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Preface to the English Edition 
 
Two sorts of sentiments inspire political action: hope and indignation. This book is largely the 

product of the latter sentiment, but the aim of its publication is to encourage the former. A brief and 
subjective overview of the political evolution of the past twenty years can explain the source of my 
indignation. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union can be compared to the fall of Napoleon. Both were the 
product of major revolutions whose ideals they symbolized, rightly or wrongly, and which they 
defended more or less effectively while betraying them in various ways. If their natures were 
complex, the consequences of their fall were relatively simple and led to a general triumph of 
reaction, with the United Stales today playing a role analogous to that of the Holy Alliance nearly 
two centuries ago.1 There is no need to be an admirer of the Soviet Union (or of Napoleon) to 
make this observation. My generation, that of 1968, wanted to overcome the shortcomings of the 
Soviet system, but certainly did not mean to take the great leap backwards which actually took 
place and to which, in its overwhelming majority, it has easily adapted.2 A discussion of the causes 
of these failures would require several books. Suffice it to say that for all sorts of reasons, some of 
which will be touched on in what follows, I did not follow the evolution of the majority of my 
generation and have preserved what it would call my youthful illusions, at least some of them. 

And so, when the Kosovo war began in 1999, I found myself completely isolated. To the right, 
there were still a few realpolitikers who saw no good reason for France to wage war against 
Serbia, least of all to please Germany and the United States. But on the left, the concept of 
humanitarian intervention was accepted almost unanimously, even within organizations that had 
retained revolutionary labels, whether Trotskyist, communist, or anarchist. Even today (in August 
2006), the movement against the occupation of Iraq is weak and opposition to the threat of war 
against Iran is weaker still. 

In reaction to all that, in 1999 I began writing texts diffused mainly by the Internet, sometimes 
published here and there. But inasmuch as those texts were often polemic and linked to particular 
events, I decided, partly in response to various objections encountered in the course of debates, to 
bring together in a single book my arguments against Western interventionism and its humanitarian 
justifications. This book was written initially for a European public, but having lived and worked in 
the United States, I am convinced that it could also be of interest to an American public, for two 
reasons: for one, because it provides a glimpse of what is going on in Europe, especially in the 
progressive and ecological circles often idealized by the American left; and for another, because 
the ideological weaknesses of the movements of opposition to imperial wars are the same on both 
sides of the Atlantic. 

One of the readers of the French edition of this book remarked to me that it was a critique of 
the left, but one not made from a right-wing viewpoint, which is a fairly good description of what I 
meant to do. Let us say that the intention here is to make a modest contribution to an ideological 
reconstruction of the left. Everyone admits that it is weak and, in my view, it is weak, partly 
because it has not come up with a proper intellectual response to the ideological offensive waged 
by the right after the fall of communism and has, on the contrary, much too thoroughly interiorized 
the arguments advanced by the right in the course of that campaign. In this preface, I want to make 
a few remarks explaining how the arguments made in this book fit into the broader perspective of 
what could be meant by an intellectual reconstruction of the left.  

Historically, one can consider that the "left" represents roughly three types of combat: 
 
• For social control of production, ranging from defense of workers to establishment of different 

forms of ownership of the means of production other than private. 
 



• For peace, against hegemony, imperialism and colonialism. 
 
• For the defense of democracy, of the rights of the individual, of gender equality, of minorities 

and of the environment. 
 
Of course, it is perfectly possible to be "on the right" in one of those categories and "on the left" 

in another. In particular, a good part of the modern right defends "the free market," that is, private 
ownership of the means of production, while professing moderately "left" positions in the third 
category mentioned above. Moreover, the isolationist, libertarian or "realistic" right often espouses 
quite anti-imperialist positions while maintaining views extremely opposed to those of the left on 
the other points. Besides that, there is a difference between the old left, meaning the communist 
movement but also most of the rest of the left up until the mid-1960s, which emphasized the first 
two aspects while underestimating and sometimes completely ignoring the third, and the "new left," 
which focused its main attention on the third aspect, all too often to the detriment of the first two. 

Even if one recognizes the validity of the criticism that the new left addressed to the old left, it is 
possible to conclude that, on certain problems, the baby has been thrown out with the bathwater. 
Concerning the first issue, that of social control of the economy, the movement against corporate 
globalization has been the sign of a reawakening to its fundamental nature. But, when it comes to 
the subject of this book, the reaction to hegemony and imperialism, the renewal remains feeble, 
even if the war in Iraq has shown just what sort of disasters result from the intervention policy.  

To simplify, one can say that the new left has had the tendency, faced with Western 
intervention, to waver between two attitudes: 

 
• that which I call humanitarian imperialism, which concedes much too much to the idea that 

our "universal values" give us the right and even the duty to intervene elsewhere and which 
opposes imperial wars weakly or not at all. The critique of these ideas is our subject here. 

 
• cultural relativism, that is, the idea that there is no such thing as a moral position having 

universal value and in whose name one can objectively judge other societies and cultures (or our 
own). 

 
This second position leads to opposition, on principle, to wars, but it seems to me hard to 

defend, even if the aim of this book is not to criticize it,3 but rather to sketch out a third position, 
which rejects intervention while at the same time accepting as desirable the objectives which it 
claims to pursue. 

In fact, the origin of this debate goes back to the beginning of the colonial era: when the first 
Europeans arrived in distant lands, they discovered "barbarous customs": human sacrifices, cruel 
punishments, binding of women's feet, and so on. Violations of human rights, the absence of 
democracy or the fate of women in Muslim countries are the contemporary version of those 
barbarous customs. And, confronted with this phenomenon, there have traditionally been three 
types of reaction in the West. First, that of relativism which denies that there is an objective or 
universal standard which allows one to say that such customs are barbarous. Second, that of 
humanitarian imperialism, which uses the denunciation of those customs to legitimatize our 
interventions, wars and interference. And finally, the point of view that I defend here, which readily 
admits the barbarous nature of such customs, but considers that our interventions do much more 
harm than good, including in relation to the proclaimed goal of making barbarism recede. And it 
points out that there is a considerable amount of "barbarism" in our own "civilized" countries, 
especially when they interact with others. Insofar as the debate, especially in North America, all too 
often centers on the opposition between "cultural relativists" and "humanitarian imperialists," this 
third position has a hard time being heard, or even understood for what it is. I hope that this essay, 
even if it doesn't manage to win readers over to this way of seeing things, will at least help bring it 
into the debate. 



Another problem is that, after the fall of communism, large parts of the left have lost any sense 
of direction or of purpose or have even entirely given up the very notion of historical progress. To 
combat that sentiment adequately would require another book, but a few remarks on the history of 
the 20th century may illustrate the lines along which to proceed. 

On July 1, 1916, began the Battle of the Somme; on that single day the British suffered more 
than 50,000 casualties, out of which 20,000 died. The battle went on for four months, leading to 
about a million casualties on all sides and the war itself continued for another two years. In the 
summer of 2006, the Israeli army stopped its attacks on Lebanon after losing about a hundred 
soldiers; the majority of the U.S. population turned against the Iraq war after fewer than 3,000 died. 
That indicates a major change in the mentality of the West, and this reluctance to die in large 
numbers for "God and Country" is major progress in the history of mankind. From the 
neoconservative point of view, however, this phenomenon is a sign of decadence; in fact one of 
the positive aspects of the present conflict, from their perspective, is that it should strengthen the 
moral fiber of the American people, by making them ready to "die for a cause."4 But, so far, it is not 
working. More realistic people, the planners at the Pentagon for example, have tried to replace 
waves of human cannon fodder by massive "strategic" bombing. This works only rarely; in Kosovo 
and Serbia it did succeed at least in bringing pro-Western clients to power in both places. But it 
clearly is not enough in Iraq, Afghanistan, Palestine or Lebanon. The only thing that might work, in 
a very special sense of course, would be nuclear weapons, and the fact that those weapons are 
the West's last military hope is truly frightening. 

To put this observation in a more global context, Westerners do not always appreciate that the 
major event of the 20th century was neither the rise and fall of fascism, nor the history of 
communism, but decolonization. One should remember that, about a century ago, the British could 
forbid the access of a park in Shanghai to "dogs and Chinese." And, of course, most of Asia and 
Africa was under European control. Latin America was formally independent, but under American 
and British tutelage; military interventions were routine. All of this collapsed during the 20th 
century, through wars and revolutions; in fact, the main lasting effect of the Russian Revolution is 
probably the Soviet Union's not insignificant support to the decolonization process. This process 
freed hundreds of millions of people from one of the most brutal forms of oppression. It is major 
progress in the history of mankind, similar to the abolition of slavery in the 18th and 19th centuries. 

Still, it is true that the colonial system gave way to the neocolonial one and that most 
decolonized countries have adopted, at least for the time being, a capitalist form of development. 
That provides some consolation to the ex-colonialists (and disappoints expectations of the Western 
left that opposed colonialism). But such sentiments may reflect a misunderstanding of the nature of 
"socialism" in the 20th century and of the historical significance of the present period. Before 1914, 
all socialist movements, whether libertarian or statist, reformist or revolutionary, envisioned 
socialism, that is, the socialization of the means of production, as an historic stage that was 
supposed to succeed capitalism in relatively developed Western societies possessing a democratic 
state, a functioning education system and a basically liberal and secular culture. All this 
disappeared with World War I and the Russian Revolution. After that, the libertarian aspects of 
socialism withered away, most of the European socialist movements became increasingly 
incorporated into the capitalist system and its main radical sector, the communists, identified socia-
lism with whatever policies were adopted by the Soviet model. But that model had almost nothing 
to do with socialism as it was generally understood before the First World War. It should rather be 
understood as a (rather successful) attempt at rapid economic development of an underdeveloped 
country, an attempt to catch up, culturally, economically and militarily, by whatever means 
necessary, with the West. The same is true of post-Soviet revolutions and national liberation 
movements. As a first approximation, one can say that all over the Third World, people, or rather 
governments, have tried to "catch up" either by "socialist" or by "capitalist" means. 

But, if one recognizes that aspect, the whole history of the 20th century can be interpreted very 
differently from the dominant discourse about the "socialism that was tried and failed everywhere." 
What was tried and actually succeeded (almost) everywhere was emancipation from Western 
domination. This has inverted a centuries-old process of European expansion and hegemony over 



the rest of the world. The 20th century has not been the one of socialism, but it has been the one 
of anti-imperialism. And this inversion is likely to continue during the 21st century. Most of the time, 
the "South" is strengthening itself, with some setbacks (the period surrounding the collapse of the 
Soviet Union being a time of regression, from that point of view). 

