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1) David Chandler, 22 September 2000 
 
Dear Noam Chomsky, 
 
I hope you are well. For your information I'm attaching an article on international justice 
and sovereignty, it’s scheduled for November's New Left Review so I'll still have a chance 
to do some final editing. ['International Justice', New Left Review, Vol.2, No.6, Nov/Dec 
2000, pp.55-66, available at: http://newleftreview.org/A2287]  
…….. 
 
All the best, 
David 
 
 
2) Noam Chomsky, 23 September 2000 
 
Dear David, 
 
Very good and illuminating article. I enjoyed reading it very much. And basically agree 
with the conclusion, which, if I'm following correctly, I think pretty much accords with 
my own at the end of ‘New Military Humanism’ [New Military Humanism: Lessons from 
Kosovo (London: Pluto Press, 1999)] a year or so ago. 
 
It is all very well to speak abstractly of the "innovative but justifiable extension of 
international law" that creates a right of "humanitarian intervention," or to accord to the 
enlightened states the right to use military force where they "believe it to be just." But it 
should also be recognized that, hardly by accident, the states that are self-qualified as 
enlightened turn out to be those that can act as they please. And that in the real world, 
there are two options: 
 
(1) Some kind of framework of world order, perhaps the U.N. Charter, the International 
Court of Justice, and other existing institutions, or perhaps something better if it can be 
devised and broadly accepted. 
 
(2) The powerful do as they wish, expecting to receive the accolades that are the 
prerogative of power. 
 

 1

http://newleftreview.org/A2287


Abstract discussion may choose to consider other possible worlds, perhaps a fit topic for 
graduate seminars in philosophy. But for the present, at least, it is options (1) and (2) that 
identify the real world in which decisions that affect human affairs have to be made. 
 
As noted there, that conclusion was drawn by the ICJ in the Corfu case 50 years ago, and 
seems elementary enough. 
 
Have a few comments, for what they are worth. 
 
1. The main one is that I think you grant too much credit to the people and views you are 
criticizing. I'm not a great admirer of Stephen Krasner and IR "realism," but Krasner is 
right on target when he describes the notion of sovereignty, Westphalian and other, as 
"organized hypocrisy": a useful device for the powerful to cloak doing what they want. 
That's been true from the beginning, and keeping just to the UN Charter period, 
dramatically true. Did the US observe Article 2(4), or the Friendly relations treaty, etc., 
when it blockaded Guatemala and overthrew its government, carried out a huge 
clandestine operation to break up Indonesia in 1958, invaded Cuba and South Vietnam 
under Kennedy (with all that followed), invaded the Dominican Republic, attacked 
Nicaragua and dismissed ICJ demand that it terminate its aggression, invaded Grenada 
and Panama, supported Israel's repeated invasions of Lebanon (killing only about 50,000 
people since 1978), took an active role in Indonesia's conquest and genocide in East 
Timor and Turkey's massive ethnic cleansing in the Clinton-Blair years,....? No need to 
go on. 
 
The same examples illustrate well enough that the talk about "international justice" is 
also organized hypocrisy, and that holds for just about everyone you mention. Max Boot 
is a sick joke, and [Michael] Ignatieff mostly posturing to the galleries. But [Geoffrey] 
Robertson can sometimes be taken seriously. Not, however, when cited in the following: 
 
"As Geoffrey Robertson makes clear 'a human rights offensive admits of no half-
measures'; 'crimes against humanity are, by definition, unforgivable....The past has been a 
matter of pleading with tyrants, writing letters and sending missions to beg them not to 
act cruelly… 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. There will be 
less mealy-mouthedness about behaviour which cries out for condemnation…'" 
 
First, I think you should rethink the phrase "makes clear." That credits his statement as 
serious, as establishing something. It is not serious; it is sheer hypocrisy, or more 
charitably, maybe ignorance and stupidity. In early 1999, was Robertson calling for the 
bombing of Ankara, Jakarta, Bogota, Washington, London,....? Was he calling those 
savages "savages," or even saying a word about their atrocities, which in early 1999 (NB: 
early, not late) were well beyond anything attributed to Milosevic in Kosovo? And that's 
barely the icing on the cake. 
 
2. Same observation in a number of other places. E.g., you write: "major Western powers 
fought a war over the denial of justice and abuse of human rights of the ethnic-Albanians 
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of Kosovo…while the Kosovo conflict may demonstrate the triumph of 'international 
justice' over sovereignty." 
 
It's a question of fact, not doctrine, whether NATO fought over human rights of Albanian 
Kosovars. The evidence seems to me overwhelmingly to the contrary, but whether that's 
right or wrong, their mere assertion does not constitute proof. Hitler claimed to be 
fighting for the human rights of ethnic minorities in the Sudetenland, to take one of the 
less egregious cases. And though you're right to put "international justice" in quotes, the 
statement still doesn't go far enough, I think, in underscoring the fact that international 
justice was not a consideration here any more than in the past. 
 
3. On "...seeing a redistribution of sovereign power; or rather, the acceptance of 
sovereign inequality. The growing acceptance of a right of some states to unilaterally 
exercise military power to uphold 'international justice' and human rights indicates that 
sovereignty, or the exercise of state power, is being transformed. While, for some states, 
sovereignty is being limited, for others, it is increasingly free from traditional 
international constraints...." 
 
As a matter of descriptive fact, I doubt that very much. What's happened is a lessening of 
the constraints on violation of sovereignty, human rights, and international justice, now 
that the Soviet deterrent has disappeared, and with it the (minor) significance of the 
nonaligned. Now the warrior states, the US and Britain, can do pretty much as they like. 
But I think the record makes it clear enough that the guiding principles haven't changed -- 
as we should expect, after all: they reflect institutional structures, which are relatively 
stable.  
 
4. "The creation of the Hague war crimes tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) 
provides a good case study..." 
 
Basically same comment. What's new? The ICJ is fine when it condemns Iran, but 
dismissed with ridicule and contempt when it condemns the US for far more serious 
crimes a few years later. Those at the bar at Nuremberg and Tokyo were certainly some 
of the worst criminals in history, but the trials were farcical, even in principle: it was 
considered extenuation if the Allies had committed the same crime (like urban bombing, 
or submarine atrocities). The Hague tribunal is in a noble tradition. 
 
5. "Louis Henkin notes,...." 
 
As perhaps you noticed, after the bombing Henkin was caught up in the mass hysteria 
and suggested that NATO was forging new paths in international law, etc. 
 
General comment. I think the basic thrust is correct, but that you concede too much to the 
opposition. 
 
Noam 
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3) David Chandler, 25 September 2000 
 
Dear Noam, 
 
Thank you very much for your quick reply and for your useful comments. In response I 
will try to explain why I think we may draw similar conclusions, but through different 
approaches. I've read many debates you've been involved in and don't recall you losing an 
argument, nevertheless here goes. 
 
Firstly, I believe we agree that in the real world there are two ways of formally regulating 
international society - politically and legally, through the sovereign equality of the UN; or 
militarily, through (US-led) 'coalitions of the willing'.  
 
My general point is that the dismantling of UN political equality (a defensive response to 
the weakness of imperialism at the end of WW2) is taking place through the privileging 
of human rights over democracy, of ethics and morality over politics. I'm focusing on the 
new form that Great Power/US domination/regulation is taking. However, this form I 
believe reflects a changing content, in that this regulation is being exercised much more 
directly and overtly, reflecting a real shift in power relations in the absence of 
countervailing social movements. 
 
Regarding your numbered comments: 
 
1) Yes the sovereign equality formally institutionalized in UN institutions was 
consistently undermined through superpower/US intervention/subversion. No 
disagreement, the UN was a relatively paper/powerless institution, merely legitimizing 
Western domination under the guise of formal equality ([Justin] Rosenberg's Empire of 
Civil Society[: Critique of the Realist Theory of International Relations (London: Verso, 
1994) - relying on [Ellen] Meiksins Wood's critique of formal equality under capitalism - 
makes this point well). 
 
Yes, 'international justice' equally justifies unequal real relations of Great Power control, 
where intervention is selective and has nothing to do with abstract 'ethical' universal 
approaches to justice. 
 
However, the defensive recognition of sovereign equality and the UN framework was a 
formal barrier to Great Power control beyond market relations of exchange and 
exploitation. The US relied on subversion or client states for extra-legal or extra-
economic guarantees of domination. Just as democracy makes a dictatorship difficult to 
justify, it does not make it impossible in practice because in a crisis ruling elites will 
attempt to undermine democracy - this does not mean democracy is not important to 
defend. In the same way I am keen to defend sovereign equality rather than ethical 
dictatorship by the most powerful states. This does not make me blind to the realities of 
power internationally. However, it is important to point out the differences between 

 4



powerful states dominating within a framework of formal equality and within a new 
evolving framework of 'might is right'. 
 
