-
determination and equality.

The conservative tradition also rested on a view of the nation as an
hierarchical and organic community. Karl von Clauswitz (1780–1831), a
Prussian general and writer of military strategy, analyzed Napolean’s
victory over Prussia in the Battle of Jena (1806) and argued that his suc-
cess was a result of his ability to mobilize the French nation for war.
Clauswitz was aware that total war was made possible by the total
involvement of the population. In contrast to the Republican ideas that
guided Napolean, Clauswitz had a vision of a spiritually unified nation
based on the volk, which subordinated the individual to a nation led by
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a strong leader. War was conducted in the name of the state, on behalf
of the nation and for its glory. Clauswitz conceptualized war as a
rational activity, but one that involved the mobilization of emotions
and sentiments to its service.32 His strategy rested on two main theories
of war. The first was that of attrition or wearing down the enemy by
imposing a high casualty rate. This was a defensive strategy relying on
a high concentration of force. The second was a theory of maneuver,
involving surprise and pre-emption, which required mobility and dis-
persion to create uncertainty and achieve speed.

A number of developments in the nineteenth century brought this
Clauswitzian version of modern war closer to reality.33 The first was a
dramatic advancement in technology, such as the railway and telegraph,
which allowed for the greater and faster mobilization of arms and the
mass production of guns. The second was the growing importance of
alliances and the overwhelming force that was consolidated through
alliances. By the time the First World War broke out the European pow-
ers had divided into two heavily armed and inflexible camps, which
became locked in struggle. The First World War heralded both the break-
down of the balance of power system and the experience of total war.

Total war

By the end of the eighteenth century the pursuit of war was a highly
organized activity that rested on a number of distinctions.34 The state
was the legitimate wielder of violence and the soldier the legitimate
bearer of arms. Combatants were distinguished from noncombatants,
who were excluded from war, and criminals, who used violence illegiti-
mately. The internal territory of the state, characterized by peaceful civic
politics, was distinguished from the external relations between states,
which were characterized by violent struggle. The rise of capitalism
further contributed to a separation between the private realm of economic
activity and the public activities of the state.

The emergence of total war began to blur these distinctions. The
Oxford English dictionary defines total war as “a war to which all resources
and the whole population are committed; loosely, a war conducted
without any scruples or limitations.” As already suggested, Clauswitz
regarded the Napoleonic Wars as total.35 The First and Second World
Wars involved a widespread mobilization of national energies for the
production of supplies for fighting war. The involvement of society as a
whole in preparations for war blurred the public/private distinction.
Economic targets became legitimate military targets. Indiscriminate
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aerial bombing of cities resulted in a tremendous loss of human life and
the breakdown of the distinction between combatant and noncom-
batant. The genocide of European Jews, among others, during the Second
World War, made civilians an explicit target of the state. The develop-
ment of nuclear weapons and the threat of nuclear war represented a
further and ultimate breakdown of the distinctions that had characterized
an earlier era of warfare.

Traditional diplomacy also broke down with the First World War.
Many believed that the practices of secret diplomacy not only had failed
to prevent the war, but were its cause in so far as they contributed to
misperception and misunderstanding. This sentiment gave rise to a new
diplomacy that revolved around several liberal ideas.36 The first was that
diplomacy should be much more open to public scrutiny and control.
It wasn’t so much that the public should be actively involved than the
need for greater constraints on and accountability of a social elite, the
European aristocracy, who had acted with excessive secrecy. The second
was the idea that international institutions could improve communica-
tion and minimize misperceptions, and thus recourse to war. States
remained the main actors and diplomacy still revolved around a well-
established network of foreign offices and embassies.37 But international
organizations, such as the League of Nations and later the United
Nations, emerged as actors in their own right. Nongovernment actors,
such as private individuals and groups, began to play an increasing role.

After the end of the Second World War, with the complete breakdown
of the European system, two superpowers emerged to fill the power
vacuum. The Cold War between the USA and the USSR combined a
mixture of the old and the new and brought a 40-year period of stasis
following the dramatic upheavals of the first part of the century. Both
the USA and the USSR were built on revolutions and critical of the old
secretive practices of balance of power. The two presented different mod-
els of enlightenment and liberation. In this respect, the dissolution of the
European empires and the decolonization of large parts of the world
seemed to represent progress. On the other hand, the two superpowers
became locked in a balance of terror involving nuclear weapons, which
froze the map of Europe for half a century and held the world in fear of a
nuclear holocaust. Despite the abhorrence of traditional practices of secret
diplomacy, this period saw an unprecedented development of agencies for
the purpose of collecting, collating, and evaluating intelligence, as well as
the use of propaganda and psychological warfare vis à vis the public.38

The development of nuclear weapons changed the logic of balance of
power as well as warfighting, given the tremendous costs attached to
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fighting with nuclear weapons. Nuclear deterrence, which underpinned
nuclear diplomacy, was a strategy based on the idea that if the threat to
use nuclear weapons was sufficiently credible no rational actor would
consider making the first strike and thus peace would be preserved. The
strategy of nuclear deterrence rested on mutually assured destruction or
the ability to launch a devastating second strike with nuclear weapons
after having absorbed an attack. The Cold War involved a steady build
up of weapons by both sides and an increasing escalation of the threat,
with revisions in strategy over time to enhance the threat’s credibility.
By the mid-eighties many critics argued that the increasing speed and
destructiveness of weapons were contributing to the possibility of a first
strike strategy or the probability of accidental nuclear war.

The Cold War was potentially the most total of wars. The main subjects
were alliances, rather than nation-states. Entire societies were drawn
into an ongoing process of preparation for war over several decades.
Nuclear war, had it happened, would have made no distinction between
combatants and noncombatants. The two sides possessed tens of thou-
sands of these weapons, capable of being launched across continents or
on the battlefield. Had it been unleashed, nuclear war would have made
the world uninhabitable.39 That it did not has been interpreted by some
as a victory for the strategy of nuclear deterrence. Skeptics argue it was
pure luck. War was not in any case eliminated by nuclear deterrence.
While peace between states in Europe was preserved for close to fifty years,
it continued, often by proxy, in other parts of the world.

When the Cold War suddenly came to an end, most scholars and
politicians were caught by surprise. The way in which it happened
did not fit with the assumptions of extant theories of international
relations.40 First, in contrast to assumptions that it was always more sen-
sible to arm than to disarm, Reagan and Gorbachev agreed to disarm for
the first time during the Cold War. Second, a few years later, Eastern
Europe was shook by nonviolent “Velvet Revolutions,” and the leader
of the Soviet bloc stood by and let them to do it “their way.” The change
was not a function of war and balance of power politics but popular
demand. In contrast to realist arguments about the centrality of states
and military power, several scholars have demonstrated the important
role of independent citizen’s initiatives in both East and West in consti-
tuting the possibility of superpower disarmament as well as the Velvet
Revolutions.41 Third, the dismantling of the Soviet Empire and of the
German Democratic Republic defied ideas that states would always act
to maximize their interest in power. The sense of surprise extended to
other areas of the world, such as Northern Ireland, South Africa, and the
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Middle East where other seemingly intractable conflicts moved in the
nineties away from violence toward more peaceful options. At the same
time, new hot wars involving “ethnic cleansing” broke out in Rwanda
and in the former Yugoslavia, on the periphery of Europe, after half a
century of saying “never again.”

The end of the Cold War, and the demise of the bloc system, gave rise
to accelerated globalization.42 Globalization involves complex processes
of opening up barriers to trade and communication across the world along
with greater localization. Regional integration, particularly in Europe,
was given new impetus, as was increasing fragmentation and the phe-
nomenon of “failed states” in the former Third World. Transnational
and regional patterns of governance, which had emerged during the
Cold War, were further developed. The explosion of international organ-
izations, regimes, and regulatory agencies has given rise to greater coop-
eration across state boundaries and the growth of nongovernmental
organizations. All of these increased the potential for international
bodies to intervene for humanitarian ends in conflict areas of the world.
Intervention, which had primarily been a practice of states communi-
cating or crossing the boundaries of other states, came to be manifest in
a variety of different types of practice, initiated by different types of
organization, confronted with different types of warfare, which required
different strategies for responding.

In so far as these interventions involved diplomacy, it was a diplo-
macy of a different kind than in the past. Both the old and the new
diplomacy, after the First World War, primarily involved the representa-
tives of one state communicating with representatives of other states. In
the peace processes and emerging conflicts of the post–Cold War period,
representatives of states, often in the context of multilateral institutions,
intervened in conflicts that often involved non-state actors. As such, the
diplomats were intervening on behalf of conflicts that may or may not
have been directly relevant to their own interests. Many of these conflicts
involved explicitly humanitarian goals or the intent to address massive
violations of human rights.

Globalization has raised questions about the dominance of the state
as the central actor. Globalization has corresponded with the erosion
of state sovereignty and the proliferation of other types of actors, who
are not necessarily defined by a territorial allegiance, from nongovern-
mental and multilateral organizations to the media. Later chapters will
explore different forms of intervention in more depth. The purpose of
this last section of the current chapter is to explore the different forms
of conflict and war that have been the focus of these efforts. While these
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forms of warfare are not new, they have come to occupy a more prominent
place in the international realm. Terrorism, for instance, was a feature
of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict during the Cold War. With the attack
on the US Twin Towers and Pentagon on September 11, 2001, and the
Bush Administration’s War on Terrorism, it became a defining feature of
international politics. However, the distinctions below are not so clear-cut.
The association of a violent act with terrorism, as distinct from guerrilla
warfare, can involve a political act of naming. At stake is the meaning
given by the observers or the perpetrators of violence to acts of violence.
These new forms of warfare, unlike those of the past, do not focus on
states or war between states, but on the relationship between states and
different types of non-state actors. As will be explored in the next chapter,
the legitimate use of violence has traditionally been associated with use
by states. These new categories muddy the water, including the distinction
between combatant and noncombatant that characterized traditional
warfare.

War and non-state actors

Since the end of the Cold War the increasing role of non-state actors in
warfare has grabbed international attention. Several features of this war-
fare distinguish it from the interstate wars of the past. These include the
central role of ethnic conflict, as well as the use of nonviolent strategies,
guerrilla warfare, and terrorism. In some respects, given overlaps as well
as differences, these four categories make for an unwieldy comparison.
Rather than distinct and separate strategies, they represent a mosaic of
meanings.

Ethnic conflict first and foremost regards the identity of the unit in
conflict, that is, it refers to conflict revolving around cultural differences
relating to, for instance, religion, language, or nationality. The category
says, in and of itself, little about how the conflict is fought, although it
has acquired a connotation of brutal violence. Mary Kaldor argues that
identity politics is one of the defining features of what she refers to as
the “new wars.”43 In this respect, nonviolence, guerrilla warfare, or terror-
ism may be, but are not necessarily employed in ethnic conflict. Gandhi’s
nonviolent campaign to remove the British from India involved an
element of identity politics, although it is not usually placed in the
category of ethnic conflict. Part of the strategy was, for instance, weav-
ing Indian cloth rather than buying British, which was understood as an
act of resistance to British rule. Terrorism in Northern Ireland also had
an element of identity politics in so far as the conflict was in part defined
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by identification with Ireland or the United Kingdom or with Catholic
or Protestant identity. Both of these examples refer to earlier eras, rather
than the post–Cold War period, which is Kaldor’s focus.44 Her main
point is that identity was the defining feature of the wars fought in
the Balkans or Rwanda, among others. It is arguably also a defining
feature of the Bush Administration’s War on Terrorism. Although offi-
cials have attempted to distance their rhetoric from categories of
Christianity and Islam, some of their opponents define their acts in
terms of Islamic Jihad.

Ethnic conflict did not begin with the end of the Cold War. In many
cases, the ethnic dimension of conflict was foregrounded with the demise
of the Cold War battle between socialist and capitalist ideology. But the
end of the Cold War also brought the internationalization of conflicts.
The war in the north of Ireland, previously treated as a civil conflict
within the United Kingdom, became an explicit area of intervention by
the USA, although not military intervention. The conflict in Yugoslavia
mobilized ethnic divisions in the society, replacing the multiculturalism
of Tito’s Yugoslavia, with violent ethnic conflict between Croats, Serbs,
and Muslims. From the beginning, the international community played
a central role in the search for a solution, moving from intervention
through negotiations toward the US intervention with force.

In principle, ethnic conflict may overlap with any of the three other
categories, which are more strategic in nature. One further distinction
is between nonviolent and violent conflict. The Velvet Revolutions that
brought about the end of the Cold War were nonviolent. The Kosovar
Albanians waged a lengthy nonviolent campaign in Serbia during the
1990s, prior to the formation of the terrorist campaign by the Kosovo
Liberation Army (KLA). This nonviolent campaign involved establishing
political and educational institutions for Kosovar Albanians in a situa-
tion where Kosovo had been stripped of its autonomous status, and the
Kosovars of most of their rights. They were attempting to act as if Kosovo
were a sovereign state.

A nonviolent strategy is far more than refusing to fight or remaining
a pacifist. It is a strategy of those who play with a weak hand, because
of their military inferiority or minority status, who would be unable to
win by means of a violent strategy.45 It is a form of resistance that follows
occupation by a foreign power—as distinct from preventing it—or that
is used by communities who have experienced long-term oppression.46

Gene Sharp has documented numerous successful, although limited, cases
of nonviolent resistance against occupation, including Nazi regimes
during the Second World War.47 The Civil Rights movement in the

36 Diplomatic Interventions

1403_915415_04_cha02.qxd  4/3/05  7:28 PM  Page 36



American south was a campaign by the African-American minority,
which attempted to bring the violence underlying segregation and racial
discrimination to the light of day.

While involving a wide range of tactics, including forms of noncoop-
eration as well as direct action, one commentator, referring to Solidarity’s
campaign in Poland, identified the overriding principle of the Polish
strategy as “to be what you want to become.”48 By acting as if it was pos-
sible to establish a trade union in a worker’s state, Solidarity presented
a challenge to existing structures, exposing the discrepancy between
words and deeds, and established the autonomy of the Polish people
against the background of the old Soviet order. By acting as if Kosovo
were a sovereign state, and establishing Kosovar institutions, the Kosovar
Albanians defied the power of the Serb majority. By acting as if African
Americans could sit in the front of the bus or at lunch counters for
Whites only, they established their rights as free and equal citizens
against the background of segregation. The concept of acting as if,
discussed in Chapter 1, is most evident in nonviolent campaigns,
where actors have refused to cooperate with the expectations of oppres-
sors and have attempted to transform the context by acting as if
they were free.49 The tendency of the authorities to respond with vio-
lence raises important questions to the broader population about the
moral legitimacy of the current order. The nonviolent and dignified
stance of the weak, in response, establishes their entitlement to the
rights they claim, while serving to further dissolve the power of existing
structures.

Nonviolence tends to be viewed with skepticism or not to be taken
seriously, as evidenced by the failure of the international community to
engage seriously with Kosovo until the KLA emerged. However, the suc-
cess of the nonviolent campaign in India in bringing an end to British
rule suggests the untapped potential of this strategy. Like any other
strategy, nonviolence can be employed more or less successfully and is
dependent on certain conditions. The two remaining categories rely on
strategies of violence, but can be distinguished by the degree of legiti-
macy attached to its use. Based on the traditional rules of war, guerrilla
warfare and terrorism are illegitimate forms of struggle in so far as they
represent acts of violence by non-state actors that blur the boundaries
between combatants and noncombatants. However, since the Second
World War in particular, there has been an increasing recognition of the
right to resist occupation by means of guerrilla war.

Surprise has been an essential feature of guerrilla war and ambush
a classic tactic. While also a tactic in conventional warfare, the
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guerrilla, unlike the conventional soldier, undertakes the act without
the identifying uniform, often making him or her indistinguishable
from ordinary civilians. French resistance fighters, during the Second
World War, for instance, were often disguised as peaceful peasants. The
problem arises because, in international law, a citizen of a state that has
surrendered promises to stop fighting in exchange for a restoration of
ordinary life and benevolent quarantine.50 They are not allowed to resist
the quarantine or occupation. In the past, if they did so, it was given the
name “war treason,” which was punishable like ordinary treason. This
term has, however, largely disappeared, in part because the experience
of the resistance fighters in the Second World War didn’t seem to fit this
category. There has since been a growing acceptance that even after
occupation there may be a moral right to defend a homeland or political
community. After national surrender there may still be values to be
defended and no one to do so except ordinary citizens with no formal
political or legal standing. The change presents new dilemmas, however.
It creates a tension between the rules of war regarding occupation, and
any commitment by states to follow them, and the requirements of gov-
erning in a situation where occupying authorities may be subject to
attack at any time. This tension has been evident in Iraq following the
invasion in 2003, where American and British soldiers have been subject
to attack from a continuing resistance effort.

Because guerrilla fighters wear peasant clothes and hide among the
population they challenge the fundamental principles of the rules for
war, which draw a clear distinction between soldier and civilian and
specify that each individual must fit only one of these categories. It is
not the guerrillas that attack civilians or at least this is not a part of the
strategy. Rather, by refusing to accept the distinction, they make it
impossible for the enemy to distinguish soldiers from civilians and thus
increase the likelihood that the occupier will kill civilians. Guerrilla war
is “people’s war.” It is war from below, often seen as a war of liberation.
The image of guerrilla war is of a whole people mobilized for war, rather
than a solitary fighter. The oppressor is then not at war with an army
but a nation. The implicit message is that if the oppressor is going to
fight all, they will have to do so as barbarians, killing women and chil-
dren. While guerrilla war may begin with the mobilization of a small
part of the nation, it depends on counterattacks to mobilize the rest. The
onus of indiscriminate warfare is placed on the opposing army.51 In this
respect, guerrilla strategy shares a family resemblance with nonviolence
in so far as it places the powers that be in a position of having to choose
whether to use violence against civilians, thus raising questions about
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the legitimacy of their rule. Guerrilla war differs however in the use of
violent means of resistance to bring about this end.

Terrorism relies in some respects on an opposing logic.52 While entire
populations may be terrorized by both conventional and guerrilla war, for
the purpose of destroying morale and undercutting solidarity, randomness
is the central feature of terrorist activity. Terrorism is a much more indirect
activity than the other two in that it avoids engagement with an enemy
army and instead targets people, and primarily civilians, by chance.

As Bruce Thompson elaborates, the meaning of terrorism has changed
over time.53 When the term was first popularized during the French
Revolution, it had a different and more positive connotation, in regard
to a system for establishing order in the transition following revolution.
Thus, rather than an antigovernment activity undertaken by non-state
or subnational actors, as it is understood today, the French regime de la
terreur was an instrument of governance established by a new revolu-
tionary state. In the wake of the industrial revolution, with the emer-
gence of new “universalist” ideologies, terrorism acquired many of its
familiar connotations, prevalent today, of revolutionary, antistate activity.
By the 1930s, it was used more to describe the practices of mass repres-
sion employed by totalitarian states against their own citizens and not
least Fascist Italy, Nazi Germany, and Stalinist Russia. Following the
Second World War, terrorism regained its revolutionary connotation.
The term was primarily used in reference to violent revolts by nationalist/
anti-colonialist groups in Asia, Africa, and the Middle East who opposed
the continuation of European rule. In the 1990s some began to refer to
it as a “gray area phenomenon,” a term which highlights the fluid and
variable nature of subnational conflict after the Cold War. The term thus
came to be used to denote threats to the stability of nation-states by
non-state actors and nongovernmental processes and organizations,
such as Al-Qaida, to describe violence affecting regions where control
had shifted from legitimate governments to new half-political, half-
criminal powers, or simply to group into one category a range of con-
flicts that no longer fit within traditionally accepted definitions of war.
Rather than the clash of armed forces from two or more states, these
have involved one or more combatants from irregular forces.54

Today, terrorism is most often associated with non-state actors. In
contrast to its contemporary portrayal as random and indiscriminate, it
is often organized, deliberate, and systematic. While its goal and justifi-
cation has often been the creation of a new and better society, replacing
a corrupt and undemocratic system, terrorism nonetheless represents
a clear violation of the prohibition against killing innocent civilians.
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Ordinary citizens are killed, not for their individual activities, but simply
to deliver a message of fear. Because the message is directed against
entire peoples or classes, it can represent the most extreme and brutal
of intentions. Terrorism can include the demand for unconditional
surrender and tends to rule out any sort of compromise settlement.

Conclusion

War can be distinguished from other forms of violence or conflict by its
dependence on organization and a system of rules. Diplomacy has been
both its handmaiden and a form of intervention to limit recourse to vio-
lence. War may be fought between any range of identities, from empires
to sovereign states to various forms of non-state actors. Throughout the
Westphalian period, the rules of warfare and diplomacy focused on states
and distinguished their acts of violence from those of illegitimate non-
state actors, while providing some protection for noncombatants from
the destruction of war. The locus of sovereignty has shifted from a focus
on individual monarchs to bodies representing the people. The nature of
warfare has shifted from a limited form, which recognized the importance
of protecting the system as a whole, to forms of total warfare in the twen-
tieth century.55 With the emergence of total warfare, and with processes
of globalization, the range of distinctions upon which the rules of warfare
were based have begun to blur and populations have claimed a greater
stake in diplomacy, questioning, in the period following the First World
War, the practices of secret diplomacy by elites. Increasingly, since the end
of the Cold War, warfare as well as intervention has involved a broad array
of nongovernmental as well as governmental actors. The former have
played a central role in the distribution of humanitarian aid and attempts
to alleviate the suffering of victims of war. In addition, warfare since the
end of the Cold War has tended to involve citizens directly in the execu-
tion of war while also claiming them as victims. In this respect, the
changes accompanying processes of globalization increase both the stakes
of diplomacy for civilian populations and open space for their increasing
participation in interventions to limit recourse to violence or alleviate the
consequent suffering. The next two chapters will look more specifically at
the moral and legal principles that have shaped the rules of warfare. These
rules represent interventions in and of themselves to shape the nature of
warfare, limiting its destructiveness, while setting the stage for different
forms of direct intervention in the wars of others.
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3
Moral Interventions

41

Social science has assumed a distinction between empirical statements
about reality as it is and normative statements about how the world
ought to be. Realists who claim to work with the world as it is, also make
this distinction. In this view, the empirical reality is one of power poli-
tics; thus neither moral principle, ethical action nor legal codification is
ultimately important at the international level. In the absence of any
overarching authority, states are guided by their national interest rather
than moral principle. War is a brute reality and the attempt to introduce
norms is a mere add on, growing out of a desire to alter the unalterable.
However, if war is viewed as a social artifact, then its practice is no less
permeated with moral and normative restrictions than more explicit
moral or humanitarian efforts to limit it.1

Intervention is most often conceived as a practice involving the use
of force and, in the realist conception, a practice of power politics,
devoid of morality. Yet, the history of interventions to define the moral
limits of war is older than the state system. Moral thinking often rests
on an acceptance of the practice, as a necessary evil and a last resort, but
one that must be kept within acceptable bounds. The objective is to
limit the degree of human suffering and destruction. In this respect,
moral interventions have given shape to the social artifact of war, even
while recognizing—or even legitimizing—its persistence. The first section
of this chapter will explore various approaches to the role of morality at
the international level. The second section will look at the historical
evolution of Just War theory, and early attempts to codify these in law.
The third section will examine the attempt to outlaw war after the First
World War.2 The chapter ends with a brief overview of contemporary
developments in the laws of war and new moral questions raised by more
recent wars.
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The next two chapters on legal interventions and military interventions
are closely linked to this chapter. Indeed, it is difficult to make a clear
separation between these categories. The Geneva Conventions, which
are explored here, are fundamental documents of international law.
Humanitarian intervention, which includes an obvious moral element,
will not be addressed until the next chapter, in so far as it relates to fun-
damental questions and tensions at the heart of international law. While
the two are clearly related, I have distinguished them in separate chapters,
in order to highlight specific points. This chapter focuses on the com-
plexity of applying a moral framework in a situation of war and the
persistence of efforts to do so. The next chapter will analyze international
attempts to judge and punish crimes of war and crimes against human-
ity. The chapter on military interventions examines the relationship
between the strategic, moral, and legal criteria for intervention.

Moral reasoning and ethical action

Terry Nardin argues that to think ethically is to move back and forth
between the general and the particular and to look at the wide range of
considerations affecting choice and actions.3 Morality is often more
broadly conceived in terms of the background rules of proper conduct
as distinct from the wide range of considerations affecting choice and
action that is ethical. While legal codification in international law may
represent a formalization of customary state practice, it can also involve
the formalization of moral principle.

This raises a question about how we arrive at an understanding of
what is moral. The answer is not straightforward and several traditions
have formulated the problem in different ways. The deontological
tradition, associated with the German philosopher Immanuel Kant, is
“agent-centered” placing emphasis on moral motive and allowing
principle and precept to override consideration of consequences.4 The
Categorical Imperative, which is familiar in its Christian form as “do
unto others as you would have them do unto you,” is one important
expression of this reasoning. Others should be treated as having value in
and of themselves. We should avoid treating other human beings solely
as means to an end. The Ten Commandments were an expression of
moral principle. Thou shall not kill is a moral principle to guide action.

Consequentialism, which is part of the utilitarian tradition in ethics,
raises questions about the wisdom of this Kantian formulation, particu-
larly in the political realm.5 According to Anthony Ellis, consequentialism
is based on the idea “that the only relevant factor in deciding whether
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any action or practice is morally right or wrong is it overall consequences
viewed impersonally. The agent is morally obliged to perform any
action, no matter what, if and only if it has the best consequences or, as
it is also put, if and only if it maximizes the good.”6 The ethics of an
action are to be judged by the outcome not by some universal notion of
good. In this respect, ethical action is less a function of moral principle
than a calculation of what means will bring about a desired end. Max
Weber contrasted the saint who always acts according to good means,
regardless of the outcome, with the politician who is sometimes
required to use less than savory means to bring about a good end for his
population.7 He argued that acting for good ends was more moral than
the good intention that may result in harmful consequences.

The question is what, if any, relevance these moral frameworks have
for international relations. There is a long tradition of assuming that
morality has little or no role at the international level. Realists have drawn
on a variety of historical arguments to make this case. One lesson, drawn
from Thucycides’ History of the Peloponnesian Wars, is that fear, honor,
and self-interest drive states with power to expand.8 As a result, it has
always been the rule that the weak should be subject to the strong.
Machiavelli argued that moral action at the international level will not
only lead to failure, but will also produce a greater measure of evil than
a purely realist course.9 Thomas Hobbes in the seventeenth century
claimed that there is no just and unjust in the state of nature. Morality
and justice require an authority who can step in to judge in cases of
dispute and punish offenders. In the absence of a global authority, states
are justified in defending their interests by any means they judge appro-
priate by the same right that existed in the original state of nature.10 In
the second half of the twentieth century the American theologian
Reinhold Niebuhr, who has influenced contemporary realist thought,
argued that, while individuals can be moral agents, states cannot be.11

He referred to the “ethical paradox” of patriotism, which transforms indi-
vidual unselfishness into national egoism.12 While individuals can be
altruistic, the national interest is likely to be pursued at the international
level in a way that is at best self-interested, and at worst, brutal.

Most realists allow an instrumental political role for morality. As
Nicholas Spykman argued, “Justice, fairness, and tolerance … can be
used instrumentally as moral justification for the power quest, but they
must be discarded the moment their application brings weakness. The
search for power is not made for the achievement of moral values; moral
values are used to facilitate the attainment of power.”13 Moral arguments
may be drawn on to justify state action, but these are likely to disguise
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other interests. Thus, while denying that morality is ultimately the
reason for action, many realists, from Morgenthau to Kissinger, have
recognized that conceptions of morality influence the beliefs and conduct
of actors in world politics.14 Military academies teach an ethical frame-
work with respect to war, that is, Just War Theory, which is articulated
in international law and in the US Uniform Code of Justice.15 Just War
theory influenced US conduct in the counterterror war waged in
Afghanistan, amongst others.16 As Michael Walzer argues, even though
it is often misused, moral argument and Just War theory have always
played a part in official arguments about war.17

The admission about moral argument raises a question about how
morality contributes to the social construct of war. Here it is important to
emphasize the distinction between realism, as a theory, and construc-
tivism, as a methodological approach, as discussed in Chapter 1. A con-
trast between realist and liberal theories would revolve around the
relationship between material interest and norms. Realists assume that
the predominant role of objective material factors cancels out normative
or moral considerations. Liberals, or more specifically, neoliberals have
developed arguments about the causal role of norms in international
relations. Most neoliberal arguments focus on the role of international
regimes in enhancing cooperation, and thus provide little guidance for
understanding how norms influence behavior in a context of war and
one where moral issues, as distinct from purely instrumental or functional
concerns are at stake.18 Both extant forms of theory tend to rely on a
positivist methodology and a separation between ideas and material
reality. The key question regards the direction of causality.

As an approach, constructivism calls into question the distinction
between “is” and “ought.” If most human or societal interactions are
dependent on contextually specific rules, it is difficult to make this dis-
tinction. Ethics and morality are assumed in our actions and therefore
cannot be separated out from what is. Like the tree branch, which when
altered through human intervention, may be formed into many different
objects, appropriate to different types of context, moral argumentation
and norms can be constitutive of different and changing realities. As
Merryn Frost says, “Through their day-to-day participation in such prac-
tices, the actors in them uphold and endorse the ethics embodied in the
practices in question. Participation in these practices requires adherence
to the ethical code embedded in them.”19

From this perspective the reality of the international system isn’t a
raw fact that exists independent of socially created structures of meaning.
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As explored in the last chapter, the state system, and war and diplomacy
within it, rely on intersubjective agreement about the nature of states as
sovereign. Janice Thomson has argued that certain practices of diplo-
macy are so taken for granted that serious departure from them becomes
unthinkable.20 States should not intervene in the affairs of other states
and balance of power is important for preserving sovereignty and the
system of anarchy as a whole. This structure of rules is different from
that of the Medieval period or that of empires. It is much different now,
with the proliferation of international institutions, than it was in the
eighteenth century. The dependence of sovereignty on recognition of
sovereignty by others is a clear expression that the concept rests on an
intersubjective agreement and one that is invested with normative
power. This normative power has given agency to states, rather than
individuals or other groups. It has legitimized the use of force by states,
while defining other uses of force as illegitimate. In a pure sense, sover-
eignty elevates the ethical responsibility of a state toward its own citizens
over ethical responsibility to others “outside.” In this respect, the “is” of
international society cannot be distinguished from a whole set of rules
that define a corresponding “ought.”

A constructivist approach to morality involves greater nuance than the
simple acceptance or rejection of the importance of norms. Agents often
claim that an action is ethical because it flows from moral reasoning
about the “ought.” But normative “oughts” are also part and parcel of
the conceptual furniture of international politics. Also, far from being
static or absolute, moral and ethical argument can be constitutive of
change or, as a part of change, come to be embodied in international law
and institutions.21 The process of institutionalization does not necessar-
ily lead to a uniformity of normative interpretation, however. As will be
discussed in the next chapter, the normative structure surrounding
human rights law often conflicts with that of sovereignty and noninter-
vention. Given norms or rules develop and change over time and place,
the search for universal moral principles that would apply across history
and context is, for many, problematic.

Limiting war

Despite claims that morality or justice is of little significance at the inter-
national level, Just War theory represents a long-standing tradition for
applying moral principle to the practice of war. Neta Crawford presents
Just War theory as a framework for debate and dialogue about the right
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causes and conduct of war:

While the Just War tradition is not a theory in the sense of being a
set of causal arguments based on observations of the social world of
war—indeed, true causal arguments within the “theory” are generally
lacking—it is a framework for ethical reasoning grounded on the
belief in human dignity. In the view of Just War theorists, war is an
interruption of potential human community, a disruption of peace. …
The Just War tradition is thus intended to be a framework for debate
and dialogue about the right causes and conduct of war, with the
underlying presumption that the burden of proof lies with those who
want to wage war and who claim that their war is just.22

There is a very long history of trying to place moral limits on the use
of force. These restrictions go back to biblical times, when recourse to
force was only considered morally permissible if divinely ordained by
God, that is, in the pursuit of Holy War. Within Christianity, the concept
of a Holy War was replaced by that of Just War, shifting the source of legit-
imacy from the will of God to the justness of the cause.23 Early Christian
thinkers, such as Augustine, condemned war as well as excesses of cruelty
or deliberate conquest. They saw war as a manifestation of the wicked and
sinful nature of human beings. Nonetheless, some wars were understood
to be just, for instance, the wars waged to maintain a traditional order,
such as the Roman Empire, against barbarian invaders. It was far prefer-
able for a Christian ruler to conquer a tyrant, particularly if heathen, than
to be conquered.24 Augustine stated that “A Just War … is justified only
by the injustice of the aggressor; and that injustice ought to be a source
of grief to any good man because it is human injustice.”25

One of the first attempts to develop systematic rules for determining
when war is just was made by Thomas Aquinas (1225–74), a theologian
during the Medieval Period. He was influenced by the classical Greek
texts that the Crusaders brought back to Europe, particularly the work
of Aristotle. These texts emphasized the capacity for human reason.
Aquinas argued that God was the embodiment of perfect reason.26 The
key task of humans was to discover the rules of this perfect reasoning
and to obey them. This relied on a concept of natural law or the idea
that there is a divine order to the universe.27 Politics is a part of this God-
given rule-bound order. Once the rules of this order are discovered,
again through reason, it is possible to distinguish good and just actions
from unjust one. Aquinas set out to create rules for a Just War that would
correspond with the perfect reasoning of God. Three of these rules had
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primacy over the others.28 First, only sovereigns should declare war, not
private persons. This argument, which was formulated well before the
Westphalian system, was an early articulation of the principle of sover-
eignty. A second rule was that one had to have a just cause for war. For
instance, it was only legitimate to attack others if they really deserve it,
if a wrong or an injury has already been committed and needed to be
set right. A third rule was that force should only be used with the right
intentions, in order to ward off evil and advance good. The use of force
was only justified for defensive purposes, not for revenge.

Secular philosophers as well as theologians have gradually developed
the principles of Just War theory over several centuries. During that
time, the conditions of war have changed dramatically, raising questions
about the relationship of these ideas to nuclear weapons, to guerrilla
warfare, humanitarian intervention, and, most recently, pre-emptive
strategies. While its advocates, from Augustine to Hugo Grotius to the
US Catholic Bishops have been faced with different problems and
different questions, they have built on a body of theory with several key
ideas at its core. The tradition of Just War, as it has developed histori-
cally has revolved around a distinction between jus ad bellum (just cause)
and jus in bello (just use). The first has to do with the reasons a state has
for fighting, that is, whether that reason is just or unjust. The second
has to do with whether it is fought justly or unjustly. Jus ad bellum has
revolved around seven principles.29

● Just cause in its classic expression related to the defense of innocents
against armed attack, the retaking of persons, property, or other
values that were wrongly taken and the punishment of evil.30

● Authority to judge the justness of a cause specifies that the person
or body authorizing the use of force should be a representative of a
sovereign political entity. The authority has to be able to control
or halt the use of force, which means it must have a clear chain of
command.31

● Right intention, that is, the authority should act with a just intent
rather than for territorial advantage, intimidation, or coercion. This
has implied that hatred of the enemy, “implacable animosity,” “lust
for vengeance,” and a desire to dominate were to be avoided.

● Proportionality of ends means that the overall good achieved by the use
of force should be greater than the harm done. The degree of force
and means must be appropriate to the just ends that are sought.

● War must be the last resort. It has to be clear at the time a decision to use
force is made that no other means will bring about the just end that
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is sought. This is influenced by other jus ad bellum criteria regarding
the level, type, and duration of the force to be used.

● There should be reasonable likelihood of success. Authorities are required
to make a prudent calculation of the relationship between the means
used and the justified ends that are sought. Again, other criteria relat-
ing to level, type, and duration of force are significant here.

● The aim must be peace. Authorities should seek to establish interna-
tional stability and security, which includes disarmament and other
measures to promote peace.

Two principles have defined jus in bello or the criteria for using force.
While jus ad bellum includes proportionality of ends, the first principle of
jus in bello is the proportionality of means. Unnecessary harm should be
avoided, which means that torture is prohibited and that weapons, the
days of fighting, and the number of soldiers should be limited. The second
principle is noncombatant protection and immunity. People who are not
involved in the prosecution of war should be spared from the harm of war.

The rules of war

Just War theory does not raise a question about whether war itself is an
injustice. The tradition is rooted in an acceptance of human moral
fallibility and the conviction that any moral pursuit will be more or less
flawed. War is an imperfect instrument of justice.32 The jus ad bellum
criteria of Just War theory have provided a framework for judging
whether a particular case of war is justified and, if so, the limits within
which this war should be fought. The framework appropriates the right
to make these judgments to states rather than to individuals. Indeed, as
James Turner Johnson argues, competent authority should be the first
criterion of consideration since only a competent authority can think
through the determinants of Just War thinking.33 Just Wars are by defi-
nition limited and they are based on rules that bar the use of violence
or coercion against noncombatants, to the extent this is possible.

The term laws of war is usually used to refer to jus in bello or the rules
governing the actual conduct of armed conflict. Jus in bello applies in cases
of armed conflict regardless of whether the inception of conflict is lawful
under jus ad bellum.34 Jus in bello principles, and particularly those related
to noncombatant protection and immunity, have in a more general sense
been difficult to sustain in the face of technological developments that
have altered the means of fighting wars.