This has important consequences for both the Western peace movement and the old issue of 
socialism. There is some truth to the Leninist idea that the benefits of imperialism corrupt the 
Western working class—not only in purely economic terms (through the exploitation of the 
colonies), but also through the feeling of superiority that imperialism has implanted in the Western 
mind. However, this is changing for two reasons. On the one hand, "globalization" means that the 
West has become more dependent on the Third World: we do not simply import raw materials or 
export capital, but we also depend on cheap labor, working either here or in export-oriented 
factories abroad; we "transfer" capital from the South to the North through "debt payments" and 
capital flight; and we import an increasing number of engineers and scientists. Moreover, 
"globalization" means that there is a decrease in linkage between the population of the U.S. and 
their elites or their capitalists, whose interests are less and less tied to those of "their" country. 
Whether the population will react by adopting some pro-imperialist fantasies such as Christian 
Zionism or "the war against terrorism," or whether it will rather increase its solidarity with the 
emerging countries of the South is a major challenge for the future. 

On the other hand, the rise of the South means that there is no longer a preponderance of 
military force that allows the West to impose its will, the U.S. defeat in Iraq being the most 
extraordinary illustration of that fact. Of course, there are other means of pressure—economic 
blackmail, boycotts, buying elections, etc. But countermeasures are increasingly being taken also 
against those methods, and one should never forget that a relationship of force is always ultimately 
military—without it, how does one get people to pay their debts, for example? 

The main error of the communists is to have conflated two notions of "socialism": the one that 
existed before World War I and the rapid development model of the Soviet Union. But the current 
situation raises two different questions to which two different forms of "socialism" might be the ans-
wer. One is to find paths of development in the Third World, or even a redefinition of what 
"development" means, that do not coincide with either the capitalist or the Soviet model. But that is 
a problem to be solved in Latin America, Asia or Africa. In the West, the problem is different: we do 
not suffer from the lack of satisfaction of basic needs that exists elsewhere (of course, many basic 
needs are not satisfied, but that is a problem of distribution or of political will rather than one of 
production or of possibility). The problem here is to define a post-imperialist future for the Western 
societies, meaning a form of life that would not depend on an unsustainable relation of domination 
over the rest of the world. Whether one wants to call that "socialism" is a matter of definition, but it 
would have to include reliance on renewable energy resources, a form of consumption that does 
not depend on massive imports and an education system that produces the number of qualified 
people that the nation needs. Whether all this is compatible with the system of private property of 
the means of production, and a political system largely controlled by those who own those means, 
remains to be seen. 

This establishes a link between the struggle for peace and the struggle for social 
transformation, because the more we live in peace with the rest of the world, the more we give up 
our largely illusory military power and stop our constant "threats," the more will we be forced to 
think about and elaborate an alternative economic order. It is a great tragedy that among Greens, 
at least among the European ones, this link has been totally lost during the Kosovo and the 
Afghanistan wars, which most of them supported on humanitarian grounds. It is equally tragic that 
the opposition to the Iraq war in the United States has been virtually nonexistent and that the 
population has turned against the war almost entirely as a result of the effectiveness of the Iraqi 
resistance. As I try to argue in this book, this is partly due to the ideological misrepresentations that 
have spread widely throughout the left during the period of imperial ideological reconstruction that 
followed the end of the Vietnam War. The left must clarify its own ideas first and then try to explain 
to the rest of our societies that we must adapt to an inevitable loss of hegemony. But what I call 
here humanitarian imperialism is a major obstacle to that enterprise. Yet I don't see any real 



alternative for the West, except to go back to the spirit of the Battle of the Somme, but this time 
armed with nuclear weapons. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Introduction  
 

It seems evident, from the attitude of the capitalist world to Soviet Russia, of the 
Entente to the Central Empires, and of England to Ireland and India, that there is no 
depth of cruelty, perfidy or brutality from which the present holders of power will 
shrink when they feel themselves threatened. If, in order to oust them, nothing short 
of religious fanaticism will serve, it is they who are the prime sources of the resultant 
evil. ...To make the transition with a minimum of bloodshed, with a maximum of 
preservation of whatever has value in our existing civilization, is a difficult problem.... 
I wish I could think that its solution would be facilitated by some slight degree of 
moderation and humane feeling on the part of those who enjoy unjust privileges in 
the world as it is. 

—Bertrand Russell1
 
To explain the theme and purpose of this book, let me start by describing a recent encounter 

with an important representative of the Belgian ecological movement, a woman in the far-left wing 
of her movement. I reminded her that in the 1980s, at the height of the Cold War when her 
movement was just getting started, it upheld the idea of a nonviolent civil defense in place of 
military service, and I asked her how the ecologists came around to the very different positions 
they have today, for example on the Kosovo war or on the European Union. She replied that 
pacifism had long since been abandoned, and that she herself would like to see intervention in 
Africa to put an end to the massive rapes committed there. In the course of the discussion that 
followed, she told me that she also thought we should intervene to protect the Palestinians and that 
a preventive war should have been waged against Hitler in the 1930s. 

Having taken part in dozens of private and public debates in Belgium, France, Switzerland and 
Italy ever since the beginning of the new American wars (Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, Iraq), I have 
repeatedly run into this type of reaction, including, and perhaps primarily, in leftist circles of all 
shades (ecologists, social democrats, Trotskyists, etc.).2 Indeed, one of the characteristics of 
mainstream discourse, from the right to the left, and even going pretty far toward the "extremes" in 
either direction, is that today's political ethic is totally dominated by what can be called the 
intervention imperative. Here in Europe we are constantly being called upon to defend the rights of 
oppressed minorities in remote places (Chechnya, Tibet, Kosovo, Kurdistan), about which as a rule 
most of us know very little; to protest against violations of human rights in Cuba, China, or Sudan; 
to call for abolition of the death penalty in the United States; to protect women from persecution in 
Muslim countries; to support the Palestinian resistance; or perhaps to save the Amazonian forest. 
The right of humanitarian intervention is not only widely accepted, it often becomes a "duty to 
intervene." We are told that it is urgent to create international tribunals to judge various crimes 
committed within the borders of sovereign states. The world is said to have become a global village 
and we must be involved in everything that goes on everywhere. The wisdom of those who would 
"mind their own business" is considered anachronistic and reactionary. The left is even more prone 
to this discourse than the right, and fancies that it is keeping alive the great tradition of working-
class internationalism and solidarity with the Spanish Republicans or with anticolonial struggles. 
Also, denouncing allegedly undemocratic regimes can be considered a way to avoid repeating the 
"errors of the past," when factions of the left failed to denounce crimes committed by the Soviet 
Union or were slow to recognize the murderous nature of a self-proclaimed revolutionary Third 
World movement such as the Khmer Rouge led by Pol Pot (which engaged in massive killings from 
the time it took power in 1975 until it was overthrown by a Vietnamese intervention, which, 
ironically, was condemned by Washington). 

This web of ideas is rather confused, and one of the main goals of this book will be to try to 
clarify them. Moreover, these ideas seem to constitute the principal obstacle to building an 
effective movement of opposition to imperial wars. There was scarcely any visible opposition to the 
1999 war against Yugoslavia, the very model of "humanitarian" war, and very little to the war in 
Afghanistan. It is true that there were huge demonstrations, unique in history and certainly 



immensely encouraging, against the invasion of Iraq. But it must be admitted that as soon as the 
Bush administration proclaimed victory, public opinion, at least in the West, fell relatively quiescent, 
even as the war in Iraq raged on. 

 
The United States at War 

"America is a nation at war...At the direction of the President, we will 
defeat adversaries at the time, place, and in the manner of our choosing." 
Thus opens a recent Pentagon report on the national defense strategy of the 
United States.3 Further along, one reads that the United States' leading 
position in the world continues to breed' 'unease, a degree of resentment 
and resistance'' and will be challenged by those who employ "a strategy of 
the weak using international fora, judicial processes, and terrorism" (all 
lumped together). 

 
Meanwhile, starting with the 1999 Seattle demonstrations, a new antiglobalization or "global 

justice" movement emerged and has developed through various social forums. Its attention has 
been primarily focused on the economic consequences of neoliberalism, in both the south and 
north of the planet. The movement has also shown interest in the political and media aspects of 
domination strategies. But it has paid relatively little attention to their military aspect, and even less 
to the ideological factors legitimizing military action. But every relationship of domination is, in the 
last analysis, military, and always needs an ideology as justification. 

The ideology of our times, at least when it comes to legitimizing war, is no longer Christianity, 
nor Kipling's "white man's burden" or the "civilizing mission" of the French Republic, but is a certain 
discourse on human rights and democracy, mixed in with a particular representation of the Second 
World War. This discourse justifies Western interventions in the Third World in the name of the 
defense of democracy and human rights or against the "new Hitlers." This is the discourse and the 
representation that must be challenged in order to build a radical and self-confident opposition to 
current and future wars. 

The battle of ideas, waged with rigorous reasoning and demystification, is essential to underpin 
political action. In France, after the end of the decolonization period and the Vietnam War, it was a 
major ideological offensive waged through the media by the self-styled "new philosophers" that 
enabled the most conspicuous sector of the French intelligentsia to shift from a somewhat romantic 
sympathy for the Third World to a growing alignment with U.S. government positions.4 In the face 
of current conflicts, an intellectual arsenal is needed in order to challenge mainstream rhetoric and 
argumentation. We are up against the effects of thirty years of generally well-financed and 
publicized books, films, lectures, articles and commentaries, endlessly rehashed by the media. 

Inasmuch as the intervention discourse is ostensibly an ethical one, it is mainly on ethical 
grounds that it must be combated. This does not mean that facts are of no importance—they are 
enormously important—or that the debate is situated on the level of "values," it means that the 
principal purpose here is not to provide new facts. Facts about U.S. foreign policy are increasingly 
available, especially thanks to the work of American authors. What is lacking is a systematic 
reflection about what those facts imply in regard to our own moral and political responsibilities. 