2) This brings us to the central difference. You state that I take statements about 
'international justice' too seriously, give these disgusting commentators too much 
credibility and similarly appear to take at face value the assertion that the Kosovo war 
was fought for justice or human rights, when clearly there is no concern for justice, rights 
or the people of Kosovo and the Balkans. 
  
On one level I agree. My reason for doing this is that I want to clearly counter the 
strongest argument for an attack on democracy and sovereign equality. I don't want to get 
into an (unproductive) argument about motivation. Even if the motivation was to protect 
oil pipelines etc. people will respond that 'at least they are doing something', even if there 
was more destruction of the region through the Nato bombing than the civil conflict 
people will respond with 'well it could have been genocide if the situation was ignored' or 
'at least its a precedent for the future' etc etc. I don't want to get into an argument about 
hypocrisy - why don't they invade China/Turkey etc - either people respond 'yes they 
should invade/sanction Turkey etc' - hardly progressive in my opinion - or they say 'well 
you can't invade/sanction everywhere at least something is being done'. 
 
Regarding the clear 'facts' of the Nato conflict we are in agreement, and your work has 
been extremely valuable in drawing these out. However, I feel that the political weight of 
the facts should not be over-estimated. In the last few months many liberal commentators 
have conceded the 'facts' about Rambouillet, exaggerated claims of genocide and the 
bombing campaign, yet have reasserted their support for human rights interventions and 
ethical foreign policy. The motivations behind the support for military intervention have 
little to do with the facts on the ground. 
 
I am happy to occasionally leave open whether the motivation is ethical or not. In my 
book [Bosnia: Faking Democracy after Dayton (London: Pluto, 1999)] I make the point 
about ethical policy being driven by domestic needs for political legitimacy and policy 
coherence, rather than economic or geo-political concerns, but let's leave that for now. 
My point is that ethical policy-making or protecting human rights can only corrode 
political institutions, democracy and conceptions of political equality. Moral or ethical 
justifications are seen to override democratic decision-making or political consensus 
building. My article is attempting to point up the dangers of this process - in abolishing 
international law and restrictions on war. 
 
3) I do not agree that 'the guiding principles haven't changed' or that 'institutional 
structures are relatively stable'. Of course, we are still living under capitalism, but the 
defeats and decline of organized labour, third world nationalism, non-aligned states, the 
Soviet alternative etc. have had an enormous impact on the capacity of capitalism to 
regulate society in different ways domestically and internationally. Who are the enemies 
which the 'warrior states' the US and UK are fighting? There is less competition 
militarily, politically and economically than ever before. Intervention occurs in the 

 5



marginalized and weakest states, not where there is geo-strategic importance or economic 
interests. This is not a re-run of Cold War interventions under the banner of human rights.  
 
They can do pretty much as they like in the non-Western world because there is no 
political alternative, but also because the old political framework has disappeared. The 
lack of political contestation means that there is little defense of civil liberties at home or 
sovereign equality internationally. Institutional structures are not relatively stable, every 
international institution has rewritten its mandate since the Cold War and all from the 
OSCE to the World Bank have greater powers of interference in states' internal policy-
making through the human rights/people-centered discourse. This form of regulation is 
very different and legitimates a form of direct regulation that was not possible or 
acceptable during the Cold War. Institutions most tied to the Cold War framework have 
been marginalized, like the UN, ICJ and ICRC. 
 
4) Again, what's new? The ICTY is much more invasive and powerful than the ICJ, and 
Nuremberg was a one-off imposed on defeated and occupied states. I agree that there is 
very little justice. The point I'm making is not 'the same old same old', but that 
'extensions' of international justice can only institutionalize power inequalities, instead of 
formally rising above them (which is why the UN and ICJ were relatively powerless 
institutions). 
 
5) I take your point about Louis Henkin, still it doesn't detract from his earlier work. 
 
I'm very grateful for your comments, and your warning that I concede too much to the 
opposition. This may be true, but I feel that your work and mine is, at least tactically, 
aiming at different targets. My critique is not of Great Power manipulation of human 
rights/international justice/ethical foreign policy but rather the dangers of the aspiration 
itself. I feel that there is not enough discussion of the implications of ethical foreign 
policy, and the assumption that human rights should come before democracy and 
sovereignty.  
 
The fact that US or UK interests may be promoted through these policies is not the key 
interest for me. I want to demonstrate that this evolving framework necessarily privileges 
the powerful, because social inequality is institutionalized in the new system as political 
equality is degraded. This is not because of manipulation. The prioritization of human 
rights necessarily enforces the powerful who award themselves the 'duty' of safeguarding 
human rights and degrades self-determination and autonomy. The problem lies in the 
elitist nature of ethical policy not in 'manipulation' or in the fact that it is hypocritically 
practiced.  
 
I'd argue that, in fact, I cede less ground to the opposition. Problems of international 
practice in Kosovo should not be blamed on the selfish interests of the US, and the Great 
Power perversion of noble aims and aspirations, but should be seen as inevitable when 
wars are fought, or foreign policy developed, or courts set up to make judgments, under 
the banner of rights and ethics. No matter who seeks to impose ethical policy or 
safeguard human rights in the Balkans or why they seek to impose it - it should be 
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opposed because the only viable solution is a political one, one that must be decided by 
and accountable to the people of the region. 
 
All the best, 
David 
 
 
4) Noam Chomsky, 30 September 2000 
 
Dear David, 
 
I'm sure we do have a large measure of agreement, probably overwhelming, though 
(inevitably) not complete. But we're talking past each other. Whether we should adopt the 
approach I prefer, or the one you think best (maybe rightly; I don't have any strong 
opinion on that), we should not concede the opposition's case. That is the point I was 
making throughout. Whatever tack we take, we should avoid formulating our position in 
such a way as to concede the accuracy of the position we are condemning. I mentioned a 
few examples in your article, and I think they are accurate. Let me mention a few more, 
in your letter, in the hope of clarifying what I have in mind. 
 
Interspersed below. 
 
Noam 
 

Firstly, I believe we agree that in the real world there are two ways of formally 
regulating international society - politically and legally, through the sovereign 
equality of the UN; or militarily, through (US-led) ‘coalitions of the willing'.  

 
My general point is that the dismantling of UN political equality (a defensive 
response to the weakness of imperialism at the end of WW2) is taking place 
through the privileging of human rights over democracy, of ethics and morality 
over politics. 

 
I think this statement is literally false. There is no "privileging of human rights" or "of 
ethics and morality." Rather, there are claims to this effect. But making a claim does not 
establish truth. Hitler claimed to be privileging human rights when he took over the 
Sudetenland. Note that we do not disagree here on the facts. Rather, I'm urging that we 
avoid formulating our position in such a way as to concede that the opposition is correct: 
in this case, that they are indeed privileging human rights, ethics, and morality. We agree 
that that is not true and they are only claiming to do so. It's OK to avoid the issue, as you 
suggest, but it's a mistake to formulate it in such a way as to concede the validity of what 
they say. It's worthwhile to be very clear about that, I think. That's my basic point 
throughout. 
 

I'm focusing on the new form that Great Power/US domination/regulation is 
taking. However, this form I believe reflects a changing content, in that this 
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regulation is being exercised much more directly and overtly, reflecting a real 
shift in power relations in the absence of countervailing social movements. 

 
 Regarding your numbered comments: 

1) Yes the sovereign equality formally institutionalized in UN institutions was 
consistently undermined through superpower/US intervention/subversion. No 
disagreement, the UN was a relatively paper/powerless institution, merely 
legitimizing Western domination under the guise of formal equality (Rosenberg's 
Empire of Civil Society - relying on Meiskins Wood's critique of formal equality 
under capitalism - makes this point well). 

 
Yes, 'international justice' equally justifies unequal real relations of Great Power 
control, where intervention is selective and has nothing to do with abstract 
'ethical' universal approaches to justice. 

 
However, the defensive recognition of sovereign equality and the UN framework 
was a formal barrier to Great Power control beyond market relations of exchange 
and exploitation. The US relied on subversion or client states for extra-legal or 
extra-economic guarantees of domination. Just as democracy makes a dictatorship 
difficult to justify, it does not make it impossible in practice because in a crisis 
ruling elites will attempt to undermine democracy - this does not mean democracy 
is not important to defend. In the same way I am keen to defend sovereign 
equality rather than ethical dictatorship by the most powerful states. 