Many of the rules of war, including noncombatant immunity, were
traditionally accepted by the European military. However, the tension
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between the desire to limit war and the increasing destructiveness of war
became evident in the nineteenth century, thereby complicating the
application of these rules. Certain distinctions were blurred as entire
societies were mobilized for war on behalf of the nation. The traditional
dichotomy defined combatant soldiers in contrast to noncombatant
citizens, presuming the innocence of the latter given their lack of
involvement in the hostilities of war. The increasing destructiveness of
weapons, and the development of artillery, made it possible for the first
time to destroy the enemy at such distance that there would be no face
to face contact. This paved the way for more indiscriminate forms of
fighting. The development of aerial bombing in the First World War, and
its strategic use in the Second World War, only exacerbated the problem.35

Unsurprisingly, the increasing destructiveness of war gave rise, partic-
ularly after the Napoleonic Wars, to more widespread demands from
citizens that war be limited or banned all together. An international
peace movement held up a critical mirror to governments regarding
the institutions, habits, and consequences of war.36 From the 1860s on
efforts were made to codify and popularize new laws of war in order to
show that war need not be as destructive as claimed by the peace move-
ments and that noncombatants and private property could be spared.

Three strands of rules began to be codified at the end of the nine-
teenth century. These related to the rules of combat and the means of
fighting war, the establishment of simple humanitarian arrangements,
and the prohibition of new and dangerous weapons. The codification of
the laws and customs of war began with the regulation of maritime com-
merce in wartime, a branch of law that, according to the Declaration of
Paris (1856), had “long been the subject of deplorable disputes.”37 In the
USA, the government (i.e., the Unionist side or North in the Civil War),
asked the immigrant German jurist, Frances Lieber to provide a codifi-
cation of the basic principles and accepted rules of war on land.38 This
request was made before it was known exactly how bloody and drawn
out the Civil War would be.39 International lawyers and soldiers in
Europe, who were themselves seeking to codify the rules of war, drew on
the example provided by Lieber’s work.

The demand for laws of war went hand in hand with increasing
attention to the victims of war. The Napoleonic campaigns introduced
conscript armies and the use of artillery, which increased the numbers
and suffering of the wounded on the battlefield. Somewhat later, in
1859 during the wars of Italian unification, 29,000 Austrians, French,
and Piedmontese were killed or wounded within a 15-hour period in
the Battle of Solferino.40 Henry Dunant, a citizen of Geneva, observed
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the suffering on the battlefield and dedicated himself to humanitarian
work on their behalf. In 1861, and again in 1863, he published a pam-
phlet, “A Memory of Solferino,” which stated that each country should
set up a relief society to aid the army medical services in times of war
and that nations should enter into a convention acknowledging the
statutes and function of national relief societies.41 In 1863, a committee
was set up in Geneva to study his proposals. Originally given the name
the International Standing Committee for Aid to Wounded Soldiers,
it became the International Committee for the Red Cross (ICRC) in
1880.

In 1864, an international congress was organized in Geneva, which
established the first limited protection for the wounded under interna-
tional law, the Convention for the Amelioration of the Condition of
Soldiers wounded in Armed Forces in the Field.42 Progress had been
made on the improvement of military hospitals but the transport of the
wounded to these hospitals remained problematic. There was some
understanding that armies would respect the immunity of ambulance
teams. In some cases local generals signed agreements in advance of
battle, determining the signs by which teams and field hospitals could
be identified. The Geneva Convention of 1864 produced an interna-
tional agreement that established simple humanitarian arrangements
that could be understood by everyone and applied everywhere. The
St Petersburg Declaration of 1868 was a further codification whose pro-
claimed purpose was to ban the use of explosive and/or incendiary
bullets, but also included an important summary of the law of war
philosophy:

On the proposition of the Imperial Cabinet of Russia, an International
Military Commission having assembled at St. Petersburg [29 November/
11 December 1868] in order to examine into the expediency of for-
bidding the use of certain projectiles in times of war between civilized
nations, and that Commission, having by common agreement fixed
the technical limits at which the necessities of war should yield to the
requirements of humanity, the Undersigned are authorized by the
orders of their Governments to declare as follows:

Considering that the progress of civilization should have the effect
of alleviating as much as possible the calamities of war;

That the only legitimate object which States should endeavor to
accomplish during war is to weaken the military forces of the enemy;

That for this purpose it is sufficient to disable the greatest possible
number of men;
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That this object would be exceeded by the employment of arms
which uselessly aggravate the sufferings of disabled men, or render their
death inevitable;

That the employment of such arms would, therefore, be contrary to
the laws of humanity; …

The Contracting or Acceding Parties reserve to themselves to come
hereafter to an understanding whenever a precise proposition shall
be drawn up in view of future improvements which science may
effect in the armament of troops, in order to maintain the principles
which they have established, and to conciliate the necessities of war
with the laws of humanity.43

The text did not explicitly mention noncombatants, although it
accepted that the only legitimate objective of war was to weaken the
military forces of the other and that the necessities of war must, to the
extent possible, “yield to the requirements of humanity.”44

The international peace conferences in The Hague in 1899 were the
culmination of an organized effort, involving a series of congresses, by
European and American peace societies.45 Instigated by the Russian Tsar
Nicholas II, the conferences codified provisions for the treatment of
prisoners of war. These provisions reflected the idea that they should be
treated in a manner consistent with that of the detaining power’s troops.
At the second Hague Peace Conference of 1907, this was revised and
became the Hague Convention No. IV, which remained in operation
until replaced by the Geneva Prisoners of War Convention in 1929.
Conventions on the treatment of the wounded and sick, originating
with the first Hague Conference, were also updated during this time and
continued to be effective until replaced by the 1929 Geneva Convention.
The latter was heavily influenced by the experience of the First World
War.46 The Hague conventions included, among others, limits on the
use of asphyxiating gases, provisions that non-belligerents be notified of
minefields and that these be swept away after their military purpose had
been served, technical standards for weapons, confirmation that direct
attacks on civilians and “undefended” places were unlawful, and
a respect for civilian and cultural property.

Eliminating war

The laws of war were put to the test in the First World War which broke
out in August 1914 after the assassination of the Austrian crown Prince
Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo. The assassination sparked off a series of
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events that escalated quickly to war. The European powers were already
divided into two heavily armed camps. The major states became locked
in a struggle between two inflexible and roughly equal alliances. The
Great War became a bloody stalemate that led to the breakdown of
the European balance of power system.

Rules developed for limited war were severely strained in a context of
total war. The mobilization of entire societies in the name of national
defense, involving the entire teenage and adult workforce to serve the
war effort, and arming all adult males from 16 to 60, made it more dif-
ficult to clearly distinguish the civilian by the principle of noncombat-
ant immunity. New weaponry, and bombardment from the air, made
questions of the distinction between combatant and noncombatant, as
well as proportionality, more relevant than ever before, and provided
opportunities for attacking civilian sectors and industrial centers far
away from coasts and war zones as never before.47 The fundamental
humanitarian principles of protecting the sick and wounded and treating
prisoners decently did survive the war intact, however.48 The codification
of jus in bello principles in law corresponded with a dramatic increase in
the problem. Technological developments, which made war far more
destructive—themselves the product of human thinking and agency—
had outstripped the attempt to limit war. The war lasted more than four
and a quarter years, during which nine million died, at an average rate
of more than 6000 a day.49 The delegates who met at the Paris Peace
Conference of 1919, at the end of the war, had one primary concern: to
ensure that such a war would never happen again.50

The American President Woodrow Wilson was one of the main figures
behind this movement to develop procedures to avoid war. He formu-
lated his famous Fourteen Points, which included a call for an end to
secret diplomacy. In his view, if people were informed of the military
actions of their governments, diplomats would be less able to lie and
enter into alliances that would lead to war. He called for a peace founded
on the full freedom of travel and trade and for the right of all nations to
self-determination. He also proposed the establishment of the League
of Nations.

The League of Nations was to be a global institution, including all
states as members. Its main objective was to prevent a recurrence of
a world war. There was a clear consensus in public opinion and among
leaders about the need to avoid another war. The League was to replace
the balance of power system with a system based on collective security.51

Collective security begins with an assumption that it would be possible
for each state to identify a permanent common interest with every other
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state. Because all states wanted to avoid war and because they all wanted
to preserve the system, they would join together to stop any emerging
power that would threaten the system as a whole. When, through mis-
calculation or misinterpretation, tensions began to mount, it was in
everyone’s interests to join together and bring them to an end. The
League created institutional procedures for restricting recourse to war.
For instance, efforts were made to impose a cooling-off period for
conflicts that had the potential to disrupt into war. Parties to a potential
conflict would have to submit to some kind of arbitration or judicial
settlement.52

In June 1927, the French foreign minister Aristide Briand approached
the US government with a treaty that would outlaw war between the
two countries. The US Secretary of State, Frank B. Kellogg, returned
a proposal for a general pact against war, which after prolonged negoti-
ations was signed by 15 nations and ultimately was ratified by 62. The
Kellogg–Briand Pact of 1928, commonly known as the Pact of Paris, con-
demned “recourse to war for the solution of international controversies”
(Article 1). The contracting parties agreed that war should be renounced
as an instrument of national policy and that pacific means should be
sought for the resolution of all conflicts, regardless of their origin or
nature. While the treaty was surrounded by public celebration, the sig-
natories had allowed considerable space for its qualification and inter-
pretation. Kellogg–Briand did not, for instance, prohibit wars of
self-defense, nor did it provide a clear interpretation of the meaning
of self-defense. It also did not outlaw resort to force short of war.
These, together with the failure to establish a means of enforcement,
made the agreement ineffective in the face of developments, detailed
below, in the 1930s.

In the aftermath of the First World War, international institutions
such as the League tried to develop procedures that would improve com-
munication between states and minimize the likelihood of error.
General public education was also seen as an important instrument in
limiting war.53 As E.H. Carr wrote, the whole conception of the League
of Nations was from the first closely bound up with the twin belief that
public opinion was bound to prevail and that public opinion was the
voice of reason.54 The birth of international relations as an area of aca-
demic study came in response to public demand after the First World
War. The First World War represented an end to the idea that decisions
about war should be left in the hands of professional diplomats.

The new discipline sought ways to minimize the likelihood of war and
had the task of educating the public. These educational efforts and the
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attempt to mobilize public opinion on behalf of the League assumed the
primacy of ideas. “Idealists” believed that progress at the international
level was possible if the right ideas were pursued in the right way.
Further, public opinion could be relied on to judge correctly on any
question that was presented to it rationally, and would use reason to
pursue the good.

The problem in this case was that states did not always reason rightly
or with moral concerns in mind and this contributed to the eventual
downfall of the League. By 1930 almost all states in the League had
ratified or declared their intention to comply with the Pact of Paris.55

It was thought to be irrevocable. There was a popular picture of an aroused
internationalist populace demanding that their governments renounce
war. The success of the treaty seemed to demonstrate the primacy of ideas
over tradition and the triumph of a long-term common international
interest over parochial national interest.

But the sense of victory didn’t last long. In 1931 Japan invaded
Manchuria. This act was followed by nearly two years of diplomatic
maneuvering which led only to getting Japan to withdraw from the
League. In October 1934 Nazi Germany also withdrew. The gravest blow
to the prestige of the League of Nations came in 1935 when Mussolini’s
Italy invaded Abyssinia, or what is today Ethiopia.

The League did not respond effectively to these crises. It took more
than eleven months to adopt economic sanctions against Italy. Also,
while declaring public support for the League, the British and French
governments were involved in secret dealings with Mussolini. Against
this background a whole series of acts led to a deterioration of the legit-
imacy of the League and any hope of it acting effectively. In this crisis
situation, states were clearly acting in their own self-interest rather than
in the interest of international law and order. The Japanese, Germans,
and Italians were acting aggressively toward other nations. The politi-
cians of Britain and France put their own national interest in avoiding
aggression by Mussolini before that of collective security and maintaining
the integrity of the League.56 To cite an example, they were willing to
sacrifice part of Abyssinia if this meant they could avoid being targets of
war. The League couldn’t work once states began to act in the very way
it had set out to avoid.

The League didn’t succeed in restraining the aggressive powers that
brought about the Second World War. It had however altered the way
that statesmen and the public thought or spoke about war. There was
no longer a belief in the unrestricted right to engage in war. War was
understood to be a measure of last resort, to protect a state’s interest, and
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starting a war was formally a crime. Punishing the crime remained
a problem. With the Second World War, Britain, France, the USA, and
USSR joined together to stop the aggression of Germany, Italy, and Japan.
After the Second World War, there was once again a widespread feeling
that this type of global war should not be repeated. The Second World War
was begun by states that used force to violently alter the existing political
and territorial status quo at a time when force was no longer seen as an
acceptable means of pursuing changes or advancing policy.

The idea of prohibiting aggression surfaced again after the Second
World War in the Charter of the United Nations. The United Nations
was to replace the League. Like the League, the UN was based on the idea
of collective security, that is, that each state shared a responsibility for
every other state’s security, and that there should be joint action against
an aggressor. The UN was authorized to use force against any state that
it saw to be a threat to world peace. In this respect, its main goal was to
preserve international stability.

The Second World War was also followed by a review of the Geneva
Conventions in 1949, and the release of four new conventions that
summer. The task of the 1949 conference, attended by representatives
of 64 states, was to revise and replace the Geneva Conventions of 1929
and the Hague Convention of 1907 related to the sick and wounded in
maritime warfare and to prepare a completely new convention on the
protection of soldiers.57 The process began with a letter from the
President of the ICRC in February 1945 to governments and national
societies of the organization, which outlined a provisional program and
invited them to help in compiling documentation.58 The final product
emerged out of a complex and political process of negotiation between
these three actors. Every party sought to find some human limitations
on the conduct of war. The main problem they faced was the extent to
which war-making, at the time, was susceptible to limitations in the
nature and use of weaponry.59 The Second World War had given rise to
such devastating developments in both areas that there was a shared
concern about subjecting them to legal control. The sentiment was
expressed by a Greek delegate, Professor Michel Pesmazoglu at the
Preliminary Conference of the National Red Cross Societies in Geneva
July 26–August 3, 1946:

War has been transformed into butchery and belligerents strike army
and civilian populations alike without any distinction between the
two. However, all abuses lead to a reaction. … International conscience
demands the condemnation of all these barbarous proceedings.
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The world is amazed and stunned before these rivers of blood, these
hillocks of bones, these mountains of ruins. … A new crusade is being
gathered together against these abuses. … We have been convened
here to accomplish this universal desire. … We are conscious of the
will of all those whose lives, either as hostages, deportees, or on the
field of battle, were sacrificed to the madness of men who believed
that the protection of human beings was merely a figment of the
brains of intellectuals.

All these martyrs do not demand revenge but they cry out that
their sacrifice shall not have been in vain. They ask to be the last vic-
tims of these theories according to which man exists only for the
State and not the State for the happiness of its citizens.60

The delegates sought to achieve as many humanitarian goals as were
conceivable given military and political realism. They did not manage
to prohibit indiscriminate bombing from the air. Concern about this
practice was widespread throughout all of the countries who had
experienced the war, on both sides. The ICRC had always held the con-
viction that indiscriminate bombing was lawless and contradicted the
fundamental principles of International Humanitarian Law to which
treaty signatories were committed. But the issue arguably belonged more
to the Hague legislation, which focused on the conduct of hostilities,
than Geneva, which had traditionally emphasized the victims of war,
and pressing it could have further complicated the task of the latter.61

The emergence and use of the atomic bomb in Hiroshima and Nagasaki
posed further considerations.

The result of the 1949 Geneva process of review was four conventions.
The central concern of all four Geneva Conventions was the protection
of victims of war, including (1) the wounded and sick in armed forces
in the field, (2) the wounded, sick, and shipwrecked in armed forces at
sea, (3) prisoners of war, and (4) civilians.62 The distinction between
combatant and noncombatant, which is the most crucial element of
international humanitarian law, was maintained, although with a focus
on civilians in the hands of the enemy. Armed resistance in an occupied
territory was accorded greater legitimacy, provided certain military con-
ditions were met.63 The protection of soldiers and those who care for
them was reaffirmed. A comprehensive code for humane treatment of
POWs was developed.

Article 2, which was common to all four conventions, was one of the
most important provisions, because it specified the conditions under
which the Conventions were to apply and extended the conditions
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contained in the earlier convention.64 Under this article, the conventions
“apply to all cases of declared war or any other armed conflict which
may arise between two or more of the High Contracting Parties, even if
the state of war is not recognized by one of them.” The earlier Geneva
Conventions only applied in a case of war that was either validly declared
or recognized by either belligerent as a state of war in international law.
After the Second World War, and its grave humanitarian consequences,
it became clear that the protection of war victims could not be left to
the question of whether a legal state of war existed. The phrase “armed
conflict” was devised as a solution to this difficulty.65

Protection in war

In addition to Just War theory, two further elements of moral thinking
developed hand in hand. The first is the idea of humanitarian aid to those
suffering from war. The second is the codification of legal conventions to
guide the treatment of POWs and victims of war. The ICRC was and con-
tinues to be at the forefront of both. While early efforts focused on
wounded and sick combatants and the rights of POWs, the field has
since expanded to cover refugees and other civilian victims. Since the
end of the Cold War, there has been an explosion of humanitarian
efforts. New questions about the application of the laws of war have also
emerged.

The final decade of the twentieth century saw the human displace-
ment of the Gulf War, bloody interclan warfare in Somalia, ethnic cleans-
ing in Bosnia, and genocide in Rwanda to name just a few of the more
prominent examples of humanitarian disaster. Given the high-profile
coverage of these events in the media, “humanitarian” has become a
household word. Yet, despite its frequent use, the term remains ambi-
guous and it had no universally accepted definition.66 While carrying a
connotation of apolitical, it has often been used by political actors for
political ends.67 The ICRC is founded on the principle that humanitarian
aid should be given to all in need of assistance, without discrimination,
once belligerents have given their consent for the ICRC to do so. Consent
can be problematic, however, in so far as warring parties may withdraw
it when they no longer see a political or military benefit.

Post–Cold War humanitarian efforts have emphasized two types of
war-related action: the provision of relief to civilian populations and the
protection of their basic human rights. Thomas Weiss and Cindy Collins
present these two forms of action as the core of an international human-
itarian system, comprising governmental, institutional, and individual
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actors who respond to war-related disaster.68 The specific tasks include
gathering data about the severity of a crisis, negotiating with warring
parties over the provision of aid, the mobilization of resources, and the
organization of aid projects, including the delivery of goods, and assuring
accountability.

These practices take place against a background where the traditional
distinction between civilians and soldiers has all but lost its meaning.
Humanitarian organizations deal not only with “right authorities,”
that is, recognized political leaders, but also insurgents, many of whom
operate outside of international law.69 There has been a dramatic
increase in the number of emergency relief and human rights agencies,
private and public, multilateral and bilateral, as well as a proliferation
of nongovernmental organizations dealing with humanitarian aid. Far
from the hopes that inspired the combatant–civilian distinction,
90 percent of the casualties of war, in some estimates, are civilian rather
than military.70 The apparent expansion of humanitarian activity may
have more to do with an increase in attention than an increase in need,
as well as better access to data from previously inaccessible areas with
the end of the Cold War. The amount of funding for humanitarian
assistance increased fivefold during the 1990s.71

New questions about justice

Many criteria of Just War have been codified in positive international
law. In regards to jus ad bellum, just cause has been defined in terms of
self-defense against armed attack or an international response to threats
to international peace. While traditionally right authority was assigned
to states, the UN Security Council has since the Second World War had
the right to authorize action.72 During the Cold War, the use of the veto
by permanent members often stood in the way of action. The collapse
of the Soviet Union opened up the prospect for greater cooperation but
it often remains difficult for the Security Council to agree. Other actors,
such as NATO or the USA, have on occasion stepped in to fill the gap.
Even without the endorsement of the Security Council, some argued
that NATO’s bombing of Serbia was just since, in contrast to the invasion
of Iraq in 2003, it had broad international support. The question of right
authority has become much more complicated in a world of overlapping
international institutions.

Conflicts since the end of the Cold War have raised important questions
about Just War theory and its legal codification. Both Just War theory
and international law presume that states are the primary and only legit-
imate actors, yet many of the conflicts emerging since 1990 have not
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centered on formal state actors. The phrase “War on Terrorism,” coined
after the attacks on the US World Trade Center and Pentagon on
September 11, 2001, is a confusing category in this regard. The language of
war has in the past referred to a contest between legitimate state actors
and the language of terrorism to “criminals.” The denial of POW status,
and thus due process,73 to “terrorists” detained by the USA in
Guantanamo Bay gave rise to debates about the categories applied to
these prisoners as well as the legality of denying any prisoner basic legal
and human rights. International lawyers have been very vocal in making
the case that the American administration is violating international law.

The US Administration of George W. Bush. has argued that these
prisoners are “enemy” or “unlawful” combatants. Indeed, Al-Qaida
detainees do not fit easily with the conditions of “prisoner-of-war pro-
tection” (1949 Geneva Conventions III, Article 5) or “combatant and
prisoner-of-war status” (1977 Additional Protocol 1, Articles 43–4). The
criteria for this classification include an organized group under respon-
sible command, carrying arms openly74 and conducting operations in
accordance with the laws and customs of war. Prisoners who meet these
conditions cannot be punished for participating directly in hostilities.
However, Article 5 states that in cases of doubt, prisoners should be
treated as POWs until their status is determined by a competent tribunal.
Further, being denied POW status should not mean absence of legal
rights. The Addition Protocol 1 (Article 45) maintains that those not
entitled to POW status are still protected by fundamental guarantees.

Initially the United States was unwilling to classify either Al-Qaida
or Taliban prisoners as POWs. On February 7, 2002, in the first major
policy statement on the issue, the White House made a distinction
between Taliban and Al-Qaida detainees. Since Afghanistan is a party
to the Geneva Conventions and the Taliban represented something like
a sovereign authority (although never recognized by the USA as the
legitimate Afghan government), the Taliban would be covered under
Geneva Convention III, although not with full POW status.75 The larger
problem of giving status to Al-Qaida prisoners raises two issues. The first
is the more specific one of the American government’s treatment of
these prisoners and the hesitation to grant them basic legal rights. These
concerns were exacerbated by the exposure of acts of humiliation and
torture by American soldiers and private contractors of Iraqi prisoners
in the Abu Ghraib prison. The second is the question of whether the
Geneva Conventions need to be rethought and updated in light of the
new wars.76 Just War theory, and related legal conventions, focus prima-
rily on the right of states to engage in war and the treatment of state

Moral Interventions 59

1403_915415_05_cha03.qxd  4/3/05  7:29 PM  Page 59



combatants. These provide little guidance for wars involving non-state
actors.

Conclusion

Moral reasoning at the international level is often understood to be
more problematic than moral reasoning within a culture. It is shaped by
questions about the efficacy or dangers of morality in a realm of power
politics, the difference between individual and community morality and
the potential conflict between the moral responsibilities of leaders to
their own people and to the larger world. However, moral reasoning has
long been a part of the practice of making decisions about war and
normative “oughts” are built into the structure of the international
system. Just War theory is the most long-standing framework for making
ethical judgments about action in war. Part of this thinking has tradi-
tionally been incorporated in state military practice. As war has become
increasingly destructive, blurring the distinction between civilian and
combatant, efforts have made to further codify humanitarian laws of
war, the foremost expression being the Geneva Conventions. Ethical
arguments, often put forward by nongovernmental actors, such as peace
movements, have played an important role in creating a political climate
for normative change and institutional development.

Just War theory did not attempt to eliminate war, only to define the
circumstances in which it could be considered just and to place restrictions
on the way it was fought. The bloody experience of the First World War
gave rise to widespread demands that war be outlawed and established
institutional mechanisms to minimize its likelihood. These mechanisms
proved to be ineffective as states began in the 1930s to place their
national interests over the common interest and collective security.
Attempts to eliminate war have not succeeded and arguably the practice
of total war over the last century has become more destructive to
civilian populations. Despite recent Western efforts to make war more
“humane,” the majority of casualties in modern wars have been civilian.
Subsequently, there has been a dramatic expansion of efforts to protect
and provide humanitarian aid to populations suffering from war. The
proliferation of new wars since the end of the Cold War and, since
September 11, 2001, the War on Terrorism, have raised questions about
the need to rethink laws of war that have been defined in terms of states.
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4
Legal Interventions

61

One fundamental criticism of international law, frequently heard from
realists, is that states can ignore it with more or less impunity. In this
line of argument, international law is made by states for their own pur-
poses and advantage. If states wish to break the law there is no proper
authority or judge to prevent them from doing so or to punish them
afterwards. However, major breaches of international law are relatively
rare. States observe the law most of the time and most of it all of the
time because it is convenient, profitable, and helpful to do so.1 States
can break the rules with impunity but their reputation will suffer in the
long term. In fact, those who do break or bend the law, make great effort
to provide a legal justification for their questionable acts. The desire to
justify acts on the basis of existing laws is a reaffirmation of their impor-
tance, even when these acts represent a violation. In this respect, much
international law is normative in so far as it sets standards, building on
what is already established practice to develop expectations of future
behavior.

There is a habitual element of international relations, reflecting the
practices and customs of state action, which has given rise to customary
law.2 For instance, proportionality or the attempt to establish criteria for
limiting the use of force, is a fundamental customary principle.3 Beneath
these customs, or common shared practices of states, exists another level
of fundamental principle, relating in particular to elementary humanitar-
ian considerations. Some of these rest on pre-emptory norms ( jus cogens),
or that from which there can be no derogation. Many laws of war, and
within this the subset of international humanitarian law,4 can be placed
in this category in so far as the fundamental aim has been to limit the
cruelties and damage inflicted in armed conflict against specified oppo-
nents and to protect innocent victims. This is done, among others, by
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drawing lines between “forms of attack that are permitted and forms that
are not, between weapons that may be used and weapons that may not.”5

The laws of war, and more specifically international humanitarian
law, can be distinguished from human rights law, although the two
increasingly overlap. While international humanitarian law applies
specifically to protection and rights in time of war and conflict, human
rights law is a body of norms to be implemented in general, both inside
and outside of war. Prior to the development of the latter, the relationship
between a state and its citizens was not understood to be a problem of
international law. As Hersch Lauterpacht stated, “The predominant the-
ory is clear and emphatic: International law is a law of states only and
exclusively. Individuals are only the objects of international law.”6

Summary execution, torture, arbitrary arrest, and detention beyond
national borders had only been significant legal events in the past if the
victims of these atrocities were citizens of another state, in which case
they were treated by international law as bearers, not of personal rights,
but of rights belonging to their government and ultimately to the state
which it represented.7 Since the end of the Second World War, human
rights law has been universalized and applies regardless of regional,
national, or other differences. It represents an ensemble of legal norms
that focus principally on protecting the individual against crimes
committed by the state.8

There is thus both a customary side to international law, on the one
hand, and a normative or moral side, on the other.9 The two together,
while sometimes in conflict, have contributed to a deepening of inter-
national law. As discussed in the last chapter, legal codification has often
been a response to problems arising from the increased destructiveness
of war. Sovereignty and nonintervention were a response to the bloody
Thirty Years’ War. The Hague and early Geneva Conventions were
a response to the increasing destructiveness of war in the nineteenth
century and the First World War. The expansion of the Geneva Conven-
tions and the development of human rights law were responses to the
atrocities of the Second World War and the Holocaust.

These different bodies of international law, like Just War theory, are
forms of intervention in so far as they seek to shape and limit the
experience of war. Both stand outside any particular conflict and pro-
vide objective standards for judging behavior. The two differ, at least
theoretically, in the relationship between judgment and enforcement.
While Just War theory has provided a framework for judging the moral
legitimacy of particular wars and the means by which they are fought,
international law, like law more generally, is a formal mechanism
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for judging the legality of particular acts. However, as already stated,
international law is distinguished from its domestic counterpart by the
absence of an overarching authority at the international level to enforce
the law in the event of a violation.10

International law emerges out of the customs and habits of states,
while attempting to introduce moral limitations on their behavior.11

During the Second World War, a new kind of problem arose which inter-
national law was not equipped to deal with, that is, the attempt by a
government to destroy its own subjects. Sovereignty and noninterven-
tion had during the Westphalian period been the defining principles of
the state system. However, after the Second World War the horror of the
Holocaust of European Jews forced the international community to
address what had happened in Germany and throughout Europe.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the tensions within inter-
national law that arise from the coexistence and codification of habitual
practice and moral principle, particularly as these relate to the emergence
of human rights law. The first section of the chapter will examine
human rights law and, within this, the Genocide Convention, which is
one of its most important expressions. The second section will examine
the problem of international enforcement of human rights law, partic-
ularly as it relates to the concept of humanitarian intervention. The
third section will examine the ad hoc War Crimes Tribunals and the
potential of the new International Criminal Court. The fourth section
will review some of the positive and negative potentials arising from the
globalization of human rights law.

Defining human rights

The evolution of human rights law has been propelled by the ongoing
effort to reconstruct an understanding of what it means to be fully human
often in response to threats, such as the Holocaust, to this humanity.12

A human right is one that everyone has by virtue of their humanity.13

In this respect, human rights have been defined as natural, universal,
and inalienable. Regardless of rights or duties as a citizen or as a mem-
ber of a particular group, there are fundamental rights that cannot be
renounced, lost, or forfeited. It is possible to give up citizenship of a par-
ticular country but not one’s human rights. To say that human rights
are inalienable means they cannot be transferred to another person. The
first attempt to lobby for international human rights was the antislavery
movement that emerged in the eighteenth century and later contributed
to the abolition of the slave trade. If human rights are inalienable, if

Legal Interventions 63

1403_915415_06_cha04.qxd  4/3/05  7:29 PM  Page 63



they cannot be transferred to another person, then it is an obvious
violation of such a right if one person is owned by another.14

While the customary practice of states has rested on an assumption of
sovereignty and nonintervention, some recognition of human rights
concerns can be traced back to the beginnings of the state system. The
Peace of Westphalia of 1648 provided certain guarantees for religious
minorities, as did other later treaties.15 The concept of “crimes against
humanity” goes back to the nineteenth century. The French revolu-
tionary Robespierre described King Louis XVI, as a “criminal against
humanity.”16 An American observer, George Washington Williams, in a
letter to the US Secretary of State, accused King Leopold’s regime in the
Congo of being responsible for “crimes against humanity.”17 The first
appearance of the term in an international law context, during the
First World War, was in a joint declaration from France, Great Britain,
and Russia on May 24, 1915, regarding the atrocities committed against
the Armenians:

In the presence of these new crimes of Turkey against humanity and
civilization, the allied Governments publicly inform the Sublime
Porte that they will hold personally responsible for the said crimes all
members of the Ottoman government as well as those of its agents
who are found to be involved in such massacres.18

Reports of the number of Armenians killed range from 600,000 to two
million. The rest were forcibly driven from their homeland. Yet, none of
the perpetrators was ever punished.19 The growing interest in international
protection of human rights found further expression in the post-First
World War peace treaties of 1919, which recognized the need for special
protection of national minorities.20

However, it was only after the Second World War, during which Hitler
rounded up and systematically annihilated the Jews of Europe, that
human rights became a focus of international concern. Toward the close
of the Second World War, Winston Churchill referred to the Nazi effort
to exterminate a people as a “crime that has no name,”21 which reflected
the absence of appropriate words to describe the horror of Auschwitz.

The word “genocide” was coined by Raphael Lemkin, a Polish Jewish
Legal Scholar, in his 1944 book, Axis Rule over Occupied Europe.22

Genocide comes from the Greek “genos” meaning race or tribe and the
Latin “cide” meaning to kill. The word quickly entered into inter-
national discourse and corresponded with efforts by Lemkin to develop
a new concept of international law, within which genocide would be
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branded an international crime and one permanently outlawed by the
world community. He was part of the staff of Associate Supreme Justice
Robert K. Jackson, the Chief American Prosecutor at Nuremberg,
although he failed to convince the prosecution to include his new word
in the indictment of Nazi war criminals. Instead, Nazi war criminals
were convicted of “crimes against humanity,” among others.23 The
Nuremberg Charter seemed to indicate that crimes against humanity
could only be committed in time of war, which set a troubling precedent
for the future protection of human rights.24

Lemkin did finally succeed through his unceasing efforts, in intro-
ducing the word to the UN agenda. On December 11, 1946, the General
Assembly of the United Nations passed Resolution 96(I), which formally
declared “genocide” to be “a crime under international law which the
civilized world condemns, and for the commission of which principals
and accomplices … are punishable.” The law was further developed in
the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of
Genocide—commonly known as the Genocide Convention, which was
adopted by the UN General Assembly on October 9, 1948 and came into
force in January 1951 (UN Res. 260-IIIA).

The convention defined genocide as the deliberate and systematic
destruction in whole or in part of a national, ethnic, racial, or religious
group. Genocide includes two elements, which, at least in theory, have
to be proven in trial.25 The first element is the material facts, that is, that
the destruction actually took place. The second is moral and regards
the question of intent. The actions cannot have been accidental or com-
mitted without intent to do harm. Genocide requires a plan and an
organized process committed by a group, rather than an individual.
Because it implies a specific intent, and massive scale—the elimination
of an entire group—genocide was named the ultimate crime against
humanity.

The coining of genocide related to attempts to codify human
rights law more generally.26 The Covenant on Genocide was followed
in December of the same year by the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (1948). The Declaration was adopted by the UN General
Assembly without a dissenting vote. It was intended less as a legally
binding document than “a common standard of achievement for peo-
ples and nations.” M.N. Shaw has raised a question about whether the
Declaration has since become binding by way of custom, or the general
principles of law, or by virtue of interpretation of the UN Charter itself
as expressed in subsequent practice.27 In the period since 1948 the
United Nations has adopted treaties to address civil and political rights,
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economic and social rights, racial and ethnic discrimination, discrimi-
nation against women, torture, and the rights of the child.28 The great
majority of states—over 75 percent—have ratified the seven treaties.

After the Second World War, the Genocide Convention in particular
and human rights more generally had widespread support at the inter-
national level. However, states had several incentives to water down the
law or ignore it in practice. The foremost issue is the potential conflict
between sovereignty and human rights. Sovereignty is the traditional
concept of statehood, and is based on an objective territory, assuming a
permanent population, an effective government, and a capacity for that
government to engage in international diplomacy.29 Human rights are
part of a value system, growing particularly out of Western liberal
democracy and Judeo-Christian moral standards. Ideally, the two work
together, enhancing the human rights of citizens within states. The
problem arises when the internal mechanisms of a government don’t
conform to liberal democratic principles. In this case, the conflict at the
heart of international customary and normative law becomes evident.

The UN Charter made sovereignty and noninterference the hub of its
legal apparatus. Article 1 of the Charter defines the primary purpose of
the UN:

To maintain international peace and security, and to that end, to take
effective collective measures for the prevention and removal of
threats to the peace, and for the suppression of acts of aggression or
other breaches of the peace, and to bring about by peaceful means,
and in conformity with the principles of justice and international
law, adjustment or settlement of international disputes or situations
which might lead to a breach of peace.30

That the emphasis is on sovereignty over justice is clarified in Articles 2(4),
which states that:

All members shall refrain in their international relations from the
threat or use of force against the territorial or political independence
of any state, or in any other manner inconsistent with the purposes
of the United Nations.

Article 2(7) further elaborates that:

Nothing contained in the present Charter shall authorize the United
Nations to intervene in matters which are essentially within the
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domestic jurisdiction of any state or shall require the members to
submit such matters to settlement under the present Charter; but this
principle shall not prejudice the application of enforcement measures
under Chapter VII.

The United Nations did establish mechanisms to facilitate the pursuit of
justice related to human rights and self-determination, but these were
not to be sought at the expense of peace.31 In the face of a massive vio-
lation of human rights by a government, the international community
had to decide whether sovereignty, which includes the assumption of
noninterference, should be overridden in order to address the problem.32

There have been several reasons for the weak observance of human
rights law, relating in particular to the practicalities of implementation.
First, in the post-war period states were rushed into a commitment to
protect human rights. Human rights was tacked on to sovereignty, rather
than integrated into it, without thinking about the consequences.33

Those involved in the Nuremberg indictments did not want to set a
precedent that could be used against them in the future. They were
therefore careful to qualify the definition of crimes against humanity, in
order to minimize its application, for instance, by specifying that it
referred only to crimes during war. While the Genocide convention went
further, Schabas argues that its definition is too narrow and restrictive.34

It fails to cover many major human rights violations and mass killings
perpetrated by dictators. The principal deficiency is that it applies only
to “national, racial, ethnic, and religious groups.” While in cases of state
terror victims are chosen arbitrarily or because they have committed
subversive acts, genocide relates only to victimization as members of a
group.

Second, while there was agreement in principle, there were disagree-
ments over interpretations of human rights law as the victors of the
Second World War fell out among themselves. The superpowers in par-
ticular disagreed. The USA placed emphasis on civil and political rights,
or the right to freedom from interference by the government.35 Thus
they were critical of the Soviet bloc countries for failing to allow free
speech or for engaging in practices of arbitrary arrest or unjust treatment
of prisoners. In the early 1980s, when American President Reagan
accused the USSR of being an Evil Empire, he was in part pointing to the
oppression of individuals and groups who had been imprisoned for
speaking out about the human rights violations of countries that had
signed on to the Helsinki Final Act.36 By contrast, the East bloc defined
human rights in terms of subsistence rights or the right to work, to
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education, and to health care.37 A similar message could be heard from
the Third World, based on arguments that the rights of the community
and the need for order have to take precedence over those of the
individual. Further, it has been questioned whether political and civil
rights are that significant when one doesn’t have enough to eat.38 In the
late 1980s, Soviet President Gorbachev was very critical of the fact that
tens of thousands of people were homeless in the USA, the wealthiest
country in the world, and that one quarter of the children were living
below the poverty level.

