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For these commentators, military intervention has achieved a new
respectability and has come to represent, amongst other things, a means
for the liberal alliance of democratic states to bring human rights,
democracy and humanitarian principles to those in undemocratic, au-
thoritarian or failed states. Such liberal internationalists argue that
collective humanitarian intervention has become necessary to address
the problems of local dictators, tribalism, ethnic tension and religious
fundamentalism thrown up in the post-Cold War era. While the Gulf
War was generally justified in traditional collective security terms, as
a measure that was necessary to restore security to the region and to
punish aggression, later actions in Bosnia, Somalia, Rwanda, Haiti and
East Timor have been supported by a very different interpretation of the
legitimate role of the Security Council. There is now a significant and
influential literature arguing that, in light of the post-Cold War practice
of the Security Council, norms governing intervention should be, or have
been, altered to allow collective humanitarian intervention, or interven-
tion by the Security Council to uphold democracy and human rights.

The enthusiastic embrace of multilateral intervention has extended
in some quarters to support for military action undertaken by regional
organisations without Security Council authorisation, most notably in
the case of NATO action over Kosovo during 1999.8 Arguments in favour
of NATO intervention in Kosovo represent a new phase in the progres-
sion of international legal arguments in favour of humanitarian inter-
vention. In the case of Kosovo, international lawyers argue that there
are situations in which the international community is justified in
undertaking military intervention even where such action is not au-
thorised by the Security Council and is thus (arguably) outside the
law.9 According to this argument, a commitment to justice required the

Somalia, Haiti, Rwanda and Bosnia, see Fernando R. Tesón, ‘Collective Humanitarian
Intervention’ (1996) 17 Michigan Journal of International Law 323.

8 See also the discussion of humanitarian intervention as a possible basis for the
regional intervention undertaken by the Economic Community of West African States
(ECOWAS) in Sierra Leone, in Karsten Nowrot and Emily W. Schabacker, ‘The Use of
Force to Restore Democracy: International Legal Implications of the ECOWAS
Intervention in Sierra Leone’ (1998) 14 American University International Law Review 321.

9 It should be noted that not all NATO members have agreed that a doctrine of
humanitarian intervention formed the legal basis for the military action undertaken
in Kosovo. According to Michael J. Matheson, then Acting Legal Adviser to the US State
Department, many NATO states, including the USA, had not accepted the doctrine of
humanitarian intervention as an independent legal basis for military action at the
time of the intervention in Kosovo. As a result, NATO decided that the legal
justification for action in Kosovo was based on ‘the unique combination of a number
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international community to support the NATO intervention in Kosovo,
despite its illegality.10 While earlier literature about international inter-
vention saw the Security Council as the guarantor of humanitarian val-
ues, literature about the Kosovo intervention has begun to locate those
values in a more amorphous ‘international community’. Legal literature
discussing the legitimacy of the actions undertaken by NATO appears
to indicate a loss of faith in international law as a repository of the
values that should underpin the actions of international organisations.
Yet while the bases upon which commentators justify international
intervention have shifted since the days when a ‘revitalised’ Security
Council was hailed as the guarantor of a new world order, the argu-
ments made by international lawyers supporting intervention share a
certainty about the moral, ethical, political and humanitarian impera-
tives justifying military action.

Those critical or anxious about expanding the legal bases for military
action have also shifted ground in the years since the Gulf War. Many
legal scholars working in the areas of human rights and international
humanitarian law were highly critical of the actions undertaken in the
Gulf. Criticisms ranged from analyses of the merely rhetorical nature of
the Security Council’s commitment to human rights, to criticism of the
effects of the bombing and sanctions on the Iraqi people, to concern
about the apparent domination of the revitalised Council by the United

of factors, without enunciating a new doctrine or theory. These particular factors
included: the failure of the Former Republic of Yugoslavia to comply with Security
Council demands under Chapter VII; the danger of a humanitarian disaster in Kosovo;
the inability of the Council to make a clear decision adequate to deal with that
disaster; and the serious threat to peace and security in the region posed by Serb
actions.’ Michael J. Matheson, ‘Justification for the NATO Air Campaign in Kosovo’
(2000) 94 American Society of International Law Proceedings 301. While the Security Council
did not authorise the NATO action in Kosovo, the Security Council subsequently
defeated a Russian resolution condemning the air campaign by a vote of twelve to
three on 26 March 1999, and later authorised member states and international
organisations to establish a security presence in Kosovo under UN auspices with
Security Council Resolution 1244, S/RES/1244 (1999), adopted on 10 June 1999.