 
There is no such thing as "ethical dictatorship by the most powerful states," but rather 
something quite different: domination under the pretext of ethics (an old, old story, 
running through most of history). It is quite important to make this distinction clear, and 
not to concede to the opposition -- as this formulation literally does -- that they are guided 
by ethical considerations. 
 

This does not make me blind to the realities of power internationally. However, it 
is important to point out the differences between powerful states dominating 
within a framework of formal equality and within a new evolving framework of 
'might is right'. 

 
2) This brings us to the central difference. You state that I take statements about 
'international justice' too seriously, give these disgusting commentators too much 
credibility and similarly appear to take at face value the assertion that the Kosovo 
war was fought for justice or human rights, when clearly there is no concern for 
justice, rights or the people of Kosovo and the Balkans. 

 
On one level I agree. My reason for doing this is that I want to clearly counter the 
strongest argument for an attack on democracy and sovereign equality. I don't 
want to get into an (unproductive) argument about motivation. Even if the 
motivation was to protect oil pipelines etc. people will respond that 'at least they 
are doing something', even if there was more destruction of the region through the 
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Nato bombing than the civil conflict people will respond with 'well it could have 
been genocide if the situation was ignored' or 'at least its a precedent for the 
future' etc etc. I don't want to get into an argument about hypocrisy – why don't 
they invade China/Turkey etc - either people respond 'yes they should 
invade/sanction Turkey etc' -hardly progressive in my opinion – or they say 'well 
you can't invade/sanction everywhere at least something is being done'. 

 
A number of comments. First, the issue of invading or sanctioning Turkey does not arise. 
That's an evasion by apologists for violence. We did not ask Hitler to sanction Vichy 
France because it was carrying out crimes: we opposed his participation in these crimes. 
In this case, the US overwhelmingly (UK and others too) have been the major and 
decisive participants in Turkey's crimes. Apologists seek to evade this, and raise the 
question of sanctions, invasion, "hypocrisy" in not punishing Turkey, etc. But we should 
not allow them to get away with this disgraceful evasion of responsibility by adopting it. 
 
Apart from this question (the one I keep raising), there is here the question of tactics. 
Suppose someone argues that the bombing was "at least a precedent for the future." In my 
view, we should not avoid that, but should agree, and make clear what kind of precedent 
it is. Suppose someone argues that "it could have been genocide." Then we should bring 
out very clearly the moral and intellectual basis of what they are saying, and point out (as 
can easily be done) that they are calling for the bombing of Washington and London 
(among others). I think it's a tactical error to avoid these issues, but stress again that this 
is different from the points I've been making: conceding to the opposition that they are 
right, by the wording we use. 
 

Regarding the clear 'facts' of the Nato conflict we are in agreement, and your 
work has been extremely valuable in drawing these out. However, I feel that the 
political weight of the facts should not be over-estimated. In the last few months 
many liberal commentators have conceded the 'facts' about Rambouillet, 
exaggerated claims of genocide and the bombing campaign, yet have reasserted 
their support for human rights interventions and ethical foreign policy. 

 
That wording again concedes to the apologist for violence that they are indeed supporting 
human rights interventions and ethical foreign policy. Why should we formulate our 
positions in such a way as to concede that the apologists are correct? We shouldn't. They 
do not support human rights interventions and ethical foreign policy, and we should not 
assert that they do (as this statement literally does). We can avoid the issue if we like 
(that's a tactical decision) but should not formulate it in such way as to concede their false 
claims. 
 

The motivations behind the support for military intervention have little to do with 
the facts on the ground. 

 
I am happy to occasionally leave open whether the motivation is ethical or not. In 
my book I make the point about ethical policy being driven by domestic needs for 
political legitimacy and policy coherence, rather than economic or geo-political 
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concerns, but let's leave that for now. My point is that ethical policy-making or 
protecting human rights can only corrode political institutions, democracy and 
conceptions of political equality. Moral or ethical justifications are seen to 
override democratic decision-making or political consensus building. My article is 
attempting to point up the dangers of this process - in abolishing international law 
and restrictions on war. 

 
3) I do not agree that 'the guiding principles haven't changed' or that 'institutional 
structures are relatively stable'. Of course, we are still living under capitalism, but 
the defeats and decline of organized labour, third world nationalism, non-aligned 
states, the Soviet alternative etc. have had an enormous impact on the capacity of 
capitalism to regulate society in different ways domestically and internationally.  

 
There is a misunderstanding here. The changes you describe are changes in the situation, 
not changes in guiding principles. So they do not bear on whether the guiding principles 
have changed. In my view, the same principles (rooted in the same institutional 
structures) prevail, but their application changes all the time in response to changes in 
circumstances and conditions.  
 
On the side, I don't think the issue was "the Soviet alternative" as much as the Soviet 
deterrent. The Soviet model did indeed inspire great fear in the West, but not in the latter 
stages of the Cold War (and in my view, it was a monstrosity from the start, but that's a 
different matter). The disappearance of the Soviet deterrent of course had a huge effect, 
which I've been writing about extensively for years: showed up instantly, in Panama and 
Iraq, for example, as well as in internal documents that are extremely revealing (hence 
never cited in the mainstream). 
 

Who are the enemies which the 'warrior states' the US and UK are fighting? There 
is less competition militarily, politically and economically than ever before. 
Intervention occurs in the marginalized and weakest states, not where there is 
geo-strategic importance or economic interests. This is not a re-run of Cold War 
interventions under the banner of human rights.  

 
They can do pretty much as they like in the non-Western world because there is 
no political alternative, 

 
I think not. It's because there is no deterrent. That's pretty explicit in internal planning, 
and sensibly. It's quite true that the South is being targeted for intervention far more 
openly, and has been in internal planning since 1990.  
 

but also because the old political framework has disappeared. The lack of political 
contestation mean that there is little defence of civil liberties at home or sovereign 
equality internationally. Institutional structures are not relatively stable, every 
international institution has rewritten its mandate since the Cold War.  
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Here there is a factual disagreement. I don't think the end of the Cold War had much 
effect on institutional structures, though it had a very great effect on practice. The major 
institutional change since WWII, I think, was the dismantling of the Bretton Woods 
system from the early 70s, combined with the neoliberal offensive in the South and the 
rich countries as well (in different ways), two related phenomena, and leading to big 
changes: among them, the decline in economic growth worldwide, the narrowing of 
power concentrations, etc.  
 

and all from the OSCE to the World Bank have greater powers of interference in 
states' internal policy-making through the human rights/people-centered 
discourse. This form of regulation is very different and legitimates a form of 
direct regulation that was not possible or acceptable during the Cold War. 

 
I do not believe this is true, as a matter of fact. The harshest period of IMF-WB 
intervention was the 80s. It had little to do with the Cold War, but a lot to do with other 
matters of the kind I mentioned. Hasn't changed a lot since the end of the Cold War, 
except that the end of the Cold War (in essence, a massively overblown "North-South 
conflict" in my opinion) led to the (predictable) restoration of most of Eastern Europe to 
its traditional "third world" role, which entails that the programs applied elsewhere have 
been instituted (to a large extent) there as well. 
 

Institutions most tied to the Cold War framework have been marginalized, like the 
UN, ICJ and ICRC. 

 
These are no more marginalized than before. The US has prevented the UN from 
functioning since it fell out of control with decolonization. There are many illustrations, 
e.g., vetoes since the 60s (overwhelmingly US, then UK, France a distant third), 
defunding, dismantling or marginalizing of third-world-oriented institutions like 
UNCTAD and the attempted "New International Economic Order" of the early '70s, 
UNESCO (virtually destroyed, while the Cold War was alive and well), etc. As for the 
ICJ, the harshest and most extreme rejection of it by the US was in 1985. As for the 
ICRC, I suspect that it has been given a larger role since the end of the Cold War, but 
haven't investigated this. 
 

4) Again, what's new? The ICTY is much more invasive and powerful than the 
ICJ, and Nuremberg was a one off imposed on defeated and occupied states. I 
agree that there is very little justice. The point I'm making is not 'the same old 
same old', but that 'extensions' of international justice can only institutionalize 
power inequalities, instead of formally rising above them (which is why the UN 
and ICJ were relatively powerless institutions). 

 
And have always been, unless they served great power interests. Again, the guiding 
principles haven't changed; the modalities of practice have, as circumstances changed, 
but that goes on all the time. 
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5) I take your point about Louis Henkin, still it doesn't detract from his earlier 
work.  
 
I'm very grateful for your comments, and your warning that I concede too much to 
the opposition. This may be true, but I feel that your work and mine is, at least 
tactically, aiming at different targets. My critique is not of Great Power 
manipulation of human rights/international justice/ethical foreign policy but rather 
the dangers of the aspiration itself. I feel that there is not enough discussion of the 
implications of ethical foreign policy, and the assumption that human rights 
should come before democracy and sovereignty.  