Before opening the debate, let us state some caveats and clear up a few potential 
misunderstandings. First of all, I have to admit I do not have the means to prove my hypothesis; 
that is, the ideas I criticize are not only very widespread but even, so to speak, constitute the 
dominant ideology of our times. Quoting this or that author defending those ideas, as I do from time 
to time, does not constitute proof. Only a long sociological study, which I lack the means to 
undertake, could establish the facts. Reading elite journals and discussing issues with members of 
progressive organizations and peace movements have convinced me that the supposed need to 
defend human rights by military means is indeed the ideological Trojan horse of Western 
interventionism within the very movements opposed to it in principle—but I don't claim to be able to 
prove this. Certain of my assertions are conjectures rather than certainties, which my situation as 



an isolated writer without institutional support prevents me from confirming or even studying in 
greater detail. I nevertheless hope that this discussion of certain ideas will be of interest even to 
those who are not as convinced as I am of their weight and relevance. 

On the other hand, the reader will not find here any analysis, or at least not any very developed 
analysis, of the internal causes of imperialism, whether economic or of some other order. I shall 
use the term imperialism, though without giving it a "scientific" connotation, to designate Western 
colonial or neocolonial policies in the Third World. In fact, even if it has more or less fallen out of 
use, the term seems to me far preferable to the word empire which, at least as employed by Hardt, 
Negri, and their disciples, seems to refer to a vague entity that does not rely on the power of any 
particular state. 

There are many reasons for this refusal to undertake any "profound" analysis of imperialism. 
Suffice it to say that, for one thing, human phenomena are so complicated and combine so many 
factors that a reasonable skepticism, such as belongs to the scientific attitude, can lead one to 
doubt they can be analyzed in a truly scientific way (and not simply proclaimed to be scientific). Of 
course, it is always possible to select sufficient facts and focus on certain variables so as to give 
the impression of coming up with a veritable explanation of such-and-such aspects of society or 
history, but the quite remarkable absence of successful prediction, beyond what plain common 
sense can come up with, and the rapid obsolescence of such explanations tend to reinforce my 
skepticism. For another, too little is known about human beings, in particular human motivations, 
for us to answer certain basic questions: to what extent is man a homo economicus, calculating 
and acting according to his interests and those of his social class, and to what extent is he 
dominated by "irrational" (from a purely economic viewpoint) passions, such as religion, 
nationalism, or thirst for power? In the absence of answers to these questions, the real origin of 
wars and the role of economic factors are difficult to define. 

 
Russell on Marx 

To desire one's own economic advancement is comparatively 
reasonable; to Marx, who inherited eighteenth-century rationalist psychology 
from the British orthodox economists, self-enrichment seemed the natural aim 
of a man's political actions. But modern psychology has dived much deeper 
into the ocean of insanity upon which the little barque of human reason inse-
curely floats. The intellectual optimism of a bygone age is no longer possible 
to the modern student of human nature. Yet it lingers in Marxism making 
Marxian’s rigid and Procrustean in their treatment of the life of instinct. Of this 
rigidity the materialistic conception of history is a prominent instance. 

—Bertrand Russell5
 
Turning to possible misunderstandings, one should start by noticing that "third worldist" 

positions, or even simple criticisms of the West, are increasingly presented as based on some form 
or other of moral or cultural relativism; in other words, on the idea that it is impossible to make 
morally objective judgments or, more or less the same, on the notion that their validity is entirely 
relative to the culture that produced them. 

Many critics of imperial policies accept these premises. But they do not apply here. It is 
perfectly possible to criticize American policies from a universalist—even liberal (in the political and 
classic sense of the term)—philosophical and conceptual perspective, in the tradition of the 
Enlightenment. Writers such as Hobson, Twain, Russell, or today Chomsky illustrate this attitude.6 
It can also be noted that criticizing the West in the name of the very values it claims to embody, as 
I attempt to do here, is simpler and more radical than a relativist critique requiring a preliminary 
philosophical discussion leading to rejection of the possibility of objective value judgments. In 
particular, all the following criticisms of the ideological utilization of human rights in no way 
challenge the legitimacy of the aspirations contained in the 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. One can be in perfect agreement with certain moral principles and at the same time 



denounce the way they are misused in practice. Morality is not only a matter of principles; in 
human relations, as in political discourse, the evocation of principles can very well be a form of 
hypocrisy, just as self-mortification for crimes for which one is not responsible (those of the past, 
for example) can serve to gain indulgence toward those for which one is responsible. I might liken 
my position with respect to human rights to that of left-wing Christians who accept Christian 
teachings but criticize the way they are used, including by the Church itself, to justify the powers 
that be. In regard to human rights, the role of the Church is played by leading Western 
governments, media, and intellectuals, as well as by a certain number of NGOs and progressive 
movements. 

Another misunderstanding to be avoided stems from opposition to imperial wars increasingly 
being seen as based on strict pacifist principles, or on a philosophy of nonviolence. But that 
philosophy only becomes relevant in discussing how to react to an attack. There is no need to take 
a position on nonviolence when criticizing wars of aggression, such as the recent American wars. 
Discussing pacifism or nonviolent defense would be of considerable interest, but it is outside the 
scope of this book. 

Precise definitions of a certain number of terms used rather polemically should help avoid 
letting the polemics blur the argument. To start with, the term West is used to designate a historical 
and geographical area (the United States and Europe) but will be used mainly to emphasize the 
ideological fault line between this area and the rest of the world. A detailed study of spontaneous 
popular reactions to September 11 should suffice to make the point. If I should say, in the Arab 
world, that instead of attacking Iraq, it would be better to bring the "Zionist entity" (using that term) 
into line; or, in Latin America and much of Asia, that the very last way to deal with Yugoslavia 
would be to let the United States exploit that tragedy to legitimatize its unilateral right to intervene, I 
would not arouse many protests from any part of the political spectrum. In contrast, anyone who 
makes such remarks in Europe or in the United States will rapidly be drowned out by an indignant 
chorus of words like Stalin, Pol Pot, anti-Semitism, anti-Americanism—again, right across the 
political spectrum. This difference illustrates the width and depth of the split. 

 
Affluent Egyptians in Cairo Gloat Over Attacks while Eating Big Macs 

Sandwiched between a Rolex watch store and a BMW car dealership, 
the restaurant is packed with affluent university students dressed in American 
garb and aware of the billions of dollars in foreign aid that the U.S. has 
pumped into Egypt. It's the sort of place where one would expect to find 
sympathy for the American cause. 

But listen to what they're saying. 
Sitting under a poster advertising "Crispy and Delicious McWings," Radwa 

Abdallah, an 18-year-old university student, is explaining that she rejoiced 
when she learned that thousands of Americans had probably died in the 
terrorist attacks on the WorldTrade Center and the Pentagon. "Everyone 
celebrated," Ms. Abdallah says, as her girlfriends giggle. "People honked in 
the streets, cheering that finally America got what it truly deserved." 

Fellow student Raghda El Mahrouqi agrees:" I just hope there were a lot 
of Jews in that building," she says. Sherihan Ammar, an aspiring doctor in 
elaborate makeup and tight T-shirt, sums up her feelings this way: "America 
was just too full of itself" she says with a dismissive gesture.... 

A trip around the capital of Egypt, one of America's main Mideast allies 
and the biggest Muslim recipient of U.S. foreign aid, shows that educated, 
relatively wealthy and seemingly Americanized Arabs just as openly express 
their joy at the carnage in the U.S.... 

Although all Arab governments except Iraq's condemned the U.S. 
attacks, the prevailing view even among those horrified by the killings is that 



what happened in New York and Washington isn't all that different from 
what America itself has inflicted on Iraqis, Palestinians, Sudanese and other 
Muslims. 

 
More Guarded in Marrakech 

Even in thoroughly Western-oriented countries like Morocco, a nation far 
removed from the Israeli-Palestinian struggle and a onetime applicant to join 
the old European Community, many voice sneaking admiration for the 
terrorists. In a convenience store in Er Rachidia, a sand-swept town at the 
threshold of the Sahara, the first television images of the WorldTrade Center 
towers engulfed in smoke were greeted with a roar of approval. "Of course 
we are happy," says the storekeeper as he invited a group of foreigners to 
stop and watch the news. 

In Marrakech, the hub of Morocco's tourist industry, reactions were only a 
little more guarded. "What happened is a terrible thing for all the people 
involved," says Abdou Hamaoui, a 29-year-old civil engineer sipping a glass 
of lemon Schweppes at the Cafe Glacier on the main square of the city's old 
town. "But the U.S. government deserves this."  

In an outdoor cafe a short drive away, Ahmed AhmadTarif a 21 -year-old 
business administration student, is wearing a Nike T-shirt. He bought it, he 
says, because it's good quality, even though he believes that "America 
stands for racism and for being against freedom and democracy" 

Fellow student Ahmed Hussein, bespectacled and with a thin mustache, 
reflects for a moment when asked about U.S. economic assistance for Egypt. 
"The money we receive from America and the hatred we feel for America 
are two separate things," he finally says," and should not be mixed together"7

 
What I call the “ideology of human rights” will be defined in more detail in Chapter 4, but 

essentially it comes down to the idea that Western states have the right, or the duty, to interfere in 
the internal affairs of other states in the name of human rights. I use the term “human rights 
champions” polemically as shorthand for what could be called “self-proclaimed champions of 
human rights” or “those who base their political action primarily on human rights ideology.” 

Finally, in criticizing a power and its legitimization mechanisms, it is one thing to denounce its 
hypocrisy and quite another to point to the disastrous human consequences of the exercise of 
power. These are two different things, even if a persistently hypocritical power cannot generally be 
expected to produce positive results. Even if, as I try to show, the hypocrisy goes deeper than what 
is usually recognized by critics, that is not the essential point of my argument, which is mainly 
concerned with the consequences of imperialism. 

My principal aim is to challenge the good conscience that prevails in the West and the 
ideological convictions that uphold it, and to open a debate within peace, ecological, and 
progressive movements. If what one wants is a peace policy, the very first thing that must be done 
is to try to understand others, including the “enemy” – all the more if his reactions are aggressive or 
irrational. The “war without end” against terrorism gives not sign of being simple a war of short and 
joyous conquests. And if powerful Western states are repeatedly attacked at home by terrorists, it 
is to be seriously feared that “the little barque of human reason” may well capsize into the “ocean 
of insanity” – unless we are willing to radically change our way of envisioning our relations with the 
rest of the world. 