Third, the central problem with human rights law is one of enforce-
ment. There are few procedures for individuals to pursue claims against
their own state. The International Court of Justice has not been open to
individuals.39 Further, responses to massive violations of human rights
have in the past often been stymied by the conflicting interests of states.
The UN Security Council has been authorized to approve the use of
force.40 However, the body was paralyzed during the Cold War by the
ability of any of the permanent members to exercise the veto.41 Other
than Korea in the 1950s, there were no further collective security oper-
ations authorized by the UN until the Gulf War. The Korean vote was
only possible because the USSR was absent. In any case, these acts were
defined in terms of international security rather than humanitarian
ends. Even in cases where there was a humanitarian outcome to an inva-
sion by an individual government, such as Vietnam’s invasion of Pol
Pot’s Cambodia, this was justified in terms of national interest.42 States
clung to their sovereignty and put human rights on the backburner,
except as a weapon in the Cold War of words. During the Cold War the
superpowers backed authoritarian regimes guilty of massive human
rights violations in Hungary, Czechoslovakia, Chile, and El Salvador, to
name only a few. There were no “humanitarian” interventions during
the Cold War,43 other than peacekeeping operations, which were pri-
marily for the purpose of monitoring ceasefires. Nor were there any war
crimes tribunals between Nuremberg and those in the 1990s for the
former Yugoslavia and Rwanda.

While states attempted to ignore the commitments they agreed to in
the human rights documents, nongovernmental organizations did use
these principles to hold up a critical mirror to governments. This was
not inconsistent with the intentions of Eleanore Roosevelt and Rene
Cassen, who drafted the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. They
saw NGOs as potentially more important than states in making the dec-
laration into an effective instrument for preventing future horrors.44

Human rights NGOs have played several roles. First, they have been
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involved in standard setting, or establishing the international norms by
which the conduct of states can be judged, as well as fact-finding in rela-
tion to these norms. They have intervened on behalf of “prisoners of
conscience” or on behalf of the oppressed. They have also been actively
involved in the creation of various types of implementing agencies
and institutions, or in politicizing human rights violations. In Eastern
Europe in the 1970s, groups such as Charter 77 in Czechoslovakia and
Solidarity in Poland used the Eastern bloc commitment to the Helsinki
principles to expose the distinction between the promises made by states
and their actual practice. In the West, an increasingly vocal chorus of
voices protested the practices of Apartheid South Africa, as well as the
abuses in Latin America by US-supported regimes. Amnesty International
has played an active role in documenting human rights abuse.

Enforcing human rights law

The end of the Cold War brought an end to the superpower stalemate
that stood in the way of common action by the UN Security Council.
On August 2, 1990 Iraq invaded Kuwait after which the Security Council,
led by the USA, authorized the first collective security operation since
Korea. This was an action justified in terms of traditional concepts of
sovereignty and noninterference. Because Iraq had violated the sover-
eignty of Kuwait, the international community in responding was
upholding the central principle of the UN Charter relating to peace and
security. Following the Gulf War, the international community was con-
fronted with a new type of humanitarian challenge, beginning with
the humanitarian emergency faced by the Iraqi Kurds. In Europe, after
50 years of saying “never again” the outbreak of ethnic conflict in the
former Yugoslavia, accompanied by ethnic cleansing, gave rise to fears
that genocide was happening once again and in Europe. In other
hotspots, such as Rwanda, even more brutal massacres took place. The
international community was forced to address the commitments it had
made in the Genocide Convention. This raised several issues.

The first was a problem of definition. Genocide is a concept that has
to be applied in practice. At what point can brutalities against a citizenry
be placed in the category of genocide, thus requiring some action by the
international community? The concept was applied with frequency in
relation to the former Yugoslavia, fuelled by media representations that
brought back the memory of Hitler’s concentration camps. Despite the
disturbing images, and the public outrage they engendered, the UN and
NATO failed to act forcefully in Bosnia until late in the day. The UN
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Security Council, among others, resisted use of the term genocide in
Rwanda, precisely because it would accelerate demands for intervention.45

The second issue is whether humanitarian intervention, involving the
use of force, without the consent of the authorities in the area, is legal.
Strictly speaking, the majority of international lawyers say it is not.46 At
the heart of this claim is the conflict between sovereignty and human
rights. The lawyers who argue against humanitarian intervention are
referred to as restrictionists. They point specifically to the ban in
Article 2(4) of the UN Charter on the use of force against the territorial
and political independence of a state. The Security Council has legiti-
mate authority under Chapter VII to authorize an enforcement action,
but only if there is a threat to international peace and security (Article 39),
not on humanitarian grounds alone. Although the jurisdiction of the
Security Council under Chapter VII is only triggered by the existence of
a threat to peace, a breach of peace, or an act of aggression, the Security
Council has, since 1989, been increasingly willing to interpret the
phrase “threats to peace” broadly.47

The opposing argument is that there are supreme humanitarian
emergencies, such as genocide, or state-sponsored mass murder, or massive
expulsion of a population by force, when ethical concerns should
override the legal concern about sovereignty. In this view, international
law should recognize a right of unilateral humanitarian intervention.
One specific argument is that governments who massively violate
human rights forfeit their right to sovereignty and nonintervention.
Sovereignty thus comes with certain responsibilities toward one’s citi-
zens. If the state does not live up to these, other states are morally and
legally entitled to intervene.48 Consistent with this argument, the
International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty
(ICISS) has proposed shifting the terms of debate away from the “right
to intervene” toward the “responsibility to protect.” The latter rests on
an interpretation of sovereignty that assumes the responsibility of a
given state to protect its citizens. This perspective incorporates a principle
of “human security” over more narrow definitions of national security.
While the ICISS recognizes the potential difficulty of getting states
to embrace the responsibility to protect, it sees the challenge as a
necessary one:

Nothing has done more harm to our shared ideal that we are all equal
in worth and dignity and that the earth is our common home, than
the inability of the community of states to prevent genocide, massacre
and ethnic cleansing. If we believe that all human beings are equally
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entitled to be protected from acts that shock the conscience of us all,
then we must match rhetoric with reality, principle with practice.
We cannot be content with reports and declarations. We must be
prepared to act.49

The two distinct arguments regarding the legality of forceful inter-
vention fit within two broader schools of thought, which Nicholas
Wheeler describes as Pluralist and Solidarist.50 The first, that is, the
pluralist, overlaps with the realist position, although it is distinct from
it. In this view, international society is made up of states and its rules
are made by states on behalf of state interests. There is neither an inter-
national consensus on rules regarding humanitarian intervention nor
an international organization that can make decisions about interven-
tion independent of individual state interests. If the Security Council
is often divided about the use of force, humanitarian intervention
with international consent will be the exception and unilateral human-
itarian intervention the rule. States acting on their own behalf will
weaken an international order that has been built on shared rules of
sovereignty, nonintervention and the nonuse of force. Unlike the realist
position, which emphasizes the primacy of power considerations,
pluralists are first and foremost concerned with the shared rules that
constitute the society of states.

Like realists, pluralists are concerned that states won’t intervene and
risk the lives of their soldiers or invest economic resources unless vital
national interests are at stake, although their primary concern is the
danger of pursuing justice and morality in a world which, they argue,
lacks agreement on these concepts. Humanitarian concerns may be
a factor, but states are unlikely to act unless there is a coincidence of
these with the national interest. This raises the issue of selectivity
and the concern that actors will only undertake humanitarian action if
other interests are at stake. Thus the ultimate criterion for intervention
is interest rather than the gravity of the abuse. In this view, decisions to
intervene on humanitarian grounds become dependent on shifting
strategic considerations. Further, states may use humanitarian argu-
ments to justify what are purely material interests. For instance, in
Kosovo the action was presented as purely humanitarian but, one could
argue, what was really at stake was re-establishing NATO as a legitimate
post–Cold War actor after the repeated failures in Bosnia. A further
objection from the pluralist perspective is that states have no business
risking their soldiers’ lives to save strangers. The first responsibility of
state authorities is to protect their citizens.
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The second school of thought is referred to as solidarist. Members of
the world community, in this view, are not first and foremost states but
individuals. Therefore the international community has an obligation
to intervene if individual rights are being abused on a massive level.
Justice should be the first priority. The measure of progress at this level
is the degree to which sovereignty and the maintenance of order have
given way to universalism and some notion of the common good.
The solidarist perspective points to the need to construct a universal
morality for individuals as members of a world community, to heighten
the sensitivity of people in one place to wrongs committed in another
in the interest of global justice. States, in this view, should be good
international citizens and come to the aid of those who are in need.

While it is generally accepted today that individuals have a moral
standing independent of states, or independent of their status as citizens
of particular states, this acceptance raises a further question. At what
point does a state’s abuse of its citizen’s human rights justify intervention
in its sovereign affairs? It is generally accepted that this intervention is
justified if genocide, or the deliberate effort to eliminate a people is tak-
ing place. But, as already suggested, it is not always easy to determine
when genocide is occurring. The problems of definition and legality
thus relate to the problem of who should decide when genocide is occur-
ring, that is, the question of right authority, and subsequent enforce-
ment. At what point is the problem sufficiently severe that the
international community should override the sovereignty rule? Answering
the question is often in part a problem of political will. While populations
were horrified by the sight of human slaughter in, for instance, Bosnia,
this was tempered by concerns about sending soldiers into harm’s way
in conflicts that did not intersect directly with the national interest.

It is not straightforward that soldiers in one state should risk their
own lives in the course of saving strangers.51 Particularly in the USA, the
Vietnam syndrome continued throughout the post–Cold War period to
provide a powerful restraint on sending soldiers to far-off wars. The
experience of US peacekeepers in Somalia as part of UNOSOM II proved
fatal to further US interventions. Images of soldiers being dragged before
television cameras led to US withdrawal and tempered enthusiasm for
intervention at a later time in places such as Rwanda. Humanitarian
intervention was not only problematic because of the conflict with the
sovereignty rule. In places such as Bosnia or Somalia a violation of
sovereignty was less at issue than the conflict between the responsibil-
ity of intervening governments to protect their own citizens, including
soldiers, and the humanitarian need for intervention in cases where the
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national interest was not at stake. Criteria for justifying humanitarian
intervention will be examined in the next chapter. The central purpose
of this brief examination has been to raise the complex legal questions
posed by humanitarian intervention. How do we know genocide when
we see it? Is humanitarian intervention ever legal? If it is, at what point
is the scale of atrocities sufficient to override the sovereignty principle?

Punishing human rights violations

Law presupposes the possibility of following or breaking legal codes and,
in the latter case, the prospect of punishment. The absence of a power
to enforce and punish interstate violations of the law has been the defin-
ing feature of international experience. International law isn’t worth the
paper it is written on if it can’t be enforced, or so realists argue. The other
side of the coin is that states do follow the law most of the time. The
presence of these formalized and agreed norms does shape state practice.
The incidence of violation or the failures of enforcement are not so
different than would be present in any domestic society.

The Nuremberg and Tokyo trials following the Second World War
represented attempts to bring legal justice to the aftermath of war. They
extended the traditional scope of international humanitarian law, by
adding international criminal law and justice to the laws of The Hague
and Geneva.52 Both trials were highly politicized and, in the years
following, were criticized for representing a form of victor’s justice.53

The losers were in the dock and acts by the victors, such as the bomb-
ings of Dresden, Hiroshima, and Nagasaki, never came to trial. The trials
were US initiatives, which paved the way for the legal concept of crimes
against humanity to be accepted as customary public international law.
It further substituted legal process for the victims’ urge for revenge.54

There were no new war crimes tribunals until the 1990s, when the
Security Council created the International Tribunals for Rwanda (ICTR)
and the former Yugoslavia (ICTY). These trials were based on the prece-
dent of the post-Second World War tribunals and had the legal backing
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Genocide
Convention. The decision to create the ICTY in May 1993 represented
the first time that the Security Council had created a judicial body to
“maintain international peace and security under Chapter Seven of the
Charter.”55 The ICTR, established in November 1994, shared the legal
basis and jurisdictional power of the ICTY. However, as it was classified
as an internal conflict, the Rwanda tribunal had no mandate to prose-
cute war crimes, and instead was tasked with prosecuting those indicted
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of genocide and crimes against humanity inflicted in a widespread and
systematic manner on civilian populations.56

One development of the ICTY and ICTR was the redefinition of rape
as an illegal instrument of war and an unacceptable military strategy.
Rape had always been a violation of the laws of war, codified as a capital
crime in Lieber’s Code of Instructions as early as 1866. It could thus be
prosecuted in domestic court or military court martial. In the post–Cold
War tribunals, rape was placed in the category of crimes against humanity
and individuals became criminally responsible for using it as an instru-
ment of military strategy. The first conviction for sexual offense at the
ICTY was on February 22, 2001, at which time Drogoljub Kunarac,
Radomir Kovac, and Zoran Vakovic were sentenced to 28 years, 20 years,
and 12 years respectively for crimes including rape as a crime against
humanity.57

Another significant step in the direction of holding all individuals
responsible for their criminal actions, regardless of rank and status, was
the indictment of former President Pinochet of Chile, who was the
leader of Chile after the 1973 coup that deposed democratically elected
President Allende. Pinochet was arrested in London in 1998 based on
a warrant issued by a Spanish court, which claimed he had murdered
Spanish citizens during his term as President. A second Spanish warrant,
after his arrest, accused him of systematic acts of illegal detention,
murder, torture, and disappearance of people. Initially the British High
Court decided that extradition to Spain was not warranted since neither
the UK nor Spain had jurisdiction over crimes committed in Chile.
Further, Pinochet, as a former head of state, was protected by sovereign
immunity and could not be prosecuted by foreign courts. However, this
decision was later overturned by the House of Lords, who decided that
Pinochet should stand trial in the UK or be extradited to Spain for
having violated international humanitarian law.

These ad hoc efforts represented attempts to apply the scrutiny of law
at the international level and to determine appropriate punishment.
They raise a number of crucial problems. In a world made up of multiple
separate states, each with its own legal traditions, whose laws and pro-
cedures should provide the framework for judgment? For instance, one
problem in the negotiating sessions leading up to the adoption of the
Charter of the Nuremberg Tribunal was that each party brought their
own legal concepts and experience to the table, that is, the common law
adversarial system, which has evolved differently in the USA and
England, and the civil law inquisitorial system, which took different
forms in France and Russia.58 It was no small challenge to create a new
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judicial entity that combined elements of the different systems and was
acceptable to all parties. Despite the effort to combine legal traditions,
the court still did not have the position of an impartial international
authority. Because there is no impartial authority at the international
level, there is a tendency for justice to be led by the victors and thus by
their interests.

The International Criminal Court (ICC)

There was a significant effort to make the post–Cold War tribunals in the
former Yugoslavia and Rwanda into international tribunals, to detract from
accusations of victor’s justice. But momentum was also building for a
truly International Criminal Court. The concept of a permanent ICC
goes back to 1919 and the Versailles Peace Treaty, although due to the
unwillingness of the USA to implement the war crimes articles of the
treaty (Articles 227–30) and concerns about regional stability, it never
came into being. After the Second World War, the UN revisited the idea,
but interest ebbed with the onset of the Cold War. The idea was renewed
with the Velvet Revolutions that took place across Eastern Europe and
the collapse of the USSR. On June 15, 1998, 160 states convened to
negotiate a “statute and final act” for a proposed International Criminal
Court. The UN Secretary General said that “[The ICC] promises at last,
to supply what for so long has been the missing link in the international
legal system, a permanent court to judge the crimes of gravest concern
to the international community as a whole—genocide, crimes against
humanity and war crimes.”59 The statute, which included 128 articles
and 13 parts, established the court, its seat, and relationship to other
international bodies, such as the United Nations, the jurisdiction of the
court, the penalties it can impose, and the process of enforcement.60

The most contentious part of the negotiations regarding the ICC
revolved around the jurisdiction of the court vis à vis domestic courts.
The court was to deal with a range of traditional forbidden acts, including
torture, extermination, and forced enslavement. Article 7 specified a
range of further acts that had occurred since 1945, such as Apartheid,
forcible transfer of populations, ethnic cleansing,61 rape and forced preg-
nancy, enforced disappearance of persons, and gender persecution. In so
far as specific states are potentially implicated on particular issues, it was
bound to be inherently complicated to define and universalize the
various crimes. For instance, the inclusion of “the transfer, directly or
indirectly, by the occupying power of points of its own civilian popula-
tion in the territory it occupies” (Article 8) as a war crime, gave rise to
vociferous opposition from Israeli delegates, who saw it as a direct attack
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on Israel’s policy of settling the West Bank.62 A number of states, and the
USA in particular, who have a large military presence abroad, primarily
in the form of peacekeepers, were concerned that the court would be
used to prosecute soldiers involved in duties beyond their borders for
political reasons. To overcome some of the difficulties, the negotiators
had to define levels of activity beyond which individuals or small groups
would no longer fall under the jurisdiction of their domestic legal
machinery, whether national or military, and would become accountable
to the ICC.63

Although President Bill Clinton was on record as supporting the
creation of the ICC, the USA has been the “main obstacle” to its cre-
ation.64 As the world’s most powerful state, the USA is less inclined than
most to hand over a degree of its sovereignty to an international court.65

It has the most to lose, given the prominent role of its forces abroad.
The military’s greatest fear is that commanders and ordinary soldiers
will become the targets of politically motivated prosecutions. A further
concern was the need for checks and balances on a single prosecutor,
who it was feared might be influenced by personal and political
considerations.66 Despite these concerns, President Clinton signed the
treaty in December 2000, although he did not send it up for ratification.
President Bush has subsequently withdrawn the US signature, “unsign-
ing” the treaty in May 2002.

International law has prioritized questions of peace over justice. The
increasing momentum behind the ICC, and its focus on war crimes and
crimes against humanity, call this hierarchy into question. Indeed, in
one line of argument, some form of justice is a necessary condition for
future peace, for the aggrieved to put the past firmly in the past rather
than reproducing it in the future.67 The relationship between injustice
and the reproduction of violence will be examined in more depth in
Chapter 8.

The globalization of human rights law

The last half of the twentieth century, and particularly the decade follow-
ing the end of the Cold War brought an increasing recognition of universal
laws and norms of human rights. While states were—unsurprisingly—
reluctant to abide by these laws in practice, a global network of NGOs
and INGOs, as well as an increasingly globalized media, have played an
important role in mobilizing awareness regarding human rights violations,
placing states under increased pressure to abide by the norms and laws
they have agreed to. These are positive developments.
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Nonetheless, any effort to produce global norms and laws is likely to
have negative implications in a diverse world and to be an expression
of power in and of itself. Globalization has involved complementary
processes of integration and fragmentation. While Western countries,
and particularly the states of the European Union, are increasingly inte-
grated, many other areas of the world, some of which were objects of
Western imperialism in the past, have suffered greater fragmentation.
Recently decolonized states, which emerged along with globalization,
have confronted global processes that erode sovereignty at the very
moment they are attempting its consolidation. Traditionally, it has been
assumed that the absence of a universal state meant that protection of
individuals and their interests was primarily the responsibility of their
governments. However, an erosion of sovereignty means an erosion of
the ability of states to deliver these rights and responsibilities, especially
as they relate to social and economic rights. In this respect, the lobbying
of NGOs, and the mobilization of public opinion relating to human
rights, has involved strengthening the link to other global policy
domains, related to development, trade, and the environment.

The bifurcation cannot be separated from a longer history of exploita-
tion. It is those states who in the past have been invaded or intervened
upon by the wealthier Western states that are likely to be exploited
through trade relations, as became clear during the 2003-G21 meeting
in Cancun. They are also more likely to be receivers rather than senders
of a culture of human rights. The legal apparatus of human rights law
does not take into account the role of a history of violence and human
rights violations by outside perpetrators into former colonies in shaping
the contemporary politics of “failed states.” Important questions need
to be raised about the extent to which the politics of human rights
law and enforcement reinforce the powerlessness of those who have
historically been at the bottom of the political ladder.

Conclusion

Human rights law has emerged as a complement to the laws of war. In
principle states can no longer act with impunity toward their own pop-
ulations. This development nonetheless brings to the fore important
problems regarding the tension between the primacy of sovereignty and
nonintervention in international law, and the need to act in response
to massive human rights violations, and particularly genocide. The cen-
tral problem that distinguishes international law from domestic law is
the absence of a centralized authority to enforce and punish violations.
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While ad hoc efforts have emerged to internationalize enforcement and
punishment of human rights violations these also have been dogged by
the conflict between the sovereign immunity of leaders and the sover-
eign jurisdiction of states over their own citizens. The ICC provides
a context for universalizing punishment of war crimes and crimes
against humanity, but is no less impeded by the politics of sovereignty
and the interests of the individual states who have created it than earlier
more ad hoc efforts. However, consistent with the constructivist leanings
of this argument, the problems arising from the conflict between sover-
eignty and human rights are less a reflection of the tension between
an objective reality and the introduction of normative principle to it, than
the emergence of two distinct sets of social rules at different times in
response to a changing reality of war. Human rights was tacked on to
sovereignty, rather than integrated into it, without thinking through
the potential conflict between them.
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5
Military Interventions

79

The last two chapters explored moral and legal interventions that have
shaped the way that war or intervention are justified and constructed.
Each provided a more or less formal framework for making judgments
about the conduct of war. The next two chapters shift to the more
specific policy choices involved in different forms of intervention.
Realist theory emphasizes the influence of material interests on policy.
The rational decision is one defined in terms of the national interest in
power. Power is first and foremost expressed as military capability, but
the latter also relates to economic power, including the strength of the
economy and the capacity to produce or purchase weapons. From this
perspective, power rather than moral or legal principle motivates state
policy or, at best, principle is a vehicle for realizing more material inter-
ests. To say, by contrast, that policies are social constructs is to focus on
how power and principle combine in historically specific circumstances
to bring about a particular configuration of relationships. One objective
of the following two chapters is to explore how the relationship between
material power and questions of moral principle combine in the
construction of economic and military policy and practice.

A second objective is to examine the choices involved in particular
economic or military interventions. In addition to the power/principle
nexus, policy-makers choose from a range of different types of inter-
vention. In the military realm, intervention with force can take many
different forms. It can be done purely in the service of national inter-
est or for humanitarian ends. It may have the end of keeping peace or
enforcing it. Force may be used as part of coercive diplomacy, in order
to get an Other to stop or undertake some activity, or as part of a
strategy of pre-emption, to disarm a regime before it has an opportu-
nity to launch its weapons. There is no straightforward formula for
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making these decisions, which are inevitably shaped by a complex
of factors.

The word intervention most often implies or refers to military inter-
vention. Sovereignty and nonintervention have been the central rules
of the international system. While states, such as the USSR during the
Cold War, complained about the interference of other states in their
sovereign affairs, for instance, relating to human rights, the main prohi-
bition, enshrined in the UN Charter, regards the use of force for anything
other than self-defense. This book looks more broadly at multiple practices
of intervention and how these underpin or shape specific border-
crossings. In this respect, the interventions explored thus far are closely
related to the question of military intervention. Moral interventions,
such as Just War theory, have provided a framework for thinking
through the criteria for defining when a war is just and when the means
for fighting war are just. Legal interventions from the UN Charter to the
Genocide Convention have defined the conditions under which inter-
vention is legal and illegal. These various legal interpretations raise
questions about peace and stability or human rights as the rationale for
intervention.

This chapter explores the complex criteria by which the use of
military force is judged. There are military criteria for the evaluation of
military strategy to bring about specific ends. However, the military means
are often justified in terms of moral or legal ends. The purpose of this
chapter is to look at different frameworks for judging military interven-
tion in relation to several historical examples. The section on force and
diplomacy will examine coercive diplomacy as a traditional tool of state
power. The section on force and protection will analyze the relationship
between the use of force and the end of protecting potential victims of
war. The section on force and self-defense will explore the Bush Admini-
stration’s new strategy of pre-emption, particularly as it relates to the
end of self-defense. The range of options and criteria suggests the
increasing complexity of the social and institutional background against
which states and other actors must shape and construct specific policy
choices. At the same time, these options are constrained by historical con-
text. The dominant military logic for action has shifted over the last two
decades from deterrence to compellence to pre-emption.

Force and diplomacy

Military intervention is often conceived as the intervention of one state
in the affairs of another state on behalf of its national interest.
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Intervention is sometimes a matter of brute force, that is, of one state
imposing its will on another, as in Germany’s invasion of Belgium in
the First World War or its invasion of Poland, which sparked off the
Second World War. However, more often than not an intervention
involves some form of coercive diplomacy to realize a political end. As
G.F. Hudson stated:

As long as war was the ultima ratio regum, which could and did occur
from time to time, the threat of resort to war if certain demands were
not met or if vital interests were infringed was always present in peace-
time in relations between states. In this sense, it can be said that in tra-
ditional international politics the use of force has not been confined
to actual war but has won its greatest successes when governments
have been intimidated into compliance with the will of a stronger (or
more determined) power without any clash of arms taking place.1

Diplomacy has been the handmaiden of war, providing a system of
communication between states both outside and inside of actual
conflict. Coercive diplomacy is a particular practice of diplomatic com-
munication that involves the threat to use force. To coerce someone is
to get them to do something they do not want to do. In this respect, it
is a form of persuasion where the threat holds out the prospect of pain
and presents a choice regarding the costs and benefits of complying
with the threatener’s demand. There are two broad reasons for making
a coercive threat. The first is compellence which is an attempt to initiate
action, that is, to get an opponent to do what they otherwise would not
do or to get them to stop doing something they would prefer to continue
doing.2 The UN threatened Saddam Hussein with military action if he
did not remove his troops from Kuwait. NATO threatened to begin a
bombing campaign over Serbia if Milosevic did not sign the Rambouillet
Accords. Both were attempts to compel actors to bring about a change
in their activity. The message is that the actor can continue as he is, but
there will be consequences for doing so.

A second reason for the coercive threat is deterrence. To deter is to stop
an action before it takes place. Acquiring a mean sounding dog or
installing a noisy burglar alarm in a house are both means to deter a bur-
glar from breaking in. They communicate the likelihood of having a leg
chewed off or being caught and thereby make the cost of this act higher
than it would otherwise be. During the Cold War the USA and NATO
had a policy of nuclear deterrence toward the USSR. This involved
drawing a line across the middle of Europe and communicating that if
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the Warsaw Pact crossed that line the West would inflict tremendous
pain, for instance, by launching a nuclear attack. The logic was that if
the costs were sufficiently high, as was the case with nuclear weapons, the
USSR would not even consider such a move.3 Deterrence is a passive
threat, while compellence is more active. The objective of deterrence is
to discourage an opponent from taking certain actions in the first place
for fear of the consequences. This contrasts with the objective of
compellence which is to get an opponent to do something or stop doing
something. The purpose of the threat in both cases is to communicate
the cost of noncompliance and to make it sufficiently high that the
opponent will comply.

Coercive diplomacy can thus be distinguished from the use of pure
coercion or brute force. The latter involves imposing force on another
and eliminating any choice. When the Serbs ethnically cleansed Muslim
villages they used brute force. Cases of coercive diplomacy are different
because the adversary is offered some space for choice. The purpose is
to persuade them. For this reason, it represents a form of diplomacy. The
threat to inflict pain becomes a bargaining tool. Bargaining involves at
least two parties, each of whom have something to trade in exchange.
One side brings the threat, the other side makes a choice of whether or
not to comply.

The obvious advantage of coercive diplomacy over the imposition of
brute force is that if it is successful, the use of force may be avoided
altogether. Coercive diplomacy seeks to avoid escalation. The use of
limited force may be used to signal the costs of noncompliance.4 Ideally,
the threat is manipulated in such a way that the opponent realizes it is
in their self interest to comply before a single hair has been lost or a
single bullet fired. Pure coercion requires only superior capability. The
successful implementation of coercive diplomacy is more complicated.
Peter Viggo Jakobsen, among others, has defined the factors that
contribute to successful coercive diplomacy:5

● The threat has to convince the adversary that noncompliance is too
costly. The threat has to eliminate any question of whether the oppo-
nent will suffer if they fail to comply.

● The threat has to be credible, which is in part a function of capability
but not entirely. The threatener has to have a reputation for carrying
out their threats. If they have made past threats and haven’t followed
through on them, future threats may seem hollow.

● Whether presented by a single state or a multilateral organization,
involving several states, the threatener has to present a cohesive
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identity. National threats from the USA are sometimes less than
convincing if public opinion is not firmly behind the act. Likewise,
threats by NATO or the United Nations have been less than credible
given conflicting interests between member states.

● The threat must be perceived as legitimate by those watching, such as
public or international opinion, although this factor will be more
crucial for democracies than dictatorships.6

● The conflict cannot be perceived as zero-sum. In contrast to brute
force, there has to be some common interest in avoiding a full-scale
escalation, which means communicating that something is to be
gained from bargaining. It is therefore as important to offer carrots
for compliance as threatening the consequences of noncompliance.
The chances of success are greater with a combination of carrots and
sticks than sticks alone.

● The communication of both sticks and carrots must be clear. The
adversary needs to know the potential rewards of compliance and
how long they have to comply, which means setting a clear deadline
for a decision. In addition, the adversary needs to be assured that
compliance won’t lead to further demands in the future.

In sum, to be successful, a strategy of coercive diplomacy has to be
attentive to the specifics of a context. Success isn’t just a matter of having
military superiority but balancing this with a range of other issues,
which may vary from context to context. A few examples highlight
some of the issues.

The Cold War

The Cold War was an ongoing conflict between two relatively equal
military powers, which differed from the classical period of diplomacy
in Europe. While nineteenth-century balance of power politics required
a willingness to change alliances as necessary, the Cold War was a stale-
mate that froze the map of Europe for close to 50 years. While war in
the earlier period was fought with conventional weapons, nuclear
weapons, increased the costs of war exponentially. By the time the Cold
War came to an end the two sides together had tens of thousands of
strategic nuclear weapons which could cross entire continents before
exploding. A conventional war between the two sides could have escalated
into a nuclear war. This made the cost of any war, at least in Europe,
too great to consider. As a result, deterrence was the central strategy
of the Cold War.7 The USA made a threat that if the USSR initiated
any kind of war in Europe, it would quickly escalate into nuclear war.
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NATO members argue that this is the main reason why there was peace
in Europe from the end of the Second World War until the end of the
Cold War.

There was, however, one notable case of compellence, or of trying to
get the Soviets to stop an action that was already underway: the Cuban
Missile Crisis. In the early 1960s, the Soviets began to deploy missiles in
Cuba. The United States perceived this as a threat in their backyard. The
US President Kennedy threatened Soviet Premier Khruschev with a nuclear
war if he did not withdraw the missiles. This lead to a series of interac-
tions, often referred to as brinksmanship. Brinksmanship is an allusion
to stepping to the brink or the edge of a precipice, where one could
conceivably lose control and fall over the edge. The process has also
been conceptualized as Chicken, which was a game played by teenage
boys in 1950s-America, as depicted in the James Dean film, Rebel with-
out a Cause. Chicken involves two cars racing directly at one another at
high speeds and is a test of nerve to see who will swerve first to avoid
a collision. The USA and the USSR were stepping to the brink of nuclear
war and the question was who would change course first.

The threat was credible because nuclear weapons were involved and
the cost of noncompliance was enormous. Reputation was less at stake
in this case, since nuclear weapons had only been used once, when the
USA dropped atomic bombs on Japan at the end of the Second World
War. While this past did communicate a readiness to use them if necessary,
the bigger issue was uncertainty whether the other side might in fact be
crazy enough to step over the brink knowing the consequences. In this
respect, nuclear deterrence involves a paradoxical relationship between
the rational and the irrational. Any rational actor would pull back from
the brink before a nuclear exchange, recognizing that the results would be
devastating for both sides. Yet, for the threat to be credible there must
be some measure of doubt. If there were complete certainty that the
other side was rational, then the threat would lose some of its credibil-
ity since no rational actor would commit suicide. This tension between
the rational and irrational was at the heart of the bargaining process.
Khrushchev did back down and began to withdraw Soviet missiles. This
was followed by major moves to improve communication between the
two sides, so that future crises could be averted and to move toward
some kind of control of weapons between the two sides. This is an exam-
ple of successful coercive diplomacy in so far as the threat persuaded the
USSR to back down without recourse to force. It should be noted that
the relationship was not purely one way, in so far as the USA also made
concessions, for instance, withdrawing its Jupiter missiles from Turkey.8
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Post–Cold War

Post–Cold War cases of coercive diplomacy were less successful, at least
in so far as avoidance of all but the most limited use of force is a crite-
ria of success. This context can be distinguished from the Cold War
period in a number of ways. First, the USSR dissolved in 1991 leaving
the USA the sole remaining superpower. As distinct from the relative
symmetry of the Cold War superpowers, post–Cold War cases of coercive
diplomacy involved a clear asymmetry of power. For instance, both of
the Gulf Wars, led by the USA, under UN auspices in the first case,
involved an overwhelming superiority of forces against Iraq. Second, the
end of the Cold War brought a great deal of optimism that it would be
possible, now that the superpower stalemate was over, to make the UN
into a viable institution for collective security. The “New World Order”
would be characterized more by multilateral action based on common
interest rather than narrow national interest. The emphasis thus shifted
away from unilateral intervention within superpower spheres of influ-
ence to multilateral action to uphold international norms. Post–Cold
War threats have thus been primarily intended to compel actors to stop
bad behavior.

In the case of the first Gulf War, there was unanimous agreement by
the UN Security Council about the need for a US-led collective security
action in defense of the principle of sovereignty.9 Iraq had invaded the
sovereignty of its neighbor, Kuwait. The purpose of the UN collective
security force was to compel it to withdraw its forces. The question is
whether this act of coercive diplomacy fit the criteria of a successful
strategy. Did it convince the Iraqis that the costs of noncompliance were
great? Was it credible? Did it involve a combination of carrots and
sticks? Did it communicate a clear deadline and assure that compliance
wouldn’t lead to future demands? (See Box 5.1.)

While the UN coalition was successful in ejecting Saddam from
Kuwait, the strategy of coercive diplomacy was less than successful.
There is a general view that the results of coercive diplomacy in the
post–Cold War period have been poor. Coercive diplomacy failed in the
Gulf in so far as it became necessary to launch a ground war to evict Iraq
from Kuwait. Two other post–Cold War cases are worth mentioning. In
Bosnia, coercive diplomacy did in the end play a major role in bringing
the war to an end, when the USA realized its bombing campaign in the
summer of 1995. But this was preceded by years of failure to follow
through on successive threats, which severely damaged the credibility
of both the UN and NATO as institutions.10 Haiti was a somewhat suc-
cessful case in that it led to the peaceful removal of the military regime
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Box 5.1 Iraq: Criteria of successful coercive diplomacy
● Convincing the adversary of the costs
Given the asymmetry of power the two sides didn’t play by the same rules. The
threateners had an overwhelming superiority of firepower. The militarily
weaker party had power to do damage on the ground. Thus, when UN forces
threatened Saddam Hussein with the use of force to get him to withdraw from
Kuwait, he took Westerners hostage and located them at vital military instal-
lations as human shields. He promised to release them if Western governments
promised not to attack. The hostages were also used to divide the coalition,
selectively rewarding countries that hadn’t sent military forces by releasing
their nationals. This did have the effect of making Western opinion even more
hostile to Saddam. Despite the discrepancy of power, Saddam was amazingly
defiant and, unlike the first President Bush, remained in power, until the inva-
sion in 2003, which will be explored in the section on force and self-defense.
● Credibility
The threat against Iraq should have been credible. The UN delivered a clear
cut ultimatum that Iraq had to get out of Kuwait by a specific date. There was
a deadline for compliance and a massive deployment of 500,000 troops from
an international coalition. The threat had the firm backing of the Security
Council, including the USSR. The Arab countries were united in their support.
This was the first post–Cold War security action and there was great optimism
about the potential for success now that the USA and USSR were no longer
working at odds.

In fact, the threat was not totally credible. When Saddam refused to com-
ply to an ultimatum on February 23 giving him 24 hours to initiate an uncon-
ditional withdrawal, an international force, led by the USA, was sent in and
he was ejected from Kuwait within one hundred hours. While the coalition
was successful in liberating Kuwait, it was not a successful example of coercive
diplomacy in so far as overwhelming force was actually used.
● Carrots and sticks
It has been argued that the threat didn’t work in Iraq because no carrots were
offered. At a certain point Saddam came to the conclusion that he was going
to be attacked no matter what he did and there was no assurance that
compliance wouldn’t lead to further demands.
● Clear communication
The threat also may not have been taken seriously at the beginning because
of mixed messages. Iraq had been a client of the USA during the war against
Iran. Just before the invasion, Saddam had been assured by a US official that
the consequences of an invasion would not be severe.
● Attention to context
In Iraq the Western powers didn’t take into account how the past use of
airpower would affect Saddam’s calculations. In Vietnam, the superior power
of the USA did not result in victory. Western experts had been raising doubts
based on this precedent in advance of the campaign. Saddam may also have
believed that he could draw the USA into a war of attrition and that the
superpower would be unable to sustain public or coalition support.
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and reinstatement of a democratically elected leader. However, in all
three cases, ends were not realized until force was actually used.