 
I think the point you make and approach you take is very valuable, and maybe the best 
path. But what I'm discussing is something different (apart from factual judgments here 
and there). Whatever path we take, we should not choose formulations that concede the 
truth of what apologists for the great powers say. Caution about that is, I think, important, 
and requires only slight changes throughout -- but important ones, I think. 
 

The fact that US or UK interests may be promoted through these policies is not 
the key interest for me. I want to demonstrate that this evolving framework 
necessarily privileges the powerful, because social inequality is institutionalized 
in the new system as political equality is degraded. This is not because of 
manipulation. The prioritization of human rights 

 
Again, there is no "prioritization of human rights," only claims to that effect, which is 
something radically different. 
 

necessarily enforces the powerful who award themselves the 'duty' of 
safeguarding human rights and degrades self-determination and autonomy. The 
problem lies in the elitist nature of ethical policy not in 'manipulation' or in the 
fact that it is hypocritically practiced.  

 
I don't think there is any hypocritical practice or "double standard." Rather a single 
standard, with consistent misrepresentation, virtually the role of intellectuals throughout 
history. 
 

I'd argue that, in fact, I cede less ground to the opposition. Problems of 
international practice in Kosovo should not be blamed on the selfish interests of 
the US, and the Great Power perversion of noble aims and aspirations, 

 
Agreed. My point is that there never were noble aims and aspirations to "pervert," and we 
shouldn't put things as if we believe otherwise.  
 

but should be seen as inevitable when wars are fought, or foreign policy 
developed, or courts set up to make judgments, under the banner of rights and 
ethics. No matter who seeks to impose ethical policy or safeguard human rights in 
the Balkans 
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Again, why concede to the advocates of force that they do seek that?  
 

or why they seek to impose it – it should be opposed because the only viable 
solution is a political one, one that must be decided by and accountable to the 
people of the region. 

 
All the best, 
David 
 
 
5) David Chandler, 2 October 2000 
 
Dear Noam, 
 
Thank you very much for your further comments. I agree there's definitely more than one 
way to skin a cat/critique Nato intervention. Regarding your central point on conceding 
the opposition's case, I believe that there is an important point at stake. 
 
In one way Hitler was privileging human rights or rather minority rights in taking over 
the Sudetenland. Clearly the motivation was one of power and economics, nevertheless 
the language of legitimacy could only be one where there was an argument for invading 
sovereignty and undermining majoritarian democracy. This is why the post WW2 
settlement and UN Charter etc did not talk about minority rights or legislate on the basis 
of human rights claims, which were left as unenforceable aspirations (until today). 
 
Unlike the claims of democracy and political and civil rights, the abstract language of 
human rights can be used to legitimize actions which in the past would have been 
legitimized in the language of race and empire. It is not true that the West only 'claims' to 
act on the basis of human rights or 'global ethics' it is actually doing this in so far as elite 
practices are justified on the basis of this elite ideology. 
 
To attempt to clarify what I mean, in the first half of the last century Great Power 
regulation was justified or legitimized on the basis of race. Obviously racial motivation 
does not explain these actions or the reasons for intervening in one area or another, as 
today the explanation lies in a more prosaic mixture of domestic and international policy 
needs and as today there would be hypocrisy and inconsistency (such as the need to 
appease Japan). The point I'm making is that this does not mean that the intervention was 
not racist in the sense that Great Power was projected and reinforced in a way that 
reproduced a subordinate and unequal relationship. In the same way the language of 
human rights legitimizes political and legal inequality and institutionalizes this.  
 
The problem I seek to address is that most people who think critically about the Kosovo 
intervention etc A) think that the aspiration for human rights and ethical policy is a 
positive one, and have a negative view of democracy and state sovereignty, and B) really 
do think that this aspiration is being increasingly acted on, despite the fact that it is being 
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done in a way which subordinates it to national and other particular interests. What I'm 
attempting to do is explain that abstract human rights can only bring about the 
degradation of rights based on active subjects, political rights. In this respect I very much 
like the aspirations of Slavoj Zizek who focuses on the fact that no political 
commentators are keen to defend the subject and autonomy [e.g., The Ticklish Subject: 
Absent Centre of Political Ontology (London: Verso, 2000)]. 
 
This is an extension of the Bosnia book that attempts to explain that democratization can 
only be practiced at the expense of democracy. I was not trying to say that the West was 
not really wanting to democratize Bosnia but just to economically exploit it or whatever, 
the most liberal right-on left democratizer has a more negative view of democracy than 
any Western statesman or IMF bureaucrat. By applying democratization it is inevitable 
that democracy will be undermined because the starting assumption is that outside help is 
needed because the Bosnian subjects are incapable for a variety of reasons. This is the 
same with human rights. 
 
I actually do think that most Western politicians believe they are promoting human rights 
around the world and that 'Britain/US is a force for good', although they can only get 
passionate over selected cases within the limits of realpolitik. I also think that the 
journalist and academic writers on the Balkans or wherever do honestly think that they 
are a force for good and for shaping moral communities, they are not just idiots or 
propagandists for Nato, and are not read and generally thought about as such. 
 
I agree with you about the danger of appearing to be saying that Kosovo etc are actually 
motivated by 'nice' ethical or moral concerns, and I would not want to suggest this, any 
more than I would explain the colonisation of India or Ireland as due to racism, and 
would rather put allegedly or reputedly etc to create a space. However, I do not want to 
avoid tackling the essence of support for interventionism which I believe is a consensus 
around the incapacity of people outside the West to be trusted with political autonomy 
and therefore in need of the regulatory framework of human rights. 
 
I'm attaching my draft human rights book [From Kosovo to Kabul: Human Rights and 
International Intervention (London: Pluto Press, 2002)], if you have the time or the 
interest, I'm still fine-tuning it and I'll certainly bear in mind your points as we've 
discussed. I know there are still some areas to work on which are weaker than others. I'd 
obviously be grateful for any comments but equally I'm aware of your time pressures, and 
very much appreciate the e-mail exchange that we've had. 
 
All the best, 
David 
 
 
6) Noam Chomsky, 14 October 2000 
 
Dear David, 
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I think we are talking past each other. I agree with your basic points, but was making a 
different one. In describing Hitler's stand on the Sudetenland, it is appropriate to say that 
his pretext was concern for human rights, ending ethnic conflict, etc. But it is 
inappropriate to say that Hitler was seeking to alleviate human rights abuses, end ethnic 
conflict, etc. There is a crucial difference, and I think it should be observed. This has 
nothing to do with your main point. But it is seriously obscured, and indeed even 
undermined I think, if presented in a manner which concedes -- surely wrongly -- that the 
claims are true. 
 
I would also question the phrase: "abstract human rights can only bring about the 
degradation of rights based on active subjects, political rights." One reason is that 
partisans of "humanitarian intervention" will dismiss it as irrelevant, because as they see 
themselves, they are not appealing to "abstract human rights" but to perfectly concrete 
and specific human rights violations. If the word "abstract" is removed, so that the 
statement becomes relevant, it is far too strong. We cannot say that real and honest 
concern for human rights INEVITABLY brings about degradation of rights, etc. 
Therefore, again, I think you should reformulate what is in essence a valid and important 
point. 
 
It seems to me that you are harming your quite significant and important case by 
misformulation. That's my point, throughout. 
 
Thanks much for attaching the book. Am most interested in reading it, and will try to get 
to it when I can, but am utterly overwhelmed. 
 
Noam 
 
 
7) David Chandler, 17 November 2000 
 
Dear Noam, 
 
Thank you very much for your reply and my apologies for the delay in writing this 
response (work, trip to Kosovo, family break etc). I find this exchange very useful and 
don't think we are talking past one another. I think that the disagreement which you 
concisely describe over human rights is a crucial one. The point I want to make is not so 
much that we differ on this, but more how important the question of rights is to 
opposition to 'humanitarian imperialism'.  
 
You write: 'We cannot say that real and honest concern for human rights INEVITABLY 
brings about degradation of rights, etc.'  
 
In which case the issue at stake is one of motivation or hidden agendas behind various 
forms if intervention taken, rather than the rights of those being intervened against. Even 
worse, the assessment of the intervention is a subjective one of 'honesty of concern' of the 
external interveners.  
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To take the points in reverse order. The assessment of motivation behind intervention, 
means we can oppose Hitler in the Sudetenland or Nato in Kosovo, but what about 
Doctors Without Borders, Human Rights Watch, Oxfam etc who call for military 
intervention and the abnegation of sovereignty, do we write them off like Ignatieff, 
[David] Reiff and [Mary] Kaldor as paid propagandists for Nato? Many liberal, 'nice' 
people wanted intervention in Kosovo for 'real honest concerns'. If the UN had fought 
instead of Nato would that have been OK? 
 