10 For arguments that the use of armed force employed by NATO in the Kosovo crisis was
illegal due to the lack of Security Council authorisation, but that the intervention is
nonetheless legitimate, see Bruno Simma, ‘NATO, the UN and the Use of Force: Legal
Aspects’ (1999) 10 European Journal of International Law 1; Michael J. Glennon, ‘The New
Interventionism: the Search for a Just International Law’ (1999) 78 Foreign Affairs 2. For
the argument that the NATO action is illegal although justified from an ethical
viewpoint, see Antonio Cassese, ‘Ex Iniuria Ius Oritur: Are We Moving towards
International Legitimation of Forcible Humanitarian Countermeasures in the World
Community?’ (1999) 10 European Journal of International Law 23.
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States.11 The response to later interventions, however, has been more
ambivalent. There are certainly some legal commentators who have con-
tinued to express concern about the apparent willingness of a largely
unrestrained Security Council to expand its mandate to include autho-
rising the use of force to remedy human rights abuses or ‘to make every
State a democratic one’.12 Many legal scholars, however, seem haunted by
the fear that opposing military intervention in Bosnia, Haiti, Kosovo or
East Timor means opposing the only realistic possibility of international
engagement to end the horrific human suffering witnessed in such con-
flicts. The need to halt the horrors of genocide or to address the effects
of civil war and internal armed conflict on civilians has been accepted
as sufficient justification for intervention, even if other motives may be
involved.

Perhaps the most interesting place in the debate about the legality
of humanitarian intervention is occupied by the new human rights
warriors. In the popular scholarship of human rights lawyer Geoffrey
Robertson, for example, humanitarian intervention demonstrates the
possibility, too often deferred, of an international rule of law.13

Robertson suggests that the world is entering a ‘third age of human
rights’, that of human rights enforcement.14 His vision of this age of
enforcement is a potent blend of faith in the power of media images
of suffering to mobilise public sentiment or the ‘indignant pity of the
civilised world’, and belief in the emergence of an international criminal
justice system. According to Robertson, in future the basis of human
rights enforcement will be a combination of judicial remedies such as
ad hoc tribunals, domestic prosecutions for crimes against humanity

11 Philip Alston, ‘The Security Council and Human Rights: Lessons to Be Learned from
the Iraq–Kuwait Crisis and its Aftermath’ (1992) 13 Australian Year Book of International
Law 107; René Provost, ‘Starvation as a Weapon: Legal Implications of the United
Nations Food Blockade Against Iraq and Kuwait’ (1992) 30 Columbia Journal of
Transnational Law 577; Henry J. Richardson III, ‘The Gulf Crisis and African-American
Interests under International Law’ (1993) 87 American Journal of International Law 42;
Oscar Schachter, ‘United Nations Law in the Gulf Conflict’ (1991) 85 American Journal of
International Law 452; David D. Caron, ‘Iraq and the Force of Law: Why Give a Shield of
Immunity?’ (1991) 85 American Journal of International Law 89; Judith Gail Gardam,
‘Proportionality and Force in International Law’ (1993) 87 American Journal of
International Law 391; Middle East Watch, Needless Deaths in the Gulf War: Civilian
Casualties during the Air Campaign and Violations of the Laws of War (1991).

12 Martti Koskenniemi, ‘The Police in the Temple. Order, Justice and the United Nations:
a Dialectical View’ (1995) 6 European Journal of International Law 325 at 343.

13 Geoffrey Robertson, Crimes against Humanity: The Struggle for Global Justice (Ringwood,
1999).

14 Ibid., p. 450.
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and an international criminal court. An important part of that sys-
tem will be the willingness of states to use armed force to create this
new world of enforceable human rights. Such force should ideally be
authorised by the Security Council, according to the dictates of the UN
Charter, but where Security Council approval is not politically feasible,
international intervention should nonetheless go ahead, carried out by
regional organisations or even a democratic ‘coalition of the willing’.15

As he concludes, ‘there is as yet no court to stop a state which murders
and extirpates its own people: for them, if the Security Council fails
to reach superpower agreement, the only salvation can come through
other states exercising the right of humanitarian intervention’.16

The muscular nature of this new breed of humanitarianism is illus-
trated well by the terms in which Robertson welcomes the shift in
human rights activism away from a reliance on strategies of persua-
sion or shaming, towards enforcement through more direct forms of
international intervention:

The most significant change in the human rights movement as it goes into the
twenty-first century is that it will go on the offensive. The past has been a matter
of pleading with tyrants, writing letters and sending missions to beg them not
to act cruelly. That will not be necessary if there is a possibility that they can be
deterred, by threats of humanitarian or UN intervention or with nemesis in the
form of the International Criminal Court. Human rights discourse will in the
future be less pious and less ‘politically correct’. We will call a savage a savage,
whether or not he or she is black.17

Thus Robertson has no doubt that the new right of humanitarian in-
tervention, represented by NATO’s action in Kosovo and the multilateral
intervention in East Timor, is to be welcomed because it allows for more
effective enforcement of human rights. The human rights movement
will no longer be reduced to humiliating acts of begging and pleading
with tyrants. Lawyers can now take a more active and forceful role in
promoting and protecting human rights globally, offering salvation to
those threatened by state-sponsored murder and genocide.

For Robertson, the test of whether such intervention is justified should
not be whether it is lawful, or authorised by the Security Council, but
rather ‘the dimension of the evil’ to be addressed by the intervention.18

The extent of this evil can partly be ascertained through global media,
where ‘television pictures of corpses in Racak, Kosovo, put such obscure

15 Ibid., pp. 446–7. 16 Ibid., p. 420. 17 Ibid., p. 453. 18 Ibid., p. 444.
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places on the map of everyone’s mind and galvanize the West to war’.19

Today’s human rights activists are motivated by ‘revulsion against atroci-
ties brought into their homes through a billion television sets and twice
as many radios’, leading them to exert pressure on democratic govern-
ments to impel international and UN responses – ‘modern media cov-
erage of human rights blackspots is rekindling the potent mix of anger
and compassion which produced the Universal Declaration and now
produces a democratic demand not merely for something to be done,
but for the laws and courts and prosecutors to do it’.20

This new support for humanitarian intervention is also evident in the
work of NGOs such as Human Rights Watch.21 In its World Report 2000,
Human Rights Watch treats the deployment of multinational troops
in East Timor and the NATO bombing campaign in Kosovo as exam-
ples of a new willingness on behalf of the international community to
deploy troops to stop crimes against humanity or to halt genocide or
‘massive slaughter’.22 Like Robertson, Human Rights Watch welcomes
these developments as marking ‘a new era for the human rights move-
ment’, one in which human rights organisations can ‘count on govern-
ments to use their police powers to enforce human rights law’.23 It sees
the ‘growing willingness to transcend sovereignty in the face of crimes
against humanity’ as a positive development, one which promises that
‘victims of atrocities’ will receive ‘effective assistance wherever they cry
out for help’.24 Any problems of selectivity or dangers that humanitar-
ian intervention ‘might become a pretext for military adventures in
pursuit of ulterior motives’ can be met by ensuring that criteria are
developed for when such intervention should occur, and by ensuring
that no regions are ‘neglected’ when it comes to the willingness to use
force.25

The conviction about the need for intervention expressed in post-Cold
War legal and human rights literature mirrored the arguments made
by European, US and Australian political leaders justifying international
intervention during the 1990s. To give one example, British Prime Minis-
ter Tony Blair portrayed the NATO intervention in Kosovo as a ‘just war,

19 Ibid., p. 438. 20 Ibid.
21 To some extent these human rights activists and lawyers are now more in favour of

using force in such situations than are many military leaders. For a discussion of
historical precedents to their arguments in the work of de Vitoria and other early
international lawyers, see Chapter 6 below.

22 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2000, p. 1.
23 Ibid. 24 Ibid., p. 5. 25 Ibid., pp. 1, 4–5.
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based not on territorial ambitions, but on values’.26 According to Blair,
British foreign policy decisions in the post-Cold War era ‘are guided by
a . . . subtle blend of mutual self-interest and moral purpose in defend-
ing the values we cherish . . . If we can establish and spread the values
of liberty, the rule of law, human rights and an open society, then that
is in our national interest.’27 The war in Kosovo was fought precisely to
defend such values:

This war was not fought for Albanians against Serbs. It was not fought for terri-
tory. Still less for NATO aggrandisement. It was fought for a fundamental prin-
ciple necessary for humanity’s progress: that every human being, regardless of
race, religion or birth, has the inalienable right to live free from persecution.28