Force and protection

The end of coercive diplomacy is to influence the behavior of an adver-
sary. As a military strategy it may relate to diverse ends from humani-
tarian to peace enforcement. In this respect, coercive diplomacy may be
a component of humanitarian intervention, but they are not the same.
Coercive diplomacy refers to a style of communication and bargaining
or the intent to persuade an adversary via the manipulation of threat.
Humanitarian intervention refers to the humanitarian intent to allevi-
ate suffering. In the Kosovo case, which will be explored below, NATO
used coercive diplomacy as part of a humanitarian intervention, threat-
ening both sides, but Milosevic in particular, to sign the Rambouillett
agreement or suffer the consequences. This section takes the discussion
begun in the last chapter a step further, to look at the relationship
between the use of military force and humanitarian ends.

The meaning of humanitarian intervention is not straightforward and
thus it is useful to start with a few distinctions.11 The first is between the
classical and the broad definition of humanitarian intervention. The
classical definition of humanitarian intervention involves military
intervention without the approval of authorities in the state where the
intervention takes place, and for the purpose of bringing an end to
widespread suffering or death among inhabitants. This contrasts with
a broader, less precise meaning, in which humanitarian intervention refers
to a major humanitarian action, not necessarily involving the use of armed
force, and not necessarily against the will of the government.12 In many
cases the two combine in providing “peace support,” as part of a multilat-
eral military operation that serves the various ends of peacemaking. As
Gow states, ‘Whether the mission is straightforward imposition along
agreed ceasefire lines or the activity of humanitarian aid or the defense
of safety zones or enforcement—or a blending of these activities, it con-
stitutes peace support. The main purpose of this support is to “buy time”
for those engaged in the peacemaking process to pursue a diplomatic
resolution of the conflict’.13 One ongoing problem, particularly evident
in Somalia and Bosnia, was that the distinct humanitarian aid and
military options often were not clearly defined and their implementation
became so intertwined that both ultimately suffered.14

The second distinction is between peacekeeping and peace enforce-
ment. Peace enforcement refers to an attempt to impose a solution by
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means of force without first establishing the consent of the conflicting
parties. While there is some overlap, peace enforcement is broader than
humanitarian intervention. The Iraq case above can be considered as an
example of peace enforcement that was not a humanitarian interven-
tion, at least in any explicit sense. Peace enforcement is closely tied up
with collective security and the idea that the international community
should join together to stop an aggressor who threatens international
peace and stability. During the Cold War, peace enforcement proved to
be impossible because the USA and USSR could veto each other in the
Security Council, resulting in a paralysis of action.

The end of the Cold War and the apparent success of the Gulf War
gave rise to greater optimism about the potential for the UN to enforce
peace. This was reflected in the 1992-pamphlet, Agenda for Peace, published
by the UN General Secretary Bhutros-Bhutros Ghali.15 The concept of
humanitarian intervention extends the idea to potential action to
enforce a solution in cases of gross injustice. Somalia was the first time
the Security Council authorized the use of force on the grounds that
humanitarian suffering constituted a threat to international peace and
security.

Since peace enforcement has proven so difficult, the UN has historically
put much more energy into peacekeeping. If collective security is joint
action to impose a solution on an aggressor, peacekeeping was tradi-
tionally an attempt to stand in between two parties who had agreed to a
ceasefire, in order to ensure that fighting would not resume. Peacekeepers
aren’t empowered to impose a solution on combatants, which repre-
sents a dramatic change from the past. The classical way to establish
peace was to defeat an army. Peace was a side effect of winning a war,
rather than an objective in and of itself. The peacekeeper, by contrast,
isn’t there to win, but to ensure that peace is maintained. The range of
tasks undertaken by peacekeepers has broadened since the end of the
Cold War, which means that soldiers are involved in activities that have
not been a part of the soldier’s traditional role. These include monitor-
ing elections, helping lorries with humanitarian aid make their way
through a war zone, or guaranteeing the safety of refugees trying to
flee a conflict area. In post–Cold War conflicts peacekeepers have been
sent into areas where there is no peace, such as Bosnia. They thus
were often very vulnerable and stood in the way of peace enforcement.
For instance, the Bosnian Serbs took peacekeepers hostage as a way to
get NATO to withdraw its threat to bomb. It was impossible to consider
a large-scale bombing campaign until the peacekeepers were out of
harm’s way.
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Issues raised by humanitarian intervention

Humanitarian intervention raises a number of practical concerns in
addition to the ones discussed in the last chapter. The foremost practi-
cal concern relates to whether the international community have the
resources and support to carry out humanitarian intervention, whether
narrowly or broadly defined. Since the end of the Cold War there has
been a huge growth in demand for the peacekeeping and peace enforce-
ment forces of the UN which has raised several problems. First, the
excessive level of demand has overstretched the resources of the UN.16

This has been exacerbated by the increasing globalization of the media.
During the nineties, the televised suffering of people in conflicts from
Somalia to Bosnia to Rwanda gave rise to demands to do something, yet
the cost of sending UN forces into every trouble spot in the world would
be excessive.

Second, the legitimacy and effectiveness of the UN have suffered
because of its inability to decide or to act quickly.17 Collective decision
making can be very unwieldy. In addition, action depends on the
willingness of individual countries to volunteer troops and resources. In
several conflicts, decision-makers have been pulled apart by two com-
peting public demands: the one explicit, to do something in response to
the suffering, and the other implicit, that public support will quickly
erode along with images of body bags coming back from a foreign con-
flict. The failure of the UN and NATO to act in Bosnia until very late in
the day was a blow to their credibility. This failure provided an impetus
to use force more quickly than may have been justified once attention
shifted to the Kosovo case, as a way to restore credibility. In the latter
case, NATO acted on its own, without approval by the UN Security
Council.

The UN has taken steps to address some of these problems. On April 7,
2004, in commemoration of the tenth anniversary of the 1994-genocide
in Rwanda, UN Secretary General Kofi Annan presented a five-point
Action Plan to Prevent Genocide. The plan emphasizes prevention of
armed conflict, through more cooperation at the regional level, better
education, and the protection of minority rights; the protection of
civilians in armed conflict; an end to impunity by bringing those
responsible to justice; information gathering and early warning through
a UN Special Advisor for Genocide Prevention; and, finally, swift and
decisive action.18

Third, the nature of the conflicts and the actors involved have
changed. The UN was set up to deal with conflicts between states where
there was a clear center of authority. Many post–Cold War conflicts
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accompanied the breakdown of states, and were waged by the leadership
of nongovernmental entities. As Brian Urquhart states, “… the problem of
essentially internal violence raises a wider question of the UN’s role in
matters of peace and security; whether the organization’s basic function
is to deter aggression and stop conflict between states, or whether it now
also includes dealing with massive episodes of violence and abuse of
human rights within the borders of states—in other words a broad com-
mitment to justice, law and order.”19 In this situation it can be difficult
to identify precisely who should be involved in negotiations or who has
the authority to assent to the presence of the peacekeepers.

The nature of warfare has also changed. Traditionally, a distinction
has been maintained between soldiers and civilians; it was assumed that
civilians should not be the target of war. Many of these post–Cold War
conflicts involve the use of force against civilian populations. Ethnic
cleansing is the premier example. This raises issues of how to protect
dispersed and vulnerable citizens.

The preceding section raised questions about criteria for judging the
success of coercive diplomacy. In cases where coercive diplomacy or
peace enforcement are used for humanitarian ends, further criteria for
success relate to humanitarian ends and means. Nicholas Wheeler has
formulated several key questions to guide these criteria.20

● Was there a humanitarian cause? A humanitarian cause has been
equated with a supreme humanitarian emergency, where the only
hope of saving lives depends on outsiders coming to the rescue. This
would be a point when human rights violations have reached such a
magnitude that they shock the conscience of humanity. As already
suggested, identifying this point is not a straightforward matter and
waiting until the situation has reached emergency proportions pre-
cludes preventative action. In the Bosnian case, many people asked
whether military action at a much earlier stage of the conflict—when
the political will didn’t exist—would have been more successful,
before the conflict spiraled out of control. On the one hand, this cri-
terion raises a question about who decides what is clear evidence of
genocide and how to reconcile the moral imperative for speedy
action, before millions have died, with the Just War requirement that
force should always be a last resort.

● Was there a declared humanitarian end in view?
● Was there an appropriate humanitarian approach? Was action carried

out impartially and were the interests of the intervenors compatible
with a humanitarian purpose?
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● Were humanitarian means employed?
● Was there a humanitarian outcome?

These criteria largely mirror Just War thinking. Some of the issues
raised by their application in concrete circumstances are evident in a few
post–Cold War examples.

Somalia

In Somalia the humanitarian tragedy grew out of civil war and the
disintegration of the state following the fall of the Siad Barre govern-
ment in January 1991.21 Somalia was divided along clan lines, and as
full-scale war erupted, the country disintegrated into violence between
these clans. The war devastated agricultural and livestock production,
which was compounded by a draught. The result was a famine that
killed 300,000–350,000 people in 1992. The Security Council didn’t
respond to the disintegration of the state in 1991. Its first act was to
impose an arms embargo. The country was already flooded with arms
from the two Cold War superpowers. After negotiations with the UN
Envoy, a ceasefire, which included provisions to allow a UN monitoring
mission into Somalia to oversee arrangements for humanitarian assis-
tance, was agreed in March 1992. In April, the UN Security Council
approved a UN operation, pursuant to the ceasefire agreement and in
July 50 unarmed UN military observers were deployed to Mogadishu to
monitor the ceasefire. The ceasefire didn’t hold and the country
collapsed into general lawlessness. In August the UN humanitarian relief
effort, Operation Provide Relief (UNOSOM I) began, with 500 peace-
keepers to assist with delivery of aid, with the consent of the main clan
leaders. They were angered, however, after an announcement by the
Secretary General of the UN that 3000 troops would be sent, with or
without the consent of clan leaders, to protect the humanitarian relief
supplies. Deteriorating security prevented the UN mission from deliver-
ing food and supplies to the starving Somalies, as relief flights were
looted, food convoys hijacked, and aid workers assaulted. After the UN
appealed to its members to provide military forces to assist the human-
itarian operation, US President H.W. Bush responded, proposing that US
combat troops lead an international UN force to secure the environment
for relief operations. On December 5, the UN accepted his offer and
Bush ordered 25,000 US troops into Somalia. The US-led United Task
Force (UNITAF) was dubbed Operation Restore Hope.

After the election of Clinton in 1993, the UN authorized UNOSOM II,
a UN operation with expanded enforcement power, whose mandate
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stressed “the crucial importance of disarmament” of the Somali people,
which was to take over from the US-led UNITAF. The expanded operation’s
mission went beyond providing humanitarian relief, calling for the UN
to facilitate “nation building.”22 By the end of March, 28 nations had
sent contingents to Somalia in support of the new operation and the US
official handed over command to the UN in May. After 24 Pakistani
soldiers were ambushed and massacred, during an inspection of a
Somali arms storage site, the UN Security Council issued an emergency
resolution calling for the apprehension of “those responsible” for the
massacre. Aidid was not mentioned specifically but it was in effect a call
to apprehend him. US and UN troops then began attacking targets in
Mogadishu associated with Aidid, which turned into a war between the
peacekeepers and the clan leader. As the crisis escalated, American military
were wounded and killed in attacks which attracted the attention of the
American media and led to the deployment of US Army Task Force
Rangers. What began as an operation focused on the delivery of human-
itarian assistance, turned into a manhunt. For an examination of this
intervention in terms of the criteria above see Box 5.2.

Kosovo

Kosovo is a powerful symbol of Serb nationalism, and has been claimed
as the sacred birthplace of the nation.23 In 1974, Tito gave autonomy to
the Kosovo Albanians, who comprised 90 percent of the population.
This act alienated the Kosovo Serbs and fanned the flames of the nation-
alist movement. In 1989 the Kosovars were stripped of their autonomy,
which was followed by a series of measures that forced thousands of
people from their jobs, closed their institutions of higher learning, and
prohibited publications in their language, as well as introducing family
planning for Albanians. Out of this crackdown, a nonviolent resistance
movement emerged, headed by Ibrhim Rugova, the president of the
Association of Writers in Kosovo. The organization, called the Democratic
League of Kosovo, was both a political party and a mass movement. Like
Solidarity in Poland, the League adopted a political strategy of acting as
if.24 Kosovo Albanians would act as if they lived in an independent and
sovereign republic even though they were brutally repressed. They
sought to prevent any type of violent revolt and to internationalize the
problem by seeking to get others outside involved.

The end of the war in Bosnia and the Dayton Accords should have
addressed the situation in Kosovo. Instead Kosovo was largely ignored
and Dayton strengthened Milosevic’s rule.25 The lack of attention to
Kosovo was a tremendous blow to the prestige of the nonviolent
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movement and to Rugova, who had for years been telling people to be
patient and assuring them that their interests would be taken into
account in a final settlement on the former Yugoslavia. A turning point
came in February 1996 when the KLA came onto the political scene with
a campaign of bombing against Serb targets. For two years the KLA used
clandestine tactics, but by early 1998 was well equipped enough to
launch an offensive against the Serbs in the Drenica Valley.26 The Serb
security forces responded with attacks against the KLA. In the process,
Serb forces burnt villages and drove hundreds of thousands of Kosovars
from their homes. In 1998 the Western powers brought the warring
parties to peace talks in Rambouillet, France. The negotiations were
backed up by the threat to use force if the two sides couldn’t reach an
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Box 5.2 Somalia: Criteria for humanitarian intervention
● Was outside rescue the only hope of saving lives?
Probably. Clan warfare was making it impossible to get food to people who
were starving.
● Was there a declared humanitarian end in view?
The humanitarian end was to get goods to a starving population. Given the
clan warfare, and the problems with distribution, it was unlikely that the food
would get through without military assistance.
● Was there an appropriate humanitarian approach? Was action

carried out impartially and were the interests of the intervenors
compatible with a humanitarian purpose?

While the initial goals were on track, problems emerged after the UNOSOM II
mission shifted to a focus on hunting down one of the clan leaders, Aidid,
after he killed Pakistani peacekeepers. The mission then turned into a man-
hunt which deflected from the aid mission and was contrary to the humani-
tarian rationale. In so far as there were civilian casualties of this effort, the
result was to alienate the Somali people, strengthen political support for Aidid
and to come under fire from international public opinion. Other countries
participating in the UNOSOM II mission were also critical of the increased risk
to UN peacekeepers that resulted from this shift of course.
● Were humanitarian means employed?
One element of the manhunt was raids, without warning, against Aidid,
during which civilians were killed. This gave rise to a tit for tat response and
a decision by Aidid to target US soldiers, given an awareness that seeing their
soldiers injured and dead would touch an American weakspot.
● Was there a humanitarian outcome?
There was no long-term humanitarian outcome. The USA pulled out in 1994
because of the harm done to its soldiers. The mission was left to the UN,
which failed to disarm the factions. It withdrew in 1995 leaving Somalia to
its own devices.
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agreement. No agreement was reached and in March 1999, NATO’s
bombing campaign began.

The Serbs in Kosovo were engaged in ethnic cleansing before the
bombing campaign began, but the numbers were fairly small. It was
estimated that some 500 Kosovars were killed and 400,000 displaced in
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Box 5.3 Kosovo: Criteria of humanitarian intervention
● Was outside rescue the only hope of saving lives?
The purpose of the bombing campaign was to stop the ethnic cleansing of
Kosovo Albanians. Instead the onset of the bombing campaign accelerated the
ethnic cleansing, generating a huge humanitarian catastrophe. Within weeks
of the bombing, thousands of Kosovar Albanians were killed, 600,000 were
driven from their homes to refugee camps in surrounding countries and hun-
dreds of thousands more were internally displaced within Kosovo. This may or
may not have happened on this scale in the absence of the bombing campaign.
The bombing campaign also did not compel Milosevic to concede within a few
days—as originally expected—to a NATO-led force to protect the Kosovars.
Given his claim since 1987 that the Serbs would never be defeated again, it is
surprising that NATO leaders assumed that Milosevic would give in so easily.
Contrary to expectations, the bombing campaign lasted 78 days. A larger more
counterfactual question can also be raised about the failure to support the non-
violent campaign and whether a different and more peaceful outcome could
have been secured by acting earlier with other forms of intervention.
● Was there an appropriate humanitarian approach? Was action 

carried out impartially and were the interests of the intervenors
compatible with a humanitarian purpose?

Initially, NATO was seen by many to be acting as the airforce of the KLA, a con-
cern that was only reinforced by the terms offered to the Serbs at Rambouillet.
The Serbs were willing to accept an international force that didn’t include
NATO countries, but NATO insisted it had to be a NATO force, which Serbia
saw as a violation of its sovereignty. The Serb rejection of the plan legitimated
NATO’s campaign. Arguably, the choice structure presented to the participants
made the bombing campaign, rather than an agreement, inevitable.
● Were humanitarian means employed?
NATO lost some of its moral high ground in part because of the refugee crisis
generated by the onset of the campaign and in part because of the number of
civilians, particularly Serb civilians, killed during the course of the bombing.
● Was there a humanitarian outcome?
Kosovo was liberated, which brought the Kosovo Albanians more political
autonomy than they would have had without the bombing campaign, but it
set the stage for a new round of ethnic cleansing as thousands of Serbs fled in
fear of Albanians seeking revenge. Far from creating the conditions for a new
multiethnic politics, the Serbs found themselves on the receiving end of
a new order of ethnic apartheid.
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the year prior to NATO’s action.27 As the campaign began, the Serbs
escalated their efforts with the massive evacuation of refugees and the
massacre of thousands of Albanian Muslims. NATO originally thought
that Milosevic would back down after just a few days when faced with
massive bombardment. The campaign lasted 78 days and there were
ongoing questions about the likelihood of succeeding without a ground
campaign. Nonetheless, when NATO tanks rolled into Kosovo they were
treated like liberators (see Box 5.3).

Neither of these two prominent cases of specifically humanitarian
intervention met the criteria. In the first case, the failure can be attrib-
uted to the diversion from the original humanitarian goals. In the
second case, although the liberation of Kosovo now tends to be seen in
a positive light, many have argued that it exacerbated the crisis rather
than solving it. The question is whether force can ultimately be suc-
cessful in resolving an ethnically based conflict or whether it will
inevitably exacerbate the wounds.

Force and self-defense

The end of the Cold War brought a shift away from an emphasis on
nuclear deterrence toward questions of peace enforcement and human-
itarian intervention. The attack on the twin towers of the US World
Trade Center and the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, brought about
another strategic shift. If the post–Cold War period was dominated by
optimism about the possibility of multilateral action, the post-9/11
world saw America retreating into unilateralism. If the strategic focus of
the Cold War was deterrence, and of the post–Cold War compellence, it
shifted to pre-emption in the name of self-defense after 9/11.

The USA, the world’s hyperpower, became on September 11, 2001 the
victim of an ubiquitous network of terrorists who used conventional
airplanes to destructive ends. It is not that the terrorist threat was new,
only that it was, after this date, elevated to the center of US foreign pol-
icy. Indeed, over the previous sixteen-year period there had been 2,400
terrorist actions directed at US interests.28 But the USA had applied a
military response only in three of these cases: the 1986-Libyan bombing
of a West German discotheque; the 1993-Iraqi attempt to assassinate US
President G.H.W. Bush in Kuwait, and the 1998-bombing of two US
embassies in East Africa by bin Laden operatives. However, the USA did
have a counterterrorism policy, which included, among others, refusing
to make concessions or strike deals with terrorists, bringing terrorists to
justice for their acts, isolating and applying pressure to state sponsors of
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international terrorism, and strengthening the ability of other countries
to combat terrorism through cooperative efforts.

Despite this pre-existing strategy, September 11 came as no less of
a surprise than the end of the Cold War. The academic field of security
studies was still focused primarily on great powers and interstate con-
flict and the literature on terrorism was scarce.29 In the 1990s the US
intelligence community believed that state support for terrorist groups,
including Al-Qaida, was declining.30 The new terrorist organizations, in
contrast to the hierarchical and skilled practitioners of the 1980s, were
diffuse, amorphous, and populated by amateurs. An international terrorist
network thus seemed unlikely, given the numerous ethnic, national,
and socio-economic differences standing in the way of unity between
different factions.31 But, as in the case of the ending Cold War, predictions
were wrong.

The international network of terrorists were an expression of the new
wars of the twentieth century. They were characterized by a highly
unconventional and decentralized approach and asymmetrical operations
to the end of bypassing the superior military power of nation states. The
terrorists wore no uniforms and could infiltrate and blend into the
population they set out to attack. They could make use of information
age technologies, such as cell phones, fax machines, email, web sites and
the internet.32 The distinction between civilian and military targets
became irrelevant. The laws and conventions of war would not constrain
terrorists and their state sponsors who sought to use weapons of mass
destruction on civilian and nonmilitary targets.33 In a 1997 interview,
Osama bin Laden described Al-Qaida as “a product of globalization and
a response to it.”34 Information age technologies and cyber networks
made it possible for Al-Qaida to recruit, communicate, establish cells
and operatives, and to attack targets globally.35

While the terrorist attacks of the 1990s were placed in the category of
crime, US President George W. Bush labeled the attacks on the World
Trade Center and Pentagon “an act of war” and claimed, in his remarks
to the graduating class at West Point in 2002, that September 11 repre-
sented a “new kind of war fought by a new kind of enemy.”36 In his
National Security Strategy, announced in September 2002, a compre-
hensive strategy for combating weapons of mass destruction (WMD)
was presented. The strategy included the following:37

● Proactive counterproliferation efforts to deter and defend against the
threat of terrorism, ensuring that detection, active and passive defense
counterforce capabilities are integrated into the transformation of
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defense and security systems, and the doctrine training and
equipping of US force and those of allies.

● Strengthened nonproliferation efforts to prevent rogue states and
terrorists from acquiring materials, technologies, and expertise
necessary for weapons of mass destruction. This included strengthening
diplomacy, arms control, multilateral export controls, and threat
reduction to stand in the way of states and terrorist who seek WMD
and, when necessary, to interdict materials.

● Effective consequence management to respond to the effects of
WMD use. Acts to minimize the effects of the use of WMD against
populations would deter those who possess such weapons and
dissuade those who seek to acquire them by persuading them they
cannot attain their desired ends.

At the heart of the new strategy was a belief that the reactive posture of
the past, that is, deterrence, would not work against leaders of rogue
states willing to take risks with the lives of their people. Deterrence also
wouldn’t work against suicidal terrorists. Therefore, the USA had to act
against emerging threats “before they are fully formed.”38 The National
Security Strategy further states that “While the U.S. will constantly strive
to enlist the support of the international community, we will not
hesitate to act alone, if necessary, to exercise our right of self-defense by
acting pre-emptively.”39

The UN Charter (Article 51) states an inherent right of individual or
collective defense in the case of an armed attack. This right to self-
defense includes defensive action in anticipation of imminent attack
to frustrate a pending attack. Criminal law also includes use of violence
to prevent an attack on oneself. In this respect, pre-emption and self-
defense are not in conflict. Neil Livingston points to three responses to
terrorism: reprisals, pre-emption and retribution.40 All of these represent
coercive measures short of war but ones that are also applicable to war
more generally. All of them have a legal justification under Article 51 of
the UN. He argues: “If terrorism is accepted as a form of aggression,
especially if sponsored and supported by foreign governments, then the
United States may adopt and employ proactive measures as a traditional
form of self-help while attempting to find peaceful long-term solutions
to the problem.”41

Livingstone made this argument prior to September 11, 2001 and at
a time when terrorism was in the category of crime. He thus relies on an
analogy to domestic crime, arguing that just as conspiracy to commit a
crime is illegal in domestic law, conspiracies by foreign terrorists to harm
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the interests or property of the USA should be illegal in advance of an
actual attack and provide an appropriate justification for pre-emptive
action.42 Does this logic change when terrorism is placed in a framework
of war? The legal argument favoring pre-emption in cases of self-defense
would seem to apply equally to crimes as to war. However, as Crawford
argues, a “war on terrorism” blurs the spatial and temporal limits implied
by the term war and thus any potential application of Just War theory.43

Given terrorism is ubiquitous and ongoing, any counterterror effort
defined in terms of war is equally unlimited in its length and reach.

Because it is impossible to protect all assets from terrorism in all
places, a premium is placed on prevention. As Donald Rumsfeld, the US
Secretary of Defense under Bush stated, “The only defense against
terrorism is offence. You have to simply take the battle to them because
everything—every advantage accrues to the attacker in the case of
terrorism. The choice of when to do it, the choice of what instruments
to use and the choice of where to do it, all of those things are advan-
tages of the attacker.”44 The counterterrorism campaign of pre-emptive
annihilation thus potentially crosses the boundary into a preventive
military mission, including counterproliferation and regime change in
“rogue states.” As Crawford states:

By emphasizing total security on a long-time horizon, the adminis-
tration has elevated potential threats to a status that goes beyond the
limited notion of justified pre-emption in the face of the threat of
imminent attack. Indeed, the administration’s pre-emption strategy
is actually, in large degree, a preventive (early offensive) war strategy
which seeks to maintain US pre-eminence by reducing or eliminating
the military capability of potential adversaries even before potential
rivals have acquired those capabilities—and in the absence of a clear
intention and plan to use weapons against the USA. Preventative war
strategies are generally considered unjust.45

The argument for legitimate pre-emption based on self-defense relies on
a requirement of “imminent threat,” yet US President George W. Bush
has said it would be dangerous to wait until threats become imminent.
The congressional resolution that authorized the use of force in Iraq
talked only of the country’s continuing weapons capacity.

Many scholars have argued that the cause of self-defense after
September 11 is just.46 Most conclude that there is a clear jus ad bellum
or just cause for the War on Terrorism as a response to September 11.
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However, the US emphasis on the use of overwhelming force raises
important questions about the jus in bello or just means and in particular
whether the response is proportionate. In the context of Afghanistan,
the US administration was deliberate in defining its mission in Just War
terms. In so far as the attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon
deliberately targeted and killed thousands of noncombatants in peace
time, a response was justified. In Afghanistan, they claimed the response
was a last resort, pointing to the demand that the Taliban regime hand
over Al-Qaida before the bombing began on October 8, and giving them
a second chance to produce bin Laden and others after the bombing
began. In the face of their refusal, war came to be seen as inevitable.

The campaign was designed to follow jus in bello principles. There was
an emphasis on noncombatant immunity, although the high number of
US noncombatant deaths on September 11 were used as an excuse for
Afghan noncombatant deaths or, they were justified by the doctrine of
“double effect.” According to the double effect, deaths may be permis-
sible, however regrettable, if the military goal of action was just, the
noncombatant injuries weren’t intended, or the military benefits out-
weighed the unintended consequences for civilians. Further, the US
provision of humanitarian assistance via air drops was a central element
of the moral argument made by the Pentagon.

The invasion of Afghanistan, whatever its faults, did involve a link
between the terrorists who attacked the USA and the counterterror
action that followed. The invasion of Iraq in 2003 rested on much more
questionable grounds and reveals the critical role of accurate intelli-
gence in determining a threat that has not yet been realized. While the
jus ad bellum for the Iraq invasion was the threat posed by Saddam
Hussein’s WMD, in the aftermath no evidence of these weapons was
found. Given questions about just cause, the means of fighting the war,
the jus in bello, with overwhelming force were disproportionate, unless
placed in a framework of humanitarian intervention, which was
emphasized after the fact by leaders in the USA and UK. The concept of
punishing a crime prior to its occurrence is inherently problematic. It
requires a high degree of accurate intelligence. In the Iraq case, the intel-
ligence communities in both the USA and UK operated on the basis of
widespread assumptions that were not borne out once troops went into
Iraq.47 In a strategic sense, a pre-emptive doctrine is extremely destabi-
lizing, in so far as American acts provide a precedent and legitimation
for others states, such as Israel or Russia, to adopt a similar strategy in
their respective regions.
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Conclusions

The three strategies discussed here have had resonance for policy makers
in distinct historical circumstances. The emphasis on superpower
deterrence in the Cold War period was replaced by an emphasis on mul-
tilateral compellence and humanitarian intervention in the post–Cold
War period. Since September 11, 2001 this has given way to a unilateral
strategy of pre-emption in the name of self-defense. However, within
any one period, policy makers have had to be selective in determining
the appropriate response to specific situations. Compellence was an
important element of the Cuban Missile Crisis during the Cold War.
Deterrence was implicitly in operation in the post–Cold War world given
the extant nuclear arsenal of the USA. After September 11, deterrence
does still play a role in US relations with “axis of evil” states and the
invasion of Iraq in 2003 had a humanitarian element, although WMD
were the main rationale for the invasion.

The criteria for the three approaches differ. The criteria for determining
the success of coercive diplomacy are primarily strategic. In the case of
humanitarian intervention, which may involve coercive diplomacy,
these strategic concerns may intermingle with specifically humanitarian
criteria. In this respect, a case like the bombing of Serbia can be judged
in terms of multiple criteria, focusing on the success of efforts to compel
Milosevic or the success in achieving the humanitarian end of stop-
ping ethnic cleansing. Humanitarian criteria are closely related to the
criteria of Just War theory. The pre-emptive strategy of the USA after
September 11, 2001 represents a departure from coercive diplomacy, either
in the form of deterrence or compellence, in so far as its end is not
persuasion but the elimination of weapons before they can be used.
While international law allows for pre-emption, reprisal, or retribution
in self-defense, the USA has reserved itself the right to act without
evidence of imminent threat, and thus easily crosses the boundary into
preventative war, which is not justified in international law. While the
jus ad bellum for Iraq was not humanitarian, the invasion did arguably
produce a humanitarian end in removing Saddam Hussein from power.
However, the failure to find weapons and the lack of evidence of a link
between Saddam Hussein and Al-Qaida—and thus to the War on
Terrorism—raise serious question about whether this Iraq invasion can
be categorized as a Just War.
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6
Economic Interventions

101

Policies regarding post–Cold War military interventions often posed
difficult questions about who should intervene and whether action, to
be legitimate, required support by the international community. They
further revealed a conflict between national interest and support for
international norms. Similarly, the history of economic intervention
since the end of the Second World War has been shaped by the ten-
sion between profit and the interest of various states in exporting arms, on
the one hand, and questions of principle related to limiting the prolif-
eration of arms. In addition to various international agreements to stop
the spread of nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons, economic
sanctions have, particularly since the end of the Cold War, been an
important tool for limiting the access of dangerous regimes to WMD.
Decisions to sell arms to another country, that is, engagement in the
arms trade, are no less interventions that shape the potential or likelihood
of war than decisions to withhold arms or military equipment, as a form
of economic sanction.

The expansion of the arms trade, particularly since the Second World
War, has been met with global pressures to sanction states that use
weapons for ends that contravene international norms. While there
were glimpses of this relationship during the Cold War period, particularly
in relation to South Africa, the tension between a global arms trade and
the need to limit and sanction these weapons has defined the post–Cold
War period. It is unusual to combine an analysis of the arms trade
and economic sanctions. The two are most often dealt with as separate
and largely unrelated topics. Yet, there are numerous examples of former
client states in the arms trade that later became targets of economic
sanctions, with Iraq being the most visible example. A client of the USA
during the war with Iran, it became, after its invasion of Kuwait, a target
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of economic sanctions lasting over a decade. Osama bin Laden, a “free-
dom fighter” trained and funded by the USA in the 1980s, became in
the 1990s a “terrorist.” Since 1995 the US government has taken steps
to impose sanctions on terrorist groups by freezing assets and criminal-
izing transactions with them.1 Much of the concern about proliferation
of WMD, particularly since September 11, 2001, relates to the likelihood
that they will end up in terrorist hands. “Rogue states,” which are
thought to harbor or support terrorists, have thus been the target of
economic sanctions, from Libya to Iran. The relationship between the
arms trade and economic sanctions becomes more evident if their recent
historical evolutions are juxtaposed.

During the Cold War the superpowers flooded the globe with arms. In
its aftermath, states have been forced to negotiate the complex tension
between economic dependence on the arms trade, on the one hand, and,
on the other, the need to re-establish control over “rogue states” and “ter-
rorists” through economic sanctions against the backdrop of widespread
proliferation. The first section on the arms trade will examine the
evolution of the global arms trade since the Second World War. The next
section will explore the evolution of economic sanctions as a weapon of
statecraft and its relationship to the arms trade. The section on profit and
principle will explore some of the complex tensions that emerge out of
the relationship between these two forms of economic intervention.

The arms trade

A central question raised by the literature on the arms trade is whether
the availability of weapons increases or decreases the likelihood and
severity of war. Two contrasting answers have framed this debate. On
the one hand, most analysts would argue that there is a positive corre-
lation between an increase in global arms sales and the likelihood of
war. One major work has argued that the weapons trade is associated
with an increased probability of participation in war and an increased
severity and magnitude of the resulting war.2 On the other hand, deter-
rence has provided a counterargument. As the old saying goes, if you
want peace, prepare for war. States arm so that others will fear the cost
of attacking them and thereby lead a peaceful, if insecure, existence.3

These arguments are often drawn on to shape policy toward arms
sales. Governments like to present the appearance of laissez faire, and a
disinterest in the arms business, and historically have done so. However,
in the context of the global arms trade this is not the case. When an
American president claims that one party in a central or South American
revolution is villain and one friend, they prohibit arms shipments to the
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one while transferring them to the other.4 Who gets arms and who does
not shapes the politics of a conflict. But policies regarding the weapons
trade also have economic consequences for the exporter, including an
influence on employment, the performance of important sectors of the
economy and living standards. As Hartung and others have argued,
leaders in the major arms supplying states, many of them peaceful
democracies (which, according to Democratic Peace Theory, do not fight
each other), actively promote weapons sales, but their exports go to war
zones. This is done to maintain domestic political support and to meet
the interests of economic and security policy.5

The Second World War significantly increased the number of arms
available at the global level. Two processes worked together in the expan-
sion of a global arms market. First, the major powers continued the
production of arms at the Second World War levels and generated large
surpluses of weapons beyond their needs. The pace of production of
new weapons exceeded the rate at which arms were destroyed in war
or rendered obsolete.6 Britain sought exports in order to produce at a
higher rate and reduce the unit costs of weapons, given the expense of
re-equipping its forces. It wanted to maintain its prominent global role
through the arms trade. Exports from the USA had primarily a political
motivation in the context of the emerging Cold War, but also provided
economic benefits. Second, the process of decolonization created a large
number of new states who wanted to acquire arms, both for purposes of
security and national machismo. Britain, the former imperial power,
and the USA, the new superpower, dominated the arms trade until the
1950s, when France and the USSR became exporters.7

The period after 1966 saw a number of changes. The recovery of
Western Europe from the Second World War was almost complete. As
the economies of various European countries became stronger, West
Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, and Spain, as well as France, expanded
their arms market, creating an increasingly competitive environment.
With the easing of tensions in the European theater, as a result of the
détente process, the developing world became a focus of attention. The
interest in arms by developing countries was spurred by decolonization.
Weapons were a symbol of prestige and jet fighters became the defining
symbol of statehood for the newly independent states.8

With the emergence of the second Cold War in the early 1980s, there
was a growing number of arms suppliers in a contracting market. The
result was a larger number of suppliers chasing fewer markets and
the structural overproduction of arms, as well as an increase in illegal
and semilegal arms sales. Both superpowers were arming proxy forces in
the developing world. US President Reagan armed “freedom fighters” in
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Afghanistan following the Soviet invasion there, as well as in Cambodia,
Angola, and Nicaragua. The Iran–Iraq War created a huge demand for
weapons, but also resulted in the imposition of national restraints on
their export. However, there was an economic incentive for govern-
ments and manufacturers to covertly approve exports, or to covertly
back one side or the other. The Iraqi government became a patron of the
USA, France, Britain, and Western Germany, while Iran was supported
by Israel. In response to the overflow of surplus arms, attempts were
made to control the flow of advanced technology to the developing
world through nonproliferation agreements. In response, a semiclan-
destine market emerged through which some states sought to develop
their own technology.

After a decline in its international status in the 1970s, Britain, during
this period, surpassed France and the USSR in the arms trade, cement-
ing its place as the world’s second arms exporter after the USA.9 In the
1980s and into the 1990s, the manufacture of arms spread beyond the
Cold War alliance system, as many developing countries began to
produce small arms, guns, and munitions.10 Both the increased export
to and production within developing countries represented a change in
the use of weapons. The armies of the two Cold War alliances primarily
acquired weapons for the purpose of stockpiling, in an attempt to spend
the other side into surrender. By contrast, purchasing officials in devel-
oping countries wanted weapons to increase their status, to control the
public, and to siphon off corruption money.

The end of the Cold War saw a further proliferation of arms with the
flow of weaponry from the former USSR and Warsaw Pact to the open
market at competitive prices. Eastern Europe emerged as a potential
market, a trend that was strengthened by plans for NATO expansion.
The flow of semilegal and illegal arms was spurred on by gunrunning in
the context of emerging ethnic and regional conflicts and by the redi-
rection of export control concerns away from the former Warsaw Pact
states to a small number of “rogue states,” including Libya, North Korea,
Iraq, and Iran. During this time there was a surge in the demand and
supply of arms available on the black market. Concerns about prolifer-
ation also shifted away from conventional weapons to WMD, and
particularly chemical and biological weapons.