Concerns for human rights ‘inevitably’ lead to the degradation of democratic and civil 
rights of political autonomy because, precisely because, they are abstract. They are rights 
which are not connected to active subjects, but instead enforced and determined by 
outsiders, even if they are nice genuine caring and honest outsiders. A human rights 
intervention is by definition one uninvited by the target government and unaccountable to 
the people of the state or even to the alleged 'victims' as the Kosovo-Albanians 
discovered when UNMIK rushed to fill the 'vacuum' of power created by Serb 
withdrawal.  
 
The focus on motivation and hidden agendas of great power politics (or domestic 
legitimacy) is clearly important. But at the end of the day the motivation is not the 
determining factor as to whether the intervention or policy is positive: the NHS, 
extension of the suffrage etc etc were all policies designed to co-opt opposition and 
strengthen government but that does not mean they should be opposed. Many nice liberal 
people would argue that, whatever the base motives of governments, they are at least 
doing the right thing as far as intervention in the Balkans/Africa/Middle East is 
concerned. 
 
A position that starts from (whatever the motives for external interference) the 
assumption that people collectively have to be able to have the autonomy to solve their 
own problems, to make a peace deal that they can live with, to decide what sort of 
government they want etc potentially draws out the limits to 'genuine' human rights 
aspirations which are often in reality elitist (cultural or moral as opposed to crudely 
racist) views of Western superiority. 'Genuine' human rights advocates would have to 
unpick the moral anti-political content of the human rights concept and oppose human 
rights intervention in support of sovereignty and democratic autonomy. 
 
All the best, 
David 
 
 
8) Noam Chomsky, 18 November 2000 
 
Dear David, 
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Just back from a week of talks and found your message. Off again in a few days so have 
to be brief. I don't want to let it wait, because with the torrid pace of e-mail unless I 
respond pretty quickly it's lost forever. 
 
I'll intersperse comments, for clarity (I hope). 
 
Noam 
 

You write: 'We cannot say that real and honest concern for human rights 
INEVITABLY brings about degradation of rights, etc.'  
 
In which case the issue at stake is one of motivation or hidden agendas behind 
various forms if intervention taken, rather than the rights of those being 
intervened against. Even worse, the assessment of the intervention is a subjective 
one of 'honesty of concern' of the external interveners.  

 
The issue has virtually nothing, NOTHING, to do with motivation or hidden agendas. 
That's a serious logical error that is made constantly by apologists for state violence, who 
like to pretend that critics are opposing the actions on grounds of motivations. That 
criticism is easy to refute, because it is plainly silly. US-British-Russian intervention to 
overthrow Hitler was right or wrong, independent of motivation. Same with Vietnamese 
intervention to overthrow Pol Pot, Indian intervention in East Pakistan, or any other case. 
Motivation is an important question for a totally different issue, one that apologists don't 
want to face, which is why they invent this criticism: it's relevant for the more general 
and really serious issue of whether intervention in this or that case demonstrates that we 
are entering "a new era" led by "the enlightened states," etc. I can understand why 
apologists for state violence would choose to concoct this criticism and place it in the 
mouths of alleged critics, as they do with astonishing uniformity, but surely we shouldn't 
allow ourselves to fall into that trap. 
 
To repeat, the issue at stake is not -- repeat, NOT -- one of motivation, hidden agendas, 
honesty of concern, etc.  In assessing some form of action, or inaction, we ask what the 
anticipated consequences are for human beings, specifically, with regard to human rights. 
At least, that is what we do if we are moral agents, not monsters. 
 

To take the points in reverse order. The assessment of motivation behind 
intervention, means we can oppose Hitler in the Sudetenland or Nato in Kosovo, 
but what about Doctors Without Borders, Human Rights Watch, Oxfam etc who 
call for military intervention and the abnegation of sovereignty, do we write them 
off like Ignatieff, Reiff and Kaldor as paid propagandists for Nato? Many liberal, 
'nice' people wanted intervention in Kosovo for 'real honest concerns'. If the UN 
had fought instead of Nato would that have been OK? 

 
For the reasons just mentioned, this paragraph is irrelevant. That aside, I would never 
describe any of the people you mention as "paid propagandists for NATO." They surely 
are not. Ignatieff and Rieff are silly self-serving posturers; if they thought they could gain 
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fame and prestige in the circles they fawn before by denouncing NATO, they'd do that. 
Kaldor is a decent person, as far as I know, who was caught up in the hysteria of 
intellectuals who found a chance to subjugate themselves to power and seem moral, 
irresistible throughout history. A classic example of the behavior of left intellectuals on 
both sides during World War I, with exceptions so few that we can name them (and the 
most prominent ones ended up in jail, on all sides). That's classic; this case is no 
different. But none of this has anything to do with what we are discussing. Similarly, 
your last comment, about the UN, repeats essentially the same logical error in a different 
form. Whether UN intervention is right or wrong depends on the circumstances and 
anticipated consequences, as does the judgment of any human act, individual or 
collective. This is perhaps the most elementary of all moral principles. As for Oxfam, 
HRW, etc., we do not "write them off," or agree with them, or disagree with them, on the 
basis of a priori principles, as your words state (though I can't believe you mean it). 
Rather, we assess their positions on rational and moral grounds, given the circumstances 
at hand and the anticipated consequences -- what I've been doing for the last week of 
talks, for example, specifically HRW, in some detail. 
 
Again, I can see why apologists for violence should want to invent the criticism of 
intervention on grounds of motivation, etc. I don't recall ever having heard it expressed, 
though I have seen it "refuted" by those who invented it dozens if not hundreds of times, 
including just about every review in the West of what I've written on this, though 
interestingly, outside the West the reviews comprehend very clearly what is apparently 
unintelligible to Western statist intellectuals. Judging by my reading at least, this seems 
to be a rather specific Western elite intellectual behavior. 
 

Concerns for human rights ‘inevitably’ lead to the degradation of democratic and 
civil rights of political autonomy because, precisely because, they are abstract. 
They are rights which are not connected to active subjects, but instead enforced 
and determined by outsiders, even if they are nice genuine caring and honest 
outsiders. A human rights intervention is by definition one uninvited by the target 
government and unaccountable to the people of the state or even to the alleged 
'victims' as the Kosovo-Albanians discovered when UNMIK rushed to fill the 
'vacuum' of power created by Serb withdrawal.  

 
There is nothing in the least "abstract" about concern for human rights, though that view 
has indeed been developed in circles that we should, I hope, want to have nothing to do 
with: notoriously, various forms of postmodernist drivel that are fun and games for 
privileged elites who want to exempt themselves from engagement. For people who are 
suffering, or those who want to help them, there is nothing more concrete than concern 
for human rights. When I join Amnesty International in a mission to Columbia to protect 
human rights defenders -- for example, poor peasant women in regions dominated by the 
military-para alliance -- there is nothing in the least abstract about it for them, or for AI, 
and I'm happy to be able to join. Same when I join anti-Apartheid campaigns, or go to 
Israel and give public talks condemning what they are doing to Palestinians, or 1000 
other things. I'm happy to spend most of my life in an effort to protect human rights, as 
you do too I'm sure. To say that the way most of us -- you too, I'm sure -- spend most of 
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our time and energy must "inevitably lead to the degradation of ..." is pretty odd, to put it 
mildly. So much so that I have to believe that you can't really mean what you just wrote. 
 

The focus on motivation and hidden agendas of great power politics (or domestic 
legitimacy) is clearly important. 

 
Yes, as noted: for evaluating the chorus of self-adulation about a "new era." But it has 
virtually nothing to do with the question of justification of one or another form of 
intervention, virtually as a matter of logic (assuming the most elementary moral 
principles). 
 

But at the end of the day the motivation is not the determining factor as to 
whether the intervention or policy is positive: 

 
That understates the point. It is not only not the determining factor, but it's a minuscule 
factor, exactly as every serious critic of intervention continually points out, and as 
apologists for state violence labor not to perceive. 
 

the NHS, extension of the suffrage etc etc were all policies designed to co-opt 
opposition and strengthen government but that does not mean they should be 
opposed. Many nice liberal people would argue that, whatever the base motives of 
governments, they are at least doing the right thing as far as intervention in the 
Balkans/Africa/Middle East is concerned. 

 
Irrelevant, for the reasons noted. 
 