This was the broad climate within which the argument for humanitar-
ian intervention in the case of East Timor was made. My immediate
response to these calls for intervention was that here was a case where
the willingness to kill people in the name of the international commu-
nity might be ethical. I was moved by the sense that urgent action was
the only way to prevent a genocide. This fear was evident in many calls
for military intervention. A student asked to address one of my classes,
and announced that ‘as we speak, people are being slaughtered in the
streets of Dili. Timorese people in Australia are hysterical. Come and rally
at Parliament House and demand intervention now.’ A newspaper head-
line on the same day read ‘Plea for peacekeepers as terror grips Timor’.29

The story the news article told was that violent pro-Jakarta militia
were rampaging through Dili in response to the UN’s announcement on
5 September that the overwhelming majority of East Timorese had voted
for independence in the UN-sponsored referendum. More than one hun-
dred people had already been killed or wounded, and many including
injured children were seeking sanctuary at the UN headquarters. An
email message sent by the NGO network Focus on the Global South on
8 September was headed ‘Act now for East Timor.’ The message asked

26 Tony Blair, ‘Doctrine of the International Community’, Speech given to the Economic
Club of Chicago, Chicago, 22 April 1999, http://www.fco.gov.uk/news/speechtext.asp?
2316 (accessed 2 May 2001).

27 Ibid.
28 Tony Blair, ‘Statement on the Suspension of NATO Air Strikes against Yugoslavia’,

London, 10 June 1999, http://www.fco.gov.uk/news/newstext.asp?2536 (accessed 2 May
2001). In future, however, given the lack of support for humanitarian intervention
expressed by members of the new Bush administration, it may be that human rights
lawyers and activists will prove to be more enthusiastic supporters of the use of armed
force to remedy human rights violations than are political and military leaders.

29 The Age, 6 September 1999, p. 1.
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me to sign on to a statement to be sent to the UN, ASEAN, the Govern-
ment of Indonesia and Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) heads
of state. The statement began with the words:

The world failed East Timor once, in 1975, when it offered little protest to the
bloody annexation of that country by Indonesia. Key international actors, in-
cluding Australia, the United States, and ASEAN, either supported the takeover
behind the scenes or tacitly approved of it . . . The world cannot afford to fail the
people of East Timor again. As Indonesian troops and Indonesia-supported mili-
tiamen wreak mayhem on the people after the historic vote for independence
last week, it is imperative that we act to prevent an act of ethnic cleansing on
the scale of Bosnia and Kosovo.

As I walked down to feed my son at the university childcare centre that
afternoon, I was handed a leaflet advertising a rally. The leaflet stated
that ‘the next few days will be critical in saving the lives of thousands
of East Timorese’ and urged that I ‘demand an international peace-
keeping force’. My desire for intervention was made more urgent by
the repeated representation of the Timorese as defenceless, powerless,
‘hysterical’ and unprotected, and by the focus on threats to babies,
women and children. As one eyewitness cried on the radio, ‘The East
Timorese are being slaughtered. There’s no-one there to protect them.’30

Hearing these reports left me feeling as unbearably and frustratingly
powerless and helpless as the East Timorese. At the same time, if
Australians and the international community were willing to use mil-
itary force in response to this slaughter and devastation, we could be
potential saviours of the East Timorese, agents of democracy and human
rights able to overpower those bent on killing and destruction. It was
up to us to offer protection to the people of East Timor.

Yet despite my growing sense that in this case intervention was nec-
essary, I also had some doubts about my response. I had spent the
last few years writing and thinking about how the desire for military
intervention is produced. I had been interested in exploring the effects
of the ways in which internationalists spoke and wrote about collective
security and international intervention in the post-Cold War era. Two
features of the knowledge practices of international lawyers had inter-
ested me. First, I had been concerned to think about the claim that a
right or duty of humanitarian intervention was somehow revolution-
ary, fulfilling the promise of a world based on respect for human rights
rather than merely respect for state interests. My sense was that the

30 Radio National, 8 September 1999.
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way in which international law was narrated in fact served to confine
any revolutionary potential inherent in human rights discourse, such
that the right of intervention in the name of human rights became
profoundly conservative in its meaning and effects. Any potentially rev-
olutionary interpretations of humanitarian intervention as heralding a
commitment to human rights over state interests had been constrained
by the meanings that were made of international intervention in legal
texts. I felt that in quite complicated ways, these legal intervention nar-
ratives served to preserve an unjust and exploitative status quo.31