 
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 1 
Power and Ideology 
 
Whenever dictators, monarchs, bosses, aristocrats, bureaucrats, or colonialists exercise power 

over others, they need a justifying ideology. That justification almost always comes down to the 
same formula: when A exercises power over B, he does so for B's "own good." In short, power 
habitually presents itself as altruistic. In 1815, at the fall of Napoleon, the tsar of Russia, the 
Austrian emperor, and the king of Prussia came together in what they called their Holy Alliance, 
claiming to base "their reciprocal relations upon the sublime truths which the Holy Religion of our 
Savior teaches" as well as on "the precepts of that Holy Religion, namely, the precepts of Justice, 
Christian Charity, and Peace," and vowed to regard "themselves toward their subjects and armies 
as fathers of families." During the Boer War, the British prime minister, Lord Salisbury, declared 
that it was "a war for democracy," and that "we seek no goldfields, we seek no territory." Bertrand 
Russell, citing these remarks, commented that "cynical foreigners noted that we nevertheless got 
both goldfields and territory."1 Hitler, for his part, waged his wars to protect (German) minorities 
and defend Europe from Bolshevism. 

At the height of the Vietnam War, the American historian Arthur Schlesinger described U.S. 
policy there as part of "our general program of international good will."2 At the end of that war, a 
liberal commentator wrote in the New York Times: "For a quarter-century, the United States has 
been trying to do good, encourage liberty and promote social justice in the Third World." But, in 
doing so, "we have been living beyond our moral resources and have fallen into hypocrisy."3 It is 
fairly difficult to find an openly cynical power; individuals living on the margins of society, such as 
members of street gangs or mafias, no doubt provide the best examples. 

But this nearly universal altruism in the legitimization discourse is precisely what ought to 
arouse skepticism. Indeed, that is exactly what happens in daily life: altruistic statements are 
commonly greeted with skepticism and with reminders that acts speak louder than words. Yet in 
public life, words often manage to outweigh acts. 

 
What We're Fighting For: A Letter from America 

We pledge to do all we can to guard against the harmful temptations— 
especially those of arrogance and jingoism—to which nations at war so 
often seem to yield. At the same time, with one voice we say solemnly that it 
is crucial for our nation and its allies to win this war We fight to defend 
ourselves, but we also believe that we fight to defend those universal 
principles of human rights and human dignity that are the best hope for 
humankind. 

One day, this war will end. When it does—and in some respects even 
before it ends—the great task of conciliation awaits us. We hope that this 
war, by stopping an unmitigated global evil, can increase the possibility of a 
world community based on justice. But we know that only the peacemakers 
among us in every society can ensure that this war will not have been in 
vain. 

We wish especially to reach out to our brothers and sisters in Muslim 
societies. We say to you forthrightly: We are not enemies, but friends. We 
must not be enemies. We have so much in common. There is so much that 
we must do together. Your human dignity no less than ours—your rights and 
opportunities for a good life, no less than ours—are what we believe we're 
fighting for We know that, for some of you, mistrust of us is high, and we know 
that we Americans are partly responsible for that mistrust. But we must not be 



enemies. In hope, we wish to join with you and all people of good will to 
build a just and lasting peace.4

 
 
Ideological Control in Democratic Societies 
 
Ideology is especially important in democratic societies, where it may constitute the principal 

form of social control. The dominant ideology is far more powerful in the United States, with its 
freedom of expression, than it was in the Soviet Union, where the obvious monopoly of political 
expression, enforced by repression, created widespread disbelief. In more autocratic societies, 
people are kept in line by fear. In a society where people are free to demonstrate and vote, control 
over "hearts and minds" needs to be much deeper and more constant. 

The enforcement of mainstream ideology in our societies is the task of what has been called 
the secular priesthood, an analogy for the religious priesthood in traditional societies.5 That 
traditional priesthood presented itself as an intermediary between the human and the divine and 
legitimized the power of the dominant social strata by appropriate interpretation of divine will. In so 
doing, it ensured its own relatively privileged social position under protection of the temporal 
power. 

With the Enlightenment and the democratic revolutions in Europe, the role of religion as a 
justification for power was constantly eroded. Lord Salisbury's remarks about democracy cited 
above have a more contemporary ring than those of the Holy Alliance about religion. Even 
someone as ostentatiously religious as George W. Bush does not justify his wars primarily in the 
name of religion, but rather in the name of democracy and human rights. It is worth noting that his 
supporters in Europe are often embarrassed by his religious side and wish that he would stick 
strictly to the human rights discourse.  

Today's secular priesthood is made up of opinion makers, media stars of all kinds, and a 
considerable number of academics and journalists. They largely monopolize public debate, 
channelling it in certain directions and setting the limits on what can be said, while giving the 
impression of a free exchange of ideas. One of the most common ideological reinforcement 
mechanisms is to focus debate on the means employed to achieve the supposedly altruistic ends 
claimed by those in power, instead of asking whether the proclaimed aims are the real ones, or 
whether those pursuing them have the right to do so. To take a current example, the question will 
be debated as to whether the United States has the means and intelligence to impose democracy 
on the Middle East, or, eventually, whether the price to pay (the war) is not too high. All these 
debates only reinforce the idea that the proclaimed intentions (to liberate peoples, to spread 
democracy) are the real ones and that less noble consequences, such as control of oil or 
strengthening American hegemony (globally) and Israeli hegemony (locally) are only collateral 
effects of a generous enterprise. 

 
Bush's Loyal Opposition 

In a speech to the Veterans of Foreign Wars in Chicago on January 10, 
2006, President George W. Bush said he welcomed "honest critics" who 
question the way the war is being conducted and the "loyal opposition" that 
points out what is wrong with his administration's approach. But he termed 
irresponsible the "partisan critics who claim that we acted in Iraq because of 
oil or because of Israel or because we misled the American people," as well 
as "defeatists who refuse to see that anything is right" 

 
It is very important to those in power to confine public debate within the narrow limits of 

whether or not means and tactics are effective, which leave unchallenged the nature and 
legitimacy of aims and strategies. In an autocratic society, such debates would not be allowed. In 
our societies, they are actually quite useful. The "respectable" left plays a major role in this 



legitimization process by focusing debate on the first type of questions (means and effectiveness) 
and marginalizing the second (the nature and legitimacy of ends). In contrast, we can expect that 
any analysis of past or adversary powers, such as the Roman Empire, Napoleon, or the Soviet 
Union, will include a critical look at their legitimization mechanisms, without accepting at face value 
their official declarations of purpose. It is only when speaking of our societies today that such 
analysis is considered out of line. 

Another ideological reinforcement mechanism frequently used by the respectable left is the 
ritual denunciation of "totalitarian" systems of indoctrination, usually with almost religious reference 
to Orwell, in particular concerning characteristic features of systems least like our own. This 
encourages the notion that mechanisms to control and manipulate people's minds are to be found 
everywhere except in our own societies. 

On the other hand, when critics of our system, such as the communists in the past, claim that it 
is not fundamentally different from totalitarian systems, they are easily refuted, since the mere 
freedom to express such criticism is enough to show the difference. That line of criticism only helps 
to blur understanding of how ideological control works here and now, by giving the impression that 
the only indoctrination mechanisms are those which are not found in our societies. 

It is important to note that ideology is not the same thing as lies. Members of the secular 
priesthood usually believe what they say. Indeed, their internalization of ideology is essential for 
them to be effective. This shows up in the obvious contrast between the way they express 
themselves and the dull ritualistic discourse of those who repeat an ideology they don't really 
believe. 

When it comes to individuals who really have power, political or economic, the matter is a bit 
more complicated, but even there, the hypothesis of generalized cynicism is riot plausible. Ideology 
has the advantage of enabling people to live in a state of mental comfort where they can avoid 
asking troubling questions. This means that criticizing the lack of sincerity of those in power or of 
the secular priesthood should be done with precision: the problem is not that they are lying or that 
they are consciously hiding their real aims, but that they spontaneously adopt a distorted view of 
the world and history that enables them to profit from their privileged position with a perfectly clear 
conscience. This is a phenomenon that can be observed in daily life: generous words and 
speeches about "values" often go hand in hand with an analysis of reality that conveniently makes 
it possible to identify personal interest with moral imperatives. Genuine sincerity is not simply a 
matter of believing what one says, but of honestly asking whether the actions one undertakes 
really serve the noble aims one claims to pursue. Unfortunately, there is nothing new about all this, 
and those who criticize the organization of society today, in one way or another, have a lot in 
common with Blaise Pascal or Jonathan Swift criticizing the injustice and hypocrisy of society in 
their day. 

However banal this may be, it is nevertheless important because it implies that ideological 
representations of the world, since they are not simply lies, may have unforeseen results and can 
sometimes, if defended with enough fanaticism, actually have harmful consequences for the very 
powers they are supposed to legitimize. It is still too soon to say whether the American attack on 
Iraq is an example of such a situation, but the German invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941, as 
well as the obstinate American war in Vietnam— both of which claimed to aim at "liberating 
peoples from communism" —are both clear examples of pursuing ideological aims all the way to 
disaster.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 2 
The Third World and the West 
 
With the end of the decolonization process, the suggestion of any conflict between the Third 

World and the West has been increasingly dismissed as out of date. The mainstream discourse 
stresses that the Third World is by no means united arid that many of its leaders (or the domestic 
opposition to its leaders) have abandoned their earlier nationalism in favor of pro-Western 
liberalism. Nevertheless, it remains true that an ongoing conflict exists, at least in a latent form, just 
as class conflicts can take more or less antagonistic forms from one historical period to another. 
There is conflict concerning the terms of trade, debt, provisions of raw materials—conflict that can 
very well explode into open hostilities, as in the Gulf wars. Moreover, both in Latin America and in 
the Muslim world (despite the sharp differences between those two regions), the vision of relations 
between "us" and "them" is very different from ours. In general, that vision is dismissed as 
stemming from fanaticism or jealousy, especially in the case of the Muslims. 

Let us start, then, by summarizing what can be considered wrong with Western interventions in 
the Third World from a universalist point of view, without going back to the African slave trade and 
other past horrors of colonialism, rather focusing on the policies pursued since 1945, especially by 
the United States. These have given imperialism its neocolonial form. Countries remain formally 
independent, but every form of coercion is brought to bear to keep them under Western 
domination. If we examine those policies objectively we should be able to grasp the answer to that 
famous post-September 11 question, "Why do they hate us?" We should be able to understand 
why it would be perfectly natural, if not to hate "us," at least to hate the policies pursued by our 
governments. And then we can also understand why we would no doubt feel the same as they do if 
we were in their place. 