A position that starts from (whatever the motives for external interference) the 
assumption that people collectively have to be able to have the autonomy to solve 
their own problems, to make a peace deal that they can live with, to decide what 
sort of government they want etc potentially draws out the limits to 'genuine' 
human rights aspirations which are often in reality elitist (cultural or moral as 
opposed to crudely racist) views of Western superiority. 'Genuine' human rights 
advocates would have to unpick the moral anti-political content of the human 
rights concept and oppose human rights intervention in support of sovereignty and 
democratic autonomy. 

 
I just spent a week giving talks on sovereignty and intervention at Columbia University, 
including the law school human rights program, with audiences of thousands of students 
and activists and others, but including leading figures of human rights groups, legal stars, 
etc., all of whom I was criticizing very harshly. I surely agree, and always stress, that it is 
necessary to "unpick" various factors, including the ones you mention, but the conclusion 
you draw has virtually nothing to do with the human issues at stake, for one reason, 
because it fails to observe the crucial distinction between sovereignty and democratic 
autonomy (which, unfortunately, have only a slight correlation in the real world), and 
eliminates from consideration a host of relevant considerations, to draw an absolutist 
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conclusion about what we must always do that is morally and intellectually indefensible, 
in my view. 
 
Noam 
 
 
9) 20 November, David Chandler 
 
Dear Noam, 
 
I think we agree that motivation is not an adequate critique or defence of intervention. I 
also agree that it makes tactical and intellectual sense to assess the proposals and the 
practice of the interveners in each case. A crude blanket opposition to intervention of any 
sort would not tackle the key arguments and ideas and has no ready-made audience to 
appeal to.  
 
However, presentational tactics of entering a discussion and theoretical understanding are 
necessarily different things. To focus on just 2 points, the 'abstract' nature of human 
rights and the question of 'absolutism': 
 
1) You argue:  
 

There is nothing in the least "abstract" about concern for human rights, though 
that view has indeed been developed in circles that we should, I hope, want to 
have nothing to do with: notoriously, various forms of postmodernist drivel that 
are fun and games for privileged elites who want to exempt themselves from 
engagement. For people who are suffering, or those who want to help them, there 
is nothing more concrete than concern for human rights. When I join Amnesty 
International in a mission to Columbia to protect human rights defenders -- for 
example, poor peasant women in regions dominated by the military-para alliance -
- there is nothing in the least abstract about it for them, or for AI, and I'm happy to 
be able to join. 

 
The argument you forward of human rights becoming concrete through opposition to 
specific 'human wrongs' is a problematic one. The cause of the poorest and most 
oppressed is not necessarily helped by an AI type intervention which is generally focused 
on bringing international attention to bear on Third World governments. You may read 
this as an argument for a privileged Post-Modernist disengagement from political 
struggle. In fact, today, with the decline of broader social movements, human rights' 
solidarity 'struggles' tend to be media campaigns of liberal elites targeted at the Third 
World state. These are often given a radical edge under the allegation of US 
(international) support for reactionary governments or US interests ignoring the 
legitimate needs of some opposition or 'excluded' group. The radical alternative is then 
for withdrawal of international support and sanctions for the state or direct funding for 
civil society/ opposition groups or some other form of intervention. One form of 
international regulation is replaced by another with no increase in autonomy or 
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improvement in social conditions for the least well-off groups in society. East Timor is a 
classic case of liberal elite support for 'human wrongs' to be righted by international 
intervention which has marginalized the East Timorese political movements and not 
resulted in any greater autonomy for the 'victims'.  
 
If motivation does not explain whether intervention is good or not (which I agree), there 
is little difference between the self-serving liberal clamour for intervention in Kosovo and 
the more principled/Left call for intervention over East Timor. Of course in one case the 
US was backing the target state and in the other it was isolating it, however in both cases 
international protectorates were imposed through military force. It may have been more 
radical to support one struggle rather than the other on the basis of opposition to 
perceived US interests, but neither have substantially benefited the victims, in whose 
name the international community allegedly acted, because human rights can only be 
abstract rights, i.e., the charitable gift of the powerful. This point was well made a long 
time ago by Hannah Arendt in Chap.9 [‘The Decline of the Nation-State and the End of 
the Rights of Man’] of Origins of Totalitarianism [New York: Harcourt Brace & Co, 
1973].  
 
2) You argue:  
 

the conclusion you draw has virtually nothing to do with the human issues at 
stake, for one reason, because it fails to observe the crucial distinction between 
sovereignty and democratic autonomy (which, unfortunately, have only a slight 
correlation in the real world), and eliminates from consideration a host of relevant 
considerations, to draw an absolutist conclusion about what we must always do 
that is morally and intellectually indefensible, in my view. 

 
Every human rights intervention confirms the lesson that external intervention can not 
win freedom, autonomy (or a Swedish welfare system) on the behalf of people in a 
subject state. The 'absolutist' conclusion that sovereignty (like democracy) is not perfect 
just better than external regulation and oppression is unfortunately proven again and 
again. In fact, I suggest that the 'intellectually indefensible' approach is rather one of 
liberal elites who argue that there cannot be theoretical generalizations and that every 
future intervention can somehow result in a better result than the last, especially when the 
moral argument of 'human wrongs' seems so compelling.  
 
I understand that, to you, my defence of democracy and sovereignty may seem 'statist' 
and 'absolutist' on the one hand, while my denial of human rights interventionism, may 
seem post-modern and disengaged on the other. It may be the case that my 
methodological approach is wildly contradictory. On the other hand it may be that your 
case is inconsistent when you argue, against HRW etc., about the importance of 
sovereignty yet see this as 'absolutist' or argue against humanitarian intervention in one 
case but for it in another seemingly similar case (especially if motivations plays no role in 
your argument, and you just consider the consequences). 
 

 21



It may be that we will have to agree to differ on these points. Nevertheless, I wanted to 
try to put my case as clearly as possible and I hope I have succeeded to some extent.  
 
All the best, 
David 
 
 
10) Noam Chomsky, 21 November 2000 
 
Dear David, 
 
I think the issues are narrowing, though not entirely. My point was not that "motivation is 
not an adequate critique or defence...," but that it's virtually irrelevant. To take the cases 
I've discussed -- the few plausible candidates for interventions that had significant 
positive human rights consequences -- the question of the motivation for Vietnam's 
overthrow of Pol Pot or India's expulsion of Pakistani forces from what became 
Bangladesh has virtually no relevance to critique or defense of these actions, which have 
to be evaluated in terms of anticipated human consequences, like any human actions. 
 
We also agree that, as you put it here, "The cause of the poorest and most oppressed is 
not necessarily helped by an AI type intervention." That's certainly true. But I was 
responding to your far stronger claim that such intervention "can only bring about the 
degradation of rights." There's a considerable gap between those two positions, the 
former certainly true, the latter (the earlier one) as certainly not. But that's enough to 
undermine the point you are making about "abstract human rights." 
 
To take one concrete case you discuss, East Timor surely illustrates marginalization of 
the domestic population, but it was still a very good thing that an Australian-led UN force 
entered the territory after the Indonesian army withdrew, when informed by the Don that 
the game was over. That's life; rarely simple. There is a huge difference between this 
position and the follow-the-leader clamor about Kosovo. To fail to make such 
distinctions is, simply, to remove oneself from concern for human suffering, which 
always raises complications such as these. 
 
I also agree with your more nuanced phrases "tend to be" and "are often given." That's 
fair enough, but not the stronger theses. That's why we have to pick and choose carefully 
in these matters, not adopting absolutist positions -- and of course, you and I agree, 
though not educated elites -- refusing to reflexively join in the chorus of praise for our 
enlightened selves, while pursing the course dictated by power: the [Timothy] Garton 
Ashs, Rieffs, and other Stalinoid clones. 
 
The less said about Arendt in this connection -- or many others – the better, in my 
opinion. But that's another matter. 
 
Continuing, it's also true that "Every human rights intervention confirms the lesson that 
external intervention can not win freedom....." But that conclusion has almost nothing to 
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do with the question of whether such interventions might be right or wrong. An AI 
mission to Columbia, sanctions against Apartheid, solidarity actions in El Salvador, or 
East Timor, or the West Bank and Gaza, and a host of other "human rights interventions" 
do not win the goals you describe, nor are they intended to. And they are welcomed with 
enormous enthusiasm by the victims of violence and terror -- as I can testify personally in 
these cases, though it is clear enough without direct experience. And for very good 
reason. They are not asking for heaven, rather for amelioration of suffering, 
improvement, and a limited opening in which they can pursue their own way. You are 
falling again into the absolutist error: if an action doesn't lead to the highest goals, it must 
be wrong. By that criterion, all human actions are wrong, including everything that you 
and I do. 
 
You speak of your "defence of democracy and sovereignty." But that begs the question. 
You may be defending sovereignty, but that is not a defense of democracy unless 
democracy and sovereignty are positively associated, a rarity unfortunately. That was the 
point made, and you are not responding to it. I think you should be much more careful to 
make this and related distinctions. 
 