Economic sanctions

Decisions regarding the export of arms are one form of policy interven-
tion. But governments and other actors also often withhold arms or
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other forms of trade for diplomatic ends. Throughout the Cold War
period the search for profit was balanced by a growing global con-
sciousness and a desire to hold states to widely accepted international
norms. An Economic sanction is a general term for a penalty that is
imposed for the purpose of coercing compliance with international law
or to compel a nation to alter its policies. In this respect, an economic
sanction is a form of coercive diplomacy by economic means, that is, it
is a tool of power to get states to do what they otherwise would not do.

Two other related concepts are often subsumed by this term. The first
is the boycott, which has become a way for normal citizens to express
disapproval and to hopefully bring about change by refusing to buy
goods or undertake acts that will benefit an oppressor. The word origi-
nated in County Mayo, Ireland in the late nineteenth century. Captain
Charles Boycott was an English estate manager whose collection policies
so outraged the impoverished Irish tenants that they refused to harvest
crops for him.11 Although prior to the coining of the word, the
American refusal to buy British goods after the enactment of the Stamp
Act of 1765 is another example of a boycott. More recently, in the 1980s,
a widespread international boycott of Nestle’s products was mobilized in
protest of practices related to the marketing of baby formula in the Third
World. A boycott is a way of retaliating against unjust practices and relies
on the assumption that economic power rests on the willingness of large
numbers of people to purchase a product or assist in its production.

While a boycott cuts off the production of certain products, as a form
of economic retaliation, an embargo is a concept of international law
that refers to a ban on the movement of goods to a foreign country. An
embargo is typically imposed in time of war or threatened hostilities. It
may be used to aid or limit a war effort, to either coerce another state or
to support domestic commercial activity by preventing scarce resources
from leaving the country. The UN imposed an arms embargo on the
former Yugoslavia in the early 1990s in order to keep the conflict from
escalating. Another example of an embargo was the refusal to sell grain
to the USSR in 1980–81 in reprisal for the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.

Boycotts or embargoes can be used as economic sanctions, but an eco-
nomic sanction is not equal to either of these. Drury and Chan define
sanctions as the actual or threatened withdrawal of economic resources
to affect a policy change by the target.12 Thus, while punishment may
be an element of sanctions, the word is fundamentally tied to an expec-
tation or demand for a change in behavior. Sanctions have historically
been a complement to military warfare. The siege is the oldest form of
total war, which in its simplest form involved surrounding an enemy
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camp or fortress and waiting for the defenders to run out of food and
drinking water. The principal aim was thus to starve a protected popu-
lation into submission. The blockade, its sea-based equivalent, is a way
to interrupt foreign commerce, to prevent goods from getting to enemy
ports, and thereby to deny the enemy access to foreign goods. For
instance, during the American Civil War, President Lincoln ordered an
economic blockade against the Confederate States as a way of denying
them access to foreign goods, and succeeded in sealing off 3500 miles
of coastline. Both sieges and blockades were traditionally used as
complements to military strategy in a context of warfare. In the twentieth
century, with the development of international institutions, the policy
objective of economic sanctions has broadened. Particularly since the
First World War, economic sanctions have become part of an effort to
resolve international disputes without recourse to war or to coerce
targets into conformity with international norms.

The incorporation of economic sanctions into the covenant of the
League of Nations represented the first attempt by states to make an
ethical commitment to isolate other states that weren’t complying with
the norms of international society. The American President Woodrow
Wilson, who was one of the main architects of the League, referred to
economic sanctions as “shutting the doors and locking an aggressor
in.”13 The strategy proved controversial, however. Some states resented
the obligation to impose sanctions in relation to issues that did not bear
directly on their interests. Some also saw the sanction weapon as poorly
defined and in need of strengthening. In practice, the League was reluc-
tant to implement economic measures in times of crisis, as evident in
relation to Manchuria and Abyssinia. During the Second World War,
following the breakdown of the League, both the Axis and the Allies did
effectively use economic sanctions against the other as part of warfare.
This, more than the experience of the League, convinced the architects
of the UN after the Second World War to include sanctions as an option
of international policy. While economic sanctions have historically
been a complement to military force in war, the League and the UN
made them into a coercive tool for the community of states to enforce
norms of good international behavior or to prevent recourse to war.

It is only recently, however, since the end of the Cold War, that
economic sanctions have become a tool of multilateral diplomacy.
Between 1945 and 1990, two-thirds of the sixty cases of economic sanc-
tions were initiated and maintained by the USA. During this period, the
UN only imposed economic sanctions twice, against Southern Rhodesia
in 1966 and against South Africa in 1977.14 Given the Cold War conflict,
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agreement to impose multilateral sanctions was difficult to reach, since
the Security Council was hamstrung by the veto power of the permanent
members, and not the least the USA and the USSR. The ethical demand
for sanctions thus tended to become caught up in the ideological conflict
between East and West. Sanctions were most often used as a means for
the USA to demonstrate its resolve against communism. US sanctions
on Cuba served this purpose, although they were unsuccessful in
dislodging Fidel Castro.15 The other, and somewhat more successful,
focus of sanctions was the continuing oppression of black majorities by
white minorities in the former colonies.

When sanctions were imposed on Rhodesia in 1966 it was still a UK
dependent territory.16 An earlier General Assembly Resolution had
called for steps to restore all rights to the non-European population, but,
following the election of Ian Smith’s Rhodesian Front Party, the Security
Council declared that the UK should not transfer sovereignty to South
Rhodesia until “fully representative government had been established.”17

Smith wanted a constitution that would enshrine white minority
rule indefinitely. When in 1965 he announced a Proclamation of
Independence, the Wilson government in the UK condemned the act as
illegal, a rebellion against the crown, and instructed the Governor of
Rhodesia to inform Ian Smith and his colleagues that they no longer
held office. This was followed by the progressive imposition of
economic sanctions by Britain and other states, which in 1966 was
reinforced by a UN Security Council Resolution (232) calling on member
states to implement selective mandatory sanctions against the Smith
government, including the prohibition of exports to Rhodesia of petro-
leum, armaments, vehicles, and aircraft and on imports of Rhodesian
agricultural products and minerals. These failed, however, to bring an
end to the Rhodesia “rebellion” or to persuade the Smith regime to
terminate its racist policies. In 1968, under Chapter VII, the Security
Council acted to define and enforce a mandatory program of economic
sanctions (Resolution 253) which imposed a ban on all exports to and
imports from Rhodesia, prohibited the transfer of funds to Rhodesia for
investment, denounced the Rhodesian passport and severed links with
the Smith regime.18

While the sanctions were widely circumvented by companies and
states friendly to Rhodesia, radical movements in the region were
increasingly successful and the USA and UK were eager to limit any
potential damage to future Western interests. The sanctions were lifted
in 1979 after an agreement was signed between black leaders and repre-
sentatives of the white minority, who acceded to black majority rule in
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Rhodesia. On April 18, 1980 Robert Mugabe became the first black Prime
Minister of an independent Zimbabwe. The role of the sanctions was
somewhat ambiguous. On the one hand, they contributed to the process
of undermining white rule, although they were less significant than
the guerrilla war, the independence of Angola and Mozambique and
pressure from South Africa for a settlement.19 On the other hand, the
economic and moral weight of sanctions were said to have contributed
to a negotiated settlement.20

While the UK and the USA took a lead role in Rhodesia, in the case of
South Africa, the imposition of sanctions was preceded by and coincided
with a global campaign to influence public opinion.21 As early as the
1950s, prior to large-scale decolonization in Africa, some member states
of the United Nations asked that apartheid be put on the international
agenda because it represented a violation of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights. Sanctions were first imposed in the early sixties in
response to the Sharpeville massacre in South Africa, in which 69 blacks
were killed by police. The incident provoked worldwide condemnation
of the South African regime and a call for sanctions. In response, the UN
Security Council passed Resolution S/4300, with the UK and France
abstaining, which condemned the violence and called for an end to
apartheid. In 1962, the United Nations General Assembly passed a non-
binding resolution (1761) which called on the members “separately or
collectively, in conformity with the Charter” to break diplomatic
relations with South Africa, to close ports to South African vessels, to
forbid vessels flying their flags to enter South African ports, to boycott
South African trade, and to suspend landing rights for South African
aircraft.

In the following decades, further resolutions were passed, with
fluctuating or conditional support from the members of the Security
Council and particularly the USA and the UK. In 1976, hundreds of
blacks, many of them children were killed in riots in Soweto, which had
been triggered by inequities in the educational system. These events
intensified international condemnation of the apartheid regime, and
raised concerns among foreign investors about the stability of South
Africa. In 1977, 11 US multinationals announced that they would adopt
six principles, defined by Reverend Leon Sullivan, the first black board
member of General Motors. The Sullivan Principles related to equal
opportunity in the workplace. By 1985, 170 American businesses had
signed on to the Sullivan Principles, which set conditions for American
businesses to stay in South Africa, including their desegregation and the
equal treatment of black and white employees.
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By 1987, the USA, the UK, and the Federal Republic of Germany
were still voting against mandatory sanctions in the UN, but a de facto
worldwide embargo had already gained strength over the years.22

Nongovernmental organizations played a large role in the mobilization
of opinion that led to the ostracism of South Africa and its increasing
isolation. A widespread campaign of disengagement was organized to
encourage companies, banks, churches, and states to pull their invest-
ments out of South Africa as a way of isolating the regime and pressuring
it to change.23 There was also a sports boycott that focused on keeping
South Africa out of the Olympics.

The United States only took the lead at a late stage, after world opinion
had been organized against apartheid. In 1981, the US administration
of President Ronald Reagan announced a policy of “constructive engage-
ment” with South Africa, which was a recognition of the “limits on the
US capacity to use negative pressure to achieve policy results in South
Africa.” The new policy, formulated by Assistant Secretary of State for
African Affairs Chester A. Crocker, included relaxation of diplomatic
and economic sanctions imposed under previous administrations,
including allowing more South African honorary consuls in the USA,
granting visas to the South African rugby team, relaxing controls on
nonlethal exports to South African military and police and on restric-
tions on exports of dual-use military equipment and technology.24

Against the background of growing international pressure, by the
autumn of 1986, Congress was prepared to enact the Comprehensive
Anti-Apartheid Act, despite President Reagan’s vigorous opposition.
Reagan vetoed the legislation but the House of Representatives and
Senate overrode the veto. Nelson Mandela has since said that there was
no doubt that economic pressure played a central role in the collapse of
apartheid.25 The driving force of the USA behind the campaign was
crucial. However, in contrast to the post–Cold War cases, the US
government was pushed into action by campaigners on the ground.

Post–Cold War sanctions

The end of the Cold War brought a number of global changes that have
increased the use of sanctions. One important factor was the elimination
of the USA–USSR rivalry. Because the USA was no longer bound by the
need to counter Soviet influence it could be more selective and demand-
ing in its engagement with various countries. For instance, while the
nuclear pursuits of Pakistan were largely ignored in the 1980s, due to
the need for cooperation in the battle against Soviet influence in
Afghanistan, the USA held the country to a higher standard of conduct
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in the 1990s, imposing sanctions following Pakistan’s nuclear test.26

Sanctions were lifted after September 11, 2001 in exchange for Pakistan’s
support in the War on Terrorism.

The absence of superpower rivalry also enhanced the role of the UN.
While the US use of sanctions during the Cold War was primarily uni-
lateral and directed at other sovereign states, since the end of the Cold
War it has become more common for the UN to impose multilateral
sanctions. While mandatory sanctions were only imposed by the UN
twice between its founding and 1990, they were imposed on 11 countries
and four political movements in the decade following the end of the
Cold War.27 In the post–Cold War period there has also been a dramatic
increase in the number of non-state entities sanctioned by the United
Nations and the development of mechanisms for this purpose.28

During the Cold War virtually all major initiatives, conflicts and crises
centered around the actions of states. Since 1990, both supranational
and sub-state actors have played an increasing role. In addition to the
UN, this includes the mobilization of actors who put pressure on states
to take international norms seriously, particularly relating to human
rights. But it has also included actors, such as terrorist organizations
who seek to exploit processes of globalization for violent ends. Terrorist
groups such as Al-Qaida and the liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam have
used global networks to advance their agendas. Companies and
businesses are another form of non-state actor that have become more
able to operate outside the purview of the nation-state.

As already suggested, the reason for imposing sanctions has also
changed. From 1914–90, the USA was likely to use sanctions against
states to constrain or influence their external behavior or to destabilize
a regime. With the exception of the Carter Administration in the 1970s,
which put human rights at the core of its foreign policy agenda, the
internal behavior of a regime was rarely the focus of sanctions. Since
1990, sanctions have been used both by the USA unilaterally and mul-
tilaterally within the UN to promote democracy and human rights or to
limit the proliferation of weapons. The goal, originally formulated by
the League of Nations of using economic sanctions to reinforce inter-
national norms has since 1990 become more of a reality. However,
the practice has also exposed some of the moral dilemmas raised by this
form of intervention. Three examples from the 1990s reveal some of
the issues.

In an effort to avoid fanning the emerging conflict in Yugoslavia, the
UN passed resolution 713 in September 1991 calling on all states to
implement a general and complete embargo on all delivery of weapons.
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A second resolution in 1992 implemented more comprehensive
sanctions, including trade, against Serbia and Montenegro.29 While the
embargo restricted arms to all participants in the conflict equally,
the existing supply was distributed unequally. The Serbs had acquired the
bulk of the military arsenal of the former Yugoslav army, which gave
them a military advantage over other ethnic groups. Croatia was able to
circumvent the effects of the ban and build up its forces because of its
long coastline. This set the stage for the Bosnian Muslims to become the
main victim of both the embargo by the international community and
of the Serbs, given their inability to compete militarily. As the Serbs and
Croats tried to carve up Bosnia, the Muslims became the target of ethnic
cleansing as they were squeezed into a handful of besieged towns. The
international community was reluctant to intervene with force and, at
the same time, refused the Bosnians the means to defend themselves. By
1993, the Bosnian government announced that it intended to sue the
UK in the International Court of Justice for conspiring to genocide in
their opposition to lifting the UN embargo.30 Increasingly the Bosnians
were supplied covertly with arms from the USA, Turkey, and other NATO
powers, as an alternative to forceful intervention. Finally in August 1995
the US House voted to end participation in the UN arms embargo. While
the intention of the embargo was to limit the scale of fighting, given the
existing imbalance in the region, it worked to the disadvantage of
the weakest party.

In Haiti and Iraq economic sanctions were more directly imposed
in support of ethical norms and as a way of punishing a recalcitrant
state. However, in both cases the result was widespread suffering and
starvation of the populations in those states. Sanctions were imposed
on Haiti for the purpose of restoring democracy and human rights.31

Democratic elections, which international monitors including the UN
and Organization of American States (OAS) judged to be fair, brought
Bertrand Aristide to power in Haiti in October 1990. He was deposed
a year later in a military coup led by Raoul Cedras, which plunged the
country into chaos.

Both the UN General Assembly and the OAS condemned the coup,
but the OAS was the first to take action. Within ten days, the OAS
had passed two resolutions recommending diplomatic, economic, and
financial sanctions against the Haitian government. In mid-1992, the
OAS (resolution 3/92) called on member states to reinforce the embargo,
to freeze the private assets of the Haitian military, and to deny port
access to ships trading with Haiti. In 1993, the UN Security Council
(resolution 840) imposed an oil and arms embargo on Haiti, one of the
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world’s most desperately poor countries, as well as freezing its foreign
assets.32 The new Clinton Administration also began to talk about
restoring Aristide to power.

In October Clinton announced that he was sending 700 American
troops under the UN flag to ensure the peaceful transition to democracy.
The UN passed a further resolution (875) urging all UN member states
to ensure the strict implementation of the embargo by halting and
inspecting all ships traveling to Haiti. Clinton sent six naval destroyers
to enforce the new sanctions. While the Cedras regime was increasingly
isolated, the sanctions were also exacting a grim toll. A mission from the
Harvard Center for Population and Development Studies, which visited
Haiti in July 1993, revealed that shortages of drugs, supplies, and elec-
trical power had lead to breakdowns in primary health care. Bottlenecks
in public transportation had reduced access to health facilities, leading,
among other things, to a decline in immunization coverage and a rise
in deaths from measles and other infections. Between 1991 and 1992,
the proportion of total deaths attributed to measles increased from 1 to
14 percent.33 The team estimated that one thousand children were
dying each month as a result of the sanctions.34 Food shortages were
causing malnutrition, encouraging disease, and dramatically increasing
mortality rates. The UN oil blockade made it impossible for starving
people to travel to feeding centers or for aid workers to deliver food to
the villagers. As the situation worsened in 1994, the Security Council
authorized a multinational force to go in and remove the Haitian
military leadership. As UN authorization for a US initiative, the action
was hailed as a great success for US foreign policy.

While it is often claimed that economic sanctions are directed at
regimes, rather than civilian populations, it is invariably the latter who
suffer. Haiti raises a question about whether a policy implemented for
ethical reasons can justify morally objectionable outcomes such as mass
starvation. There are further questions about the ethical framing in light
of long-standing US interests in the region. The involvement of CIA in
the original military coup that toppled Aristide, and the link between
the Haitian leader’s dependence on the US military and accession to
IMF/World Bank plans for Haiti, highlight these concerns.

The sanctions against Iraq present the ethical problem in more dra-
matic terms.35 Iraq has been compared to a medieval city under siege,
cut off from outside assistance and deprived of adequate food, water,
medical care, and the means of subsistence. The strangulation of an
entire society was made possible by the emergence of a global capitalist
economy, with the collapse of communism in the East.
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Sanctions were initially imposed in response to the Iraqi invasion of
Kuwait. However, after the Gulf War ended, sanctions were used to
pressure Iraq to destroy its WMD. As a result, a degree of sovereignty was
taken from Iraq and an intrusive foreign presence in the form of
weapon’s inspectors was imposed for years. The weapons inspectors, who
in the beginning were primarily American, were given access to buildings
and institutions at the heart of the Iraqi security apparatus. Also, a com-
plex system for blocking the flow of goods to Iraq was constructed. The
reduction of the civilian population to poverty, disease, and starvation
has been attributed by some to the economic sanctions themselves, and
by others, to Saddam’s deliberate attempts to deprive the population.36

Whatever the case, 88,000 tons of bombs had been dropped on Iraq
during the first Gulf War over a period of six weeks,37 arguably a dispro-
portionate level of destruction in view of the declared UN aim of
expelling Iraqi forces from Kuwait. The population, already devastated by
the bombing, then had fresh sanctions imposed on it, which made it
close to impossible to rebuild their shattered society. They were denied
sewage treatment, free drinking water, medical facilities, and food in
adequate supply.38 By 1993 the UN Food and Agricultural organization
reported that sanctions had paralyzed the whole Iraqi economy and gen-
erated persistent deprivation, leading to chronic hunger, undernutrition,
and massive unemployment.39 A 1999 UNICEF study claimed that mal-
nutrition hadn’t been a problem prior to the embargo, but estimated that
by 1997 one million children under five were chronically malnourished.40

In 1997 a conservative estimate suggested that 5600 children under five
were dying every month as a result of the sanctions regime.41 When for-
mer US Ambassador to the UN, Madeleine Albright was in 1996 con-
fronted with the fact that half a million Iraqi children had died as a result
of sanctions, she replied that, from the US perspective, this was a price
worth paying.42 Others have since argued that the long-term sanctions
against Iraq, lasting over a decade, represent a violation of the 1977
Geneva Additional Protocols I (Article 54) which prohibit the starvation
of civilians as a method of warfare. Many other international covenants
and declarations include similar themes. This raises important questions
about whether policies intended to punish recalcitrant leaders justify
widespread suffering on the part of vulnerable groups in society.

Profit and principle

The Iraq example raises a further question about the relationship
between policies related to arms sales and economic sanctions. Iraq was
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armed by the USA, UK, France, and West Germany during the Iran–Iraq
war. Later the United States became the main force behind sanctions to
limit and destroy Iraqi weapons. A similar, if less direct, relationship is
evident in Afghanistan. In the 1980s, President Reagan imposed a grain
embargo on the USSR for its invasion of Afghanistan. The USA then
armed the Mujahideen, with congressional approval. The act not only
fueled the conflict, but increased the quantity of sophisticated weapons
in the hands of “freedom fighters” such as Osama bin Laden, and
strengthened the global network of fundamentalists, who would later,
in the twenty-first century, necessitate the War on Terrorism, and a
further invasion of Afghanistan. Even before September 11, 2001, the
Security Council (Res. 1333) had imposed an arms embargo and other
measures on the Taliban in Afghanistan.43

The conflict between the arms trade and economic sanctions was
perhaps most glaring in the British relationship to Indonesia following
the proclamation by the British Foreign Secretary, Robin Cooke, in 1997,
that Britain would formulate and implement an “ethical foreign
policy.”44 The intention was to make the promotion of human rights
a central concern of British foreign policy and to review arms sales to
ensure that they were not used by foreign governments who repressed
human rights. In a speech on July 17, Mr. Cook stated the commitment:

Britain will refuse to supply the equipment and weapons with which
regimes deny the demands of their peoples for human rights. Last
month, I announced a review of government criteria for the licens-
ing of weapons for export. That review will give effect to Labor’s
policy commitment that we will not supply equipment or weapons
that might be used for internal repression.45

Attention to the ethical component of arms sales was not entirely new.
Following the Sharpeville massacre the UK was forced to restrict the sale
of Saracens and other arms to South Africa, given their potential role in
internal repression.46 During the Vietnam conflict, in the context of the
“special relationship” to the USA, the UK was faced with the tension
between its commitments to the USA and the desire of the British
government to avoid providing equipment that would be used in that
conflict. However, by virtue of the explicit commitment to put human
rights before arms sales, the ethical foreign policy of the 1990s represented
a departure from the past.

The potential hypocrisy of an ethical foreign policy by the world’s
second largest arms manufacturer became evident against the background
of conflict between Indonesia, which has one of the worst human rights
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records in the world, and East Timor, which sought independence. In
the days following the August 30, 1999 elections in East Timor, the
brutality of the Indonesian government was made visible to the world.
The military had supplied the anti-independence militias with weapons
and, in many cases, participated in destroying the country.47 While
there had been a deliberate policy of mass executions on ethnic grounds
since 1975, the UN presence in 1999, accompanied by journalists and
television crews, assured that the horrors would be recorded. When it
became obvious that the Indonesian military had an active role in
preventing a transition to democracy in East Timor, the British govern-
ment began to take a tougher line, pressuring President Habibe to accept
the deployment of a UN peace force. Cook issued a strong statement
condemning “the appalling brutality” and demanded “an urgent
response from the international community.”48 Cook and the Foreign
Office played an important role in supporting an international coalition
and in drafting a Chapter VII Security Council Resolution mandating
an Australian-led force to restore peace and security in East Timor,
which represented a departure from the lukewarm response by British
governments in the past.

However, consistent with that past, New Labor continued to supply
weapons to the Indonesian government, claiming that Indonesia had a
right under the UN Charter to buy weapons for self-defense. This was
particularly problematic given evidence that “defense” forces were used
to violently police a territory that was never recognized as a de jure part
of Indonesian sovereignty.49 After 19 days of anarchy in East Timor,
Cook was still making the claim that “[t]his Government had refused
to license any arms exports that might be used against the people of
East Timor.”50 Many have since come to the opposite conclusion, that
is, that British-made hardware was used for the systematic internal
repression of East Timor.51 The British government then did give a par-
tial acknowledgment of the contradiction between the human rights
goals of the ethical foreign policy and its continuing export of arms. On
September 11, 1999 the government suspended the delivery of six Hawk
“trainer” jets equipped with sophisticated air-to-ground weapons. A bit
late in day, the government took steps to support the EU arms embargo
and to take action to suspend further arms exports.

Conclusion

The relationship between the arms trade and economic sanctions since
the end of the Cold War exposes several tensions. The first, on the part
of the major exporters, is between the desire for profit, on the one hand,
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and the desire to manage the proliferation of weapons, on the other. The
proliferation of weapons, particularly in the 1980s, is not unrelated to
the proliferation of economic sanctions in the 1990s. A second tension
regards the politics of arms. Decisions to export weapons may be used
as an expression of approval of the practices of recipients, just as the
Reagan administration exported arms to “freedom fighters” engaged in
struggles with Soviet forces. However, as former friends later became
armed enemies, they often became the focus of sanctions. The third is
a tension in international law between the right of nations to the
responsible transfer of arms for self-defense (Article 51) and the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Exports justified in terms of
external defense are often used for internal repression. A fourth tension
regards a question about whether the export of arms or the imposition
of sanctions serves to fan conflict or facilitate resolution. Greater
availability of arms can make conflict more deadly and may fuel fight-
ing, as it did in Afghanistan in the 1980s. However, according to
conventional wisdom, a peaceful resolution of conflict and a negotiated
settlement are more likely if there is a symmetry of power. While
sanctions may be intended to reduce the ability of a rogue state to
engage in conflict, as in Iraq, they may also contribute to a regime’s
power, as a nation closes ranks around its leadership, as in the case of
Serbia. While an arms embargo directed at multiple parties may be
intended to limit a conflict, it may, in a situation of asymmetry, place
the weaker party in a vulnerable position, as in Bosnia. Finally, economic
sanctions have since the First World War been viewed as an alternative
to the use of force. However, they also raise important moral questions
in so far as populations, rather than their errant leaders, may suffer most
as a result. The post–Cold War experience has raised questions about
the potential to develop “smart” sanctions that will more directly target
the military capacity of repressive regimes.
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7
Cultural Interventions

117

Chapter 5 explored the distinction between a pluralist and a solidarist
approach to questions of military intervention. That discussion posed
the problem of who should intervene and to what end. The distinction
also relates to contrasting assumptions about the possibility of commu-
nity. In the communitarian view, the world is made up of many distinct
cultures, each with its own language, moral system, and social structure.
The inherent diversity of the international system, or communities
within it, means it is impossible to define the “right” or “good” life in
universal terms. A cultural and moral life are only possible within the
state. Another more cosmopolitan perspective emphasizes the possibility
of universal laws. In addition to being members of national and local
communities, we also belong to a human community, which is the basis
for defining a common global life.1

At the heart of this contrast is a question about the extent to which
the radical differences between societies preclude a more global culture.
Increasingly, scholars have tried to reconcile the two opposing frame-
works, arguing that attention to difference can be compatible with the
cosmopolitan project, in so far as communication, dialogue, and inclu-
sion provide the basis for moving toward a more universal notion of
justice. It is less a case of either a universal culture or a world carved up
into mutually exclusive cultures than the possibility of communication,
conversation, and understanding between them.2

The cosmopolitan/communitarian debate revolves around the relation-
ship between sovereignty and global society. But it implicitly relates
to questions of war, conflict, and intervention at all levels of society.
Cultural difference can be a source of conflict. Many ethnic conflicts
revolve around disputes over which culture will be dominant in a par-
ticular territory, including which language or which cultural practices
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will be officially recognized. The various ethnic groups in the Balkans
were first and foremost concerned about the consequences of being
second class citizens in a state dominated by another group. At the
international level, questions about forceful intervention may be framed
in terms of a universal moral code or legal order. However, existing
universal codes are largely derived from Western culture and may be in
conflict with the moral codes of more localized cultures. At the same
time, international actors have played a vital role in encouraging or
facilitating dialogue between conflicting actors as a number of civil
conflicts were internationalized during the 1990s.

This chapter will explore the different ways in which cultural inter-
ventions contribute to the constitution of war or its transformation. As
Valerie Hudson points out, culture is both one of the most elusive and
most easily understood concepts in the social sciences. Everyone has
had the experience of interacting with others of different background
whose actions or words seemed surprising or unpredictable. Its elusive-
ness relates to the difficulty of pinning the concept down in a theoreti-
cal sense, given the vagueness of its boundaries.3 I use the word culture
to refer to several levels of experience. First, culture can be thought of
as a layer of identity and practice, which overlaps with other layers
of culture, beginning with the thicker localized practices at a group or
national level, to the international culture of states, to the thinnest level
of a cosmopolitan culture defining a common humanity.4 These cultural
lines can also delineate lines of conflict as, for instance, in the West vs.
Islam or Protestant vs. Catholic. Culture in this use is very closely tied
to the politics of identity. Second, culture can refer more generally to the
communication of meaning in language or visual image as interventions
that shape the potential for war or peace. Propaganda has traditionally
been an important form of intervention that has attributed—albeit
distorted—cultural meaning to conflict, thereby contributing to the
construction of war. By contrast, dialogue has increasingly provided a
context for actors engaged in long-standing conflicts to begin to break
down established assumptions and fixed categories of us and them, in
order to re-describe the potential for new forms of identity, interaction
and thus conflict transformation. This has often been facilitated by the
intervention of outside mediators. The last chapter explored the dra-
matic proliferation of arms with the end of the Cold War and its role in
fanning conflict. This same period saw an increasing effort by actors in
South Africa, Northern Ireland, and the Middle East to move beyond a
logic of force toward one of dialogue.
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Culture, language, and rules

Language is often thought to be irrelevant at the international level, for
several reasons. First, the world is made up of multiple languages, which
by definition makes communication across boundaries difficult. Wars
are often fought over the question of which language and which set of
associated practices will dominate in a given space. However, from its
beginning, international society has depended on a diplomatic system,
indebted to a common language (French traditionally), a set of common
rules and a common etiquette, as well as an emphasis on negotiation to
the end of avoiding war.

Second, the international system is an anarchy characterized by the
constant threat of war. Truth is often one of the first casualties of war
and lying one of its central speech acts. The diplomat, as representative
of the state, has often been referred to as “an honest man sent to lie
abroad for the good of his country.”5 Yet, diplomats exercise extreme
care in formulating the language of documents or public statements.
As John Vincent noted, why would states bother with language or
moral proclamations if the words, even if less than truthful, are of no
significance?6

Third, policy-makers and academics often claim that rogue states or
terrorists understand no language but that of force. The international
system is a place of war where talk with real words is cheap. But even the
language of force is a language. It is a language of threat, communicated
in part with the implements of force and in part with language itself. As
NATO’s credibility problem in Bosnia in the mid-nineties illustrated, over-
whelming physical capability may be a sufficient condition for commu-
nicating threat. However, the necessary condition of successful coercive
diplomacy is the ability to persuade others that a threat is real. As
explored in Chapter 5, the ability to persuade depends in part on reputa-
tion, often derived from a past correspondence between word and deed.

Finally, in a situation defined first and foremost by conflict, dialogue
is by definition problematic and thus of minimal importance, again
because the words of the other cannot be trusted. As Presidents Reagan
and Gorbachev noted near the end of the Cold War, they had become
accustomed to talking about the other, rather than to them. Nonetheless,
diplomacy has been conceived as the “dialogue of states.”7

The objections can be restated in positive form, thereby revealing the
central role of language in diplomacy. In fact, diplomacy is an excellent
example of the many different layers at which language operates at the
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international level. The concept of sovereignty is constitutive of the
international system, and thus of the identity of the diplomat. Sovereignty
is the precondition for practices related to the balance of power. The
balance of power is said to preserve the international system because it
preserves sovereignty. Sovereignty exists only by virtue of social recog-
nition by the community of states. If sovereignty is constitutive of the
rules of the game, lying is an act within these rules, and the good diplo-
mat learns how to do this effectively as a player. The shared customs and
rules of diplomacy are an expression of international society, based on
a recognition that this culture should be preserved. Dialogue between
states is at the core of diplomacy, as is the idea of minimizing the resort
to force. The language of threat and force (coercive diplomacy) is at its
most effective when it avoids the actual use of force. It is often assumed,
particularly by realists, that states may not keep their promises if it is
not in their interest to do so. Yet there are many layers of “promises”
that states do maintain on a daily basis. Even the language of threat
can be seen as a promise of sorts, in so far as its meaning and credibil-
ity depend on a reputation for consistency between past words and
actions.8

While the “secret” diplomacy of the European system was replaced
after the First World War by an “open diplomacy” through which public
opinion played a much larger role, this change only reinforced the
importance of public language in diplomatic maneuvers. As Herbert
Butterfield once stated:

Since 1919 it is possible that there has been a further change or
development in technique. A certain move may be made in foreign
policy not so much for the sake of its immediate diplomatic effect,
but rather with an eye to the impression that it will make on public
opinion either at home or abroad. In a converse manner, one suspects
that certain lines of propaganda, adopted at home, really envisage
some negotiation with a foreign power—that is to say, even an arti-
cle in a newspaper or a question in the House of Commons may itself
be a move in the diplomatic game.9

Butterfield further noted that the rules of this game were those of a
recognizable cultural group, involving members of a Western “club,”
ready to compete for position within the club, but also anxious not to
destroy the club itself. The “club” defined itself in opposition to others
outside, barbarians or potential future players (such as Hitler) who
threatened the game itself.10
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At the macro-level of international society the language of diplomacy
is constitutive of an international culture, or, more specifically, what
diplomats think and say. Standing above this international culture is a
thinner cosmopolitan culture, which defines the principles of a com-
mon humanity. Standing below is the thicker culture of any national
group, or other more localized practices that define identity.

Constructing communication

The communitarian/cosmopolitan debate revolves around a question
about the relationship between different levels of culture and how the
conflict between them is to be resolved. The purpose of this section is
to explore how the possibilities have been articulated within theoretical
debates. This provides a stepping stone for examining more specific
forms of communication, such as propaganda or dialogue, in a context
of war. Each argument, to a different degree and with different emphasis,
recognizes the potential for overcoming the communitarian/cosmopolitan
divide. Each shares an implicit, if in some cases under-theorized, agree-
ment about the importance of dialogue and conversation as a means to
bridge cultural difference. However, they do not sufficiently address the
distortions which constitute communication in a context of war and
how these would be overcome to make dialogue possible.

Andrew Linklater has adapted the Discourse Ethics of Jurgen
Habermas to an argument about the potential for global dialogue and
conversation as a path to more universal agreement and thus a more
universal culture.11 Habermas reworks Kant’s “categorical imperative,”
in which norms can only be considered valid if they have been univer-
salized.12 However, unlike Kant, the universal does not emerge out of
a process of private reasoning. Instead universal norms emerge out of a
process of discourse and argument between concrete and situated actors.
Universal consent emerges out of a cosmopolitan community in which
no one is excluded and there is a “unconstrained dialogue of equals.”
All actors should be motivated by a willingness to be persuaded by the
“unforced force of the better argument.”13 The process of reaching agree-
ment requires that agents be able to reflect on their own starting position
and to change, recognizing how their own views reflect personal bias or
local and cultural influences that others do not share.

Linklater argues that recognition of the individual and emancipation
of humanity requires a form of community that transcends the state.
This approach to cosmopolitanism attempts to strike a balance between
universalism and particularism.14 A cosmopolitan community requires
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that all individuals have an opportunity for equal participation in a
conversation that will determine their own lives. As such, the goal is to
expand the values of the polis to the international realm. In this con-
ception, the sovereign state is inherently problematic in so far as the
search for consent among a domestic population sets the stage for
practices of exclusion of those outside. Universal consent requires
openness and reflexivity between agents who are willing to engage in
conversation involving reciprocal critique and in which there is no
certainty of who will learn from whom.

Linklater argues that Discourse Ethics seeks to critique all forms of
systematic inequality that prevent active participation in dialogue.15

However, the model assumes an “ideal speech situation” within which
participants will rationally move toward some kind of consent. It does
not sufficiently address three problems. First, communication requires
a common language. Historically the only bridge between different lan-
guage cultures has been the diplomatic culture of sovereign states,
which is a Western construct and has depended on the language of
dominant powers. Second, the language of communities in conflict is
often distorted by propaganda or, as will be explored in the next chap-
ter, widespread trauma, which raises questions about the assumption of
rationality underlying the Habermasian framework. Third, the language
of conflict is often primarily strategic. Rather than seeking consent,
propaganda seeks the advantage of the user. While presenting an ideal
of universal consent, the question remains how communities, particularly
those engaged in long-standing conflict, would be able to even begin
such a dialogue much less sustain it. While war is not the focus of these
scholars, war is a central feature of international life and its dynamics
are thus crucial to understanding the potential for dialogue.