The costs of Western imperialism to the Third World can be divided into four different 
categories. 

 
A Dangerous Example 

The United States supported the brutal Somoza dictatorship in Nicaragua 
for over forty years. The Nicaraguan people, led by the Sandinistas, over-
threw this regime in 1979, a breathtaking popular revolution. The Sandinistas 
weren't perfect. ... But they were intelligent, rational, and civilized. They set 
out to establish a stable, decent, pluralistic society. The death penalty was 
abolished. ... More than 100,000 families were given title to land. Two 
thousand schools were built. A quite remarkable literacy campaign reduced 
illiteracy in the country to less than one-seventh. Free education was 
established and a free health service. Infant mortality was reduced by a 
third. Polio was eradicated. The United States denounced these 
achievements as Marxist-Leninist subversion. In the view of the U.S. 
government, a dangerous example was being set.... 

The United States finally brought down the Sandinista government. It took 
some years and considerable resistance but relentless economic per-
secution and 30,000 dead finally undermined the spirit of the Nicaraguan 
people. They were exhausted and poverty-stricken once again. The casinos 
moved back into the country. Free health and free education were over Big 
business returned with a vengeance. "Democracy" had prevailed. But this 
"policy" was by no means restricted to Central America. It was conducted 
throughout the world.... The United States supported and in many cases 
engendered every right-wing military dictatorship in the world after the end 
of the Second World War I refer to Indonesia, Greece, Uruguay, Brazil, 



Paraguay Haiti .Turkey, the Philippines, Guatemala, El Salvador; and, of 
course, Chile. ... Hundreds of thousands of deaths took place throughout 
these countries.... Even while it was happening it wasn't happening. It didn't 
matter: It was of no interest. The crimes of the United States have been 
systematic, constant, vicious, remorseless, but very few people have actually 
talked about them. ... 

I believe that despite the enormous odds which exist, unflinching, 
unswerving, fierce intellectual determination, as citizens, to define the real 
truth of our lives and our societies is a crucial obligation which devolves upon 
us all. It is in fact mandatory. If such a determination is not embodied in our 
political vision we have no hope of restoring what is so nearly lost to us—the 
dignity of man. 

—Harold Pinter, 2005 Nobel Prize Lecture 
 
The Costs of Imperialism: Direct Victims 
 
To start with, let us consider the wars waged by the United States. They have killed millions of 

people, especially in Korea, Indochina, Central America, and Iraq. To that death toll must be added 
the victims of their proteges: Suharto, Mobutu, Pinochet; the Argentinian, Guatemalan, and 
Brazilian military regimes; the rebel groups supported by the United States and South Africa in 
Angola and Mozambique; and, finally, Israel. The author William Blum has called this the 
"American holocaust."1 The expression may be shocking, but what ought to be much more 
shocking is the relative indifference in the face of those crimes and that they are seldom perceived 
as the result of a systematic policy. The impact of the Rwandan tragedy or of Hiroshima on public 
consciousness is no doubt due to the fact that each of these slaughters took place within a short 
period of time. But if a system of domination regularly produces so much death and suffering, is the 
horror any less just because it stretches over a longer period of time? Shouldn't it be surprising that 
in the post-1945 world, where racism was officially discredited and abolished, people who consider 
themselves civilized have killed so many people they consider not civilized enough? The American 
system of domination is not the first to cost countless lives. But unlike those of the past, the 
American system is functioning now, and we can oppose it, whereas there is nothing we can do for 
victims of the past. 

 
Killing Hope 
 
The real problem goes much deeper. It is an understatement to say that it amounts to a loss of 

opportunity for the Third World. Today the slogan "Another world is possible" is widely taken up by 
critics of economic globalization. But if it is true today, why wasn't it true yesterday? Let us try to 
imagine such a world. A world in which Congo, Cuba, Vietnam, Brazil, Chile, Iraq, Guatemala, and 
many other countries would have been able to develop without constant interference from the 
West. A world in which secular movements in the Arab world could have continued to modernize 
the Middle East without having to fight on two fronts, between aggressively "modern" Zionism and 
feudal obscurantism, both supported by Western powers. A world in which apartheid would have 
been overcome long ago, avoiding the disasters and wars it provoked. 

Of course, such "another world" would not be heaven on earth. There would no doubt still be 
civil wars, massacres, and famines. But the West is no paradise, either, and least of all during the 
period of its own modernization, with children working in mines, semi-slaves working in the 
colonies, and tens of millions killed in the two great European civil wars known as the First and 
Second World Wars. Nevertheless, it is hard to believe that the situation would not have been 
better had Third World countries been allowed to pursue their own ways of developing instead of 
being subjected to leaders imposed by the West. Compare, in terms of intelligence, humanity, and 
honesty, the leaders "they" produced and those that the West supported against them: Arbenz and 



the Guatemalan dictators, Sukarno and Suharto, Lumumba and Mobutu, the Sandinistas and 
Somoza, Goulart and the Brazilian generals, Allende and Pinochet, Mandela and apartheid, 
Mossadegh and the Shah, and today, Chavez and the Venezuelan putschists.2 Think also of the 
positive influence successful public health and land reform policies could have had on other poor 
countries if those experiments in China or in Cuba, but also elsewhere—for example in Guatemala 
in the early 1950s—had not run up against constant hostility from the West. If one thinks about it, 
and even if it is impossible to make a precise calculation, one can realize that Western obstruction 
of such progressive measures has cost not millions but hundreds of millions of lives destroyed by 
hunger, disease, and poverty. To give a simple example, in 1989 the economists Jean Dreze and 
Amartya Sen estimated that, starting from similar basic conditions, China and India followed 
different paths of development and that the difference between the social systems of the two 
countries (notably in regard to health care) resulted in 3.9 million more deaths annually in India. 
This means that "India seems to manage to fill its cupboard with more skeletons every eight years 
than China put there in its years of shame," 1958 to 1961. Of course, the Chinese famines are 
regularly blamed on communism, but it would not occur to anybody to blame the extra Indian 
deaths on capitalism or democracy.3

 
Latin America and the Cuban Difference 

In Cuba, life expectancy is six years longer than the rest of the continent. 
Under-five mortality is four times below the average. If Latin America could 
show the same results as Cuba, 250,000 children's lives could be saved every 
year.4 There are 5.7 million working children in Latin America5 For the whole 
continent, there are 50 million street children.6 None of these situations are to 
be found in Cuba, where all children go to school. 

 
I should point out that this criticism is independent of whatever can be said about old-style 

colonialism. The latter was even more violent than contemporary imperialism, but it indirectly 
helped to spread medical and scientific knowledge, as well as certain liberal and democratic ideas 
in places where they did not yet exist. This is not to suggest that the tens of millions of deaths 
brought about by colonialism can be justified by that spread of ideas, which might have been 
accomplished otherwise. What needs to be stressed here is that the present situation is radically 
different. American policy has very often been directed against movements that were essentially 
"modernizing"; for example, those that emerged from the Bandung Conference and merely sought 
to enable their own societies to benefit from the advantages of science and, in some cases, of 
democracy.7 It should also be noted that the policies of democratically elected presidents Allende 
of Chile and Arbenz of Guatemala were in reality scarcely more radical than those of the Swedish 
social democrats after 1931 or the British Laborites after 1945. But they ran up against 
incomparably greater foreign-backed opposition. 

To defeat such progressive movements, Western powers have often supported the most feudal 
and obscurantist tendencies, for example, in Angola, Afghanistan or Indochina. Finally, the very 
fact that the West engages in pillage of resources and massive support for Israel at the same time 
it presents itself as the champion of modernity and enlightenment tends only to discredit those 
ideas, particularly in the Muslim world. The selfishness and short-sightedness of Western 
policymakers weaken the appeal of the universal ideas they claim to defend so ardently.  

 
But We Changed 

America's empire is not like empires of times past, built on colonies, 
conquest and the white man's burden. We are no longer in the era of the 
United Fruit Company, when American corporations needed the Marines to 
secure their investments overseas. The 21st century imperium is a new 
invention in the annals of political science, an empire lite, a global 
hegemony whose grace notes are free markets, human rights and 



democracy, enforced by the most awesome military power the world has 
ever known. It is the imperialism of a people who remember that their 
country secured its independence by revolt against an empire, and who like 
to think of themselves as the friend of freedom everywhere. It is an empire 
without consciousness of itself as such, constantly shocked that its good 
intentions arouse resentment abroad. But that does not make it any less of 
an empire, with a conviction that it alone, in Herman Melville's words, bears 
"the ark of the liberties of the world." 

—Michael Ignatieff 8
 
Or, did we? 
Of course, the apologists for every other imperial power have said the 

same thing. So you can go back to John Stuart Mill, one of the most 
outstanding Western intellectuals, now we're talking about the real peak of 
moral integrity and intelligence. He defended the British Empire in very much 
those words. John Stuart Mill wrote the classic essay on humanitarian 
intervention. Everyone studies it in law schools. What he says is, Britain is 
unique in the world. It's unlike any country before it. Other countries have 
crass motives and seek gain and so on, but the British act only for the benefit 
of others. 

— Noam Chomsky9

  
 

Or should one believe this? 
 
The hidden hand of the market will never work without the hidden fist—

McDonald's cannot flourish without McDonnell Douglas, the designer of the 
F-15. And the hidden fist that keeps the world safe for Silicon Valley's 
technologies is called the United States Army Air Force, Navy and Marine 
Corps. 

