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International Peace: One Hundred
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The bequest for the Church Peace Union—the predecessor of today’s

Carnegie Council for Ethics in International Affairs (and the publisher

of this journal)—was given by Andrew Carnegie in February . The

Church Peace Union subsequently sponsored the first worldwide gathering of reli-

gious leaders, which was held in Constance, Germany, on August , .

Convened under the shadow of an impending war, not all delegates made it to

the gathering. Six months previously, Carnegie had stipulated that the Church

Peace Union devote its funds to the deserving poor “after the arbitration of inter-

national disputes is established and war abolished, as it certainly will be some

day.” This could happen, he noted, “sooner than expected, probably by the

Teutonic nations, Germany, Britain, and the United States first deciding to act in

unison, the others joining later.” The outbreak of war was a catastrophic blow to

such hopes, as the very nations expected to be at the core of this civilized project

descended into an orgy of destruction the likes of which the world had never seen.

The poignant clash between idealism and realism, between hopes for inter-

national peace and the sordid reality of war, symbolized by the meeting at

Constance, suggests the problem for this essay. If the grand search remains, as

it was a hundred years ago, one of how to achieve an international system that

pushes war to the margins, it is useful to inquire what we have learned over the

past century. We are undoubtedly sadder, but are we wiser? The question is par-

ticularly insistent for Americans. The United States, which in  barely figured

in the military calculations of Europe’s Great Powers, emerged in the course of the

century as the world’s leading military power. Even today, amid fears of national

decline and economic distress, the country retains its military dominance. Leaders

of both major American political parties pledge to “maintain [U.S.] military
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superiority in all areas: air, land, sea, space, and cyber.” There is, moreover, a

national consensus that such progress as has been made regarding international

peace is owing to the role that the United States has played in international affairs.

While the historian wants to say that the lessons of history are multiple, with rival

judgments accompanying the march of events in every particular case, in the

United States the popular narrative of the twentieth century is far simpler. It stres-

ses the historic accomplishments of American power and the necessity, if peace is

to be achieved, of a continued U.S. willingness to play a vital role as the enforcer of

global norms.

I want to question this self-satisfied account. Americans have registered one set

of lessons too well—those deriving from the seventy-five year war against German

imperialism and Soviet communism. They have forgotten, or want to forget,

another set of lessons—those deriving from the history of U.S. involvement in

the Philippines and Vietnam, in Nicaragua and Panama, and on to Afghanistan

and Iraq. Alongside the existence of the world’s most powerful military establish-

ment, which employs a method of war that allows it to deliver death and destruc-

tion with precision even from a great distance, we have witnessed an extraordinary

expansion of the justifications for using force. Over the past generation alone, the

United States has intervened to defeat aggression, to relieve humanitarian suffer-

ing, to secure the secession of disgruntled provinces, to prevent other states from

acquiring weapons of mass destruction, to promote human rights, to expand

democracy, and to fight terrorism. Many of these interventions have proved con-

troversial, but none has shaken America’s glorification of war and warriors. To its

advocates, American military power is the solution to the world’s ills, the primary

ingredient in any recipe for the achievement of international peace. A far more

critical appraisal is required.

A Movement for Peace

In the first decade of the twentieth century an organized peace movement grew up

in the United States, of which Andrew Carnegie was one of the foremost leaders.

Its sensibility is not easy to recapture today; it has labored long under the histori-

cal judgment that it was made up of “utopian idealists” whose ideas for how peace

might be achieved were other-worldly and decidedly impractical. But public

opinion suddenly seemed seized with the issue: “A rub-a-dub agitation once car-

ried on in holes-in-walls,” as Charles Beard later recalled, “became a national
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sensation which the most scornful politicians, even Theodore Roosevelt, could

scarcely ignore.” Among its adherents were pacifists who believed the use of

force to be inconsistent with Christian injunction and contrary to America’s pur-

pose. But there were others who took a more activist stance, broaching the possi-

bility of military sanctions by a “league of peace” were a nation to refuse

arbitration. The peace movement was very much conflicted over whether an inter-

national force comparable to that which existed in domestic society would be

required, and even most “sanctionists” inclined to the hopeful view that the

opinion of the civilized world or economic reprisals would render such appeals

unnecessary in nearly all cases. But the movement, though uncertain of the

remedy, saw presciently that the world was turning into one global social system

and had formed an unprecedented web of interconnection in communication,

trade, and technology. Such interdependence made the need for a new peace sys-

tem—and new multilateral institutions—all the more evident.