Post-structuralists have identified a further problem with the cosmo-
politan perspective of discourse ethics. They argue that the search for
consent can become an expression of totalizing power.16 If Critical
Theorists such as Habermas or Linklater seek universal agreement, post-
structuralists highlight questions of otherness and the need to destabilize
realms of discourse where difference has been excluded, assimilated, or
denied. Like Linklater, they criticize the state as an exclusionary source
of community. Like the Critical Theorists, post-structuralists agree that
freedom or responsibility is linked to the possibility of communication
between concrete others. Like them, the goal is a dialogue that crosses
lines of difference. However, the end of universal agreement would,
from this perspective, be part of the problem rather than a solution.
Freedom lies in the ability to transgress boundaries.17 It is freedom from
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totalization in any form, including a totalized universal agreement. It is
difference itself that is to be celebrated. Freedom is about speaking, lis-
tening and being heard, and not being excluded from communication
and conversation.18 No single voice can come to dominate or “stand
heroically upon some exclusionary ground, offering this ground as a source
of a necessary truth.”19 An ethical relationship between self and other
requires contestation and negotiation. All ethics arise from a relation-
ship to otherness.20 The universal responsibility to otherness entails a
permanent critique of totalization and a struggle on behalf of difference
rather than attempting to eliminate it. While recognizing that actors
are situated in a social matrix, which shapes their subjectivity, post-
structuralists are concerned with “disturbing and unsettling,” pushing
at the boundaries of understanding in which the subject is enmeshed.21

Both theoretical positions attempt to bridge the communitarian/
cosmopolitan divide. The first strives to reach a truly cosmopolitan end
where all actors are included in a global dialogue based on shared con-
sent. The second strives to maintain an uncertainty, where a dialogue
of difference both pushes at the boundaries of more communitarian
assumptions and resists any totalizing and universalizing discourse.
Both assume dialogue is possible without problematizing the process
by which barriers to dialogue would be overcome or how it would be
conducted in the absence of a common language. Both streams are crit-
ical of universalized notions of sovereignty, which often assume culture
and dialogue to be possibilities within the state, but not outside. Yet,
conflict is not by definition between states and dialogue may be as
problematic for actors at war over the definition of state, as in Northern
Ireland or the former Yugoslavia. Dialogue is clearly desirable in a
situation of war or conflict. The key question is how actors would find
it possible to begin a conversation with others who, they have long
assumed, only understand the universal language of force.22

War and propaganda

Propaganda is one of the most obvious sources of distortion in the com-
munication of war. The word propaganda has developed a very negative
connotation and is associated with the deliberate manipulation of
meaning by unscrupulous sorts. Propaganda, it is assumed, is propa-
gated by “evil” regimes, such as Nazi Germany or the USSR, which did
in fact use the word in the naming of ministries. By contrast, liberal
democracies, who refer to comparable offices as Departments or Ministries
of Information, tend to avoid the word. However, propaganda, as a process
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for sowing, germinating, and cultivating ideas, is as old as human
communication. The Ancient Greeks regarded “rhetoric” as a form of
persuasion. Aristotle believed that the purpose of persuasion was to
communicate a point of view. As Philip Taylor argues, the most effective
propaganda is not based on pure lie, but builds upon “facts and credible
arguments, approaching to the extent possible the whole truth, and
relying more on reason than emotion.”23 The word was first used by
the Vatican in the seventeenth century in regard to its defense of “the
true faith” against the Protestant Reformation. Its more recent negative
connotation dates primarily from the excess use of atrocity propaganda
during the First World War.24 It was the British who, during that war, set
the standard for the modern “scientific” use of propaganda. Much
admired by Hitler in Mein Kampf, the British, in contrast to the
Germans, were skillful in the selective and rational deployment of facts,
avoiding falsehoods in the belief that, if exposed, they would jeopardize
the credibility of the facts that had been used.25

The aim of propaganda is to persuade and, in a context of war, to
persuade people that violence is an acceptable course of action. It is a
weapon in the arsenal of power and a psychological instrument for
mobilizing power. To be convincing, it must rest on some substance and
myth must be rooted in some reality.26 As distinguished from education,
which teaches people how to think, propaganda teaches people what to
think. In this respect, propaganda is in part dependent on culture but
may also play an important role in highlighting and thus mobilizing
elements of a culture. In this context, the mass media has been an
important form of third party intervention. The emergence and institu-
tionalization of propaganda represents a shift from face-to-face com-
munication toward mediated forms of communication in which a third
party intervenes in the process between sender and recipient.27

The word propaganda emerged against the background of the
Reformation and coincided with the invention of the printing press,
which made it possible to manufacture newspapers, political pamphlets,
or books in mass circulation. The print medium was a necessary condi-
tion for nation- and state-building in so far as it made it possible to
imagine community across a larger geographical space.28 In a village, a
sense of community depends on one’s direct relationship to people.
With the invention of the print medium it became possible to transmit
an understanding of community identity, for instance, as French or
English, over a greater distance, to include people who would never
meet face-to-face. The process of nation-building involved the consoli-
dation of common rules of language and grammar, common symbols,
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and rituals, such as flags or national anthems, and the writing of
national histories.29 Historically, the print medium played a role in the
construction of the nation and the state from what would otherwise be
vast territories that separated people with different dialects who had
little in common. From this perspective, education or teaching people
how to think has been less distinct from propaganda, that is, teaching
them what to think. The development of national education systems
was part and parcel of extending the imagined community over large
territorial expanses.

Arguably, the development of electronic media has enhanced the
potential for a more universal identity, which transcends the nation
state, and thus the potential for a universal culture. The development of
the nation-state relied on the construction of a common language
within a given territory. This obviously does not exist at the international
level, although English is increasingly the common language of inter-
national discourse. Television relies on language, but it also relies
heavily on image. On television one can witness the suffering of people
half way across the world without being able to know them directly or
speak their language. This may increase the potential for identification
with others on the basis of a common humanity.30 The images of the
planes crashing into the World Trade Center Towers in New York on
September 11, 2001 were repeatedly flashed across the media and did
not require words to engender a source of horror in the observer. The
observation of violence does not require language. However, its propa-
ganda value rests on some interpretation of the violence, that is, its
meaning and what it implies for action.31

The globalization of the media, both print and electronic, has
enhanced the potential for its use to persuade.32 But this can also
involve a complex process and interweaving of image and culture at
several levels. In the post–Cold War period, this was evident in cases of
ethnic conflict, such as the former Yugoslavia. Within the former
Yugoslavia, in the late 1980s, the Serb media made a deliberate effort to
construct a Serbian identity.33 It did so by evoking certain officially
sanctioned rituals, such as the mass baptism of Serbs and Montenegrins
in Kosovo Polje, and a procession of the alleged remnants of the
fourteenth century Prince Lazar through Serb populated villages and
monasteries.34 The televising of these rituals made it possible to
transcend their local character and reaffirm the bonds between Serbs
scattered over the former Yugoslavia. The purpose of this campaign was
to restore the Serb nation. The central claim was that the Serbs had been
the victim of successive conquerers throughout history. After 1987, in
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particular, the Serb state- and church-controlled media published and
broadcasted material that stressed the victimization of Serbs in
Yugoslavia and the danger faced by the Serb nation if the Federation
continued to ignore its plight. The power of the message was built
on historical symbols. The persecution by the Croatian Ustasa, who
were puppets of Hitler during the Second World War, was an experience
of genocide that was transposed into the present—all Croats became
Ustasa and thus capable of Genocide.35 Milosevic also evoked the defeat
of the Serb nation in 1389 in Kosovo as a symbol, arguing the Serbs
would never be beaten again.36 In this respect, historical events, beyond
the experience of any living person, were drawn on to mobilize and
politicize ethnic identity, and to construct the Serbs as victims in search
of justice.

Rumors of the rape of Serbian women by Albanians in Kosovo were
also taken up and exploited by the media. Even though Kosovo had the
lowest rate of rape in former Yugoslavia, the media created a reality in
which Serb women had been systematically raped by Albanian men.37

This became a symbol of Serb martyrdom and the rape of the Serbian
nation. This was the background against which rape became a weapon
of war used by Serbs against Muslims in Bosnia. The construction of
Serbia as an imagined community, threatened by genocide from its
neighbors, became a call to war.

The media in Serbia, and later the other nations of the former
Yugoslavia, deconstructed Yugoslavia as a multicultural entity, high-
lighting and emphasizing the separate national identities. At the inter-
national level, the press played a much different role, in giving meaning
to the slaughter and thus shaping how the international community
should respond. On the one hand, images of mayhem were cast as the
re-emergence of ancient tribal hatreds that were destined to resurface
after the demise of Tito, who had kept the lid on nationalist tensions.
A similar story was told in Rwanda. The conclusion of this type of story
was that the perpetrators were mad (and the observers by contrast were
sane), so there is really nothing much that could be done.38 In the case
of Rwanda, which had been part of the Belgian colonial empire, this
message also reinforced the idea that the inhabitants couldn’t govern
themselves, the implication being that decolonization had been a mis-
take. On the other hand, the press also perpetuated images that evoked
a common humanity. The televised image of a starving Bosnian man,
standing behind barbed wire, probably did more than anything to
change the meaning of the conflict.39 Suddenly images and memories
of concentration camps and genocide were brought into Western living
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rooms. The promise of “never again” and the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights became important arguments for doing something in
response.

In Rwanda, contrary to the image of complete anarchy, genocide was
perpetuated by tight control over the media.40 The hatred was deliberately
stirred up by leaders. Yet, there was a clear reluctance on the part of out-
side actors to use the word genocide, precisely because it would then
require some form of action. During the mass slaughter in Rwanda in
1994, the Clinton State department and the National Security Council
drafted guidelines instructing their spokesmen not to use the word
genocide.41 The word genocide, as discussed in Chapter 4, carries an
obligation to take action. The Holocaust had become a benchmark of
atrocity. To apply the term to a situation is to create an imperative to
act. To compare a crisis to the Holocaust is to claim that they are morally
equivalent in intent and scale.42 In Bosnia, the images of concentration
camps in Europe once again and public demand that something must
be done, finally led to military intervention. In Rwanda, governments
dragged their feet even more and were successful in distancing
themselves from the language of genocide, even though the degree of
violence was much greater.

Propaganda cannot easily be separated from larger processes of social-
ization, whereby identity, difference, and culture are defined within an
“imagined community.” It has historically played an important role in
persuading populations about the need to go to war. In so far as propa-
ganda suggests deliberate manipulation to some end, media can play an
important role in this process. During times of war, governments impose
restraints on the media and have unusual powers of censorship.
However, ideally, in democratic societies, the media is detached from
any particular political agenda. Since the end of the Cold War it has also
played a role in mobilizing public opinion on behalf of human rights
and thus moving governments to act.

Constructing conflict

National media may be an important tool in mobilizing conflict. This
may involve dramatizing some aspect of a culture or assumptions
prevalent in a culture to a particular end, blocking out more tolerant
meanings. When conflict is sustained over a long period of time, these
meanings can become a part of the culture and particularly resistant to
change. When conflicts are referred to as intractable this often means
they are irresolvable. But intractable can also mean stubbornness or
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resistance to resolution. If conflict is irresolvable, the only option is
management to reduce the adverse affects. However, as stubbornness or
resistance to change, intractable can mean there is some space for
making a situation more tractable such that a transformation is think-
able. This requires seeing conflict not as a natural feature of the world
but as a social artifact that develops out of a particular kind of interac-
tion. If conflict is constructed it doesn’t just spring from the ground like
a mushroom. It develops and escalates in stages. The following is one
way to think about the sequence.43

The first stage is the perception of a threat. The threat may be
objective, for instance, a neighbor is building up their stockpile of arms.
But the key issue is one of meaning and attribution. If the arms are being
stockpiled for fox hunting in the spring this doesn’t impinge on the
observer’s identity—unless of course one is an animal rights activist. On
the other hand, if the meaning of this act is somehow related to who
you are—perhaps you belong to different religious communities—then
the threat becomes closely bound up with your identity.

A second stage is a distortion of the threat. Once the threat is
perceived as a threat to a group’s identity, there is a tendency to view
any further act within that framework. Goebbels, Hitler’s propaganda
minister, created subtle association in film between Jews and rats in an
attempt to highlight and give meaning to the Jewish threat.44 Acts of
aggression since the Second World War have been repeatedly placed
in the framework of another “Hitler.”45 George W. Bush was masterful in
making an association between Saddam Hussein and Al-Qaida, which
had no basis in fact, but came to believed by a majority of Americans, and
provided justification for the invasion of Iraq. Even when a connection
between image and ground is missing in fact, once the association has
been made and reinforced it becomes difficult to detach any observation
from the framework of meaning.

A third stage involves rigidification. As two parties interact, they
increasingly develop a rigid and impermeable construct that blocks out
any information about the Other that would appear conciliatory.
Definitions of self and the Other begin to harden and crystallize into a
common framework, like the rules of a game. Thus the Other comes to
possess all bad qualities, and the self all good. This places a distance
between the self and the threat, which leads to dehumanization. The
Other is not like the self, but evil, and therefore less than human. This
is a necessary step for the use of violence. It has been a core aspect of
military training to teach soldiers to dehumanize the Other.46

128 Diplomatic Interventions

1403_915415_09_cha07.qxd  4/3/05  7:30 PM  Page 128



A fourth stage is collusion. As the rules of the game solidify, the two
parties begin to collude in maintaining the conflict. This is paradoxical.
As the identity of the self becomes increasingly wrapped up in a con-
flict, there is an interest in maintaining it. To destroy the conflict would
be to destroy one’s identity. At this point it would appear that the par-
ties are trapped. They may not want to get out, since this would mean
a loss of identity. Even if they do, they may not know how. They have
developed common rules of interaction, which seem to be part of the
world as it is. Both act as if the other can only be an enemy.

A play written by Edward Albee in the 1960s, called Who is Afraid of
Virginia Woolf?, illustrates the dynamics of an intractable conflict.47 The
main characters, George and Martha, were a married couple who over
the course of their marriage had developed a pattern of acting and
reacting to the other, in a tit for tat game. One would strike and the
other would strike back. Each of them understood the rules of the game,
including what would set the other one off and how to retaliate. In this
respect, they each were doing the same thing and this kept the conflict
going. Occasionally, one would get tired and try to change the situation,
for instance, by saying something conciliatory, but the other only
looked at this suspiciously, placing it within the framework of their com-
mon game, and responding in a way that would draw the other back in.
Both of them may have wanted the conflict to end, but they were
caught up in the logic of their interaction, which was larger than either
individual. Kenneth Waltz, in his classic Theory of International Politics,48

used George and Martha as a metaphor for socialization into anarchy. The
metaphor is also apt for intractable conflicts more generally.

A similar kind of pattern is evident in situations of intractable conflict.
Both sides feel themselves to be victims of past injustice, which they
believe justifies their retaliation. The result is an unbreakable spiral that
each is unable to step out of. They may want to get out, but don’t know
how. By the collusion stage, the conflict is a system or a culture in itself
and parties to the conflict cannot find their way out.

Conflict, negotiations, and dialogue

The two definitions of intractable presented above relate to two
alternatives: the management of conflict through negotiations, and the
transformation of conflict through dialogue. Negotiation and dialogue
are often used synonymously but they can be distinguished. Taylor and
Pitkin have argued that negotiation and dialogue are distinct forms of
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life.49 Taylor points out that “negotiation” is inseparable from “the
distinct identity and autonomy of the parties, with the willed nature of
their relations; it is a very contractual notion.” Pitkin argues that
dialogue belongs to the realm of “moral discourse,” which also relies on
a vocabulary with rules. The latter is more appropriate to a context in
which one party has been injured and seeks redress as well as the healing
of a relationship. She quotes Stanley Cavell who says of dialogue and
moral discourse:

It provides one possibility of settling conflict, a way of encompassing
conflict which allows the continuance of personal relationships
against the hard and apparently inevitable fact of misunderstanding,
mutually incompatible wishes, commitments, loyalties, interests,
and needs, a way of healing tears in the fabric of relationships and
maintaining the self in opposition to itself and others.50

Negotiation and dialogue often go together. However, as ideal types
they relate to conflicts at distinct levels of culture, as introduced at
the beginning. Despite Watson’s claim that international relations is a
“dialogue of states,” this dialogue has taken the form of hard-headed
negotiations rather than open-ended dialogue to the end of healing.
Negotiations rely on an adversarial model,51 where the actors are
sovereign entities with clearly defined national interests which they are
fully justified in promoting and protecting. Because there is no over-
arching world government, it is a legitimate concern of sovereign states
to act to preserve their own independence and survival. This gives rise to
a competitive and adversarial framework of communication. Each state
has a clear legal identity and authority to act and they are juridically
equal, if not equal in fact. Further, they are often competing over scarce
resources, such as land or military and economic might. The end of
negotiations is dividing up this pie, such that each side tries to get more
for themselves at the expense of the other. This happens through
a process of bargaining, during which each side tries to maximize their
own self-interest.

While negotiations have been a part of post–Cold War peace processes,
from Northern Ireland to the Middle East to Sri Lanka, and these
have involved territorial, military, or economic concerns, dialogue was
arguably a necessary precondition to any kind of negotiated solution.
These conflicts were noticeably different from those between states.
First, as already suggested, negotiations are more likely to be effective if
they take place between relative equals. However, in many civil wars or
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ethnic conflicts, there is a clear asymmetry between a government in
power, which has more military strength and legitimacy and an oppo-
sition, which has less of these.52 While the government has a clear legal
identity, the identity of the opposition may be less clear. As a result, it
may be difficult to establish who has the authority to negotiate on
behalf of the opposition or the identity of their legitimate representa-
tive. Often governments refuse to recognize anyone in opposition as a
legitimate negotiating party. The ANC in South Africa, the PLO in Israel-
Palestine and the IRA in the North of Ireland were all referred to as
terrorists. Almost by definition, terrorists are denied the right to speak,
as symbolized in the banning of Gerry Adam’s voice from British televi-
sion until the mid-1990s. The stigma of terrorism must in some way
be overcome before negotiations will even be thinkable since they
necessarily involve direct communication.

A further expression of asymmetry is the greater role of the govern-
ment in determining the rules of the game. It is both participant and
umpire, at least in the absence of an outside intervenor. The problem
was glaringly obvious when violence erupted in East Timor in 1999. The
government was inflicting violence on the East Timorese who were
declaring their independence. Prior to the arrival of UN peacekeepers, it
was also assumed that the government should restore order. The
government had military might and legitimacy on their side, even as the
international community recognized the long history of government
repression as the problem. If the government writes the rules of the
game, the opposition, from a position of inferiority, petitions or contests
a grievance. Yet, the failure of negotiations and the eruption of violence
are most often due to a failure by the government to address a deeply
felt grievance. Once violent conflict is underway, a government may
prefer to turn the asymmetry into an escalation, in order to destroy the
rebellion. Insurgents may try to break out of the asymmetry by linking
up with an external host state and neighbor, at which point the conflict
becomes in effect international. The proxy wars during the Cold War are
examples of civil conflicts that became wrapped up in the USA–USSR
rivalry.

Second, negotiations in divided societies often involve complex issues
of identity, which can’t be resolved by dividing up the pie, and where
those involved, unlike sovereign states, have to continue living together
in some way. Parties may prefer a complete divorce, and this is often a
part of their demands, as in Kosovo or Palestine, but the international
community is usually reluctant to grant sovereignty in cases of civil con-
flict and, unlike a married couple, the parties involved can’t simply pack
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their bags and move to a new place. Conflict in divided societies is often
over goods that can’t be divided, such as fundamental human questions
of culture and identity as part of a community. While some goods, like
land or trade are divisible and therefore negotiable, many communal
conflicts revolve around nonnegotiable needs for cultural, religious, eth-
nic, and national self-determination. The Orange Order in Northern
Ireland often claims that it is their culture and the right to express it, for
instance by marching, that is at stake. Culture is not negotiable in the
same way that a trade agreement is.

A particular school of thought, referred to as the Human Needs
School, argues that intractable conflicts between nationalist groups
revolve around fundamental needs of identity, culture, and legitimacy
and shifts attention to the processes by which people gain the ability to
fulfill their own needs.53 This rests on a different concept of power than
the adversarial model of negotiations. The adversarial model relies on a
coercive notion of power, where the side with the most bargaining chips
gets the largest piece of pie. By contrast, the human needs model
emphasizes power as the ability to act together to realize needs relating
to identity and culture. Conflict in divided societies is not purely about
material interests. It is first and foremost about the need to be recog-
nized as legitimate. Conflicting and competing mythologies, cultures,
and histories may be at stake.

Conflicts in divided societies may be particularly resistant to change
because, out of the spiral of conflict discussed above, two mutually
exclusive stories of past suffering have come to compete in the same
space. The Jews brought a story of the Nazi Holocaust with them to
the construction of Israel; the Palestinian story revolves around their
displacement and repression since the creation of the Israeli state.
Further, conflict is maintained by a process of mutual demonization.
Each side sees the devil in their opponent and any potentially concilia-
tory action is likely to be viewed as a ploy. As discussed above, in a
situation of heightened tension, observation and judgment are not
based on individual character and action, but assumptions of what the
“Other” is like and what can be expected of them, which then clouds
judgment and reproduces the conflict. As the conflict is locked in place
it becomes a psychological wall. It may even take the form of a physical
wall, such as the Berlin Wall, which separated East and West Germany
during the Cold War, but the physical wall is merely a symbol of the psy-
chological barrier of suspicion, fear, and deception. Negotiations are
likely to give way to no more than a continuing cycle of recrimination
in these circumstances.
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The Humans Needs School thus proposes an alternative to the adver-
sarial model, referred to as integrative bargaining. Integrative bargaining
is a point of departure for an outcome that recognizes and integrates the
needs of the two sides and is thus more likely to lead to a positive sum
outcome rather than victory for one side over the other. The goal of
integrative bargaining is to re-describe the conflict and redefine the
relationship. A first step is to contextualize the aggression, to look at the
historical conditions that gave rise to the rivalry, attempting to step out
of the pattern of mutual recrimination. This involves a shift away from
assumptions about the natural aggressiveness of the other, to the nega-
tive experiences of both sides and an understanding of how previous
wars and violence have conditioned each to feel threatened. Integrative
bargaining is an attempt to unfreeze the adversarial framework. The end
is a positive sum notion of security, in which each side’s security is
dependent on that of the other. It is no easy matter to reframe a rela-
tionship that has been defined, in some cases, by centuries of animos-
ity, and where conflict has become a part of the respective cultures. The
point, however, is that the negotiating process, not to mention any kind
of equitable agreement, will not even get off the ground in the absence
of some form of mutual recognition. The Palestinian recognition of
Israel’s right to exist, in accepting UN Resolution 242, for instance, was
crucial to getting the peace process there underway.

Negotiations at the international level belong to a diplomatic cul-
ture, which grew up in Europe. Diplomats have been socialized into a
common diplomatic language, even if they come from a multitude of
different national cultures. This type of common knowledge and shared
background assumptions can be quite important for effective commu-
nication, although it is by definition more problematic than within
a national culture. Given the common origins in Western culture, prob-
lems are more likely to emerge in negotiations between Western and
non-Western negotiators. Raymond Cohen makes a distinction between
the low context culture of negotiations in America and Europe and the
high context culture of some other parts of the world.54 In the former
case rationality and results are key and it is assumed that anything can
be bargained away. By contrast, in a high context culture there is more
emphasis on building up an ongoing relationship with one’s counter-
part and maintaining face may be a crucial factor. In addition, cultural
signals may be more distinct and embedded in all kinds of meanings
which, if not understood, may lead to frequent misunderstanding.

Thus participants in negotiations, even when speaking a common
diplomatic language, may be operating on the basis of two different sets
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of cultural rules. In this case, the process of communicating may itself
exacerbate the problem rather than eliminate it. In the north of Ireland
the differing language of the two parties is a marker of the conflict itself.
The designation of this space as the north of Ireland, by those with
nationalist or Republican identity, points to the political goal of remov-
ing partition so that the entire island becomes a part of the Republic. By
contrast, Northern Ireland or Ulster designate a territory within the UK.
This example has less to do with a failure to understand the language of
the other, than different rules for speaking about the conflict which are
in themselves constitutive of a politics. It is hard in this situation
to imagine how the language might be reframed to allow for a more
integrative solution.

In some cases, the north of Ireland included, opponents may under-
stand each other all too well. Richard Holbrooke, the negotiator in
Bosnia, referred to a common assumption that was shared by all the
participants from Bosnia.55 It is standard negotiating procedure in the
Balkans to refuse to accept anything that comes from the other side
without trying to change it. The tendency was so pronounced during
the Dayton negotiations that it became a joke: the best way to confuse
someone in the Balkans was to accept his initial proposal without
change, at which point he would change his own position!

It may also be the case that cultural and linguistic differences are a
part of what perpetuates misunderstanding, as one would suspect in
negotiations between Palestinians and Israelis. Thus, either dialogue or
negotiations need to recognize the potential role of semantic differences
in meaning or cultural differences in communication and hopefully
limit the misunderstandings that flow from them.

Dialogue and third party intervention

Successful negotiations require that the asymmetry between players be
addressed, a shift from an adversarial model toward the potential for
integrative solutions, and recognition of the role of linguistic and
cultural differences in communication. If parties have been in conflict
over a long period, it is hardly surprising that successful dialogue or
negotiations will require some kind of outside mediation. Mediation is
the involvement of a third party who is not directly involved in the
conflict.56 This may be an individual, such as George Mitchell, who was
invited by the Irish and British governments to mediate in Northern
Ireland. While initially suspect because of his Catholic grandfather, he
managed to win the respect of both sides and played an important
role in bringing about the Belfast agreement. Mitchell’s involvement
will be discussed in more depth in the next chapter.
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States may also take on the role of mediator. When a major power like
the USA is in this position, their power may be either a benefit or lia-
bility, depending on how successful they are in using positive and neg-
ative incentives to pressure the parties. In the Middle East, the USA has
historically favored Israel, which has given the superpower important
leverage while contributing to a perception of bias in the negotiations.
These considerations were absent for a country like Norway which, as
a middle power, off the beaten track, was unable to dictate anything.
Instead, the facilitators in Oslo were able to create a relaxed atmosphere
and get down to the business of thinking through a range of potential
solutions.

International organizations, such as the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), the United Nations or nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) can also play a mediating role, but often more in
facilitating dialogue rather than formal negotiations. The Europeans
were less than successful negotiators in the former Yugoslavia given the
difficulty of presenting a united front. In the late 1980s, some 45 NGOs
in the Middle East were actively trying to break down barriers of mistrust
and misunderstandings between the Israeli’s and Palestinians.57 The
OSCE has established a High Commissioner for National Minorities for
the purpose of preventative intervention in ethnic conflicts.58

Mediation can take many forms. The key is that the mediator is
outside the conflict and perceived to be neutral. They are usually invited
by disputants to play a role at a time when they have recognized that it
is in their interest to seek an agreement, and that they need outside help
to rise above their ongoing conflict. Ripeness is a key concept that refers
to the timing of dialogue or negotiations at a point when adversaries
are ready to begin direct communication.59 Any kind of agreement is
highly unlikely if disputants are unwilling to consider an alternative to
conflict.

Conclusion

Cultural interventions play an important role in shaping the meaning
of conflict or war. Political leaders or the media may mobilize cultural
difference in constructing or perpetuating war. Dialogue, facilitated by
third-party intervenors, may provide a venue for re-describing conflict,
thereby opening the way for an integrative solution. While dialogue has
recently become a theoretical focus in International Relations scholar-
ship there has been insufficient attention to the different issues raised
by dialogue at the international level between states and within divided
societies. While the theorists of dialogue identify the state as the
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problem, diplomacy has historically provided a common language for
dialogue between states. The adversarial model that has been character-
istic of negotiations between states is less appropriate for conflicts char-
acterized by asymmetry, a lack of recognition of at least one party, and
where issues of culture and identity are at stake. Conflicts of this kind
require more of a dialogical model, not unlike that envisioned by the
theorists, but also must go further to problematize the conditions under
which dialogue would become possible in a situation distorted by
conflict, where both sides understand the other to be capable of no
language other than that of force. Models of negotiation, like the
theoretical models of dialogue, tend to assume the rationality of actors.
The next chapter takes this discussion a step further. Past societal trauma
is examined as a barrier to rational engagement and various “therapeutic”
forms of intervention are explored.
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8
Therapeutic Interventions

137

The last chapter explored the role of cultural interventions in shaping
the meaning of conflict, including the role of propaganda and dialogue.
While propaganda tends to exaggerate or distort the threat posed by
others, and sanitize the violence of the “self,” dialogue is about break-
ing down the misperceptions that arise from an ongoing absence of
direct communication in a context of war. The media was discussed as
the primary source of intervention, shaping the perceptions of a larger
public, and generating support for action of one kind or another by gov-
ernments. Dialogue was presented as a process by which estranged
collective selves begin to engage across the lines of conflict. While the
potential role of a third-party intervenor was raised, a further dimension
of dialogue, and other processes of moving out of conflict, requires
separate exploration.

One theme of this book is the correspondence between the increasing
destructiveness of war and attempts to address and minimize its excesses.
The twentieth century saw two World Wars, the Holocaust, Hiroshima
and Nagasaki, as well as ethnic cleansing in the Balkans and Rwanda, to
mention only the worst atrocities. While numerous efforts have been
made to address the moral or the legal or the economic dimensions of
total war, there has been far less attention, until recently, to the social,
psychological, and political consequences of widespread social suffer-
ing, trauma, and loss. In the literature of international relations, losses
in war are often studied quantitatively and specific thresholds are used
to delineate different categories of violence. As Stanley Cavell argues,
the failure on the part of social scientists to acknowledge the individual
and social suffering in war is an act of violence in itself.1 It pushes the
humanity of victims out of sight and transforms questions of meaning
and loss into a matter of quantification.
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Past trauma in war often provides justification for contemporary
action toward new enemies. As discussed in the last chapter, 1389 in
the vocabulary of the Serbs or the Holocaust in the vocabulary of Israel
and others have provided a framework for mobilizing public emotion
and action. Interestingly, a “therapy” metaphor has often been used
in relation to practices such as dialogue, Truth and Reconciliation
Commissions or reparations. Each of these represent interventions that
seek in different ways to break the pattern of war by coming to terms
with the past. The purpose of this chapter is, on the one hand, to explore
the relationship between past trauma experienced by a community and
the reproduction of violence and, on the other hand, different modes
of therapeutic intervention to the end of moving out of a cycle of vio-
lence. Neither trauma nor therapy have a place in the literature of inter-
national relations, given their origin in a psychological grammar
focusing on individuals. Nonetheless, both have a political expression
in the world that deserves attention.

The first section examines the concept of trauma as a basis for think-
ing about political trauma. The section on political trauma explores the
potential role of trauma in the construction of conflict. The section on
therapy examines several forms of therapeutic intervention which have
had a political manifestation. In the final section the tension between
therapy as individual experience and therapy in a political context is
explored in relation to several post–Cold War conflicts.

What is trauma?

The meaning of trauma is not straightforward, at least across time. Prior
to the nineteenth century it referred to a physical lesion or wound,
primarily from battle. In the nineteenth century it was psychologized
with the development of a science of mind and memory, which, as Ian
Hacking argues, wrested the human soul from religion and drew bound-
aries around the human memory that had not previously existed.2

He points to a much longer history of collective memory that precedes
the individual assumptions of psychology. The dominant trend at the
moment is back to the body and neurological shock.3 What began, for
psychoanalysts, as a gender-specific female experience originating with
child abuse, became, with the emergence of the railway accident and
“railway spine,” and later, shell shock in the First World War, a condi-
tion including men, which was closely tied to the legal pursuit of com-
pensation or pension. In the 1980s, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD) was accepted as an official diagnostic category by the American
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Psychiatric Association.4 This followed a political struggle waged by
psychiatric workers and activists on behalf of the large number of Vietnam
war veterans who suffered from the undiagnosed psychological effects
of war-related trauma.5

Trauma has been associated with a number of symptoms,6 some of
which are more conducive to a social and political manifestation than
others. The first is a state of hyperarousal or permanent alert, which
includes an expectation that the danger may recur at any moment. In
this respect, definitions of trauma overlap with more conventional def-
initions of the security dilemma, derived from Hobbes “state of nature.”
Hobbes emphasized that positive emotion cannot find expression in
war, precisely because of the continuous fear of attack by others.7 The
second is a continuing intrusion of the past in the present such that the
traumatized may relive the traumatic event long after the actual danger
has passed. As the Israeli psychiatrist Moses Hrushovski notes:

Traumatized people cannot resume the normal course of their lives,
because the trauma repeatedly emerges long after the dangers of the
trauma have passed. They relive the event as though it were contin-
ually recurring in the present, not only in their dreams and thoughts,
but also in their actions. Often they reenact the traumatic moment …
wishing thereby to change the traumatic encounter retroactively, so
that they can, as it were, overcome it differently this time.8

Trauma may give rise to a tendency to replay the traumatic event in the
present, in order to do it differently. In this respect, traumatized indi-
viduals may bring a pattern of past interaction with a perpetrator into
present interactions with others. One possible consequence of “doing it
differently” is that the former victim places himself in the position of
perpetrator in order to avoid the experience of humiliation.

A third symptom is constriction, which means emotional numbing or
dissociation from the painful experience. Traumatized individuals may
insulate themselves from stimuli they associate with the trauma, which
contributes to their isolation from potential sources of support. Trauma
has also been associated with silence and the inability to speak of the
traumatic event, which may be a function of a neurological shutdown,
fear of speaking in the context of continuing danger, or the impossibil-
ity of capturing horrific events in words.9 It constitutes the individual
as fundamentally isolated, and corresponds with a collapse of commu-
nity,10 of those roles and meanings that had structured every day life,11

and a loss of feelings of being protected.12 Given the centrality of isolation
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and the inability to speak, any notion of political trauma would seem
to be a contradiction in terms. If trauma results in a collapse of com-
munity and individual isolation, how can it be constitutive of social
identity? If trauma involves an inability to speak of the traumatic event,
how can it possibly play a role in politics, which necessarily relies on
language? Given the emphasis on the individual and the “unspeakable”
why use the concept of trauma to talk about collective politics?

Political trauma

Trauma is a useful category because it adds a new dimension to the
analysis. It introduces an element of emotion and emotional numbing
into international politics, which is largely unexplored territory.13 But it
is much more than emotion. Trauma is the human equivalent of nuclear
radiation in so far as the effects may last well beyond the violent and
traumatic experience, continuing to contaminate social relationships
long into the future. The powerful pull to replay the past and to avenge
humiliation provides a focus for analyzing the reproduction of violence.
Trauma is an existential position in which “trauma time,”14 a ritual
reliving of the past, intersects with historical linear time, such that the
traumatized may live in the present as if it were the past, thereby
contributing to the construction of the present and future.

Most literature on trauma in war focuses on the impact of the
environment on the individual. Trauma may thus arise from experi-
ences of torture, terror, or rape, which may isolate the individual and
which may be so terrifying that it is “unspeakable.” There are, however,
a few psychologists or psychiatrists who have theorized about the expe-
rience of group trauma. Vamik Volkan has developed a psychoanalytic
theory of unresolved group mourning based on the concept of a “chosen
trauma.”15 He distinguishes normal group mourning from unresolved
mourning. For instance, in disasters, such as the crash of the US space
shuttle Challenger, group mourning was fairly uncomplicated. After
the initial shock, society became involved in a variety of religious and
cultural rituals and, over time, the collective mourning faded away.
However, some collective tragedies are more complicated and involve
long-lasting damage. These include more monumental calamities, often
related to war, where the group is left dazed, helpless, and too afraid,
humiliated, or angry to even initiate the mourning process.16 In cases
marked by humiliation and helplessness, a version of the trauma may
remain in the minds of the victims long after the overwhelming physical
danger disappears.17
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In Volkan’s theory, those aspects of the self that are unacceptable, for
example, humiliation, are enveloped and externalized to others who fit
the perception of the traumatized self.18 This does not necessarily take a
malign form. He provides the example of a boy who grows up with
deformities who, once the deformities are removed, goes on to work for
the handicapped. Another enveloping strategy may involve a group dis-
tancing themselves from a traumatic memory, as many Israelis in the
first 20 years after the Holocaust, distanced themselves from survivors.19

Projection of one’s own humiliation on to an “other” is another dis-
tancing strategy. The Israeli psychoanalyst, Rena Moses-Hrushovski uses
the concept of deployment to describe a process, at either the individ-
ual or the collective level, of dissociation from painful emotions of
shame.20 Deployment involves the creation of a rigid structure of roles
and organization for the purpose of protection, which closes down the
possibility of direct communication with the other, and results in a
life-long battle against “enemies,” which have been a source of repres-
sion, harm, or humiliation. Deployment, like Volkan’s “enveloping,” is
a response to trauma and the inability to mourn loss.

While pathbreaking, the psychoanalytic theories don’t sufficiently
problematize the relationship between individual trauma and social
experience. Volkan refers to “mental representations” of the humilia-
tion that become consolidated in shared feelings, perceptions, fantasies,
and interpretations. The transgenerational transmission of trauma relies
on a concept of “psychological DNA” which only reemerges under cer-
tain conditions.21 Volkan suggests that a large group “unconsciously”
defines its identity through the traumatic memory and passes it from
one generation to another. But arguably a collective experience of
humiliation is more than the sum of “psychological DNA” or the men-
tal representations of traumatized individuals and, far from existing
in the unconscious, is embedded in narratives of social memory.22 When
the target of humiliation or fear is a group, these emotions necessarily
find expression in language. If meaning, already a social phenomena—
as distinct from unconscious images or psychological DNA—is placed at
the center, the individual experience and the collective experience
naturally intermingle. Individual identity is constituted in a cultural
context where a shared past resonates back in individual values and
meaning. As Kerr states: “There is nothing inside one’s head that does
not owe its existence to one’s collaboration in a historical community.”23

Individual emotion may find more direct expression in political emotions,
thereby minimizing the experience of isolation and re-establishing a
sense of community, grounded in negative emotions toward an “Other.”
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A “common enemy” can act as a source of social cohesion that in turn
acts to lessen the isolation of individuals and diminish feelings of lone-
liness and depression.