—Thomas L Friedman10

 
The Barricade Effect 
 
When human beings are attacked, they often tend not only to defend themselves but to do so 

in an excessive and irrational manner; for example, by hunkering down and cutting themselves off 
from the rest of the world, which often only increases the dangers from which they seek to protect 
themselves. Almost everyone seemed to understand that tendency when it came to American 
reactions to September 11: yet this led to the invasion and occupation of two countries, hundreds 
of thousands of people killed, and, in addition to all that, exaggerated security measures bordering 
on the absurd. But just suppose that an event comparable to September 11 took place on 
American soil every day for ten years. What would be the reaction? How many million people 
would be killed in retaliation? What would become of the famous democratic freedoms of which 
Americans are so proud? How many people would be unceremoniously thrown into what Amnesty 
International already calls the "American gulag"—Guantanamo and other more obscure camps? 
However, the total number of casualties caused by that hypothetical series of events would be on a 
scale comparable to the loss of human life suffered by the Soviet Union during the Second World 
War, or even during the course of the civil war that followed the 1917 revolution, when the 
counterrevolution was supported by Western military intervention.11

Yet throughout the Cold War, very few in the West understood that a large part of Soviet policy, 
including its control over Eastern Central Europe, far from being aggressive and aiming at world 



hegemony, was, on the contrary, excessively and clumsily defensive and, in the face of the danger 
of another aggression from the West, relatively moderate, at least in comparison to American wars 
after September 11. The risk of Western aggression, even if it was not as great as it looked to 
Soviet leaders after 1945, was nevertheless more real than the danger of communism brandished 
in Europe at the same time, or the danger of Islamism brandished today. The same thing could be 
said for a good part of the spy mania and the repression that flourished in the USSR. In the 
mainstream Western discourse, these evils are attributed to a purely internal cause, Stalinism. But 
no one can say what would have happened if the Soviet Union had not been born in the horrors of 
civil war and had not felt obliged, lucidly enough, to catch up with the West industrially and militarily 
in the space of a decade to confront the Nazi threat. One can scarcely expect a society subjected 
to such violence to become a model of humanism, moderation, and democracy. 

The leftist discourse on the Soviet Union, especially on the part of Trotskyists, anarchists, and 
a majority of contemporary communists, usually fails to recognize that aspect of things in its 
eagerness to denounce Stalinism. But insofar as a large part of Stalinism can be considered a 
reaction to external attacks and threats (imagine again a regular series of September 11 attacks on 
the United States), the denunciation amounts to a defense of imperialism that is all the more 
pernicious for adopting a revolutionary pose. 

I know from experience that the usual answer to such objections is to say that such factors 
"don't explain everything" and that one cannot "justify the unjustifiable," that is, Stalinism. One 
encounters similar reactions when observing that the particularly vengeful way the First World War 
was concluded through the Versailles Treaty was one of the origins of Nazism, or suggesting that 
perhaps the terrorist attacks on New York, Madrid, or London were not unrelated to Western 
policies in Iraq and Palestine.12 Let us examine those objections. 

In regard to what is or is not "justifiable," we must choose between two fundamentally opposite 
attitudes toward ethical questions. One of them, which could be called "religious"—even if it does 
not always stem from the notion of a personal god—and which is strongly expressed both by the 
French "new philosophers" and in the speeches of George W. Bush, is that Good and Evil exist 
and do battle in and by themselves, that is, independently of any given historical circumstances. 
The "bad guys"—Hitler, Stalin, Osama bin Laden, Milosevic, Saddam, etc.—are demons that 
emerge from nowhere, effects without causes. To combat Evil, the only solution is to mobilize what 
is Good: arouse it from its lethargy, arm it, and send it off to destroy Evil. That is the philosophy of 
permanent good conscience and of war without end. 

The opposite viewpoint, which can be called "materialist" or "scientific," attempts to situate 
tragedies and crimes, great or small, in the chain of cause and effect. This is not a matter of 
denying free will, that is, freedom to make good and evil choices, but rather to leave to one side the 
seemingly unanswerable question of whether or not human beings are "really" free—and if so, 
under what circumstances—and to consider that it is only by understanding and acting on causes 
that one can combat the effects (evil). In Europe, at least, this conception is today almost 
universally accepted in regard to ordinary criminality. But this is far from the case when it comes to 
historical tragedies and relations between states. Nevertheless, international law and most efforts 
in pursuit of peace are related to that philosophy. It also has the merit of encouraging a sense of 
modesty and a critical mind, and, in regard to our subject, of raising the question as to what it is in 
Western policy that provokes despair and violent reactions. This is more useful than throwing up 
our hands and denouncing evil when unexpected events occur. 

As for the comment, "But that doesn't explain everything," it would certainly be absurd to see 
Stalinism, Nazism, or Islamic terrorism as solely the result of external actions such as civil war, the 
Versailles Treaty, or occupation of Palestine and Iraq. All those social phenomena have complex 
causes, and no truly scientific analysis is capable of determining which are the most important. 
There are obviously internal factors. In the case of the American reaction to September 11, or to 
what would be a series of such attacks, among such internal factors there is a national self-
righteousness far greater than in most other countries. 

The mainstream discourse (at least among the United States and its allies) presents the 
American reaction as "normal," given the dangers, whereas the reaction of the Soviet Union in the 



past and of the Muslim world today is presented as irrational and unconnected to any threat. But 
human beings everywhere display excessive defensive reactions and not very pretty desires for 
vengeance. If we want to be honest, the first thing to do is to look at others in the same way we 
would look at ourselves. 

Western Policy toward the Russian Revolution 
Every failure of industry, every tyrannous regulation brought about by the 

desperate situation, is used by the Entente as a justification of its policy. If a 
man is deprived of food and drink, he will grow weak, lose his reason, and 
finally die. This is not usually considered a good reason for inflicting death by 
starvation. But where nations are concerned, the weakness and struggles 
are regarded as morally culpable, and are held to justify further punishment. 
... Is it surprising that professions of humanitarian feeling on the part of English 
people are somewhat coldly received in Soviet Russia? 

—Bertrand Russell13

 
Today, people in the West, especially the more hawkish, boast of winning the Cold War, which 

is most often attributed to American intransigence under Reagan than to European policies of 
compromise such as Willy Brandt's Ostpolitik, and hope that a similarly intransigent attitude will 
bring them victory in the "war against terror." But it may be suggested that the relative incapacity of 
the Soviet system to reform itself was partly due to the constant feeling of being under threat, a 
feeling fostered by Western aggression. The "conservatives" within the system could always argue 
that Stalin's leadership did at least finally result in victory, peace, and security. When the system 
finally collapsed, it did so in a way that had catastrophic consequences for the living standards of a 
large part of its population. There is reason to think that a more gradual evolution, facilitated by 
less external pressure and which had already begun under Khrushchev, could have been much 
easier on the population. George Kennan, the father of the U.S. containment (of Soviet 
communism) policy, stated in 1992 that "the general effect of Cold War extremism was to delay 
rather than hasten the great change that overtook the Soviet Union."14

 
Socialism and the West 

In the former Soviet republics, the decline in life expectancy has been 
spectacular; especially among men. In the Russian Federation, average life 
expectancy of men has gone from 70 years in the mid-1980s to 59 years and 
is today lower than in India. This situation is due notably to economic 
collapse, decline in the social welfare system and the prevalence of 
alcoholism and illness. Nontransmissible illnesses such as cardiovascular 
disease and injuries account for the greater part of the increase in deaths, 
although infectious diseases are also recurrent. If this death rate remains 
stable, 40 percent of boys age 15 today will die before the age of 60 in 
Russia.15

 
The same type of reflection applies to most formerly colonized countries. There is no telling 

what would have become of Algeria, Vietnam, Korea, China, the Middle East, without the 
destruction of war, the imposed opium trade, the occupation of Palestine, the Sykes-Picot Accords, 
Suez, etc.16 Revolutionary violence can repeatedly be shown to be the product rather than the 
cause of counterrevolutionary violence, as well as of long-lasting oppression by traditional ruling 
classes and foreign invasions.17

Moreover, if it is true, as often said, that most socialist regimes turn out to be dictatorships, that 
is largely because a dictatorship is much harder to overthrow or subvert than a democracy. It 
follows that the repeated assaults by the Western ruling classes against every form of socialism 
have provoked a sort of artificial selection that allows only dictatorial forms to survive. After 
successfully ousting the democratically elected Mossadegh from power in Iran, the CIA agent 



Kermit Roosevelt tried to mount a similar putsch in Syria, but failed because Syria was already a 
dictatorship.18 Castro has survived in Cuba long after the fall of Allende in Chile. 

 
The Overthrow of Mossadegh 

In 1953, the CIA organized a coup d'etat that succeeded in overthrowing 
the government of Muhammed Mossadegh, a conservative nationalist who 
sought to wrest control of Iranian petroleum from the Anglo-American 
companies for the benefit of his own country Celebrating the event, the 
New York Times wrote in its August 6, 1954, editorial: "Underdeveloped 
countries with rich resources now have an object lesson in the heavy cost 
that must be paid by one of their number which goes berserk with fanatical 
nationalism. It is perhaps too much to hope that Iran's experience will 
prevent the rise of other Mossadeghs in other countries, but that experience 
may at least strengthen the hands of more reasonable and more far-seeing 
leaders."19

 
Even though socialism is not the topic under discussion here, one can argue that far from 

having "failed wherever it was tried," it has not really been tried anywhere. Wherever radical social 
changes have occurred, they could only take place in such violent circumstances as to rule out any 
possibility of socialism, that is, of what was understood by the term in the European socialist 
movement of the nineteenth century up until the outbreak of the First World War in 1914: 
overcoming the injustices of the capitalist system by collective appropriation of the means of 
production in such a way as to preserve "all that is valuable in existing civilization," as Russell put 
it, in particular the benefits of peace and democracy. A main source of the tragedies of the 
twentieth century is that the war waged from 1914 to 1918 brought to power those socialists most 
inclined to use the weapon of dictatorship, the Bolsheviks, and doomed the others to 
marginalization, or even death (Jean Jaures, Karl Kautsky, Rosa Luxemburg), leading to a 
polemical polarization between communists and social democrats that drowned out reasonable 
voices of intellectuals such as Bertrand Russell.20 This role of the war in distorting socialism is 
usually overlooked by those who speak of the horrors of the twentieth century because it argues 
against war, which is the exact opposite of the "lessons of history" drawn by those who advocate 
preventive war to eliminate dictatorships and spread democracy. 