As Carnegie’s bequest to the Church Peace Union indicates, the idea of inter-

national arbitration was the leading idea of the peace movement, but the idea itself

was not new. “For more than half a century,” former Secretary of State Elihu Root

recalled in , “the American government has been urging upon the world” the

settlement of international questions by arbitration. “Presidents Grant, Arthur,

Harrison, Cleveland, McKinley, Roosevelt, and Taft strongly approved the estab-

lishment of a system of arbitration in their messages to Congress.” As Root well

knew, however, the United States Senate had repeatedly insisted on carving out

broad exceptions or reservations in matters concerning national honor or sover-

eignty during the treaty ratification process—involving anything, in fact, that

might actually cause a war—so progress on this score had been slight. Nor was

there significant progress toward an international court that would handle justici-

able disputes between nations. Disappointment over these setbacks, however, did

not seem to be cause for great pessimism for most peace advocates. “Leg over leg

the dog went to Dover,” emphasized Root. It was in keeping with the gradualist

and meliorist character of the American philosophy that progress would take

time. The important thing was to start walking along the road.

The early peace movement, often seen as Pollyannaish, was in fact divided with

respect to the prospects for international peace. While some expressed unreserved

optimism about the world’s progress toward the nonviolent settlement of disputes,

others saw that the armaments race was threatening disaster. Benjamin

Trueblood, the head of the American Peace Society, noted in  that the “utterly
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inhuman system of militarism” had continued to grow “until it stands to-day, in

appalling magnitude, fortified to heaven in the very heart of civilization. There is

no tyranny of our time greater than that which it exercises. . . . Year after year the

armies grow and the fleets expand. Year after year the war debts rise and the screw

of taxation is turned down mercilessly another thread. Science is incessantly tor-

tured in the hope of wringing from her some new death-dealing instrument,

which will give one nation advantage over others.” Carnegie agreed with that per-

spective, which put him in opposition to his sometime friend Theodore Roosevelt.

Also writing in , Roosevelt expressed optimism that war among civilized

nations was becoming “rarer and rarer.” Roosevelt made a career in declaiming

against the “peace at any price” men. He believed devoutly that the way to prevent

war was to make potential enemies “think twice, thrice, ten times” before resorting

to force. Trueblood, the visionary utopian, saw the dangers more accurately than

Roosevelt, the archnationalist and supposed realist, but our collective memory

chooses to remember the dashed optimism of the peace advocates rather than

their prescient warnings about the armaments race.

The outlook of Carnegie’s generation of peace advocates that is most difficult to

recapture today is their belief in the historical role and meaning of the United

States. Today, the old Left and the new Right are as one in viewing the United

States, from its origins, as an aggressively expansionist and imperial power—a

“dangerous nation” whose recent behavior, especially in Iraq, reflects a long tra-

dition. Far otherwise was the view of the peace advocates. They believed, with

Charles Eliot, president of Harvard from  to , that the greatest contri-

bution the United States had made to civilization was in showing a practical

way to the abandonment of war as a means of settling international disputes.

They celebrated America’s long record in utilizing arbitration as a method of

diplomacy and pointed proudly to a series of negotiations with the British govern-

ment, dating from the Jay Treaty of , in which arbitration had figured promi-

nently. With Herbert Spencer, they saw America as the leading representative of

an industrial civilization that would sweep away the atavistic remnants of militar-

ism. As historian John Fiske had written in the mid-s, in a Spencerian pro-

jection that Carnegie shared:

The disparity between the United States, with a standing army of only twenty-five thou-
sand men withdrawn from industrial pursuits, and the states of Europe, with their
standing armies amounting to four millions of men, is something that cannot possibly
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be kept up. The economic competition will become so keen that European armies will
have to be disbanded, the swords will have to be turned into ploughshares, and thus the
victory of the industrial over the military type of civilization will at last become
complete.