Second, the way in which humanitarian intervention was narrated
had other less obviously ‘international’ effects.32 For example, the way
in which international law portrayed the need to intervene in order to
protect and look after the people of ‘failed states’, and the forms of
dependence set up in post-conflict ‘peace-building’ situations, seemed
to rehearse colonial fantasies about the need for benevolent tutelage
of uncivilised people who were as yet unable to govern themselves. The
focus in international law’s intervention narratives 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 seemed to me to
reinforce many of the stories of masculinity against which feminists
had been writing for decades. So, intervention narratives had a domestic
or personal effect, despite their overtly international focus. These repre-
sentations of international intervention help to shape the identities and
world-view of all those who engage with them. Intervention stories work
‘by calling an audience into the story’.33 Their appeal is premised upon
learned assumptions about value based on old stereotypes of gender,
race and class – assumptions that inform the way those who live inside
such stories experience the world.

In the work that I published over that period, I had argued that
the enthusiasm for the new interventionism of the post-Cold War
period was dangerous. The image of military action being conducted by
the ‘international community’ in the name of peace, security, human
rights and democracy had meant that many inhabitants of industri-
alised states were increasingly willing to support militaristic solutions to

31 Anne Orford, ‘Locating the International: Military and Monetary Interventions after
the Cold War’ (1997) 38 Harvard International Law Journal 443. See further the
arguments developed in Chapters 3 to 6 below.

32 See generally Anne Orford, ‘Muscular Humanitarianism: Reading the Narratives of the
New Interventionism’ (1999) 10 European Journal of International Law 679.

33 Donna J. Haraway, Modest Witness@Second Millenium (New York, 1997), p. 169.
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international conflicts. The choice of high-violence options which con-
tinued to threaten the security of many people was now once again
marketable to citizens of the USA and other democracies, in ways ren-
dered unimaginable in the immediate aftermath of the Vietnam War. As
Cynthia Enloe has noted, the construction of the US military as a global
police force in the post-Cold War period has meant that it is now ‘more
thoroughly integrated into the social structure than it has been in the
last two centuries’.34 The increasing militarisation of the cultures and
economies of industrialised states was also a matter of concern for those
living within those states, particularly those who suffer when there are
cutbacks to civilian spending in order to fund increased spending on
the defence budget.35 There was evidence that violence against women
increases in militarised cultures generally, and in military families in
particular.36

Experience had shown that armed intervention had not necessarily
been humanitarian in effect. Those active in humanitarian organisa-
tions had argued that armed intervention, particularly aerial bombard-
ment, often impeded humanitarian relief and was indiscriminate in its
targets, generally proving counterproductive to the tasks of democrati-
sation and peace-building.37 The disproportionate targeting of essential
infrastructure and deaths of civilians through such air campaigns had
itself been questioned as a breach of international humanitarian law.38

In addition, the introduction of large numbers of militarised men as

34 Cynthia Enloe, The Morning after: Sexual Politics at the End of the Cold War (Berkeley,
1993), p. 184.

35 J. Ann Tickner argues that ‘when military spending is high and social welfare
programs are cut back, women, who are disproportionately clustered at the bottom of
the socioeconomic scale, are usually the first to suffer. Women also assume most of
the unremunerated caregiving activities that states relinquish when budgets are
tight.’ J. Ann Tickner, ‘Inadequate Providers? A Gendered Analysis of States and
Security’ in Joseph A. Camilleri, Anthony P. Jarvis and Albert J. Paolini (eds.), The State
in Transition: Reimagining Political Space (Boulder, 1995), pp. 125–37 at p. 130.

36 Ibid.
37 For a report of criticisms of NATO actions by aid workers in Northern Albania, see

Jonathon Steele, ‘Aid Workers Protest at Nato’s Role’, Guardian Weekly, 6 June 1999,
p. 23. See also the arguments canvassed in Thomas Weiss, ‘On the Brink of a New Era?
Humanitarian Interventions, 1991–94’ in D. C. F. Daniel and B. C. Hayes (eds.), Beyond
Traditional Peacekeeping (New York, 1995), pp. 3–19 at p. 8.