This line of thought also provides answers to those who advocate Western interventionism by 
referring to the crimes of Pol Pot or to massacres in Rwanda and Srebrenica. Those tragedies, it is 
claimed, would have justified military interventions that unfortunately did not take place due to our 
lack of courage or pressure from anti-imperialist movements. But all three of these tragedies can 
be shown to have in part resulted from previous interventionist policies. In Cambodia, it is scarcely 
plausible that the Khmer Rouge would have come to power had the United States not dragged the 
country into its war by massive "secret" bombing and overthrown Prince Sihanouk to install a 
dictator of its choice.21 As for Rwanda, first German and then Belgian colonial rule played on the 
principle of "divide and rule," setting Tutsis and Hutus against each other. Should Iraq be plunged 
into full-fledged civil war between Shiites, Sunnis, and Kurds, one can count on Western 
humanitarians to shake their heads in dismay at the "barbarity" of those peoples, locked in their 
primitive religious and nationalist cultures, while forgetting all that the Americans have done, 
whether deliberately or by ignorant arrogance, to set them at one another's throats. 

Curiously, there have been far fewer calls for intervention in Eastern Congo, where there have 
been massacres apparently as bloody, or even more so, than in Rwanda. The explanation may be 
that the hypothetical solution in Rwanda would have been a U.S. or Western intervention, which is 
the course of action that mainstream discourse seeks to legitimize, whereas in Congo, it might well 
have sufficed to demand the withdrawal of Rwandan and Ugandan troops to end the conflict. Such 
a demand would have been in perfect conformity with international law and might have shown the 
latter's efficacy rather than its weakness. The Rwanda of Paul Kagame and its ally Uganda are 



certainly not great powers, but they are favored clients of the United States, unlike the first Kabila 
government of Congo at the time of their incursions. This may explain why the death and 
destruction in Eastern Congo in the 1990s failed to arouse the massive indignation of Western 
media and humanitarian warriors. 

The Srebrenica massacre has become the argument par excellence in favor of unilateral 
intervention and the symbol of the alleged failure of the United Nations. A great deal could be said 
about this. Suffice it here to remark on the origins of the war in Bosnia, toward the end of which the 
massacre took place. After all, if one wants to avoid massacres committed during wars, one should 
first ask how to prevent wars. Now, just before that war broke out, negotiations had taken place to 
reach an agreement on the "cantonization" of Bosnia-Hezegovina. As the journalist Diana 
Johnstone writes: 

 
The cantonization proposal was signed on March 18, 1992, by Izetbegovic, Karadzic 

and Boban on behalf of the Muslim, Serb and Croat communities respectively. It was 
accepted by all three parties as a compromise to avoid civil war. The Serbs and Croats 
accepted recognition of independent Bosnia-Herzegovina within existing boundaries, which 
they did not want, in exchange for "cantonization," which the Muslim party did not want. The 
compromise did not satisfy Mr. Izetbegovic because (in the words of United States 
Ambassador to Yugoslavia Warren Zimmermann) it would have "denied him and his Muslim 
party a dominant role in the republic." Ambassador Zimmermann hastened to call on Mr. 
Izetbegovic in Sarajevo to discuss the Lisbon accord. "He said he didn't like it, I told him, if 
he didn't like it, why sign it?" Zimmermann recalled later. Apparently only too glad to be 
encouraged to hold out for more, Izetbegovic reversed himself and withdrew his support for 
the Lisbon accord. 

"What was the full intent or effect of the U.S. ambassador's remark? Opinions differ. The 
fact remains that the same United States ambassador who first prohibited the Yugoslav 
People's Army from maintaining the unity of Yugoslavia, then went on to encourage 
Izetbegovic's party to fight to maintain the unity of Bosnia-Herzegovina. Morally and 
practically, this was contradictory. Practically it made no sense at all: the Yugoslav People's 
Army, if not opposed by NATO powers, would have been able to hold Yugoslavia together, 
obliging the parties thereafter to reach peaceful accommodation. Izetbegovic's Muslim 
forces, in contrast, while stronger than admitted, were clearly not able to hold Bosnia-
Herzegovina together without considerable outside military assistance."22

 
The Lisbon Agreements 

For instance, of the Lisbon agreements of February 1992, the Canadian 
Ambassador to Yugoslavia at the time, James Bissett, has written," The entire 
diplomatic corps was very happy that the civil war had been avoided— 
except the Americans. The American Ambassador; Warren Zimmerman, 
immediately took off for Sarajevo to convince [the Bosnian Muslim leader] 
Izetbegovic not to sign the agreement." Zimmerman later admitted this, 
although he claimed, implausibly, just to be helping Izetbegovic out of an 
agreement with which the latter was uncomfortable. However; according to 
"a high-ranking State Department official who asked not to be identified," 
quoted in the New York Times, "The policy was to encourage Izetbegovic to 
break the partition plan. It was not committed to paper' That was Bush Sr As 
for Clinton, in February 1993 David Owen made this public statement: 

Against all the odds, even against my own expectations we have more 
or less got a settlement but we have a problem. We can't get the Muslims on 
board. And that's largely the fault of the Americans, because the Muslims 
won't budge while they think Washington may come into it on their side any 
day now.... It's the best settlement you can get, and it's a bitter irony to see 
the Clinton people block it.23

 



The root cause of the war in Bosnia, as well as in Croatia, was that it was hard for the Serbs 
living there to accept the right of self-determination in republics inside Yugoslavia so long as their 
own right of self-determination within those administrative entities was denied. 

However, the basic issue here is not a matter of the details of those tragedies, which can be 
lengthily discussed, but in the logic of the argument. Of course, nobody can reproach the West for 
intervening in Rwanda to stop genocide, because no such intervention took place. The problem is 
that the mainstream discourse uses nonintervention in situations where it might have been justified 
(although it remains to be seen what would have been the nature and consequences of such an 
intervention) to prepare public opinion to accept other interventions that do in fact take place but in 
very different circumstances. The "lessons of history" are always the same: denunciation of our 
supposed indifference to the suffering of others and encouragement of military intervention. But 
there are other lessons that could be drawn: for example, that it would have been better not to 
destabilize the Sihanouk regime in Cambodia, or to encourage Izetbegovic to reject the Lisbon 
accord: in a word, to intervene less. More than four decades later, President Clinton apologized for 
U.S. policy toward Guatemala, but neither he nor other U.S. leaders drew the "lesson of history" 
that the United States would do better not to interfere in the domestic affairs of other states.24 This 
asymmetry in official discourse has no basis in fact or logic but simply reflects the desire of 
governments to overcome their own population's reluctance to engage in foreign adventures. 

 
Risks for the Future 
 
Finally, there are two aspects of "North-South" economic relations that should be mentioned 

because they are directly linked to problems of domination and potential military conflicts. The first 
problem concerns our dependence on the Third World. 

The expression may sound surprising since we are used to hearing that "we" are helping 
"them." Moreover, a prominent school of postcolonial commentary has sought to convince us that 
colonialism played only a minor role in the West's economic development. That argument will be 
briefly discussed in the following section, but even if it were so, it would be necessary to 
acknowledge that the situation is constantly evolving in the direction of a growing dependence. For 
one thing, the traditional role of colonies, which is to provide raw materials, is constantly 
increasing. Our development model makes Europe and the United States critically dependent on 
petroleum imports. For another, a growing fraction of manufactured goods come from ex-colonies 
or former semi-colonies. This problem is usually criticized from the angle of outsourcing and job 
losses in the developed countries, but can also be seen as a form of dependence: what would we 
do if those goods were no longer provided or became more expensive? Or if the currency 
accumulated by the sale of those goods ended up being used to modify the relationship of forces 
between, say, China and the United States? Of course, it can be said in response that the 
dependence is mutual: they provide raw materials and unskilled labor, and we provide high 
technology. But the scientific and technological development of China and India cast serious 
doubts on that argument.25

In addition to all that, there is the brain drain: skimping on education in the rich countries, along 
with the universalization of entertainment culture, is leading to the progressive destruction of our 
public school systems. This decline is more advanced in the United States than in Europe, but 
Europe is making successful efforts to catch up. Nevertheless, our industries, in particular the arms 
industry, need brains. It is enough to take a tour of American universities, or even of European 
laboratories, to realize that the education systems of poor countries are increasingly making up for 
the deficit of schooling in the rich countries. 

 
The Decline of Science and Engineering 

"But because of the steady erosion of science, math and engineering, 
education in U.S. high schools, our cold war generation of American 
scientists is not being fully replenished. We traditionally filled the gap with 
Indian, Chinese, and other immigrant brainpower; But post-9/1 1, many of 



these foreign engineers are not coming here anymore, and, because the 
world is now flat and wired, many others can stay home and innovate 
without having to emigrate."26

 
"According to the New York Times, the U.S. military is paying hundreds of 

thousands of dollars to send scientists on a screenwriting course in Los 
Angeles, with the aim of producing movies and television shows that portray 
scientists in a flattering light. It is being billed as a radical solution to one of 
America's most vexing long-term national security problems: the drastic 
decline in the number of U.S. students pursuing science and engineering."27

 
Leaving aside the immoral aspect of this situation, one can wonder just how stable it all is. Isn't 

the Chinese strategy of accumulating capital more efficient in the long run than the American 
strategy of gigantic deficits to finance the accumulation of weapons? (After all, the Chinese 
strategy is more or less similar to what the United States did in the 19th century.) Writing over a 
century ago, the economist John Hobson, quoted below, was remarkably prescient about the 
tendency of imperialism, except for an essential aspect: neither China nor India can any longer be 
exploited at will. The twentieth century, through its wars and revolutions, saw a turn of the tide in 
the relationship of forces created between the West and the Third World during the previous 
centuries. Colonialism was replaced by neocolonialism and Europe by the United States, but this 
system of domination is much weaker than the one that went before. Moreover, it is in trouble 
everywhere: Asia has in large part gained real independence, that is, it has freed itself from 
neocolonialism as well as colonialism, with the notable exception of Pakistan, Afghanistan, and 
certain parts of former Soviet Asia.28 Latin America seems to be emerging from a long period of 
dictatorships and political discouragement and turning in the direction of greater independence. 
Western domination persists in Africa and the Arab world, but for how long? If the Iraqi resistance 
is not crushed, and for the moment nothing indicates it will be, it could sound the death knell of 
neocolonialism. 