These views were registered in the revulsion that anti-imperialists felt toward the

United States’ war in the Philippines. Carnegie and his anti-imperialist friends

were astonished at the ease with which America could “puke up its ancient

soul,” as William James put it. They recoiled at the gushing tributes toward war

indulged in by men such as Roosevelt, who, wrote James, treated “peace as a con-

dition of blubberlike and swollen ignobility, fit only for huckstering weaklings,

dwelling in the gray twilight and heedless of the higher life.” They saw grave

danger to constitutional principles and the national character in the adoption

by America of an imperialist ethos. With Massachusetts Senator Charles

Sumner, a storied though controversial figure in the American peace movement,

the anti-imperialists believed that empire obtained by force “is un-republican, and

offensive to the first principle of our Union, according to which all just govern-

ment stands only on the consent of the governed. Our country needs no such

ally as war. Its destiny is mightier than war. Through peace it will have

everything.”

A significant number of thinkers were attracted to the intriguing notion that the

United States Constitution pointed the way toward the federation of the world,

though only a handful sketched out plans of international government.

According to William Hull, a professor at Swarthmore who served on the

board of the Church Peace Union, “the great peaceful republic of the western

hemisphere” was well fitted to take the lead in forming “a fraternal union between

all the members of the family of nations.” Such a union—“in which law and justice

shall take the place of force and warfare, in which the smallest and the largest

nation shall be on the same terms of equality before the law of nations, as are

mighty Texas and ‘Little Rhody’ in the presence of the American

Constitution”—would make “doubly dear to us the dear old flag.” The accom-

plishments of the American federal system gave the present generation “great

hope and a great incentive” to realize this precious international ideal.

One did not have to believe in the idea of a world state to find the parallel

between the old American union and a new international union highly instructive,

and it seemed to capture the imagination of even Roosevelt himself. In his 

speech accepting the Nobel Peace Prize (awarded in ), Roosevelt noted
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“that the Constitution of the United States, notably in the establishment of the

Supreme Court and in the methods adopted for securing peace and good relations

among and between the different States, offers certain valuable analogies to what

should be striven for in order to secure, through the Hague courts and confer-

ences, a species of world federation for international peace and justice.”

Roosevelt was angling for a handsome subvention from Carnegie when he allowed

himself such forward-looking sentiments—how else to cover the arrears of his

post-presidential expedition to Africa?—but President Taft cannot be suspected

of insincerity on this score. Taft was a devoted supporter of arbitration and

came to believe that America’s wars of , , and  had been unnecess-

ary. In his words: “In very few cases, if any, can the historian say that the good of

war was worth the awful sacrifice.” His secretary of state, Philander C. Knox,

observed in a prewar commencement address that “we have reached a point

when it is evident that the future holds in store a time when war shall cease:

when the nations of the world shall realize a federation as real and vital as that

now subsisting between the component parts of a single state.” Only a few

years later, as the catastrophe of world war signaled the breakdown of civilization,

Woodrow Wilson (whom Carnegie came to adore in his last years) took up such

hopes in his plans for the League of Nations.

Disillusion and Progress

A century later, what are we to make of the expectations of Carnegie and his gen-

eration of peace-mongers? An immediate temptation would be to regard them as

fossilized remnants of prehistoric creatures, or perhaps as one of those species that

have suffered near-extinction in the course of the last century’s relentless indus-

trialization. The “war to end all wars,” as World War I was styled, gave way,

two decades later, to an even more devastating conflict. Science continued to be

tortured to wring from it yet more destructive weapons, culminating in the devel-

opment of the atomic and hydrogen bombs. The experience of total war also gave

birth to totalitarian states; the accession to power of the Bolshevik regime in

Russia and the Nazi regime in Germany could never have occurred in the absence

of the dislocations and rage spawned by World War I. To be sure, we have devel-

oped a species of world confederation in both the League of Nations and the

United Nations, but the League was universally regarded as a failure and the

UN, though it continues to play a role in world politics, has scarcely lived up
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to the vision of its founders. Even friends of the UN typically warn of the danger

of inflated expectations, whereas its critics regard it with a mixture of bemusement

and contempt—and it is the critical voices that dominate American political dis-

course. Arbitration, though it is a central feature of the World Trade

Organization’s approach to trade disputes and still a valuable tool in certain set-

tings, has played at best a modest role in the maintenance of international peace.

