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Preliminaries

The concept of ‘humanitarian intervention’ by the United Nations that
we explore in this book is, in different ways, both narrowly and
broadly defined here.

Our focus is narrow in that we are concerned solely with the use of
military (or, in a few cases, police) contingents to manage local conflicts.
This is not to say that the UN does not also intervene with humani-
tarian objectives in a whole range of non-military ways. The entire
architecture of the organisation’s functional agencies, from the High
Commission for Refugees to the Food and Agriculture Organization,
is in a direct sense concerned with humanitarian action, whether aimed
at immediate aid or long-term solutions. But here our concern is with
the deployment of armed force (although ideally it is not directly exer-
cised as such), as a means of pre-empting, controlling or preventing
the recurrence of violent conflict. Over the years these military-based
activities have increasingly involved liaison and co-operation with
the UN’s other non-military agencies in multifunctional operations
dealing with complex emergencies. But our primary concern is with the
particular problems, political and military, in the UN’s deployment of
armed force.

In another sense our focus is a wide one. While concentrating on
military action the book embraces all such undertakings by the UN.
Contemporary humanitarian intervention was not suddenly invented
as an activity in the 1990s when the term first came into common use.
The end of the cold war certainly had a huge quantitative impact on
UN interventions. It ended the superpowers’ determination to exclude
other actors from their respective spheres of interest, and fanned into
life long-suppressed conflicts in these. But the proposition that there
was any fundamental qualitative change in the nature of UN inter-
ventions at this time is debatable (and debated in this book). Armed
humanitarian intervention had long existed previously, though in the
United Nations it was usually described as ‘peacekeeping’.

The two terms are not entirely synonymous, of course. Traditional
United Nations peacekeeping, as it developed from the late 1940s,
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was concerned with the interposition of military observers or forces
between hostile national armies, usually in the aftermath of an inter-
national conflict. While this was obviously not as directly ‘humani-
tarian’ as the operations to deliver aid in Somalia or Bosnia in the 1990s,
say, it had clear humanitarian ends in its aim of preventing further
armed conflict. Otherwise, it could reasonably be asked, why was the
United Nations doing this if not in pursuit of the fundamental aims of
the organisation? The first objective set out in the preamble to the
charter in 1945 was, after all, ‘to save succeeding generations from
the scourge of war, which twice in our lifetime has brought untold
sorrow to mankind’. In this sense all interventions by armed forces
either under the command of or formally legitimised by the United
Nations are by definition humanitarian interventions.

Humanitarian intervention by the UN therefore is conceived here
as part of the broad canvas of military involvement. But not only does
the activity pre-date the term, it also pre-dates the United Nations itself.
To fully comprehend contemporary humanitarian intervention it has
to be set in a long historical narrative. This too is reflected here,
particularly in the first chapter, which is concerned with the ‘evolution’
of intervention and which explores in some detail the precursors to
UN military forces.

Similarly, while our concern is with humanitarian intervention as
a United Nations ‘project’, actors other than the UN have engaged in
(or sometimes just claimed to engage in) humanitarian intervention.
Often these interventions will have had some semi-formal association
with the United Nations. The French-led Operation Turquoise in
Rwanda in 1994 and, more creditably, the Australian-led intervention
force in East Timor in 1999 both had security council authorisation,
though neither was a ‘UN’ operation in the full sense. Other inter-
ventions have taken place in some form of partnership with the United
Nations. The UN-NATO ‘dual key’ arrangement in Bosnia in 1994-5
lies in this category, as does, in a rather different sense, the NATO
enforcement operation in Kosovo in 1999 and the ‘hybrid’ operation
with the African Union in Darfur established in 2007. All of these
should be considered in the broad context of United Nations inter-
vention and this is reflected in the scope of this book.

Much of the discussion of humanitarian intervention since the 1990s
has related to a supposed change in the basic fabric of international
politics. This goes much further than an acknowledgement of the
impact of the end of cold war bipolarity, though that is seen as part
of a larger picture. Put briefly, have we moved (or are we are at least
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moving) beyond the old ‘rules’ of international relations which are
generally considered to have been in place since the Peace of West-
phalia of 16482 The centrepiece of this “Westphalian® international
system has been the sovereign state. In this conception the political
world consists of territorially defined units (states) which exercise
absolute authority within their own borders. In the interests of peace
and order, the sovereignty of each state has to be respected by all other
states, regardless of differences in power and capacity (the idea of
‘sovereign equality’). The constraints that such a system place on
humanitarian intervention are obvious. In principle, even where there
is a manifest need for outside intervention to relieve suffering and right
wrongs, this cannot take place without the consent of the sovereign
state within whose territory the suffering is taking place.

The general liberation of thought about international relations
encouraged by the end of cold war rigidities, along with the apparent
weakening of state power as a result of economic globalisation, has
resulted in new critical approach to the idea of “Westphalianism’. How
far should human beings be bound by the old prohibitions around
sovereignty when faced with humanitarian demands? Is sovereignty
truly a ‘right’, or is it a responsibility which can only be exercised by
a government after it has passed the ‘qualification’ of humanitarian
responsibility towards its own people? Should those who fail this qual-
ification forfeit the right to external respect for their sovereignty? In
such a post-Westphalian world, humanitarian intervention would be
a responsibility of the ‘international community’ which, morally, must
be exercised, regardless of the willingness or unwillingness of the host
state to accept it. Even in such a new, humanly responsible system,
such interventions would need to be legitimised, however. What more
appropriate source of this legitimisation could there be than the long-
established, globally representative United Nations?