It's possible, of course, that the position I'm proposing is inconsistent, as you suggest, but 
I don't see that you've presented any reason to believe that. I don't regard your position as 
"wildly contradictory." But I do think it is failing to make crucial distinctions, and 
involves abstract and absolutist positions which are untenable intellectually, and would 
be extremely harmful if followed in practice. 
 
That said, I doubt if we have many disagreements -- at least, that I see so far -- with 
regard to the specific human issues that really matter. Rather with regard to the 
framework with which we should approach them. 
 
Noam 
 
 
11) David Chandler, 22 November, 2000 
 
Dear Noam, 
 
I agree that our disagreement is more of theoretical framework, than of responses to 
essential questions (at least with regard to the Balkans). However, for me the theoretical 
framework is of substantial importance and the reason I very much appreciate the 
opportunity for this exchange.  
 
I'm surprised you use the Vietnam and India interventions of 1971 and 1979 to 
substantiate a 'just cause' on human rights grounds for an attack on sovereignty 
(interventionists often add the Tanzanian invasion of Uganda in 1979 as well). At the 
time, both these interventions were justified on grounds of self-defence not human rights 
and both were held to be for self-interested reasons, illegal and condemned by the 
majority of states internationally.  
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Looking back from today's vantage point you may make the argument that in these 
specific cases international law was broken for self-interested reasons but for moral/good 
ends. I agree with accepted legal opinion at the time, and until just recently, that 
moral/good ends can not be allowed to undermine the doctrine of sovereignty/non-
intervention because the consequences of this are a blank cheque for great power 
militarism and international legal uncertainty. Regardless of the short-term moral/good 
ends of external intervention it would have been important to oppose it in the 1970s and 
(even more important) today. 
 
In this respect, even if the foreign government-led intervention was 'positive' in the short-
term, it may still be preferable to oppose it. However, the most important point is that 
these interventions operated in a very different context to human rights intervention today 
- they were aimed at creating a viable regional settlement and organized by regional 
powers with some stake in the outcome. They were not undertaken in the context of 
internationalizing conflict situations in areas where intervening powers had little self-
interest at stake. Today's human rights coercion has little to do with realpolitik of 
economic and strategic interests, but concerns of international institutional credibility and 
domestic moral high ground, and is therefore easily destructive and out of control. 
Today's interventions for 'good causes' are led by short-term moralism and media sound-
bite rather than long-term strategy, with little concern for long-term consequences.  
 
Lets accept that, hypothetically, illegal military intervention could produce a positive end 
- would that mean that progressive people should therefore support it? - I think not. 
Secondly, today, more than ever, it is unlikely that a hypothetically positive intervention 
can take place. Your citing of the East Timor case is again I think a case of wishful 
thinking, rather than considered analysis. Australian troops acted to remove Indonesian 
sovereignty from the province which was part of the process begun with UN pressure for 
an imposed independence referendum which neither the Indonesian state supported nor 
the East Timorese people were capable of defending. As in Kosovo/FRY the only long-
term solution was a negotiated compromise between the people of the region - with the 
end of the Cold War framework the weakened Indonesian state, like the FRY, would 
have been forced to re-negotiate a settlement. The East Timorese have won nothing in 
ceding control over their lives to the UN, except the disintegration of their political 
struggle for independence. The similarities with Kosovo outweigh the differences, in 
terms of the positive gains from intervention . 
 
To underline the point, I see a problem in your desire to be sensitive to differences, in 
order not to 'remove oneself from concern with human suffering'. I see a danger of 
surrendering politics for moralism. I (or anyone else) can be sensitive to human suffering 
without providing support for external regulation. Sometimes one can be sensitive 
without immediately jumping into political/solidarity action. Critics of international 
intervention are always tarred with the brush of insensitivity/appeasement/lack of caring 
etc. It is the moral plea that 'something must be done', and I feel that you are to a certain 
extent bowing to this.  
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In my view there is very little that can be done in the way of long-term solutions without 
a forward-looking collective sense of human potential, I'd rather try to revive this than 
become a (vicarious) international social worker. It’s a subjective choice with valid 
arguments both ways. In my personal view, today is the most important time to bring in 
an element of 'principle' and slightly abstract theory about sovereignty and democracy 
over the moral immediacy of interventionism. There are dangers both ways, but the 
danger of democracies (and most sovereign states are democracies - regardless of the US 
State Dept/Kaldor etc perspective) being subject to external intervention on a range of 
issues (economic as well as human rights) is a particularly real one.  
 
Eg., I may have a moral (political) concern about the welfare policies being pursued by 
the British government but that does not mean I'd rather have liberal human rights judges 
ruling on entitlements. Not because I don't 'care' but because I'm concerned with an 
autonomous accountable political approach to problem-solving, even if the 'end' result 
may be a lesser one in the short-term. 
 

They are not asking for heaven, rather for amelioration of suffering, improvement, 
and a limited opening in which they can pursue their own way. You are falling 
again into the absolutist error: if an action doesn't lead to the highest goals, it must 
be wrong. By that criterion, all human actions are wrong, including everything 
that you and I do. 

 
My point is not that asking for minor reforms is wrong because of some revolutionary 
purism. I am all in favour of ameliorating suffering. My point is that charity work and 
attempting to rebuild or save some progressive political approach are totally different 
things. 
 
I may give some money to a charitable cause but I would not advocate that method of 
work as a political solution or alternative. I think there is a danger of confusing the two 
the more 'personal' politics becomes. What I'm against is the conflation of humanitarian 
aid (based on unconditional need, preserving political autonomy) with the politics of 
elitist external regulation, groups like MSF, HRW, Oxfam, Amnesty etc thrive on 
international support for their politicization of charity/humanitarianism and the 
moralization of politics and 'ethical' foreign-policy, this to my mind is the most 
dangerous political (anti-political) trend, to which my human rights book is specifically 
aimed. 
 
To reduce a political response down to what works in the short-term, the triangulating 
pragmatism of the Third Way, spells the domination of administration over politics and 
the end of autonomy/civil liberty/democracy/self-government (whether it is related to 
sovereignty or not). This is why I am keen to assert the abstract nature/content of human 
rights as opposed to political and civil rights which reflect autonomy and self-
government. The desire to 'do something', 'to help' or do 'what works' is destructive of 
politics and is the ideological reflection of the negative view of collective autonomy 
today. I think that opposing external intervention and showing collective autonomy as 
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positive are two-sides of the same coin, which are both equally necessary to building a 
political opposition to today's 'military humanism'. 
 
All the best, 
David 
 
 
12) Noam Chomsky, 22 November 2000 
 
David, 
 
The problem, I think, is not one of theoretical framework. Rather, of failure of 
communication. Why, I don't know. 
 
Some comments interspersed. But I'm going to have to terminate this discussion here. It 
is going nowhere, and I don't see any possibility of improvement 
 
I've just completed a very heavy 10 days of speaking. I am off to another 10 days. I won't 
be picking up e-mail, except very sporadically, until returning. 
 
Noam 
 
You wrote: 
 

I'm surprised you use the Vietnam and India interventions of 1971 and 1979 to 
substantiate a 'just cause' on human rights grounds for an attack on sovereignty 
(interventionists often add the Tanzanian invasion of Uganda in 1979 as well). 

 
I do not at all use the Vietnam/India interventions to substantiate "just cause." Rather, as I 
wrote, these are cases -- probably the only ones – of interventions that may have had 
positive human rights consequences. I cited them as particularly relevant precisely 
because they are NOT cases of "just cause" interventions. I looked over what I wrote, and 
it seems unambiguous. Also, I've used the examples in print for the same reason, also 
unambiguously as far as I can see. I avoid the Tanzanian example because the argument 
for positive consequences (unintended) is not at all clear. Obote was arguably worse than 
Idi Amin. I do not know what you mean by "interventionists". Rieff? Ignatieff? Hitchens? 
Who? I don't know of any such category. 
 

At the time, both these interventions were justified on grounds of self-defence not 
human rights and both were held to be for self-interested reasons, illegal and 
condemned by the majority of states internationally.  

 
Looking back from today's vantage point you may make the argument that in 
these specific cases international law was broken for self-interested reasons but 
for moral/good ends. 
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No. It was not "FOR moral/good ends." Rather, it may have had these consequences. If I 
run through a red light and it happens to save a child from being killed by a car going 
through the green light, I did not do it "for a moral/good end." Rather, it happens to have 
had a beneficial consequence.  
 
Note that there is, once again, no theoretical disagreement. Just failure to communicate 
over what seem to be fairly elementary issues. 
 