The same goes for judicial settlement, from which so much was expected by “leg-

alists” in the pre- period. The United States championed the creation of the

International Court of Justice in  but withdrew from its compulsory jurisdic-

tion in , after having grown increasingly disenchanted with the constraints of

international law.

Yet despite these crushed expectations, there is a good case for progress, if not

exactly optimism, regarding international peace. The recent record of inter-

national relations has not been one of ever increasing violence. On the contrary,

as several scholars have noted, the incidence and destructiveness of war has

declined. There have been no wars among the great powers since , and

no use of nuclear weapons after Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Once the epicenter

and the cauldron of international conflict, the European system was pacified,

and the renunciation of war among European nations was not only written into

their formal charters of union but also engraved, so to speak, onto their very

hearts. Since the collapse of the Soviet Union in , the possibility of great

power conflict has generally been regarded as slight. But even the cold war is

part of this narrative of progress; out of the wreckage of World War II and

amid the development of a costly and dangerous arms race, the great power

peace was preserved. One hesitates to call this period “The Long Peace”—it was

attended by too much violence on the periphery of the international system—

but it makes a favorable contrast to the preceding years of total war. Even in

the global South the incidence of organized conflicts of all kinds—civil wars, gen-

ocides, governmental repression, and terrorist attacks—has declined over the last

two decades. In his magisterial study of the decline of violence, Steven Pinker calls

our era “the New Peace.” Believe it or not, writes Pinker, “from a global, historical,

and quantitative perspective, the dream of the s folk songs has come true: the

world has (almost) put an end to war.”

Scholars attribute this change to multiple factors, many of which Carnegie’s

generation would have recognized as inclining the world toward peace: the

increase in the number of democratic states; their growing interdependence in
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trade and other forms of peaceful interaction; the recognition that force is an ille-

gitimate and, invariably, distinctly unprofitable means for the resolution of inter-

state differences; the recognition that the attainment of wealth—what the modern

world terms economic development—is the central object and legitimating

element for governments nearly everywhere; and the emergence of a coalition

of liberal democracies within which the expectation of peaceful conduct and the

observance of the “standards of civilization” is deeply entrenched. Pinker draws

attention to the importance of “feminization,” both in the greater political empow-

erment of women and in the greater importance given to the classic “feminine”

virtue of nurturing, as opposed to the “male” attributes of glory-seeking, compe-

tition, and bloodletting. As Pinker comments, the parts of the world that lag in

feminization—much of the Muslim world, especially—“are the parts that lag in

the decline of violence.” Related to these changes, though also owing to the glo-

bal village created by technological revolution, is the extension of human sympa-

thy outside the narrow core of the nation.

All these developments are real, and we are obliged to give the requisite two

cheers. But we are also obliged to observe some serious caution about their signifi-

cance and permanence. Pinker, somewhat perversely, considers even the two great

world wars of the twentieth century, the latter of which spawned  million

deaths, as comparatively better than some epochs in the past—if we consider

“comparative badness” in relation to the number of deaths as a percentage of

population. The statistics lie, however, because there was a degeneration in

moral quality; nothing in Europe’s civilized past, with its frequent and destructive

wars, was comparable to the nihilistic worship of the power state that was embo-

died in the regimes of Hitler and Stalin. That experience was especially grim

because it took place in reaction to many of the same progressive trends that,

in the pre- era, had prompted men like Carnegie to be resolutely optimistic.

History, we learned, could be a study in degeneration as well as progress. There are

too many unresolved predicaments in the human prospect, many of which retain

the capacity to foment tremendous violence, for us to take much solace from the

statistical evidence.

The most interesting question this peaceful transformation raises, but one that

Pinker leaves curiously unaddressed, concerns the degree to which it is owing to

the role of the United States. Americans are certainly disposed to accept the nar-

rative, reiterated by all recent presidents, that the United States has been the key

agent of a more peaceful world. Some have gone further and have insisted that the
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United States has emerged as the globe’s de facto government—providing an array

of public goods that other nations would have been incapable of securing on their

own. The United States has been, apparently, the inspiration, midwife, architect,

and practical builder of a more secure and peaceful planet.