38 Amnesty International, ‘Collateral Damage’ or Unlawful Killings? Violations of the Laws of
War by NATO during Operation Allied Force (2000); Human Rights Watch, Civilian Deaths in
the NATO Air Campaign (2000); Judith Gail Gardam, ‘Proportionality and Force in
International Law’ (1993) 87 American Journal of International Law 391; Middle East
Watch, Needless Deaths in the Gulf War: Civilian Casualties during the Air Campaign and
Violations of the Laws of War (New York, 1991).
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peace-keepers had repeatedly led to increased exploitation, rape, prosti-
tution and abuse of women and children.39

The new enthusiasm for military intervention as a weapon of human
rights enforcement also had systemic effects. The resort to ad hoc in-
terventionist responses to human rights crises by major powers allowed
them to avoid funding, supporting and strengthening the existing mul-
tilateral mechanisms for promoting and protecting human rights.40 The
use of force as a response to security and humanitarian crises continued
to mean that insufficient attention was paid to the extent to which the
policies of international institutions themselves contribute to creating
the conditions that lead to such crises.41 For example, the representation
of the interventions in Bosnia and Kosovo as the actions of an interna-
tional community interested in protecting human rights and humani-
tarian values served to obscure the extent to which the international
community had itself contributed to the humanitarian crises that had
emerged in those places.42 While ancient hatreds and ethnic tensions
continue to be represented as the cause of the violence that erupted in
the former Yugoslavia, critics have suggested that the crisis was equally
a product of modern capitalist international relations.43 In the former
Yugoslavia as elsewhere, the project of economic restructuring and lib-
eralisation which remains central to the new world order contributed
to creating the conditions in which such hatreds were inflamed.44 For
these and other reasons, I had argued that the desire to use violence
and to take ‘action’ by sending armed forces to create security had to
be interrogated. As Edward Said has shown, the belief that ‘certain ter-
ritories and people require and beseech domination’ was at the heart of
making colonialism palatable.45 Given that it was so difficult for people

39 Anne Orford, ‘The Politics of Collective Security’ (1996) 17 Michigan Journal of
International Law 373–411

40 Alston, ‘The Security Council’.
41 See the arguments made in Orford, ‘Locating the International’, and see further

Chapter 3 below.
42 Ibid.; Susan L. Woodward, Balkan Tragedy: Chaos and Dissolution after the Cold War

(Washington, 1995).
43 Peter Gowan, ‘The NATO Powers and the Balkan Tragedy’ (1999) 234 New Left Review 83.
44 Woodward, Balkan Tragedy; Orford, ‘Locating the International’ (arguing that the

economic policies that were designed to refinance and repay Yugoslavia’s foreign debt
played a role in the rise of republican nationalism and the sense that the federal
government lacked legitimacy. Nationalist leaders, including Slobodan Milosevic,
came to power as the IMF’s ‘shock therapy’ stablisation programme radically altered
the nature of Yugoslav constitutional and political arrangements, causing significant
and unstable new alliances in the region).

45 Edward W. Said, Culture and Imperialism (London, 1993), p. 9 (emphasis in original).
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to stand back from the culture that produced and legitimised imperial-
ism, it seemed necessary to be cautious about any arguments that made
the use of force appear benevolent to us today.

Action and inaction

In light of these concerns, I began to attempt to think through the
conditions that were producing my desire for intervention and such a
uniform plea for peace-keepers in the case of East Timor. To begin with,
I was moved by the idea that there was a need to take action immedi-
ately, to do something to support victimised people, especially children.
The East Timorese had done no more than express their wish to be free
from oppression, brutality and exploitation at the hands of Indonesian
invaders. The only way to take action to end that violence seemed to
be to produce a stronger, disabling force – to persuade the men and
women whose profession it is to kill in the name of my country to take
action. I felt anger on behalf of the innocent people caught up in these
power plays, particularly the babies and children targeted by rampant,
ruthless militias, and the mothers of those children who seemed power-
less to protect them. I had seen the posturing machismo of the militia
leaders in newspaper photographs, and it seemed appalling that they
could simply assert their dominance through aggression, violence and
the ownership of weapons that they were willing to use. I was also moved
by the image evoked by the student addressing my class, conjuring up a
picture of ‘hysterical’ Timorese people in Australia. The language painted
a picture of people who were crazed by despair, confusion and disbelief
at what was happening in their homeland. Inaction seemed impossible
to contemplate in such a situation.