I agree with accepted legal opinion at the time, and until just recently, that 
moral/good ends can not be allowed to undermine the doctrine of 
sovereignty/non-intervention because the consequences of this are a blank cheque 
for great power militarism and international legal uncertainty. Regardless of the 
short-term moral/good ends of external intervention it would have been important 
to oppose it in the 1970s and (even more important) today. 

 
I hope it's clear that the preceding is irrelevant. 
 

In this respect, even if the foreign government-led intervention was 'positive' in 
the short-term, it may still be preferable to oppose it. 

 
Of course, it "may be." What I was objecting to was your extreme absolutist position that 
it is always preferable to oppose it, on some grounds that you have not explained, as far 
as I can see, and that you continually withdraw from, as here, when the issue is raised. 
That makes communication impossible. 
 

However, the most important point is that these interventions operated in a very 
different context to human rights intervention today - they were aimed at creating 
a viable regional settlement and organized by regional powers with some stake in 
the outcome. They were not undertaken in the context of internationalizing 
conflict situations in areas where intervening powers had little self-interest at 
stake. Today's human rights coercion has little to do with realpolitik of economic 
and strategic interests, but concerns of international institutional credibility and 
domestic moral high ground, and is therefore easily destructive and out of control. 
Today's interventions for 'good causes' are led by short-term moralism and media 
sound-bite rather than long-term strategy, with little concern for long-term 
consequences.  

 
I don't follow, and don't see what this has to do with the issues we have been discussing. I 
don't know of interventions, past or present, that were "for `good causes'," unless you are 
referring to interventions that were accompanied by such rhetoric: like Hitler, Mussolini, 
the Japanese fascists,.... -- probably Attila the Hun, if we had records. 
 

Lets accept that, hypothetically, illegal military intervention could produce a 
positive end - would that mean that progressive people should therefore support 
it? - I think not. 
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That's not only true, but truism. For people who regard themselves as part of the moral 
universe -- whether they call themselves "progressive" or not -- their support or 
opposition will depend on an assessment as to the likely consequences. That it "could" 
have a positive end is of course not sufficient. Dropping an atom bomb somewhere 
"could" have a positive end. 
 

Secondly, today, more than ever, it is unlikely that a hypothetically positive 
intervention can take place. Your citing of the East Timor case is again I think a 
case of wishful thinking, rather than considered analysis. Australian troops acted 
to remove Indonesian sovereignty from the province which was part of the 
process begun with UN pressure for an imposed independence referendum which 
neither the Indonesian state supported nor the East Timorese people were capable 
of defending. 

 
This makes no sense at all. There was, plainly, no Indonesian sovereignty ever, any more 
than Nazi Germany had sovereign rights in occupied France. That's the most outrageous 
Indonesian propaganda. The Australian-led UN force acted after Indonesian occupying 
forces had agreed to leave (having received their marching orders from the boss), and as 
they were leaving. The idea that there was an "imposed independence referendum" is 
beyond comment. 
 
From what you are writing, one could only conclude that you do not care whether 
Kopassus-run paramilitaries continued to murder and torture even after the Indonesian 
forces had officially withdrawn. Since I know that you do not mean this, I can only 
conclude that you do not mean what you are writing. Again, communication is therefore 
impossible. 
 

As in Kosovo/FRY the only long-term solution was a negotiated compromise 
between the people of the region - with the end of the Cold War framework the 
weakened Indonesian state, like the FRY, would have been forced to re-negotiate 
a settlement. 

 
These comments reflect such utter lack of understanding of the actual circumstances that 
I cannot comment. There is not the slightest reason to believe that there is even a particle 
of truth to this. Have you actually worked through the facts on this issue? 
 

The East Timorese have won nothing in ceding control over their lives to the U N, 
except the disintegration of their political struggle for independence. 

 
Ditto. 
 

The similarities with Kosovo outweigh the differences, in terms of the positive 
gains from intervention . 

 
To underline the point, I see a problem in your desire to be sensitive to 
differences, in order not to 'remove oneself from concern with human suffering'. I 
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see a danger of surrendering politics for moralism. I (or anyone else) can be 
sensitive to human suffering without providing support for external regulation. 
Sometimes one can be sensitive without immediately jumping into 
political/solidarity action. Critics of international intervention are always tarred 
with the brush of insensitivity/appeasement/lack of caring etc. It is the moral plea 
that 'something must be done', and I feel that you are to a certain extent bowing to 
this.  

 
I am not bowing to this at all. I am simply urging that we remain within the moral 
universe, considering action or inaction carefully in terms of likely human consequences, 
rather than following the course you are outlining: namely, proposing some abstract 
absolutist principle that you call a "theory," though I do not know why, and then adhering 
to it whatever the human consequences. I am sorry if these comments are harsh, but I am 
afraid that they are accurate. 
 

In my view there is very little that can be done in the way of long-term solutions 
without a forward-looking collective sense of human potential, I'd rather try to 
revive this than become a (vicarious) international social worker. 

 
This is not an either-or choice. What you are proposing is more abstract absolutism, 
maybe tolerable in an academic seminar, but not in dealing with human affairs. 
 

Its a subjective choice with valid arguments both ways. 
 
There are no valid arguments, for the simple reason that there are no issues at the abstract 
level at which you pose the problems. 
 

In my personal view, today is the most important time to bring in an element of 
'principle' and slightly abstract theory about sovereignty and democracy over the 
moral immediacy of interventionism. 

 
If you have such a theory, I'd be interested in seeing it. I don't see anything here that 
merits the term "theory." Rather, absolutist precepts. Quite a different matter. 
 

There are dangers both ways, but the danger of democracies (and most sovereign 
states are democracies - 

 
I cannot imagine that you believe what you just wrote. 
 

regardless of the US State Dept/Kaldor etc perspective) being subject to external 
intervention on a range of issues (economic as well as human rights) is a 
particularly real one.  

 
Eg., I may have a moral (political) concern about the welfare policies being 
pursued by the British government but that does not mean I'd rather have liberal 
human rights judges ruling on entitlements. Not because I don't 'care' but because 
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I'm concerned with an autonomous accountable political approach to problem-
solving, even if the 'end' result may be a lesser one in the short-term. 

 
No relevance to the discussion that I can perceive. 
 

You argue: They are not asking for heaven, rather for amelioration of suffering, 
improvement, and a limited opening in which they can pursue their own way. You 
are falling again into the absolutist error: if an action doesn't lead to the highest 
goals, it must be wrong. By that criterion, all human actions are wrong, including 
everything that you and I do. 

 
My point is not that asking for minor reforms is wrong because of some 
revolutionary purism. I am all in favour of ameliorating suffering. My point is that 
charity work and attempting to rebuild or save some progressive political 
approach are totally different things. 

 
At last we agree on something. But we apparently disagree on something else: what does 
the preceding have to do with the discussion? 
 

I may give some money to a charitable cause but I would not advocate that 
method of work as a political solution or alternative. 

 
Nor would anyone, to my knowledge. Again, I see no relevance. 
 

I think there is a danger of confusing the two the more 'personal' politics becomes. 
What I'm against is the conflation of humanitarian aid (based on unconditional 
need, preserving political autonomy) with the politics of elitist external regulation, 
groups like MSF, HRW, Oxfam, Amnesty etc thrive on international support for 
their politicization of charity/humanitarianism and the moralization of politics and 
'ethical' foreign-policy, this to my mind is the most dangerous political (anti-
political) trend, to which my human rights book is specifically aimed. 

 
Everyone should certainly be against such "conflation." But that has nothing to do with 
the issues we are discussing, or any issues worth discussing, to my knowledge. 
 

To reduce a political response down to what works in the short-term, the 
triangulating pragmatism of the Third Way, spells the domination of 
administration over politics and the end of autonomy/civil liberty/democracy/self-
government (whether it is related to sovereignty or not). This is why I am keen to 
assert the abstract nature/content of human rights as opposed to political and civil 
rights which reflect autonomy and self-government. 

 
There is no such thing as "the abstract nature/content of human rights". We are all in 
favor of "political and civil rights which reflect autonomy and self-government." What 
you are writing is so utterly removed from the real context of human life, so completely 
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in the abstract domains of some philosophy seminar on Mars, that I simply cannot 
comment. 
 

The desire to 'do something', 'to help' or do 'what works' is destructive of politics 
and is the ideological reflection of the negative view of collective autonomy 
today. I think that opposing external intervention and showing collective 
autonomy as positive are two-sides of the same coin, 

 
They are not. External intervention should be opposed when it is wrong, on moral 
grounds. Collective autonomy should always be supported when it exists and can be 
furthered. This is complete confusion as far as I can see. 
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