A Mixed Record

How convincing is this judgment? There are partisans on either side of the

ideological wars who would answer this question wholly in the positive, or

wholly in the negative, but neither is convincing. The picture is mixed. It surely

cannot be denied that the American-led world order has positive accomplish-

ments to its credit. The post–World War II reconstruction of Europe, to

which the United States made an important contribution, was undoubtedly

the grandest achievement. In Asia, especially in the years since the end of the

Vietnam War, the willingness of the United States to open its market to exports

resolved what would otherwise have been an impossible contradiction for Japan

and the neo-mercantilist developing countries that followed in Japan’s wake. In

both regions, American military power allowed Germany and Japan to margin-

alize their once dominant military sectors, solving the riddle of the previous

generation and conferring benefits that have lasted to this day. Though military

power was undoubtedly important in providing an essential shield, “soft power”

also counted greatly in the democratic advance. Regimes committed to consti-

tutional democracy enjoy a far better record in delivering human betterment

than the available alternatives, and this intrinsic appeal explains part of

the expansion of democracy—in Latin America, Asia, Eastern Europe, and

Africa—that has occurred since the s. But surely such advancement is

also owed in part to the diplomatic pressures exerted by the United States

and its allies.

While there have been positive accomplishments, however, there have also been

grave drawbacks. The Vietnam War was the most dramatic U.S. failure of the cold

war period, but there were a litany of other interventions scarred by hubris and

militarism during that long twilight struggle. The collapse of the Soviet Union

then created an imbalance of power and, for the United States, a new set of imper-

ial temptations. The victory over Iraq in the first Gulf War in  is invariably

celebrated as a “good war,” but the extremity of force employed in the war helped

spawn the terrorist attacks of September , . The blowback was yet more
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severe for being unrecognized—to bow to this particular reality meant putting

yourself in the “blame America first” camp.

Undoubtedly, the most egregious use of force over the past two decades was the

Iraq War launched by President George W. Bush in . The invasion of Iraq

struck directly at the prohibition against preventive war that had been the center-

piece of the twentieth century movement to outlaw war. In word and deed, the

United States strayed far from the sentiments with which the American century

was launched—that aggressive war was the crime of crimes. On the contrary,

the United States seemed to have imbibed the spirit of revolutionary France,

which, as Alexander Hamilton wrote two hundred years ago, had “betrayed a

spirit of universal domination; an opinion that she had a right to be the legislatrix

of nations; that they are all bound to submit to her mandates, to take from her

their moral, political, and religious creeds; that her plastic and regenerating

hand is to mould them into whatever shape she thinks fit; and that her interest

is to be the sole measure of the rights of the rest of the world.” That spirit

has moderated from its high-water mark under the first George W. Bush admin-

istration, but has not disappeared.

From the perspective of one hundred years ago, perhaps the most astonishing

development has been the emergence of a powerful military establishment in the

United States. An aversion to standing armies was long part of the American heri-

tage. “On the smallest scale,” observed James Madison of a standing force, “it has

its inconveniences. On an extensive scale its consequences may be fatal. On any

scale it is an object of laudable circumspection and precaution.” The experience

of World War II and then the cold war made the United States throw such pre-

cautions to the winds. A large and permanent military establishment became part

of the accepted order of things. Though the dreadful experience of Vietnam

checked the growth of this vast apparatus, the effect was temporary. Since the

end of the cold war the United States has been without any “peer competitor,”

with U.S. military spending reaching to nearly half of total military spending

worldwide. The  attacks then gave a powerful boost to the growth of the mili-

tary establishment and national security state.