Some weeks later at dinner with friends, the subject of East Timor
again came up. One of our group had marched against Australian in-
volvement in Vietnam in the 1960s, yet she had also marched in support
of UN intervention in East Timor. Despite those things that worried me
about what intervention can and has stood for, she argued that those
people who had taken to the streets throughout Australia were not
(necessarily) lining up in support of the US or Australian militaries, or
any of the other conservative messages that might later be taken from
the support for intervention. Rather, they were lining up in solidarity
with the East Timorese people. She asked me – ‘What alternative can you
offer at that moment when the choice is either intervention or geno-
cide?’ Surely, she implied, law must be able to respond at that moment
of crisis?
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Her question is a compelling one. It raises a central theme underlying
the debate about the legitimacy of humanitarian intervention – the
idea that the choice facing the international community in security or
humanitarian crises is one between action and inaction. In the case of
East Timor, the story by which I was moved to advocate intervention was
one in which slaughter, genocide and massive human rights abuses had
to be met by action, specifically in the form of military intervention.
Both those arguing for and those against the legitimacy of humanitar-
ian intervention accept that the international community is faced with
a choice as to whether or not to take action in states where conflicts
arise. The argument made by those who support humanitarian interven-
tion is based upon an assumption that post-Cold War crises are in part
attributable to an absence of law, including international law, and a lack
of sustained engagement by international organisations. Accordingly, a
commitment to humanitarian ideals is seen to demand action from the
international community, in the form of intervention. Thomas Weiss,
for example, argues that, while humanitarian intervention may be coun-
terproductive to the tasks of democratisation and peace-building, ruling
out the option of such action will render the UN powerless to act, destroy
its credibility and condemn it to the fate of the League of Nations.46

Weiss presents a stark choice:

Too many pleas for consistency or against inevitable selectivity amount to argu-
ing that the United Nations should not intervene anywhere unless it can inter-
vene everywhere . . . But in light of genocide, misery, and massive human rights
abuses in war zones around the world, should Pontius Pilate be the model for
both the American and the international response? The fatalism and isolation-
ism that flow from most objections to humanitarian intervention are as dis-
tressing as the situation in the countries suffering from ethnic conflict where
such an action is required . . . A purely noninterventionist position amounts to
abstention from the foreign policy debate.47

Similarly, Fernando Tesón argues that it is better for states to take col-
lective action to intervene in favour of the rights and interests of human
beings, even if such action may do some harm, rather than to remain in-
active and, as a result, incapable of providing either relief from brutality
or assistance in the achievement of democratic government.48

It is . . . surprising to be told that the very crimes that prompted the massive,
cruel and costly struggle from which the United Nations was born, are now
immune from action by the organ entrusted to preserving the fruits of the

46 Weiss, ‘On the Brink’, p. 8. 47 Ibid., pp. 8, 15.
48 Tesón, ‘Collective Humanitarian Intervention’, 342.
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hard-won peace. The formalism of anti-interventionists thus not only rewards
tyrants, but it betrays the purposes of the very international order that they
claim to protect.49

Even those who reject the legitimacy of collective humanitarian inter-
vention appear haunted by the fear that failure to act under the auspices
of the Security Council may represent a betrayal of our duty to be en-
gaged in the world in the interests of humanity. Richard Falk’s critical
analysis of the precedent set by Security Council resolutions concerning
Haiti provides a good illustration of that concern.50 While Falk mounts
a strong case against Security Council action in Haiti, he admits to a
fear that advocating non-intervention may equal advocating inaction.
‘Having mounted this case against intervention, a haunting question
must be posed: with all of its deficiencies, isn’t it better to have con-
fronted and deposed Cedras, to have provided relief to the Haitian people
from the widespread daily brutality and to have given them an oppor-
tunity to compose a more democratic government that addresses the
poverty of the people?’51

For many commentators, Rwanda stands as the clearest example of
the terrible consequences that result if the international community
does not take action to prevent crimes against humanity, human rights
abuses and acts of genocide.52 As the UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan
states in his 1999 annual report to the opening meeting of the General
Assembly, ‘the genocide in Rwanda will define for our generation the
consequences of inaction in the face of mass murder’.53 The message that
he takes away from the failure to intervene militarily in Rwanda sums

49 Ibid.
50 Richard Falk, ‘The Haiti Intervention: a Dangerous World Order Precedent for the

United Nations’ (1995) 36 Harvard International Law Journal 341. See also Security
Council Resolution 940, S/RES/940 (1994), adopted on 31 July 1994 (authorising
member states to impose economic sanctions and use force to ‘facilitate the departure
from Haiti of the military leadership’ and to return it to democratic rule under
President Jean-Bertrand Aristide).

51 Falk, ‘The Haiti Intervention’, 357.
52 For analyses that unsettle the assumption that it was the international community’s

inactivity in Rwanda that should be criticised for enabling the genocide, rather than
the impact of its activities prior to the genocide, see Peter Uvin, Aiding Violence: the
Development Enterprise in Rwanda (Connecticut, 1998); Michel Chossudovsky, The
Globalisation of Poverty: Impacts of IMF and World Bank Reforms (Penang, 1997), pp. 112–22.
Both focus on the role of the development enterprise overseen by international
economic institutions and international non-governmental organisations in
contributing to the dynamics that fuelled the Rwandan genocide.