An example demonstrates the relationship between individual and
political trauma. Rachid, an Algerian terrorist, provided a personal tes-
tament to the British newspaper, The Observer.24 He argued that Osama
bin Laden’s skill was to transform a history of grievance into a univer-
sal struggle, but emphasizes that he is merely a symbol of a pan-Islamic
movement that pre-existed him by hundreds of years and will outlive
him. He states:

It takes more than the speeches of bin Laden to turn an Islamist into
a terrorist. It takes years of feeling abused. To make me kill, my tor-
ture needs to be personal. To send me into a fury, I need flashbacks
of suffering, not empty ideological concepts. The Algerian govern-
ment’s tyranny has made the struggle feel real enough. Terrorist vol-
unteers came running because of the blood that they tasted on their
punched lips. … Maybe if he didn’t have the paranoia about being
deported or extradited to his death, he might have cared about his
life. He might have believed in freedom if he hadn’t seen the West
back bloody regimes and oil wars. He may not have felt so desperate
if poverty hadn’t forced him into exile; illegal, paralyzed, scratching
a living for the smallest slice of pie. Maybe if he didn’t feel abused
and that all Muslims are abused, now and throughout history, he
might not have been so hasty to redirect the world stage.

The terrorist, in this testimony, is motivated by a history of abuse,
going back to imperialism but most directly finding expression in
authoritarian regimes backed by the West. In this non-Western context
the “average Algerian is a stranger to the individual ‘I’ identity.” Joy and
pain are collective experiences, such that the suffering of each other is
one’s own. The political attempt to reverse the humiliation, by joining
in the terrorist cause is mixed up with an idealized and romantized
image, in this case, concentrated on Allah and the psychological, spiri-
tual, and emotional support from others. The common experience of
abuse binds together a traumatized culture in a common cause.

In conditions of collective humiliation, political leaders, such as
Osama bin Laden, Hitler, or Milosevic, may consolidate their power base
by rallying these emotions. In Mein Kampf, Adolph Hitler argued that
the key to successful war-time propaganda is simplifying an emotional
message,25 appealing to the masses, rather than the intelligentsia, and
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pounding this home again and again. For him, propaganda was a means
to an end, which was the struggle for the unity of the German nation. The
First World War provided a simple emotional message of this kind. The
unity of Germany at the time the war broke out was contrasted with
betrayal by the Weimar government and the Jews. Hitler portrayed him-
self as ready to revert Germany’s humiliation and to reunite the German
people. The message was reinforced by Hitler’s visit to the former bat-
tlefields of the First World War, after which he was greeted by millions
of adoring Germans as he returned to Berlin. The readiness of public
opinion for further sacrifice in the German context was the seedbed
within which Hitler and the Nazis constructed a cohesive national
identity. The Nazis strategically manipulated existing sentiments to
their own ends.26

Political narratives may be mobilized by political leaders to consoli-
date their power. From this perspective, a people who have undergone
widespread suffering may be vulnerable to leaders who are able to
give expression to their unresolved feelings about a past trauma. Hitler
gave voice to emotional states that were unexpressed among the public.
As Bromberg and Small state:

The abundant, almost unheard of expression of hate and rageful
anger … fired [Hitler’s] successful orations … [He spoke] the unspeak-
able for them. His practice of touching off hostile emotions rather
than conveying mere critical ideas was wildly successful.27

Rather than a community attuned to its suffering in war, the emotions
were turned inward to betrayal and outward to humiliation by others.
In Mein Kampf, Hitler refers to the Versailles treaty as “this instrument
of boundless extortion and abject humiliation.” He goes on to speak of
the “common sense of shame and a common hatred” among sixty million
people that would “become a single fiery sea of flame.”28

Therapy

From the perspective of the security dilemma, a change in the balance
of power, as represented by the rise of Hitler or Milosevic, requires that
the balance be redressed. However, once situated in a framework of
trauma, this response is somewhat troubling since a further experience
of defeat or humiliation may reproduce the conditions for future vio-
lence. Arguably, the allies took this on board in dealing with Germany
after the Second World War. Rather than being isolated and humiliated,
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as happened after the First World War, Germany, after a trial of individual
leaders, was integrated into the European Community of states. Once
placed in a framework of trauma, the logic of response changes. At
the point that Germany had mobilized its power and become a threat,
a military response may have been the only option. The question is
whether there are other opportunities to address the trauma of a com-
munity, either to prevent it from developing, to break an existing spiral
of conflict, or to firmly situate the experience in the past. This is largely
unexplored territory, although the “therapeutic” experiments of the
post–Cold War period provide an empirical basis for beginning to think
through the possibilities.

These are all examples of conflicts that were ongoing and seemingly
intractable. The last chapter broached some of the possibilities for
re-describing and rethinking a conflict of this kind. The objective here
is to explore these possibilities more explicitly as “therapeutic” options.
While therapy, no less than trauma, has been associated with the
individual mind, both have an implicitly social or political element. In
a situation where two parties bring an experience of past trauma to their
interactions, such that they always interact with the other “as if” the
past is about to recur, the context itself comes to be characterized by
hypervigilance, intrusion, and constriction. Once two parties are wrapped
up in the logic of acting and reacting to one another, the pattern may
seem impossible to change, even if they would like to. They can’t get
out of the situation themselves. When an element of trauma is involved,
dialogue will not take place in an ideal speech situation of rational
individuals, as suggested by some of the theories explored in the last
chapter.

In Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolff ?, George and Martha were
caught up in a situation of this kind. They lived in a world of distortion,
revolving around an imaginary son, and where emotions were numbed
by alcohol. The play ends on a pregnant note, with both of them want-
ing to find a way out of their shared past. As individuals they might visit
a marriage therapist. The question is what the equivalent of marriage
therapy would be in a situation of protracted conflict? Arguably in this
situation unguided dialogue would easily degenerate into further con-
flict and a repetition of the pattern in the absence of a third party.
Several concepts at the heart of the therapeutic process are evident in
the examples explored below.

First, therapy usually involves someone from outside a conflict, that
is, a therapist, who can help the parties to stand back from their rela-
tionship and look at it from a new angle. This involves helping the
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parties to become more reflexive about their own actions toward
the other. As mentioned in Chapter 1, to be reflexive means to be capa-
ble of stepping outside one’s context and to become conscious of how
one’s own actions contribute to a pattern. Reflexive sounds a bit like
reflection—as in seeing one’s reflection in a mirror. But it goes a step
further. In an intractable conflict, parties often mirror the behavior of
one another. One side drops a bomb, the other retaliates. They are doing
the same thing. If I look in a mirror and raise my hand to strike the
image, the image strikes back at me. Reflexivity is a further step beyond
mirroring a reflection. In the mirror you see only the Other. Reflexivity
means stepping outside, to see your self interacting with the other.
Looking at them through the mirror, the Other is the source of the prob-
lem. They are evil. They have committed all kinds of injustices. Thus,
the harmed party is justified in retaliating. Once one is able to step out-
side the conflict, and survey its dynamics, each side is better able to take
responsibility for their own actions. Once they recognize that they are
involved in a common game, that they have constructed together, they
are more able to act consciously rather than simply reacting to what
the other is doing. Tit for tat requires two players. If one refuses to hit
back, it becomes increasingly difficult for the other to justify their own
aggressive actions.

Second, therapy involves listening and acknowledgment. Conflict is
conditioned by an experience of individual and social suffering. An
experience of injustice, humiliation, and of not being heard may propel
conflict by both sides. A cycle of mutual recrimination and blame by
definition involves a denial by each side of their own responsibility in
causing the other’s pain. In the absence of acknowledgment, violence
may be reproduced in the search for vengeance and retribution.
Repressed pain and trauma create blocks with psychologically adverse
effects. It is a cornerstone of modern psychology that expressing emo-
tions, and talking through traumatic experience is necessary for recov-
ery.29 Victims need to re-experience trauma in a safe environment.
Listening and acknowledgment require a safe place, where victims can
speak without fear. This is inherently problematic in a situation of war.

Third, the search for acknowledgment relates to a desire for reparation
and apology. Acknowledgment is the prior or constitutive condition of
the latter. In individual therapy, the therapist plays an important role in
acknowledging the client’s pain; he or she may or may not then assist
the client in seeking some form of legal compensation. In the political
world, this is inevitably more complex. Demands for apology are inher-
ently political since they represent an acceptance of responsibility for
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injustice, which then entails some form of compensation. This will be
discussed in more detail below.

Therapy is a word that, like trauma, is associated with a Western indi-
vidual model comprised of a person with a psychological disorder who
consults with an authority, who helps them to return to a normal state.
The abnormality resides in the individual, the problem is medicalized
and depoliticized, although psychotherapists do, in various ways, take
account of the larger familial or societal context in which a problem
originated. This is the most visible model for therapy and one that has
found a significant place in American culture in particular, and Western
culture more generally. To talk about therapy as a political response to
trauma in war necessarily requires looking to other formulations of the
therapeutic.

Remembering and expressing terrible events are pre-requisites to
restoring social order and healing individual victims. Since therapeutic
models tend to focus on the latter, it is unclear what therapy would
mean in a social and political context of war. While the metaphor is
frequently employed, and there are therapeutic elements of different
approaches to conflict transformation, there has been no theorization
of how therapy at the societal level would necessarily differ from
individual therapy. A first step in this process is to look at some of
the “therapeutic” assumptions employed in situations of conflict trans-
formation and problems arising from their application in a societal
context.

While the therapy metaphor has found a place in the literature on con-
flict resolution its implications have not been fully explored. In what
follows, I examine the therapeutic elements of four different scenarios:
dialogue, Truth and Reconciliation Commissions, one-on-one therapy
with individual victims of war, and demands for reparation. These repre-
sent less a menu of choice than processes that address different elements
of a conflict at different stages and in quite different ways. Each also
raises a particular type of problem that reveals the difficulty of applying
a psychological framework to a social and political context of war.
The problem is different in each case, but each revolves around this
tension.

Dialogue

Dialogue is a potential and process that is prior to the end of a war.
The key question is how actors, caught up in an intractable and violent
conflict, which may have been underway for decades or even cen-
turies, would find it desirable to talk with an Other who, it is presumed,
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understands no language but that of force. This may be combined with
a perception that one party to the conflict is a “terrorist,” and therefore
not a legitimate partner in dialogue, as was the case with Sinn Fein (IRA)
in Northern Ireland and the PLO in the Middle East. As in a destructive
marriage, therapy is not going to be an option unless the parties are
willing to begin the process. There may be any number of incentives to
do so, from war weariness to a change in the larger context. The end of
the Cold War, for instance, changed the strategic calculations for the
different actors in the conflicts mentioned above.30

But, for two reasons, moving out of conflict is not a purely rational
calculation. First, as already discussed, parties entrapped in the logic of
conflict may try to change but may be continually drawn back in.31 For
this reason, therapy is a useful metaphor for the involvement of an inde-
pendent third party in the transition from one framework for under-
standing a relationship to another. In this respect, George Mitchell,
invited by the British and Irish Governments to chair the independent
commission for the peace talks in Northern Ireland, was a therapist of
sorts. As the chair, he established a set of principles to govern the talks.
These represented a contract by which the participants committed
themselves to these principles and to one another. The core was a will-
ingness to renounce the use of violence. In so far as the end of the
process was a society governed by democratic and nonviolent practice, the
peace process provided a training ground. Participants whose relation-
ship had been characterized by mistrust, suspicion, and an inability to
compromise, could begin to learn a new game.

In his book, Making Peace, Mitchell presented the challenge of his role
in Northern Ireland:

At the heart of all of the problems in Northern Ireland is mistrust.
Centuries of conflict have generated hatreds that make it virtually
impossible for the two communities to trust each other. Each disbe-
lieves the other. Each assumes the worst about the other. If there is
ever to be durable peace and reconciliation, what is needed is the
decommissioning of mind-sets in Northern Ireland. That means that
trust and confidence must be built over time by action in all parts of
society.32

Mitchell identifies the problem as a lack of trust. The lack of trust was
the motor behind the tit for tat violence. Thus, the tit for tat was not
only military, but political, and psychological. The two demons in
Northern Ireland, he states elsewhere, were violence and intransigence.33
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Walking out of meetings, withdrawing from the talks or violent
retaliation were the standard forms of reaction to any perceived injus-
tice. The lack of trust generated a climate of suspicion where the bound-
aries between truth and falsehood became blurred. Confidentiality was
not respected; in the context of the negotiations, news was leaked before
meetings had even ended. Stories were fabricated, and blown up in the
press, until the lie became more real than life itself.

The weapons were not the cause of the problem but rather the imple-
ments of a political logic driven by fear, suspicion, and fantasy. Thus,
one key move by Mitchell was to shift the emphasis away from the
decommissioning of weapons to a decommissioning of mind-sets. It was
not that the weapons were unimportant; rather the mind-set that gave
rise to the violence was prior. The political intransigence had to be dealt
with for any agreement to be possible. Since more weapons can always
be procured, decommissioning would not make a difference if the rules
of the game had not changed.34 Even in the presence of rational incen-
tives to move toward an agreement, the participants needed assistance
in stepping outside the patterns of violence and intransigence that had
become so central in their dealings with one another.

The distortion, deception, and manipulation that constitute a pattern
of war are a second reason why the shift towards dialogue involves
more than rational calculation. Therapy involves a process of disentan-
gling actors from a set of deeply engrained and distorted assumptions
that drive destructive practice. If the parties are trapped, they have to be
guided out of the logic of tit for tat into a commitment to respect and
acknowledge the other. In a situation of conflict, this is akin to a para-
digm shift where the relationship between the two parties is placed in a
new framework of meaning. The conflict resolution literature has elab-
orated the dynamics of this process.35 The conflict analyst, as therapist,
creates a space for parties to step back from the conflict and to articulate
their separate stories of suffering and persecution. In so doing, an effort
is made to disentangle various assumptions about the other, for exam-
ple, that they are demons who always act with malign intent, to help
each to acknowledge how the acts of the Other have been conditioned
by their own experience of suffering. The hope is that through a process
of structured dialogue parties will begin to put themselves in the shoes
of the other and to reframe both the conflict and the potential solution.
This “analytic empathy” represents an acknowledgment that the other
has also suffered and provides a basis for beginning to re-describe
the conflict such that an integrative solution, rather than a mutually
exclusive bargain, might be possible.36
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Structured dialogue is a process involving small groups and—in so
far as there is a desire to influence policy—elite groups. The process is
akin to a form of marriage therapy that is, by definition, larger than
individual minds, since it involves both parties to a destructive conflict,
and the goal is some type of reconciliation. When two individuals enter
marriage therapy they are not only dealing with their individual psy-
chology but with the logic that has come to structure the relationship
between them. In a social conflict, involving distinct groups, it is even
more obvious that it is a social relationship, attitudes and behaviors,
shared by members of a group that drives the violence. Nonetheless, the
social process does not easily extend beyond the interactions between
individuals to a larger political context. Most of the meetings with
Mitchell took place in private behind the scenes. Unlike the couple in
marriage therapy, Gerry Adams and David Trimble, for instance, had to
re-enter a very public, political arena. The literature has not elaborated
on the more public element of drawing the larger populations of both
sides of a conflict into the process of changing games.

The process of getting to the Belfast agreement was a very public one
of transforming incentive structures such that various actors involved
could begin to engage in a serious dialogue.37 The public dimension
was essential: without public support, elites would be unable to realize
the outcome of a dialogue. While face-to-face negotiations began in
the months after the Belfast agreement, by 1999, when George Mitchell
was called back to Review the agreement, the peace process was about
to derail. The people of Northern Ireland had endorsed the process but
the leaders were having a hard time disentangling themselves from old
habits. Mitchell then took the political leaders out of the public lime-
light, to a secluded retreat, where, over dinner, the various parties spoke
face-to-face, about food and families as well as politics. A process that
was nearly off the tracks set off once again.38

The face-to-face meeting was crucial. As in the meetings between
Reagan and Gorbachev as the Cold War was ending, recognition of the
Other as “human being” and not purely scheming politician, moved
the process forward onto a new level.39 However, in both cases, this
stance was difficult to maintain after returning to the more public political
maneuvering. In fact, in the period since the Review politicians have
been pulled from the center by the extremes. For instance, in the elec-
tions of 2000 and 2003, the more extreme parties, that is, the
Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) of Iain Paisley and Sinn Fein, were suc-
cessful at the expense of the more moderate Ulster Unionist Party (UUP)
of Trimble and the nationalist party (SDLP) of John Hume, the two main
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architects of the Belfast Agreement. Further, there has been a hardening
of sectarian divisions in society since 1999. The institutions created by
the agreement have, for the time being collapsed. The question of how
elite-level dialogue relates to a more public process of re-description
requires further exploration.

Truth and reconciliation commissions

Dialogue as a form of “therapy” in Northern Ireland or in Oslo,
between the Israelis and Palestinians, focused less on the trauma of war
than the boundaries defining the political conflict and the possibility of
resolution. The role of intervenors, such as George Mitchell or the
Norwegians, respectively, was crucial. The focus was on beginning to
talk against the backdrop of war. By contrast, the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission (TRC) in South Africa was part of the reconstruction fol-
lowing a change of government. The relationship between individual
and social context is different. In dialogue, a group engages in a process
of rethinking the boundaries of the conflict and the relationship to the
Other. In a Truth and Reconciliation Commission, individual victims
are the focus but the end is both individual and societal healing. In the
South African context, for instance, individuals were encouraged to
break the silence and speak of their suffering under apartheid. In this act
the individual experience was situated in a larger social and political
context, as a part of a process of collective healing and reconciliation.

After Nelson Mandela was released from prison he helped to negoti-
ate an end to apartheid. One of the crucial questions was how the
new government would deal with the events and consequences of
the apartheid period. The answer to this question made explicit reference
to the African concept of ubuntu, which means humanness or an inclu-
sive sense of community that values everyone. With ubuntu, unlike
Western conceptions of therapy, the healing of the individual and
society are inseparable.40

In 1994 the South African Parliament created a TRC. The task of the
commission was to uncover the facts of the apartheid regime and to work
to overcome ignorance and denial on the part of the general community
and government officials. It was based on a hypothesis that the testimony
of victims and perpetrators, offered publicly to the commission, would cre-
ate an opportunity for individuals and for the nation as a whole to heal.
As religious leaders and churches became increasingly involved, the lan-
guage of forgiveness became more prominent.41

The therapy metaphor is perhaps even more relevant to the TRCs
than to dialogue, since the process of the commission echoed many
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assumptions of psychotherapy as well as religious confession.42 The
process was based on an assumption that telling and hearing the truth
is in and of itself healing. Individuals who have suffered need to tell
their story to someone who will listen seriously and validate them with
official acknowledgment. This provides a point of departure for indi-
viduals to begin to reintegrate these narratives of atrocity in their whole
life story. Public truth-telling takes the atrocity out of the individual
experience of suffering and of silence, and transforms it into an indict-
ment of the social context. The focus is less on collective guilt for the
past, than creating collective responsibility for the future.

This functioned on three levels: (1) a personal catharsis through
talking about terrible personal traumas; (2) moral reconstruction, by
producing a social judgment and moral account for the historical
record; and (3) political consequences, which included an assessment of
whether or not to prosecute given the risk of further violence and insta-
bility.43 The hope was that by facing the truth about what happened the
dignity of the victimized and the humanity of the victimizer might be
restored.

One observer said that the purpose of the public hearings was to help
ALL South Africans to recognize their complicity in apartheid. It was
thus group therapy for 41 million people!44 Therapy required identifi-
cation and recognition of the various forms of abuse that constituted
apartheid, the hope of moving from denial of the brutality to an open
articulation of it, and thus the potential for apology and healing. Unlike
the War Crimes Tribunal, which focuses on meting out justice to the per-
petrator, the emphasis of the TRC is on breaking the silence that has sur-
rounded the experience of suffering by individual victims. This rested
on a recognition that unacknowledged wounds would continue to fes-
ter long after the cessation of fighting and may in the future explode
into new conflicts. While repressed emotional pain and trauma create a
blockage with psychologically adverse affects, giving victims a chance to
tell their stories can help them to regain their dignity.

While generally positive, this form of social therapy raises another
issue related to the individual/social relationship. Speaking of painful
personal traumas can open up wounds. TRCs do not offer long-term
therapy, but a one-shot chance to tell one’s story. Psychologists have raised
questions about whether a one-time catharsis can result in real psycho-
logical healing. In one-on-one therapy few therapists would push their
clients to address the worst of their suffering too quickly, particularly
when it is rooted in an extreme trauma.45 Given the large number of
victims in South Africa and the time constraints, adequate follow-up
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support services were also not available. While the catharsis was effec-
tive for some, others were devastated afterward. Some people were
re-traumatized by giving testimony, resulting in a number of debilitat-
ing physical symptoms, such as confusion, nightmares, exhaustion, loss of
appetite, and sleeplessness,46 symptoms which fit in the category of
PTSD. While dialogue does not sufficiently address the public/political
context, TRCs raise questions about the consequences of public truth-
telling for individual victims of trauma.

War therapy

Truth and Reconciliation Commissions are “therapy-like” in their
attempt to create a space for individual victims to speak of their pain
and receive official recognition of their suffering; however, the poten-
tial after-effects and the need for long-term therapy have not been ade-
quately taken into account. In other conflicts, such as the former
Yugoslavia, a variety of international efforts have been mobilized to
provide more individual therapy to victims of rape and other forms of
trauma. Because this is therapy in a literal sense, I will elaborate less
on the practice than in the other sections, focusing more on the problem.
The problem, in this case, relates to the application of an individual
psychological model in a context of war.

Models of PTSD often assume trauma to be an individual experience.47

The PTSD concept was developed by US psychiatrists dealing with
victims of the Vietnam War. This context, in itself, was unique. In con-
trast to past wars, where entire platoons or regiments from a particular
area served time together, in Vietnam soldiers began and ended their
term of duty alone rather than as a member of a regiment or platoon.
The further isolation of individual Vietnam vets, who returned to a hos-
tile political environment, with few support services, has been identified
as one source of the high incidence of ongoing trauma associated with
Vietnam, relative to past wars.48 This example suggests that trauma may
in large part be a function of social isolation and an inability to give
positive meaning to the experience of war, unlike, for instance, the
veterans of the Second World War.

War therapists have increasingly questioned the assumption underly-
ing Western models of therapy that meaning is generated within indi-
vidual minds.49 Instead, meaning is grounded in social and cultural
practice and language. Psychological theory often rests on a distinction
between “inner minds” and an outside world, and thus a separation
between the two. The end result of therapy is thus self-reflexivity, where
the self is made more self-aware and detached, and can find a more
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rational way to interact with the outside world.50 This raises three
questions. First, is this an accurate depiction of the relationship between
self and world, if language and meaning are understood to be fundamen-
tally social and cultural phenomena? Second, is this a particularly Western
conception, which is less applicable to other cultures? Finally, what are the
limits of focusing on individual rehabilitation in a context of war?

War is a social and political phenomenon. The trauma of war is not
like physical trauma, where one passively receives a blow from an exter-
nal source.51 Trauma relates to the destruction of a social world, which
may include a change of identity (e.g., to combatant or rape victim), the
loss of loved ones and meaning within a community, as well as the
physical destruction of one’s living space. To identify trauma as a purely
individual phenomenon in these circumstances may reinforce the social
isolation that is one source of the trauma itself. The strength of the
South African TRC was that it attempted to clearly situate the suffering
of individual victims in a larger social and political context. The ques-
tion is whether individuals who are treated alone, in the absence of a
larger societal process, are able to adequately make this link and thus,
whether the therapy helps them to situate their suffering within a larger
social and political whole. This is further exacerbated if these individu-
alist assumptions are contrary to the indigenous culture, either invali-
dating more localized forms of healing and healers or providing no basis
for social reconstruction.52

The imposition of an outside model not only invalidates more indige-
nous practice; it also disempowers, by constructing the local people as
“victims” who require outside help. Pupavac has argued that models of
trauma management, imposed on entire societies after war, assume war
to be a form of psychological disfunctionalism.53 This disfunctionalism
is constituted on a discourse of the “pre-political frail, vulnerable victim
who must be protected and enabled through therapeutic intervention,”
a discourse that is not qualitatively different than earlier colonial
discourses. She questions the assumption that individuals in a society
that has experienced war necessarily experience trauma. Her primary
concern is the relationship between the medical rationalization for
intervention and the power-political process of attributing war to
“traumatized nationalism.” There is another fundamental problem
raised by her depiction. If one expression of trauma is helplessness and
a loss of control over one’s life, then interventions that disempower
rather than empower are likely to exacerbate or even construct trauma
from what would otherwise be a normal process of social reconstruction
and grieving loss.
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Reparations

Acknowledgment is a central concept of therapy. In that context it is the
individual therapist who acknowledges the past suffering of the client,
as well as the client him or herself. In a larger political context, not only
acknowledgment of the perpetrator, but that of society at large, is
important. But acknowledgment is a complex process. Individual per-
petrators may be unwilling to acknowledge their wrong doing, either
because they have not admitted it even to themselves, but also because
of the potential for punishment. Similarly, entire societies may be reluc-
tant to acknowledge past wrongdoing, particularly until the injustice
has been politicized.

Whether an act of aggression is condemned or supported is highly
dependent on social practices and assumptions. Sharon Lamb argues
that cultures often condition individuals to be victims or perpetrators.
For instance, anger and aggression is more acceptable in boys and is often
not allowed in girls. The more entitled a person feels, the less empathic
and socially responsible they will be.54 Gender is one basis by which cer-
tain individuals within a culture are assumed to be entitled at the
expense of others. But entitlement can also be a function of other social
categories such as race or ethnicity or religion. White Americans grow
up with a sense of entitlement to wealth, safety, or opportunity, which
has historically been denied to African Americans, in particular, but
other minorities, as well. The long history of imperialism was based on
assumptions of entitlement on the part of Europeans vis à vis the subject
peoples they colonized. These assumptions of entitlement are often
embedded in categories of language that construct hierarchies, associated
with who is strong or weak, who is violent or civilized, and who is
allowed to feel anger or injustice. They constitute a part of the emo-
tional scaffolding of a culture, which can stand in the way of acknowl-
edging the injustice done to entire sectors of a society. They may further
provide the justification for acts of discrimination, pillage, or ethnic
cleansing.

The end of the Second World War, and the acknowledgment of Nazi
genocide, has given rise to another potentially therapeutic practice at
the international level in the form of reparations, which imply an act of
acknowledgment of past injustice.55 Since that time, Germany has made
payments of some 13.7 million US dollars to assist Israel alongside
payments to individuals.56 Reparations can take many different forms,
from monetary payment, to the return of stolen homes, art, or the
bones of loved ones. They may involve an explicit apology, the creation
of memorials or other gestures of restorative justice. Reparations are a
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symbolic gesture and an effort to give victims a chance to reclaim their
dignity and history. At the same time, they are paradoxical in so far as
they represent a search to repair the irreparable.

Acts of reparation contain positive potentials particularly when com-
bined with apology. Together they provide a response to mass atrocity
that demands a recognition of wrongs done without any obligation of
the survivors to forgive. They potentially meet the need for vindication
without vengeance. They send to individuals a message that acknowl-
edges their loss and reaffirms their dignity. An apology is more than an
expression of regret. It is an admission of wrong.57

However, at the political level, the process is more complicated than
the individual act of apology. Normal models of compensation involve
identifiable injured individuals and discrete and measurable harms as
well as an identifiable aggressor who can be made responsible for com-
pensating victims. In cases of political reparation, these elements may
be ambiguous. Particularly with a historical injustice such as slavery in
the USA, it is the descendents of slaves who are demanding reparations
not only from the descendents of slave-owners but also a larger society
that was divided over this issue among others. An act of apology and
reparation may raise other political issues about entitlement, reminis-
cent of the affirmative action debates, where white applicants for jobs
or study did not see why they should be penalized for the actions of
their predecessors. The political apology is a rare act because with the
apology comes a commitment to reparation with all the costs involved.
More often one hears the language of regret, which is a partial acknowl-
edgment of suffering, without the obligation to take responsibility for
the past. In 2003, while in Africa, President Bush expressed regret for the
history of slavery without taking the further step of acknowledging
American responsibility.

Conclusion

Each of the therapeutic interventions was an experiment which repre-
sented an effort to address the trauma of war such that it would not be
reproduced in the future. The weakness of each revolves around a ten-
sion between the individual and the political, which requires further
theorization. Like political trauma, political therapy involves processes
of making meaning. They are, however, quite opposite in the way that
meaning is made. Political leaders may translate a collective experience
of humiliation, fear, or other negative emotions into the construction
of hard boundaries between self and the Other and the “deployment”
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of this humiliation outward. Political therapy by contrast shifts attention
away from blaming to the articulation of suffering and listening to the
other.

Acts of acknowledgment are central to the therapeutic dialogue,
where the therapist acknowledges the pain and suffering of the client.
Acknowledgment has also been a central element of various peace
processes. For instance, the Palestinian acknowledgment of Israel’s
right to exist was key to starting the peace process.58 But asymmetrical
acknowledgment can also fuel conflict and bolster the power of one actor
vis à vis another. The politics of the Middle East was historically, and
again after September 11, shaped by unequal acknowledgment. Prior
to the first Intifada, recognition of Jewish suffering in the Holocaust
served to make Palestinian suffering invisible. Since the second Intifada
and the re-escalation of force, this asymmetry has once again become
pronounced, as was particularly evident in the Jenin massacre. The
politics of acknowledgment can play a role in the reproduction of war
or its transformation.

Suffering and acknowledgment are inseparable from larger issues of
speaking and listening. It is often assumed that talk is unimportant at
the international level. Yet “talk” does play an important role in shap-
ing and sustaining power, particularly in defining who can and cannot
speak and who should be listened to. The terrorist is, for instance, an
actor who by definition does not deserve to be heard and with whom
one should not engage in dialogue. The various peace processes of the
post–Cold War period required that terrorists be transformed into part-
ners in peace such that talking would be possible. Conflict is sustained
by the absence of listening. A political dialogue that enhances the
potential for listening to those who suffer from war and conflict is an
essential element of political therapy.

Susan Bickford argues that political listening need not be motivated
by compassion but rather by the necessity of recognizing others as fel-
low political actors because “no one is voluntarily going to go away.”59

Recognizing that the Other “is not going to go away” is to return from
the isolation of trauma to a grief shared with others. It involves not only
the acknowledgment of the Other, but an acknowledgment of the
reality of loss and death. As in the South African TRC, speaking and lis-
tening can also be an important part of narrating the past as past rather
than being confined to acting it out in the present.

The concept of therapeutic intervention places the problem of
hypervigilance in a Hobbesian state of nature in a different framework.
The legacy of IR theory derived from Hobbes concludes that we should

156 Diplomatic Interventions

1403_915415_10_cha08.qxd  4/3/05  7:31 PM  Page 156



consider war to be the normal state of affairs. This may have been more
or less true of the international system in the past. Diplomacy, while
relying on a language, a set of institutions and practices, has, as James
DerDerian argues, assumed the isolation and alienation of states.60

However, given processes of regional and global integration, and com-
munication across state lines, by a wide range of actors, this is not nec-
essarily the case at present. Bringing the human element of trauma and
social suffering into the equation raises questions about the conse-
quences of robbing people and societies of their dignity. From this per-
spective, war is less a normal state of affairs than one that distorts and
creates the conditions for the reproduction of violence.
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9
Critical Interventions

David Campbell has argued that undertaking a critique involves “an
intervention or series of interventions in established modes of thought
and action.”1 The purpose of an intervention of this kind is to disturb
settled practices and to explore alternatives that may have been fore-
closed or suppressed. A critical ethos begins with a logic of inquiry that
differs from more conventional approaches to international relations in
so far as its focus is on assumptions, their historical production, their
social and political effects, and the possibility of going beyond them.2

This concluding chapter is an attempt to revisit the categories
explored in this book in order to highlight the critical underpinning of
the argument and its implications. The first section provides an overview
of the argument thus far. The second explores how the critical inter-
vention developed here relates to other traditions of critical theory in
IR. The third places these practices in a theoretical framework, which
reveals the critical dynamics of the larger analysis. The final section
raises further questions about the possibilities this intervention might
open up for rethinking practices of intervention and war.

Revisiting the categories

The previous eight chapters form four separate sections. The first section
explores the significance of engaging in a constitutive analysis of inter-
vention and war as distinct from a causal one. Rather than a single static
conception of identity and practice, mirroring a “real” world across
time, we see a changing constellation of identities, practices, and rela-
tionships, situated in historical and cultural context, yet transformed by
agents who exercise some choice, more or less reflexively, as they “act
as if” one set of assumptions or another prevails. This was illustrated

158

1403_915415_11_cha09.qxd  4/3/05  7:31 PM  Page 158



in Chapter 2, which provided a historical sketch of various historical
constellations that have defined the practices of war and diplomacy.

The second section explored the evolution of shared understandings
regarding the conduct of war. The various moral and legal frameworks
represent attempts to limit its worst effects. Just War theory accepts war
as a necessary evil, but defines the limits within which it should be
waged. The laws of war were a codification of many of these principles.
International humanitarian law, a subset of the laws of war, attempts to
ameliorate the conditions of those most affected by the practice of war,
including soldiers, POWs, and vulnerable civilians. Human rights law,
which has evolved as a separate category, but increasingly intersects
with the latter, has addressed questions of abuse by a government of its
own citizens. Each of these has emerged in response to unusual levels
and new forms of barbarity.

That these rules have emerged in response to the increasing destruc-
tiveness of war, and particularly the emergence of total war, that they
attempt to limit that which appears to have escaped control, may rein-
force the idea that war is in fact part of a structural reality. However,
specific policies related to these practices cannot be separated out from
the moral and legal backdrop. This is the subject of section three, which
explores the application of these principles in relation to specific mili-
tary and economic interventions. The central tension running through-
out these chapters is that between material or national interest and
normative principle.

At least three things were clarified by placing changing policies in
historical context. First, the concept of national interest, that is, the con-
cern of a state for its material security, wealth, and the power, is no less
dependent on the shared understanding of sovereignty than many norms
are dependent on more recent shared understandings related to human
rights. That they are often in conflict is less a function of the tension
between an objective reality and a normative one than the way these have
emerged historically in relation to each other. As stated in Chapter 4,
human rights were tacked on to sovereignty rather than thinking through
the relationship between the two concepts. State decisions are often
shaped by both even when they are in conflict with each other. Second,
the tension often manifests itself in the relationship between state and
non-state actors, whether NGOs, seeking to uphold human rights princi-
ples, or terrorists, who act outside the laws of war. Both are dependent on
a spatial division between state and non-state, even while these practices
erode the sovereignty of the former. Third, the historical changes in pol-
icy revealed in these two chapters suggest that the key issue is often one
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of the unintended consequences of political choices rather than an
absence of choice. For instance, the acceleration of the arms trade during
the Cold War and the creation of a weapons surplus set the stage for pres-
ent concerns about the proliferation of WMD and subsequent policies
relating to economic sanctions and pre-emption.

The final section, focusing in particular on the post–Cold War period,
looks at efforts to transform or reconstruct long-standing conflict.
Chapters 7 and 8 juxtapose a distinction between practices, such as
propaganda, or experiences, such as political trauma, that set the stage
for the reproduction of conflict, on the one hand, and on the other
hand, practices that attempt to introduce greater reflexivity, to the end
of breaking down the assumptions that propel conflict. For instance,
propaganda and dialogue represent two different communicative
practices. Propaganda often reinforces the fixed distinct identity of the
Other, as well as reinforcing the necessity of war. Dialogue is an attempt
to break down static images of the Other such that through talk the
language of force might be transformed. This opens a door to the
re-description of conflict such that an integrative solution might be pos-
sible. Political trauma and therapy are two distinct but related experi-
ences that grow out of past suffering and injustice in war. The former
may result in a tendency to continuously re-enact the past in the present,
in order to “do it differently,” thereby reproducing the experience of
war. The latter seeks to move beyond denial to the acknowledgment of
suffering by individuals and communities in war, as well as the shades
of complicity that constitute this practice.

To approach analysis in terms of constitution rather than causality is
to engage with a much more messy reality than is often assumed by
international relations theory. It involves a recognition that global pol-
itics does not reflect the pristine logic of Waltzian neorealism, where
“reality” is pictured in an ideal model. The reality is more akin to the
complexity of an ancient city. Rather than a picture, reflecting reality,
we see the dependence of this reality on layers of language and practice.
As the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein said: “Our language can be
seen as an ancient city: a maze of little streets and squares, of old and
new houses, and of houses with additions from various periods; and this
surrounded by a multitude of new boroughs with straight regular streets
and uniform houses.”3 The geography of the international landscape,
juxtaposes the old and the new, sometimes in tension with each other,
yet each a by-product of historical meaning and practice.

In juxtaposing the many different forms of intervention that have
constituted global politics, I have sought to provide an overview, or
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what Wittgenstein refers to as a “perspicuous representation,”4 of the
range of practices that constitute this landscape and how they have
developed over time. This could always be undertaken in more depth
and has been limited by space constraints. The point is that there is no
single foundational explanation for war. When we hit rock bottom, this
is simply what we do. The practices have evolved in a particular way,
although they could have evolved differently. The world in which
we act, is the point of departure for greater reflexivity, for rethinking
interventionary practices.

Theory and practice

Providing an “overview” of evolving practice and eschewing the search
for foundations, pushes a step beyond existing approaches to theory in
international relations. Robert Cox makes a distinction between problem-
solving theory, which takes the world as it is, attempting to solve
problems within it, and critical theory, which exposes the power rela-
tionships that underpin “what is,” as well as the theories that represent
it. He argues that “theory is always for someone and for some purpose.”5

The work of Kenneth Waltz, particularly the Theory of International
Politics, has been the most consistent object of criticism by critical the-
orists of different stripes.6 Waltz uses the metaphor of a model plane to
illustrate how theory works. A model, he argues can be used in two prin-
cipal ways, that is, to represent a theory or to picture reality while
simplifying it, through omission or reduction of scale. The model has
explanatory power because it moves away from reality rather than stay-
ing close to it.7 Its beauty is in its simplicity, in having captured the
essence of the object in a parsimonious manner.