Americans, too, in so many ways, made their peace with war, became comfor-

table with war in ways that would have shocked the sensibility of earlier gener-

ations. Our leaders today seem to be incapable of discussing the military

without employing terms of unadorned praise. Our soldiers, we are endlessly

told, “represent what is best in America.” They are “a generation of heroes.”
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Everything they do, it seems, they do for freedom. There is a kind of systematized

lying in public about the effects of war. These effects are to be seen not only in the

toll of innocent victims, measured in the anodyne terms of “collateral damage,”

but also among the agents of destruction—that is, not only among those who

are killed but also among those who do the killing. This is a far cry from the

vision of Andrew Carnegie, one of whose philanthropic endeavors was to establish

a fund to honor heroes in walks of life other than the military—growing out of

Carnegie’s “intense conviction that it took just as much heroism to save life as

it did to take it, whereas the man who took it got most of the recognition.”

Instead, we are well along a road similar to that which Alexander Hamilton

described, by which war leads to frequent infringements on the rights of the

people, a condition that in turn weakens “their sense of those rights” and leads

them “to consider the soldiery not only as their protectors but as their

superiors.”

In classical republican thinking, the danger of a large standing military was that

it would disorder republican institutions, leading to the usurpation of civilian rule.

The step from considering the military as superiors to thinking of them as mas-

ters, as Hamilton wrote, was “neither remote nor difficult.” President Dwight

Eisenhower was thinking in these classical terms when he famously warned of

the acquisition of unwarranted influence by “the military-industrial complex”

and the “potential for the disastrous rise of misplaced power.” Oddly, military

officers do not seem to be more bellicose than their civilian superiors in our

democracy, and sometimes they exercise (as with the prospect of a preventive

war with Iran) an institutional restraint against the initiation of war, though

their influence also works strongly toward the perpetuation of war once it has

been launched. The militarization that we have endured also does not conform

to the classic fears of a “garrison state,” which featured a mobilized and regimen-

ted population. Rather, civilians today live apart from the military, while elevating

this particular  percent into icons. But even if America’s militarization does not

exactly conform to such older fears, it is still a form of militarization. Instead of a

mobilized population, we have gotten the Surveillance State and the Emergency

State. Instead of a military caste that has hungered for military solutions to inter-

national problems, we have civilian elites who have hungered for those solutions, for

whom our new praetorians have proved most dutiful servants.

There is much that is artificial and unbalanced about the U.S. role in the world.

It goes to the very definition of republican government that it should embody a
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regime of countervailing powers, but there is no international equivalent to the

separation of powers, judicial review, popular representation, and all the other

devices that the Founders erected to preserve a balanced republican regime in

the United States. The mantra of U.S. leaders is that other powers should have

a voice, but not a veto, over U.S. decisions regarding the use of force, even uses

of force that would otherwise be illegal, whereas the essence of constitutional gov-

ernment is that it should provide not only for the use of power but also for its

effective limitation and constraint. Keeping “all options on the table,” as the

United States has so often done, legitimizes offensive war in a fashion far removed

from classic ideas of constitutional government. The rhetorical U.S. emphasis on

partnership and cooperation with other liberal democracies, though appealing to

what must be considered as virtues, has frequently not operated as a serious con-

straint on the use of force and has more than once emboldened “allies” to take

provocative stances in the expectation of U.S. support. Georgia did it in 

with its invasion of South Ossetia. Britain and France did it in  by agitating

for intervention in Libya. China’s neighbors do it over disputed territorial waters.

Israel does it repeatedly.

The Expansion of Force

The past two decades have also witnessed a dramatic expansion of the accepted

justifications for the use of force. In the first half of the twentieth century, and

even well beyond into the cold war, the United States was committed to the

idea of the illegality of aggression. It accepted the framework of a society of states

that allowed for a plurality of regime types, and that united them in a framework

of law that defended the idea of their mutual independence. That was the central

idea informing the UN Charter. It has been seriously impaired. It was essentially

injured by the  Iraq War, against which worldwide popular protests were

unavailing. The war on terrorism, too, has greatly loosened these constraints.

As a war with no apparent end, it has acquired a seemingly permanent character,

making enemies of the state the object of drone strikes in a substantial number of

countries, including Pakistan, Afghanistan, Yemen, and Somalia. Sometimes these

secret operations occur with the consent of the states concerned, sometimes not,

but there is no mistaking the development of a permanent apparatus for the

waging of secret war. It is based on a primitive calculus that ignores the rage pro-

duced in societies that are the recipients of such strikes. Like the drug war, to
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which it bears so many disturbing parallels, it purports to be the remedy for things

of which it is itself the cause.