53 UN, Secretary-General Presents His Annual Report to General Assembly, UN Press Release
SG/SM/7136 GA/9596, 20 September 1999.
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up well the choice that many commentators see facing the international
community:

To those for whom the greatest threat to the future of international order is the
use of force in the absence of a Security Council mandate, one might ask – not
in the context of Kosovo – but in the context of Rwanda: If, in those dark days
and hours leading up to the genocide, a coalition of States had been prepared
to act in defence of the Tutzi population, but did not receive prompt Council
authorization, should such a coalition have stood aside and allowed the horror
to unfold?54

Similarly, Geoffrey Robertson treats Rwanda as representing the failure
of the international community to take decisive and forceful action to
prevent human rights abuses. Although he is committed to the notion
of an international rule of law, Robertson echoes the notion that the
law must not be hijacked by the approach of legal formalists immersed
in technicalities and rules, but must be open to interpretation in the
light of the demands of morality and the principles of justice.

If only, say, Kenya, Uganda and South Africa had invaded Rwanda in April 1994
to stop the genocide after the Security Council action had been vetoed by Britain
and the US (as it undoubtedly would have been), who would now complain about
its illegality?55

Despite the power of this argument, the assumption that the inter-
national community faces a choice between military intervention and
inaction limits the capacity of international law to develop adequate re-
sponses to post-Cold War security and humanitarian crises. In Chapter 3,
I suggest a way forward for the debate that may enable international
lawyers to move beyond the perceived opposition between action and
inaction. To do so, I examine the ways in which international law and
international institutions have been present and active in places such
as the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda and East Timor prior to, and during,
the humanitarian crises that arose there. The international community
had already intervened on a large scale in each of the above cases before
the security crisis erupted, particularly through the activities of inter-
national economic institutions. Inactivity, in other words, is not the
alternative to intervention. The international community is already pro-
foundly engaged in shaping the structure of political, social, economic
and cultural life in many states through the activities of, inter alia, in-
ternational economic institutions. Indeed, intervention in the name of

54 Ibid. 55 Robertson, Crimes, p. 408.
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humanitarianism too readily provides an alibi for the continued involve-
ment of those interested in exploiting and controlling the resources and
people of target states. The ‘myopia’ of international lawyers about the
effects of the new interventionism means that, in general, international
legal debate fails to address the ways in which the destructive conse-
quences of coercive economic restructuring contributes to instability,
leading to further violence and denials of human rights.56

The question my friend asked about the choices available when
international law is confronted with genocide or mass human rights
violations, like the discourse of humanitarian intervention more gener-
ally, adopts a particular temporal focus. International law is structured
around a concern with serial security and humanitarian crises. The
focus is always on the moment when military intervention is the only
remaining credible foreign policy option. The question that is produced
by law’s focus on the moment of crisis is always ‘What would you sug-
gest we do if we are in that situation again?’ The assertion that this is
the only moment which can be considered renders it impossible to anal-
yse any other involvement of the international community or to think
reflexively about law’s role in producing the meaning of intervention.
At the moment of crisis, the demands on law are so immediate and
important that they replace everything else in the field of analysis – it
is the duty of lawyers only ever to focus on specific crises and ‘facts’
rather than studying the narrating of legal texts or law as fiction. This
book attempts to resist that conservative pull of law’s temporal focus.

Law and empire

Some of the appeal of the idea of humanitarian intervention lies in the
moral authority of the notion of democracy. One of the promises made
by those who speak on behalf of the international community is that
intervention can bring people the opportunity to be governed demo-
cratically. For example, while still US Ambassador to the UN, Madeleine
Albright argued that ‘UN peacekeeping contributes to a world that is
less violent, more stable, and more democratic than it would otherwise
be.’57 She uses as an example the intervention in Haiti, suggesting that

56 On the myopia of international lawyers in the face of globalisation and its effects, see
Philip Alston, ‘The Myopia of the Handmaidens: International Lawyers and
Globalization’ (1997) 8 European Journal of International Law 435.

57 Ambassador Madeleine K. Albright, ‘International Law Approaches the Twenty-First
Century: a US Perspective on Enforcement’ (1995) 18 Fordham International Law Journal
1595 at 1599.