Waltz’ model is based on a mechanical view of the universe which
assumes balance to be the natural state. The model identifies states as
the central features of this system and the balance of power as the fun-
damental dynamic by which equilibrium is maintained. Unlike some
other theories of this kind, re-establishing the balance is a more or less
automatic process for Waltz. The model provides an explanation for the
conformity of states to the requirements of anarchy, that is, for their
lack of choice. The urge to explain arises not from idle curiosity, but is
produced by a “desire to control, or at least to know if control is possible.”8

This desire for control, from the perspective of critical theory, cannot be
separated out from politics. Theory of this kind is presented as an objec-
tive and universal picture, when it in fact reinforces particular interests
and power structures. It may become a model for problem-solving on
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the part of historically situated actors who seek to reproduce the existing
order, justifying their policies on the basis of realist principles.

Critical theory has placed this model against the background of a
larger and more complex reality, showing that the theory supports
particular interests, and not least those of powerful states. It seeks to
deepen the model by showing the relationship to other types of actors,
and, in particular those positioned to engage in an imminent critique of
the existing system. Those who benefit from the status quo seek to solve
problems within its existing parameters; those outside this status quo,
who seek change, identify the contradictions inherent in their historical
context.

Critical theory with a capital C, that is, in the tradition of the
Frankfurt School, has emphasized emancipation, in particular from the
instrumental rationality that has come to govern human relations, a
rationality that in its potential to dehumanize has made possible devel-
opments such as Auschwitz or Hiroshima. While the theory/praxis
relationship is at the heart of Critical theory, Richard Wyn Jones, a sym-
pathetic critic, argues that Critical theory has failed to provide a con-
vincing account of the relationship between theoretical activity and
political practice. While this failure was the impetus for a renewal of the
Critical theory project by a second generation, including Habermas, the
gap between theory and the struggles of the political world has not been
sufficiently bridged. He argues that what is missing in Habermas “is any
notion of struggle—of how ideals and interests intermingle and inter-
act, of how movements take up, adapt, and utilize ideas as part of an
interactive process within and between societies.”9 Jones states that if
Critical theory is to have practical relevance it has to reflect on what
emancipation means in terms of actual practices and institutions.10 This
in part means greater attention to how Critical theory can generate sup-
port for or sustain an emancipatory politics and a politics that places the
experience of the disadvantaged, the voiceless, the unrepresented, and
the powerless at the center of concern.11

Post-structuralists, who belong to a larger category of Critical theory
with a small c, have been wary of the Frankfurt School’s emphasis on
emancipation, fearing it can in itself become a totalizing discourse. They
instead focus on the act of unsettling existing assumptions and cate-
gories, or the act of critique. Both of these concerns are reflected in the
contents of this book, which has revolved around a question about
the potential to be emancipated from practices of war and unsettling
the concept of intervention. However, the larger point, as regards the
implications for practice, is somewhat different.
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This project shifts away from an emphasis on theory to the construction
of an overview of how existing practices have emerged over time, how
human actors have responded to the historical contexts of war they
have found themselves in and how these responses have set the stage
for new constellations of practice, in part arising from the unintended
consequences of earlier decisions. It seeks greater clarity, and an ability
to look again from a new angle at the maze of intersecting social con-
structs. Rather than providing an interpretation, from either the posi-
tion of the powerful or the weak, it is an attempt to stand outside and
present an overview of the assumptions that have defined a world of
mutual practice and interaction that is continuously being remade. The
hope is to open space for greater reflexivity and choice.

The argument has emphasized war as a social construction. This is in
part counterintuitive, in so far as war involves an obvious element of
destruction, including the deconstruction of those more explicit social
constructs that comprise culture and civilization. Deconstruction is a
word that is associated theoretically with post-structuralism. In this the-
oretical discourse, deconstruction is a critical act that involves disman-
tling those social artifacts that have been imbued with power, which
have become so much a part of the furniture that we take them for
granted and which privilege some at the expense of others. In what fol-
lows, I explore the relationship between deconstruction and construc-
tion as it relates to war and intervention. This relates to the tension,
discussed in Chapter 7, between the search for universal consent, by
Critical theorists such as Linklater, and post-structuralists, who view this
prospect as part of the problem. This involves two moves. First, I build
on Anne Orford’s deconstructive analysis of humanitarian intervention,
to explore how dominant narratives limit the available choices in
response to humanitarian disaster.12 Second, I explore a broader notion
of choice as it relates to consent, drawing on Elaine Scarry’s work, The
Body in Pain, which is an exploration of torture and war.13 The goal is to
think about the relationship between war and intervention, on the one
hand, and construction and deconstruction, on the other hand.

A world of our making

A central point of the “perspicuous representation” provided in the
previous chapters of this book was to show the constructedness of con-
temporary international politics and war. These practices have evolved
in a particular way, although they could have evolved differently.
The evolution was demonstrated in several narratives, each of which
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highlighted an interventionary practice that has shaped the experience
of war. Constructivist (or deconstructivist) analyses are often criticized
for focusing on language to the exclusion of a material reality. This nar-
rative has highlighted the extent to which material reality is a product
of categories defined by historically located actors, which have been
passed on to future generations, who have introduced further additions
and modifications. The current war on terrorism seems a departure from
the past in so far as many have called for a rethinking of this inheri-
tance, given its primary focus on states. One purpose of this concluding
analysis is to contribute to bringing greater clarity and a critical stance
to this process of rethinking.

Game theory, and other binary models of decision-making, revolve
around two choices within a game where the rules are assumed. The ques-
tion here regards the possibility of transforming the field within which
choices are made, that is, of reconstructing the larger structure of rules or
the “games” within which choices, and thus actions, are formed. The
game metaphor has a long history in international relations.14 While it
may seem to trivialize life and death issues of war, my point in using the
metaphor is simply to think about how choices are often constrained by
the underlying assumptions which constitute them. Choices are made
within the context of a game. The prior condition for choice is consent
to play by the rules of a particular game, for instance, one cannot make
choices related to chess in the context of monopoly.15 These assumptions,
which may be seen with more or less clarity, precede any specific choice.

In a political sense, consent may be manifest on two levels. The first,
and most obvious, is consent to a particular action, for instance, the
invasion of Iraq. The second, less obvious, is consent to the world within
which choices are presented, which is the prior condition for any spe-
cific choice. It is at this level that choices seem limited precisely because
the world appears as an objective reality, which constrains and circum-
scribes the possible. The first involves active consent to particular
choices. The second is often a more passive consent where, as Frost sug-
gests, agents uphold and endorse the ethics embodied in practices
through their day to day participation in them.

The challenge, in regard to the second, is to develop distancing strate-
gies that enable us to look as strangers upon the world in which we act,
and thus to approach it from a different angle. From this distance, the
single unchanging reality is replaced by an overview of a socially con-
structed world that has, over time, formed in response to a series of his-
torically situated choices. A focus on the second level is a necessary
condition for an agency that goes beyond the yes/no choice. The latter
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plays a role in making the world, but often as a result of the unintended
consequences of choice. Greater reflexivity would arguably contribute
to more deliberate acts of world-making and agency.

The deconstruction of choice

Anne Orford’s book, Reading Humanitarian Intervention, is an interesting
example of a narrative deconstruction that reveals how choices are cir-
cumscribed. She makes four points that are of particular relevance to
this analysis. First, she highlights the sense of powerlessness which is
often engendered by media images of humanitarian catastrophe. This
powerlessness arises from the presentation of human suffering as a snap-
shot, which is a product of the conditions of photography itself.16 The
camera records and isolates a moment of agony which is violently
isolated from the flow of time. The photograph sets up a relationship
between viewer and viewed, which is communicated in a narrative that
constitutes the meaning of humanitarian intervention.

Second, narratives of humanitarian intervention often constitute
the need to protect people in “failed states,” and rely on earlier colonial
narratives about the benevolence of international governance over
an uncivilized people who are as yet unable to govern themselves.17

Narratives of intervention, codified in international law, focus on the
ways in which violence could be used by good and righteous “men”
to achieve the best for those against whom that violence was directed.
The defense of military action by the “international community” in the
name of peace, security, human rights, and democracy, she argues, has
paved the way for the increasing willingness of citizens in industrialized
states to support militaristic solutions to international conflicts, making
intervention marketable to US citizens, in particular, in a way that it has
not been since Vietnam.

Third, images of widespread suffering and genocide frequently give
rise to demands that the international community “do something.” The
choice is presented in terms of either intervention or genocide, that is,
of action or inaction. Orford argues that in fact, inactivity is not the
alternative to intervention in so far as the international community is
already profoundly engaged in shaping the structure of political, social,
economic, and cultural life in many states through the activities of,
among others, international economic institutions.18 Cynthia Enloe
similarly argues that the construction of the US military as a global
police force since the end of the Cold War means that it is now “more
thoroughly integrated into the social structure than it has been in the
last two centuries.”19
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Fourth, the emphasis on the use of force to respond to security and
humanitarian crises diverts attention away from questions about the
extent to which policies of international institutions themselves, or a
longer history of imperialism, have contributed to the conditions that
gave rise to these crises. Intervention in the name of humanitarianism
too readily provides an alibi for the continued involvement of those
interested in exploiting and controlling the resources and people of target
states. A central part of her argument is that post-conflict reconstruction
in places like Bosnia-Herzegovina and East Timor replicates colonial
practices by the international community in earlier periods. She states,
“From its support for acquisition of territory belonging to uncivilized
peoples through to the operation of the mandate system, the interna-
tional community has systematically facilitated the enterprise of colo-
nialism.”20 Orford provides a more specific example in the East Timor
case. The policies of the Australian government and the international
community supported the Indonesian government and the Indonesian
military in their repression of the East Timorese for over 20 years.
The Australian public was appalled by television images of the violence
resulting from these policies. However, the ordering principles of the
international political economy that supported the violence never
became the object of interrogation.21

Narratives of humanitarian intervention, in Orford’s argument,
construct a particular kind of world, made up of a benevolent interna-
tional community and a suffering “Third World.” They fail to raise ques-
tions about the conditions which made these images possible or their
relationship to a history of colonial domination by the West. Western
publics view the monstrosities of war at home over dinner, but fail to
think about the history that created the conditions for this violence.
The liberal institutions of the international community are presented
as protectors of contemporary victims rather than being implicated in
their production. As Robert Cover argues, “No set of legal institutions or
prescriptions exist apart from the narratives that locate it and give
it meaning. … Once understood in the context of narratives that give it
meaning, law becomes not merely a system of rules to be observed, but
a world in which we live.”22 Similar questions can be raised about more
recent narratives relating to the “War on Terrorism.” The images of
September 11 or massacred school children in Breslan focus on the
moment, and what should done, while precluding questions about prior
policies or interactions on the part of the USA or USSR, respectively, that
contributed to these outcomes.
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Deconstruction and construction

Orfund’s analysis reveals how narratives of humanitarian intervention
restrict choice to the use of force or no force, action or no action. The
yes/no choice is embedded in a larger global structure of rules and prac-
tices, which remain unquestioned. Deconstruction is an act of the ana-
lyst that involves exposing the latter as social constructs, which make
particular acts of force possible. In this analysis, liberal practices that
purportedly seek to protect and limit war are bound up in its continua-
tion. This is one approach to the relationship between construction and
deconstruction.

A second approach focuses more explicitly on the relationship
between construction and deconstruction in the practice of war or inter-
vention. While Orford focuses on narratives that make intervention
possible, the following analysis shifts to the role of intervention in
constituting the constructive and deconstructive elements of war, par-
ticularly as it relates to questions of consent. This book has emphasized
the constructive elements of practice or the civilizing rules that have
developed to constrain or limit the worst effects of war. There is an
obvious paradox, however. While war is a social artifact, which rests on
shared rules, it also involves the deconstruction of meaning and of
civilization more generally. In this respect, the tension between con-
struction and deconstruction are central to the act itself. This framework
complicates the picture provided by Orford.

War as a contest

Elaine Scarry presents traditional war as a contest that involves mutual
injury, and the consent of individuals within affected populations to
give their physical bodies to this end. This aspect of mutual injury and
pain tends to be written out of most historical, diplomatic, or strategic
accounts of war but it is fundamental to the practice. As a contest for
resolving differences, one might ask why war would be preferable to
other forms of competition, such as a football match or a song contest,
which are much more intimately associated with rules and with civi-
lization in so far as they avoid the destruction of both, as well as human
beings. One possible answer is that war carries the means of its own
enforcement because it leaves one side out-injured and thus incapable
of further struggle.

To a certain extent, this is true. The outcome, although arising from
mutual injury, leaves the victor with more agency to impose their own
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self-description over what has transpired and what is to come in the
future, while the loser has less of this agency. However, Scarry argues
that in most wars the process of out-injurying does not completely
debilitate the loser; it is rather the loss of morale and a changing per-
ception that arises from this. In effect, what starts as a contest over an
idea “worth dying for,” ends with the perception by one side that the
toll in human life outweighs the original ideal. Only in the case of total
victory and defeat is this purely a matter of physical incapacity. More
often wars end with a perceptual change that the equation between the
level of acceptable physical injury and the social construct, over which
the battle is waged, has shifted.

In this respect, there is always an “as if” function to the waging of war.
Both sides are fighting over a construction that does not yet exist in
material form. For instance, an image of an Ireland or Serbia or Europe
“worth dying for” is necessitated by the absence or potential loss of this
construction in fact. Traditionally, with the conclusion of war, a victor
was able to realize their self-description. For instance, most of the island
of Ireland became an independent Republic in 1921, following a civil
war, and ceased to be a part of the United Kingdom. In this respect, the
injuring contest is about determining which of two existing social con-
structs will be produced as an outcome.23 While there is no difference
between the physical bodies of soldiers on either side—the injured body
of an Irish or a British soldier is simply an injured body—there is also
no inherent relationship between these bodies and the self-description
of either side. It is through the process of massive physical injury that
the construct is substantiated as a material reality, that is, that the dis-
embodied idea is embodied. According to Scarry, “the incontestable real-
ity of the physical body to now become an attribute of an issue that at
the moment has no independent reality of its own” becomes possible
through the process of war.24

Normally we affirm the existence of objects through our direct expe-
rience of them, that is, by seeing or touching. In war, the observer sees
and touches the hurt body of another person, which is juxtaposed to the
disembodied idea, or issue over which the war is fought and, having
seen the reality of the first, believes he or she has experienced the real-
ity of the second.25 The injury is thus not merely a means of deciding
the contest. In the massive opening of human bodies, otherwise unan-
chored and disembodied beliefs are reconnected with the force and power
of the material world.26 In so far as war involves a contest over conflict-
ing beliefs or constructs, the reaffirmation of one side’s self-description
contributes to the deconstruction of the competing construct. What is
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colliding in war is each population’s right to generate their own forms
of self-description.

In the contest of traditional warfare, intervention from outside may
have been constitutive of a war or would primarily take the form of
adding to the ability of one side to injure, in the form of economic or
military support, thereby increasing the potential for one side to prevail
over the other. There might be further moral and legal interventions to
define the rules by which the contest was waged. In this respect, war is
a game or contest like any other which has rules defining good play and
that ends with a winner and a loser. The post–Cold War interventions,
with the exception of the first Gulf War, have arguably changed this
configuration. While the wars between Somalian warlords, or Serbs and
Croats, or between paramilitaries in the North of Ireland were contests
over disembodied ideas, as discussed here, subsequent international inter-
ventions, whether military or nonmilitary, have not been for the pur-
pose of enhancing the ability of one side to realize their self-description
at the expense of the other. They have instead attempted to bring an
end to the contest, either by creating an incentive to stop fighting,
through military intervention, or by assisting the parties to re-describe
the conflict such that a mutual description of their past and future might
be possible. The question is the desirability or limits of either of these
options.

The contest of war rests on the relationship between the collective
injury suffered in war and the reason for war (justified in terms of other
social constructs, such as sovereignty, human rights, freedom, or democ-
racy). Earlier interventions, such as Just War theory and the laws of war
sought to specify the rules of the contest, that is, the way it was to be
waged or the rights of occupiers and occupants in its aftermath. In
response to the growing destructiveness of war, humanitarian laws were
defined to shape how the injured should be treated. Human rights law
has attempted to limit the injury done by a government to its own
population. At the core of these social constructions is the brute reality
of material, social, and human destruction.

The mutual injury which is central to the execution, process, and
outcome of war ultimately brings the experience down to the most indi-
vidual of levels, given pain is in and of itself an individual experience.
Pain isolates. Scarry reveals how the pain of torture closes the suffering
individual off from the civilized world, in a room, with no windows, no
ability to extend the self to others, and no voices except that of the tor-
turer. Torture is different than war because it is a relationship between
two individuals, where one causes pain to the other without his or her
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consent. War, by contrast, is a relationship between two communities,
involving mutual injury and the consent of populations.

Given the majority of victims of contemporary wars are civilian, the
distinction between torture and war is potentially blurred.27 Many of
these conflicts take place within failed states where government actors,
or actors supported by the government, as in Sudan, are the main source
of civilian injury, or where public institutions lack the legitimacy or
capacity to protect civilian populations, as in Somalia. From this per-
spective, the increasing emphasis on “human security,” since the mid-
nineties, makes sense. This represents an acknowledgment that the
subjects of injury and of insecurity are primarily individuals rather than
soldiers of the state.28 The devolution of war from a practice of mutual
injury by soldiers who have consented to their participation in a con-
test, to individual civilian victims, places contemporary war closer to the
deconstructive end of the spectrum, and to Scarry’s concept of torture.

There is an obvious sense in which war is simultaneously a social con-
struction and the deconstruction of civilization. It rests on social rules.
It makes possible the materialization of a victor’s social construction.
However, in the process it destroys those economic, social, and political
frameworks within which everyday life is given meaning and material
substance, replacing them with the physical pain and suffering of indi-
viduals. The brute reality of pain contrasts with the social construction.
Torture is the extreme case of the former, and civilization the realization
of the latter. Traditional war occupies a space between the two.

Torture and deconstruction

Social artifacts are not only imbued with meaning. They are forms that
allow for the extension of the self to the world in service of particular
functions. The chair, as a positive artifact, is a self-extension that increases
the comfort of individuals and enables movement out of the boundaries
of the body. Torture, as Scarry argues, is in many ways, the opposite. In
inflicting extreme pain torture brings about a contraction and collapse
of consciousness of a larger world. It transforms the room, which is
normally a structure providing safety and connection to a larger world
through its windows and doors, into a closed space, where all of its
objects become potential weapons. In so far as pain is “produced,” it
becomes an artifact in itself, where the bodily condition becomes an
attribute of the torturing regime’s power.

The social artifact and torture represent two radically different mod-
els, that is, of social creation, on the one hand, and deconstruction of
these creations, on the other. War occupies the same ground as torture
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in so far as it “produces” physical distress and bodily injury, as distinct
from the artifact that enhances comfort. War also involves a contraction
of social consciousness in so far as the minds of those involved become
filled with events related to dying and killing. It also separates the
attributes of the hurt body from the body, projecting them onto other
constructs (such as sovereignty, freedom, etc.). But there is a critical dif-
ference between torture and war. In the one it is the body of the non-
believer (the tortured) and in the other the believer (the population,
soldiers) that is enlisted in the process of embodying power.29 The victim
of torture does not consent to his or her treatment. By contrast, war can-
not be executed without consent. It cannot be carried out without the
authorization of the population. The soldier gives consent, in agreeing
to adopt the uniform, to make his body available for physical injury in
the name of some larger collective ideal. Consent, in this view, can
involve explicit choice; it also may also be reproduced in day to day
participation in the practices of a militarized world.

War resides in the space between the deconstruction of civilization
and its construction. Outside intervention may play a role in deter-
mining its location along this spectrum. At its worst, intervention may
move the practice of war down the deconstructive path, where it comes
closer to the practice of torture. At best, it may enhance the prospect
for more civilizing constructions through a process of mutual re-
description. The key factor in this distinction is the degree of consent
and participation.

Scarry, writing in the mid-eighties, argued that nuclear war is a qual-
itatively different experience than conventional war because, among
others, it eludes the practice of consent. Consent in this context is a
structural impossibility given the one to millions ratio between the
political and military persons involved in the decision and the number
of people who would be the casualties. At no point does the population
exercise any consent over their own participation. Prior to war, the exis-
tence of a nuclear arsenal may appear to be an implicit act of consent,
in so far as it is paid for by taxpayer’s money. However, taxpayers are not
offered a choice of whether their tax money goes to social programs
or the military. Even if there is some agreement to finance nuclear
weapons, this is not a sanctioning of war itself. At the moment of war’s
outbreak, there would be no vote among the world’s population, and,
even if this were possible, the duration of a nuclear war would be so
short as to make the continuous act of consent that exists in conven-
tional war impossible. The war could be over in a day or a week, leaving
millions of casualties, if not the destruction of the entire planet.
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Individual soldiers or populations in a conventional war do not in a
single act give or withdraw their participation. Consent is continuously
renewed or may later be withdrawn as a war progresses, as was evident
in wars from Vietnam to Iraq. Given the distance between the weapon
of injury and the decision-maker, as well as the speed with which nuclear
war would reap its destruction, it represents a building in of an unprece-
dented capacity to injure and the building out of consent, or “the shat-
tering of the ratio of willed authorization to the willed risk by a factor
of millions.”30 Nuclear war more closely approximates torture in so far
as those experiencing the injury have not offered their consent and
because the destruction of civilization would be total.31

The military intervention in Iraq in 2003, while conventional in its
execution, can similarly be placed at the deconstructive end of the spec-
trum. In this respect, the powerful images of American soldiers and pri-
vate contractors humiliating or torturing Iraqi prisoners can be seen as
a metaphor for the war itself. The war was originally justified by the
threat posed by Saddam’s WMD. As it became apparent that no such
weapons would be found, the humanitarian intent to liberate the Iraqi
people from Saddam Hussein became more dominant in justifying the
invasion. The images of torture again transformed the meaning of the
war from one in defense of human rights and democracy into a war
against Iraqis. The explicit sexual humiliation of prisoners, in contra-
vention to the cultural taboos of Islam, reinforced a widespread percep-
tion in the Islamic world, a perception which has since added fuel to the
“War on Terrorism,” that the war was about the destruction of Islam,
rather than the construction of democracy.

It was not only the Iraqi prisoners who did not consent to the injury
they suffered from their torturers. The intervention, more than any
other in the post–Cold War period, was lacking in consent. It went ahead
without the approval of the UN Security Council and divided NATO.
Those in Parliament or Congress who did explicitly consent thought
they were consenting to a war whose just cause was the elimination of
WMD. When it appeared no such weapons were to be found, the just
cause became the removal of a tyrant from power, but this was not the
act for which consent was granted. While the invasion was said to be a
liberation of Iraq, it came to be perceived by Iraqis as an occupation,
that is, the imposition of an outside regime without the consent of the
population.32 In its execution, the intervention and the war that fol-
lowed had neither the consent of the international community, the
populations of the intervening states, nor the Iraqi people. The loss of
soldiers in a war whose rationale rested on shaky foundations, and the
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grief this has caused families who question whether their children died
in vain, reveals the centrality of consent in the execution of war.
Orfund’s analysis emphasizes the important role of narratives of democ-
racy and human rights in garnering the consent of populations behind
acts of humanitarian intervention. This analysis of Iraq, by contrast,
reinforces the importance of consent in a situation where it was largely
absent.

The unequivocal moral rejection of war is more problematic than that
of torture or of slavery, in so far as war rests on a calculation of the ratio
between consent to physical injury and the fight for or surrender of
belief. Waging war requires that the physical loss be viewed as an accept-
able sacrifice to uphold the principles over which war is being fought.
Consent may be withdrawn as a perception emerges that the costs in
physical injury outweigh the beliefs that gave rise to war. Both nuclear
weapons and aerial bombardment with conventional means create a
greater distance between those deciding and executing war or interven-
tion and those who suffer the injury. Terrorists also appropriate the
right to engage in acts of violence without the consent of a population.
As discussed in Chapter 6, the proliferation of highly sophisticated
weapons, and the increasing role of terrorism are potentially related.
The widespread proliferation of WMD is a byproduct of the Cold War.
These weapons in and of themselves, and nuclear weapons as the most
extreme expression, reflect the distancing of war from human partici-
pation in it. They move toward the deconstructive end of the spectrum.
Interventions that move back toward the constructive and civilizing
end, necessarily place more human practices of making meaning and
the construction of social artifacts at the core.

Intervention and social construction

A case can be made that the international community as a whole, as
distinct from the US Administration of George W. Bush, is moving
toward practices of intervention that emphasise the positive social con-
struction of meaning over the more destructive. Mark Duffield points
to a change in international policy in the mid-nineties arising from a
convergence of development and security discourses.33 The change, he
argues, is one of policy rather than in the nature of the conflict. The rea-
son for the change of policy is the conclusion that underdevelopment
is dangerous and is a source of conflict.34 Unlike the earlier explanation
of dependency theorists, who saw underdevelopment as a function of an
unjust global system organized around a capitalist world economy, what
Duffield refers to as the liberal governance model internalizes the causes
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of conflict and political instability. Conflict is a result of undeveloped
and dysfunctional, war-torn societies.35 The solution to underdevelop-
ment is to be found in the transformation of individual societies rather
than the global system. The policy of international organizations has thus
shifted from an emphasis on humanitarian assistance and aid to the
process of reconstructing post-conflict societies along liberal lines.
This has lead to an increasingly complex array of UN agencies, donor
governments, NGOs, and military establishments involved in working
together to bring about a change in societies so that problems of the past
do not re-emerge. This process rests on an argument that development
is impossible without stability and that security is not sustainable with-
out development.

Duffield argues that the nature of power and authority have changed
radically. In contrast to Orford, he argues that this new power, expressed
in the globalized structures of liberal peace, differs from old imperial
structures. Rather than the brute imposition of power or the direct con-
trol of territory, we see partnership and participation, which implies a
mutual acceptance of shared normative understandings. Inclusion in
global structures means buying into the norms that underpin these
structures. In sum, the intent is to replace the contest of mutual injury
with the positive construction of meaning built on the consent and
participation of affected populations.

However, while the practices referred to by Duffield are softer than
those of old, what has been referred to as the new imperialism, in the
late nineteenth century, was distinguished from earlier practices of
Western intervention by precisely the attempt to transform entire soci-
eties.36 Imperialism, as distinct from earlier practices of mercantalism
and colonialism, penetrated the interior, of Africa in particular, moving
inward from the coastal outposts, building warehouses, railroads, and
entire infrastructure in support of Western wealth. Arguably, what has
changed is the degree to which the interrelationships are institutional-
ized, as well as the degree of participation and cooperation by those who
are exploited.

With the consolidation of liberal governance, soft power has become
as important as hard power. Soft power relies on diplomatic resources,
persuasion, the capacity to provide information, and the creative use of
selective military tools rather than coercive force.37 According to Joseph
Nye, soft power is “getting others to want what you want.”38 Soft power
rests more explicitly on consent than hard power. During the imperial
period, societies outside Europe were transformed to enhance the wealth
of European states. Present efforts, by contrast, seek to integrate societies

174 Diplomatic Interventions

1403_915415_11_cha09.qxd  4/3/05  7:31 PM  Page 174



into a liberal global order, with inclusion and exclusion defined in terms
of compliance with the norms of that order.

Critics have argued that liberal governance is old power in new
bottles, and perhaps all the more pernicious because it appears, on the
surface, to be about saving lives.39 In this line of thought the reprob-
lematization of underdevelopment as dangerous is part of a moral
rearming on the part of the “West.” It locates the cause of conflict in the
“Third World” and helps legitimate outside involvement. It is part of a
process of global homogenization that, despite its humanitarian claims,
is a site of power. In transforming societies to conform with Western
constructs, alternative voices are silenced, indigenous practice curtailed
and a set of power relations, built on a hierarchy between West and the
rest, imposed. The process of self-description by societies involved in
conflict is replaced by a re-description based on Western norms.

This analysis seems to come full circle, back to the narrative decon-
struction presented by Orford. Consent remains at the level of the
yes/no choice, offering few possibilities to question or look from a dif-
ferent angle at the assumed structures of meaning which constitute
these choices. The problem, from a critical perspective, is that mean-
ingful dialogue, or conflict transformation, requires real inclusiveness,
and not just participation on the basis of rules established by Western
elites. It requires a space to raise questions about the rules themselves,
and the extent to which they favor some at the expense of others, or the
extent to which they assume a particular set of values, excluding others.
But the problem goes deeper. As discussed in Chapter 7, conflicts often
revolve around fundamental questions of culture, which universal
modes of intervention cannot possibly address if they silence the voices
of those involved. The potential problem with the liberal governance
model as a way of making meaning is that it involves the reconstruc-
tion, and thus the deconstruction, of societies on the basis of a blueprint
imposed from outside.

In seeking to transform societies, rather than apply band-aids, the
liberal governance model would, on one level, seem to be a positive
development. If a society has for decades, or even centuries, been
destroyed by war, then efforts to move beyond war would seem in prin-
ciple to be welcomed. The question is whether partnership and cooper-
ation are nice words for the imposition of rules and structures from
outside, which ultimately contribute to the siphoning of resources from
that society, or whether they involve a more mutual process of dia-
logue and exchange with communities that facilitates the process of
self-description or mutual re-description without resort to war.
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It may be inevitable that any act of intervention will combine ideal-
ism with powerful interests. The question is whether the framework of
dialogue and participation can be made to mean just that, whether by
its very nature dialogue opens the way to a transformation of both par-
ties involved, or whether it inevitably devolves into the imposition on
the weaker actors of a pre-given set of rules, which they can only accept
or reject. To suggest that dialogue is a solution to a century of total war
may sound idealist to the extreme. Dialogue is associated with “talking
shops” as distinct from action. But this misses the point. In a crisis, for
instance, involving genocide, action is essential and talking endlessly
can represent little more than procrastination. In a conflict situation,
talk has broken down to be replaced by a language and logic of force.
However, approached reflexively, talk is a form of life that exists at the
civilizing and constructive end of the spectrum. It is an essential part of
building a global culture and not merely transferring a Western one. It
is an essential ingredient in constructing a culture where democratic
debate determines outcomes rather than force. It is at the heart of more
deliberate acts of world making.

Michael Moore, in his award-winning film, Bowling for Columbine,
asked why Canada, which has more guns than the USA, is less violent.
His answer was that the Canadians have a different culture of dealing
with conflict through negotiation rather than force. Intervention in
Western Europe, during the Second World War, was complemented, after
its end, not only by massive aid, but the development of the European
Community, which was envisioned as an alternative to centuries of
conflict, that would make the economies of Western Europe interde-
pendent and created forums where small nations as well as large could
have a voice. Global institutions such as the UN similarly create a forum,
however imperfect, for dialogue. The peace processes of the 1990s
involved a move away from an emphasis on force to the prospect of
dialogue. The therapeutic experiments emphasize speaking of past
trauma rather than projecting it onto future conflicts.

Talk with words stands in opposition to communication with force. It
is the ability to speak and employ language that distinguishes human
beings from animals. Language is a necessary condition for developing
rules of war, which distinguish this practice from the pure violence of
nature. It is the transition from violent force to mutual talk and re-
description that has characterized societies moving out of conflict,
whether in the West or outside. Critical Theorists, in the Frankfurt tra-
dition, see dialogue as a path toward establishing universal consent.
While emphasizing inclusiveness, this approach has been criticized by
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post-structuralists, who see any kind of universal consent as an
expression of totalizing power. Implicit in both is the idea that effective
dialogue assumes listening as well as talk. Listening begins with a recog-
nition that “the other is not going to go away.”40 The liberal governance
model assumes the primacy of talk, participation, and consent, in so far
as it builds on a model of Western democracy. Listening has to be a part
of that framework. A critical ethos is a requirement of a more ideal
speech situation, where the force of the better argument is to have a
chance. An effective global dialogue regarding an alternative way for-
ward requires that hierarchies of power, maintained and reproduced by
existing practice, be the object of critical intervention.

The choice

The last section presented a spectrum of practices beginning with
deconstruction, represented by torture at one extreme, and social con-
struction, represented by dialogue at the Other. The former is a one-way
relationship between torturer and tortured, where injury is imposed,
without the consent of the victim, and where the victim’s voice, in con-
fession, becomes a vehicle of self-betrayal, in the mock act of consent
and participation. This reveals the absence of these in fact and con-
tributes to the substantiation of the torturing regime’s power. At the
other extreme, dialogue is the opposite of torture, moving away from a
practice of communication by force, and the injury this involves,
toward language and processes of mutual re-description resulting in the
materialization of social constructions that rest on consent and partici-
pation. Traditional warfare is located mid-way on this spectrum, sharing
both positive and negative attributes. The context of contemporary war-
fare, as discussed in Chapters 7 and 8, more clearly presents a choice
between the two extremes. Different forms of international intervention
may push the practice of warfare in one direction along this spectrum
or the other.

The two ends are distinguished less by real and ideal than the extent
to which human language and choice have meaning and the extent to
which agents are empowered to engage in the making of their social
world. Indeed, the distinction is one between the absence or presence of
a social world and the extent to which the objects in our midst are pos-
itive fabrications that enhance comfort or weapons of injury. The choice
is between civilization, that is, the possibility of language, agency and
choice itself, on the one hand, and on the other hand, the violence of
the state of nature, where words lose their meaning and individual pain
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and insecurity closes the windows and doors to a wider world. The
latter approximates the pure violence of nature; the former assumes that
power is an inherently social phenomenon that rests on the human
ability to act in concert.41 Power is a property of groups rather than
individuals.

Omer Bartov argues that the brute reality of two World Wars and the
Holocaust went hand in hand with the search for ideal solutions that
were a part of the modern quest to “unmake and remake humanity.”42

The tremendous destructive urge released by this project of remaking
was part of a long and incomplete process of coming to terms with the
disasters it had produced and is still producing in many parts of the
world. In his view:

… neither the Final Solution, nor its subsequent analysis, can be
understood without taking into account the wider historical frame-
work in which reactions to the first collective trauma of the century,
World War I, are of paramount importance. In trying to make sense of
that initial instance of mass industrial killing in Europe, some viewed
it, during the interwar period, as a mere aberration and hope against
hope to return to what Stefan Zweig called the “world of yesterday.”
Among those who recognised immediately after the war that it
embodied the terrifying destructive potential of modern society,
some sought shelter in militant pacifism, others rushed to endorse a
utopian (and increasingly violent) revolutionary communism, and
others still embraced the nihilistic rhetoric of fascism or Nazism,
which glorified and aestheticized war, death and destruction. The
origins of the Holocaust cannot be grasped without understanding
Europe’s first attempts to draw lessons from the butchery of
1914–1918.43

The experience of total war gave rise to idealist and utopian visions of
transcending the brute reality. This book has been an attempt to step
outside this distinction between real and ideal, to see how it contributes
to the construction of international politics, that is, how it has been the
motor of the very brutality which it seeks to transcend. Rather than
trying to establish one or the other as the underlying assumption of a
theory, I have emphasized two different approaches to reality. In the
one, reality is something “out there,” to which human beings merely
respond, as if propelled by larger forces outside themselves. In the other,
choices made in historically specific circumstances contribute to the
making and remaking of the world around us. These choices may be
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made more or less reflexively. They may be confined to the yes/no
alternative or raise questions about the world in which yes and no are
defined.

The real/ideal distinction is, from this perspective, a part of the prob-
lem. In Bartov’s argument it is, on the one hand, an outgrowth of the
mutual injury of total war, and the accompanying trauma, and, on
the other hand, constitutive of future wars to the end of remaking iden-
tity on the basis of one ideal construction or another. This book is less
about offering a solution than looking at the phenomenon from a dif-
ferent angle. I have sought to unsettle the meaning of categories, and
most specifically that of intervention, whose meaning we tend to take
for granted. This opens up a space for thinking about intervention not
only as a coercive act between two states, whether for self-interested or
humanitarian ends, but as a panoply of practices that through their pres-
ence shape or alter the experience of war and contribute to the making
of the world. It contrasts the attempt to remake through the imposition
of voice with processes of mutual re-description.

This is not to suggest an overly optimistic picture or that in willing
“peace” we will bring it about. It is rather to unsettle the assumptions
that hold us captive in order to see more clearly alternatives that may
not have been considered. Wittgenstein said that when we hit rock
bottom, explanations cease, this is merely what we do. In saying this,
he takes distance from the idea that there is an objective explanation for
phenomena in the world; rather over time cultural practice develops in
one form rather than another, such that where we are going seems to be
determined by where we have been. Instead of causes, we are concerned
with the reasons for our action, and the degree to which these reasons
are viewed with clarity. Causality, by contrast, assumes an “infinite chain
and does not capture the notion of decision or choice.”44 It assumes
something hidden which must be uncovered. In this case, things only
appear hidden because they are familiar and simple and always before
our eyes.45 What is sought is to render clear the relationships in a tan-
gle, making transparent the foundation of construction. Standing out-
side this real/ideal distinction and getting an overview, we recognize it
as a construction over time, which releases us from captivity to it.
Approaching the study of war from the intersection of various social
interventions provides a point of departure for a more reflexive
approach to analysis and action.
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