A third development that has expanded justifications for the use of force has

been the growing acceptance of a “responsibility to protect.” Whereas preventive

war was advanced as a justification for U.S. intervention almost furtively, disguised

under the label of “preemption,” the idea of intervention to protect imperiled

populations has acquired much greater international legitimacy. A  UN

General Assembly document recognizing a responsibility to protect was adopted

unanimously, though with the proviso that any military action must take place

under the auspices of the Security Council. Given the veto power of Russia and

China, the international consensus is far less impressive than it may at first

seem. But skepticism goes beyond those two powers: in the Security Council res-

olution authorizing action in Libya in , India, Brazil, and Germany also

abstained. Indeed, in some respects a degree of caution is built into the doctrine

itself. In the  report of the International Commission on Intervention and

State Sovereignty, the imperative need to respond to acts that shock the conscience

of mankind, but that occur within the confines of an individual state, was hedged

with important qualifications. So far as military intervention is concerned, “right

authority, just cause, right intention, last resort, proportional means, and

reasonable prospects” were all invoked as relevant barriers to the decision to inter-

vene. The Commission conceded that all members of the United Nations have an

interest in maintaining a stable international order, and that this interest, save in

exceptional circumstances, is best satisfied by abstaining from military intervention.

Genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity are evil

things, and it is proper that the international community should look to ways

to mitigate their reach or, in extreme cases, put an end to them. Though realism

is generally understood to recognize neither a right nor a duty of humanitarian

intervention, and indeed to be essentially uninterested in such appeals, I think

the real force of the realist objection lies elsewhere—in questioning the capacity

to undertake and sustain interventions that bring about more good than the

evil inflicted by the use of force; in doubting the motives that as a practical matter

will underlie the action of outside powers; and in deprecating the elasticity with

which these just war criteria are sometimes invoked, thus opening a potentially

large wedge in the justification of offensive uses of force. Put differently, what I

would term constitutional realism does not reject the assumption of humanitarian

responsibility, but rather takes seriously the restrictions that advocates of
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humanitarian intervention themselves usually place upon it: that force be disinter-

ested and restricted to the humanitarian aim; that its use be proportional in

weighing the consequences of intervention; that force should be employed only

in the last resort and employ means that discriminate between the guilty and

the innocent; that multilateral support is a vital factor in legitimating such enter-

prises and seeing them through.

These are conditions that are difficult to satisfy. Indeed, it is difficult to think of

any intervention of the past two decades that has satisfied them all. As a practical

matter, it surely deserves notice that the humanitarian interventions most recently

urged upon us—Libya, Syria, Sudan—are those that have arisen within or on the

fringes of the Islamic world and are thus connected in subtle ways with the

ongoing “war on terror” and an unspoken clash of civilizations. The record of

Western intervention shows that, curiously, where oil is present our humanitarian

sympathies seem to be more deeply aroused. We may foreswear such selfish con-

nections in theory, but in practice they often seem to govern the case.

Acceptance of a duty of humanitarian intervention also lends a patina of moral

justification for the existence of an overweening military establishment, which has

been and is likely to be employed for other purposes. If such a duty were widely

accepted, it would carry the virtually inevitable consequence of encouraging rebel-

lion in the expectation of outside support, a consequence the more deeply to be

feared insofar as uses of force in anticipation of humanitarian disaster are cham-

pioned. The method most convenient and therefore favored—bombarding the

entrenched redoubts of oppressive regimes with precision weapons—cannot

ensure a stable and constructive outcome, powerful though it may be in its

capacity for destruction. While UN and regional peacekeeping operations, in

which troops are dispatched to preserve a peace already made, have proved

their utility in many instances over the last generation, humanitarian interventions

that lead with the sword are far more dubious. The older rule forbidding such

interventions, which embodied this traditional skepticism about the capacity of

outsiders to successfully resolve civil wars, is of greater weight. Given the opposing

considerations on either side—the desire to “do something” in the face of huma-

nitarian crisis, the no less imperative lesson of the disutility and unanticipated

consequences of outside military intervention—perhaps it is inevitable that we

should err. If so, it appears better to this observer to err on the side of caution.