A problem in this line of thought tends to be the blurring of the line
between prescription and description. Yes, most individuals with a
progressive outlook on the world would agree that a post-Westphalian
world would be a very good thing (at least as far as other states are
concerned). But do we actually inhabit — or are we even moving towards
— such a desirable international arrangement? Have the end of cold
war bipolarity and a globalising world economy actually delivered us
into a new world order in which humanitarian need takes precedence
over national sovereignty? It is far from clear that they have.

And, even if we are in a post-Westphalian age with regard to
sovereignty, is there any evidence that states accept the concomitant
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part of interventionism: the responsibility to do the intervening? Has
there been a fundamental reformulation of the idea of national interest
which makes UN member states more willing than in the past to inter-
vene in conflicts with no obvious relevance to their own foreign
policies? Are we now ready to spend blood and treasure on ‘quarrels
in far-away countries between people of whom we know nothing’, as
British prime minister Neville Chamberlain put it when responding
to Nazi aggression in central Europe? Or, is there a large element of
well-intentioned wishful thinking in such propositions?

This book is sceptical towards claims that the fundamental nature
of the international system has changed in this way — or even that there
is strong evidence of a shift in that direction. To misquote Mark Twain,
‘reports of the demise of Westphalianism are greatly exaggerated’. The
state remains a stubbornly assertive presence in international relations,
both in its resistance to unwanted intervention within its territory and
in its reluctance to incur costs in making such interventions in the
territories of others. The United Nations itself, after all, is an inter-
governmental organisation, not a supranational one. It takes only the
lightest investigation of its history and politics to make clear that the
pursuit of fairly narrow national interests is what its member states see
as the purpose of their presence in the UN. The use of the United
Nations as alibi or scapegoat is common enough. Thus it was the ‘UN’
that failed in Bosnia and the ‘UN’ that stood by as genocide was
unleashed on Rwanda. In truth, though, it was no such thing. The
United Nations there as elsewhere did no more or less than the five
permanent members of its security council were prepared to permit
and equip it to do.

And (maintaining the pessimistic tone) even when so permitted and
equipped, the outcomes of the UN’s humanitarian interventions will
often be less than desired, whether by the subjects of the intervention
themselves or the wider world. The idea that such ‘failures’ of inter-
vention are always or even often the fault of the UN officials in New
York or in the field is simply false. A hard lesson for the advocates of
humanitarian intervention, but one which must be learned, is that some
conflicts are just not amenable to resolution by external intervention.
In short, success and failure are not always determined by political or
military technique by UN personnel. Until the particular dynamics of a
conflict have reached a stage where external intervention is appropriate,
even the most creative forms of intervention will be unavailing. (The
matched pair of Angola and Mozambique in the 1990s is offered in
illustration of this.)
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More fundamentally, what precisely is success in humanitarian inter-
vention? The cessation of immediate violence? Deep and enduring
peace and equity? A more stable international system? Each of these is
a reasonable aspiration for UN operations. But not all will be achieved,
and success in one might itself compromise the pursuit of another.

These considerations are explored here, both in broad terms and in
relation to particular operations and regions. The first three chapters
explore the generalities: the evolution of multinational intervention and
humanitarianism in world politics; the impact of the end of cold war
bipolarity; and the conceptual and theoretical considerations sur-
rounding contemporary intervention. The practice of intervention is
then examined in relation to a range of operations since the 1990s in
sub-Saharan Africa, the Balkans and East Timor. These have been
chosen because of their broader representativeness in the spectrum of
humanitarian intervention as a UN ‘project’. The final chapter
attempts to tackle head-on the complicated and highly contested issue
of the effectiveness of UN intervention.

While scepticism about some of the less realistic expectations and
ambitions for humanitarian intervention is a feature of this book, its
point of view is essentially supportive of the endeavour. Once all the
necessary caveats about the enduringly conservative nature of world
politics and the many political constraints on UN action have been
entered, we are still left with an activity which, over the past six decades,
has saved many thousands of lives and improved millions more.
Beyond the compromises and half-measures which are an inevitable
part of such a highly politicised activity lies an essentially noble project
pursued by admirable individuals, both civilian and military. While we
do its reputation no good by disregarding its limitations, ultimately it
deserves to be celebrated as a fundamentally decent activity in an often
far from decent world.
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For some, the international community is not intervening enough; for others
it is intervening much too often. For some the only issue is in ensuring that
coercive interventions are effective; for others questions about legality,
process and the possible misuse of precedent loom much larger. For some,
the new interventions herald a new world in which human rights trumps
state sovereignty; for others it ushers in a world in which big powers ride
roughshod over the smaller ones, manipulating the rhetoric of humani-
tarianism and human rights. The controversy has laid bare basic divisions
within the international community. In the interest of all those victims who
suffer and die when leadership and institutions fail, it is crucial that these
divisions be resolved.

The Responsibility to Protect: Report of the International
Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (2001)
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