Of all the expansions in justifications for the use of force, the adoption of a pre-

ventive war rationale is the least tenable. The norm against it arose from a hard
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and bitter experience over the consequences of offensive war in the first half of the

twentieth century, an experience that was once again confirmed by the results of

the Iraq War. It rests on images of the enemy that are fed by relentless propaganda

and that, as also happened during the cold war, unwisely read those enemies out

of the human race. The ease with which these ideas are considered in the United

States today testifies to the dangers of America’s enormous military establishment.

Its unprecedented technological capability virtually invites irresponsibility in the

use of force.

A Circuitous Path

These expansions of the justifications for the use of force show clearly enough that

the problem of ensuring peaceful conduct among states is likely to remain a for-

midable one. It is entirely premature to speak of “winning the war on war.”

International peace is a great good; its victories ought to be even more renowned

than those of war. But the ways of peace are circuitous and not reducible to a

simple formula. Consider the following examples:

It may be that a taboo has developed regarding the use of weapons of mass

destruction sufficiently powerful that a state would risk its own destruction

were it to violate the norm, but that still leaves us with a world in which the

use of force is ultimately tamed by the threat of countervailing force. The obstacles

confronting nuclear disarmament remain nearly as formidable as they ever were,

and an avowed objective to rid the world of nuclear weapons may, by encouraging

preventive war, actually make war more likely.

So, too, it is desirable as a general rule that states be ruled according to demo-

cratic procedures and the rule of law, but it does not follow that international

peace is secured by challenging the legitimacy of autocratic states and making it

one’s mission to overturn them. While the thesis that democracy leads to peace

has gained great traction in recent years, the better argument is that peace leads

to democracy—that is, an international environment in which war is strictly

confined to defensive purposes holds greater promise for the advance of democ-

racy and human rights than one in which the absence of democratic legitimacy

forfeits the right of national independence.

We may lament that emerging great powers such as China give a scope to their

national interests that bears adversely on the rights of neighboring peoples, but a

diplomacy that pushes aside the claims of Chinese nationalism and refuses to
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recognize a Chinese sphere of influence is likely to be more productive of military

conflict than peaceful coexistence.

Economic growth and “gentle commerce” are surely incubators of peace, con-

sidering the alternatives of autarky and stagnation, but resource constraints and

climate change, each of them resulting from growth, also have considerable poten-

tial to foment much violence.

Bringing the perpetrators of war crimes to justice, as the International Criminal

Court has sought to do, is an understandable aspiration, but it may stand in ten-

sion with ensuring a transition to a constitutional regime by depriving war crim-

inals of their incentive to surrender power peacefully.

International cooperation is usually a virtue, and states should always be atten-

tive to the just claims of others in the conduct of their foreign policy, but even

cooperation may be carried too far and may test the endurance of nations. The

contemporary fate of the European Union, as it is torn apart by the pressures

of a common currency, is a classic and altogether tragic illustration of this point.

A tragic predicament closer to home may be seen in the contemporary role of

the United States. Its military hegemony, when defensively arrayed, has made and

can still make a key contribution to a peaceful world order. At the same time, such

a powerful military establishment provides a perpetual temptation to employ it in

war. There is no clear way to provide the benefits of the defensive array without

making the nation vulnerable to offensive uses, in effect hitching a set of perfectly

reasonable aims to a range of patently illegitimate objects.

We learned from the war against Hitler that force must sometimes be used to

attain peace; otherwise the peaceful would be ruled by the men of violence. We

learned, too, that if you desire peace you must prepare for war. But we have

also learned that the United States, the beacon of what were once termed the

“peace-loving” states, is not immune to the lure of war, and that the preparations

ostensibly made to preserve the peace have more than once led us into wars that

conformed to the requirements of neither justice nor interest. That record, all the

more impressive for being recent, should induce humility and restraint, not

exuberance, over a militarized role for the United States in the maintenance of

international peace, and keen disappointment that America has in many instances

forsaken the peaceful ideals of the founder of the Carnegie Council.
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