The dominant power of the nineteenth century was England. It lost its status to the United 
States, without direct conflict between the two, but nevertheless through two world wars against 
the rising great power of the period, Germany. Will the United States accept peacefully the loss of 
its status of unique superpower if the development of China or India leaves no choice? That is the 
question. For now it is clear that all leading U.S. strategists, from Zbigniew Brzezinski to the 
neoconservatives, are determined to avoid that scenario at all costs, even resorting to the 
militarization of space, source of incalculable new dangers.29

Another problem is simply the exhaustion of natural resources, which is potentially more 
dangerous than problems of pollution or even of climate change, because the struggle for 
dwindling resources is very likely to be a factor in future wars. The West absorbs a disproportionate 
share of the planet's natural resources, though at the same time promoting its way of life as an 
example for others to follow. Of course, one can always hope that technological innovation, for 
example, mastery of nuclear fusion, a spectacular improvement in harnessing solar energy, or 
some other radical breakthrough will provide a miracle solution to such problems. But it is 
unreasonable in the present state of our knowledge to behave as if such a solution is sure to 
emerge. Nature is under no obligation to be kind to us and to satisfy our every whim. We are in the 
position of those who climb a ladder and then, having safely reached the top, tell others to follow 
while pulling the ladder up with us. There is something fairly comical about the dismay aroused in 
our countries by the increase in China's energy needs, an increase that is the inevitable 
consequence of the path of development we ourselves are so proud of having pioneered. 

If we start to think about all the direct and indirect effects of our domination strategies and the 
violence they provoke, the West can no longer be seen primarily as the guardian of admirable 
universal values, which it puts into practice better than the rest of the world, but also as a 
considerable source of suffering and oppression. 



 
Silent Genocide 

The sanctions imposed on Iraq from 1990 to 2003, combined with the 
devastating effects of the 1991 Gulf War which targeted civilian infra-
structures in particular; had catastrophic effects for the civilian population. 
Hundreds of thousands of children died because of those sanctions. The 
United Nations coordinator for humanitarian aid to Iraq, Dennis Halliday, 
resigned in September 1998, declaring: "We are in the process of destroying 
an entire society. It is as simple and terrifying as that. It is illegal and immoral." 
When told that the effects of the sanctions were due to the indifference of 
the regime to its own population, Halliday replied: "That's absolute garbage, 
the fact is that before Saddam Hussein got himself into trouble in Iran, and 
then of course in Kuwait, they had invested massively in civilian infrastructure. 
Health care clinics, rural clinics, education, 10,000 schools scattered 
throughout the country, an educational and health care system which was 
the envy of all its Arab neighbors. Iraq had a very widespread food 
distribution system of its own before we got involved."30

 
Halliday's successor, Hans von Sponeck resigned in February 2000 for the 

same reasons, and Jutta Burghardt, who directed the World Food Program 
for Iraq, followed suit shortly thereafter In a devastating report on the 
sanctions policy, Marc Bossuyt wrote: 

The sanctions regime against Iraq has as its clear purpose the deliberate 
infliction on the Iraqi people of conditions of life (lack of adequate food, 
medicines, etc.) calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole 
or in part. It does not matter that this deliberate physical destruction has as 
its ostensible objective the security of the region. Once clear evidence was 
available that thousands of civilians were dying and that hundreds of 
thousands would die in the future as the Security Council continued the 
sanctions, the deaths were no longer an unintended side effect—the 
Security Council was responsible for all known consequences of its actions. 
The sanctioning bodies cannot be absolved from having the "intent to 
destroy" the Iraqi people. The United States Ambassador to the United 
Nations [Madeleine Albright] in fact admitted this; when questioned whether 
the half-million deaths were "worth it," she replied: "We think the price is worth 
it' The States imposing the sanctions could raise questions under the 
genocide Convention.31

 
Moreover, although it may not be entirely rational, one cannot help feeling a particular revulsion 

at the sight of the strong attacking the weak: the Israelis installing checkpoints and colonies in the 
occupied territories, or the United States bombing all of Indochina, relentlessly destroying the 
Sandinista revolution, depriving Cuba of anything that could help it achieve its public health goals, 
and condemning hundreds of thousands of Iraqis to slow death. Seen from a distance of space or 
time, the West presents an image of widespread indifference to criminal policies pursued with a 
perfectly clear conscience, symbolized by the "humanitarian" interventionist Bernard Kouchner 
providing moralistic cover for the cynicism of a Donald Rumsfeld. 

 
Hobson on the Future of Imperialism in 1902 

The greater part of Western Europe might then assume the appearance 
and character already exhibited by tracts of country in the South of 



England, in the Riviera and in the tourist-ridden or residential parts of Italy 
and Switzerland, little clusters of wealthy aristocrats drawing dividends and 
pensions from the Far East, with a somewhat larger group of professional 
retainers and tradesmen and a larger body of personal servants and workers 
in the transport trade and in the final stages of production of the more 
perishable goods; all the main arterial industries would have disappeared, 
the staple foods and manufactures flowing in as tribute from Asia and Africa. 
... We have foreshadowed the possibility of even a larger alliance of Western 
states, a European federation of great powers which, so far from forwarding 
the cause of world civilization, might introduce the gigantic peril of a 
Western parasitism, a group of advanced industrial nations, whose upper 
classes drew vast tribute from Asia and Africa, with which they supported 
great tame masses of retainers, no longer engaged in the staple industries of 
agriculture and manufacture, but kept in the performance of personal or 
minor industrial services under the control of a new financial aristocracy Let 
those who would scout such a theory (it would be better to say: prospect) as 
undeserving of consideration examine the economic and social condition of 
districts in Southern England today which are already reduced to this 
condition, and reflect upon the vast extension of such a system which might 
be rendered feasible by the subjection of China to the economic control of 
similar groups of financiers, investors, and political and business officials, 
draining the greatest potential reservoir of profit the world has ever known, in 
order to consume it in Europe. The situation is far too complex, the play of 
world forces far too incalculable, to render this or any other single 
interpretation of the future very probable; but the influences which govern 
the imperialism of Western Europe today are moving in this direction, and, 
unless counteracted or diverted, make towards some such consummation.32

 
 
The Lesson of Guatemala 
 
On June 17, 1952, the Guatemalan congress adopted an agrarian reform law introduced by the 

country's popular president, Jacobo Arbenz, elected in 1950.33 The law was hailed as a 
"constructive and democratic" model by the U.N. Food and Agriculture Organization. Uncultivated 
land on large holdings was expropriated (with compensation) and distributed to landless peasants, 
descendants of the Mayans who had been crushed by the Spanish conquest. To give the new 
small property owners the means to make good use of their land, a system of low-interest farm 
credit was instituted. Literacy courses were introduced into the countryside. Finally, the 
government sponsored a road-building program to break the foreign monopoly on transport and 
enable small farmers to market their produce. Far from collectivizing land in the Soviet manner, the 
reform favored small, private family farms. It aimed at creating the conditions for a modern 
capitalist economy. 

Two years after introducing his agrarian reform, Jacobo Arbenz was driven out of office on 
June 27, 1954, by a military putsch organized by the CIA. The CIA at the time was headed by Alien 
Dulles, brother of John Foster Dulles, President Eisenhower's secretary of state. Both Dulles 
brothers had professional links with the United Fruit Company, which owned vast plantations in the 
country. Even though Arbenz's reforms did not directly threaten United Fruit, the bad example was 
unwelcome. 

A "liberation" force was armed in neighboring Honduras. Despite their respect for Arbenz, his 
own officers backed off from confrontation with the North American superpower. Abandoned by his 
army, Arbenz resigned, hoping that this sacrifice would ease the pressure and save his reforms. 



The United States claimed to be opposed only to the "red" president who "threatened democracy" 
in the hemisphere, and not to the reforms. But without Arbenz, the country was turned over to 
unprincipled and incompetent officers who canceled the reforms and plunged Guatemala into 
decades of bloody dictatorship and poverty, marked by massacres of tens of thousands of 
peasants. The Guatemalan tragedy is an exemplary illustration of the real existing "defense of 
democracy" as it has been practiced by the United States. It is characterized by: 

 
• A paranoid attitude on the part of the superpower toward the slightest challenge. 
 
• Demonization of adversaries. In those days, it was enough to call the victim a "communist." 

Later, the label became "terrorist." In any case, demonization prevents their side of the story from 
being taken into consideration. 

 
• Arrogant ignorance. What Washington thinks it knows about foreign countries tends to come 

either from big companies with interests there (such as United Fruit) or reactionary lobbies linked to 
them, including rich locals eager to use U.S. power to protect their unjust privileges. The more 
skeptical views of a few relatively lucid diplomats or intelligence analysts almost never reach the 
desks of top decision makers.  

 
• Media conformism. U.S. media relay the official U.S. government version of events without 

serious investigation. Opposing views are dismissed as absurd. 
 
•   The "bipartisan" unanimity of the ruling political class. The Democratic president Truman had 

begun plans for the Guatemala putsch, carried out under the Republican Eisenhower. 
 
• Total disregard for international law, coupled with threats toward whoever wants to apply it to 

the United States. In June 1954, when France wanted to support Guatemala's urgent appeal to the 
U.N. Security Council to stop the armed aggression mounted by the United States in neighboring 
Honduras and Nicaragua, U.S. diplomats reacted with rage. In response to threats from 
Washington, both France and Britain finally abstained. Dag Hammarskjold, who was U.N. secretary 
general at the time, called this U.S. blockage of the Guatemala problem "the hardest blow so far" 
against the United Nations. Many more such blows were to follow. 

 
• The crushing of the most democratic or progressive forces in a given country on the pretext of 

favoring a supposed "third force," more democratic in a Western sense, but which does not in fact 
exist. 

 
It must be admitted that hypocrisy and fanaticism can very well coexist. What may seem odd is 

that America's particular fanaticism is on behalf of "moderation"—a moderation of the rich and 
privileged who want to hang on to what they've got. In reality, the dynamics of American 
imperialism lead to upheaval and transformation, not in the sense of spreading the "American 
dream" around the world, as claimed, but toward unforeseen and tragic chaos. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 3 
Questions to Human Rights Defenders 
 
The ideas criticized in this book are often implicit, but have recently been more explicitly 

expressed by groups defining themselves as liberals, democrats, and progressives. A perfect 
illustration of these ideas is to be found in a 2005 book, entitled A Matter of Principle: Humanitarian 
Arguments for War in Iraq, a collective work by a number of writers who argue in favor of the war in 
Iraq on the basis of human rights.1 The authors consider that the United States had not only the 
right but the duty to use its superior military force to intervene and liberate the Iraqi people from the 
dictatorship of Saddam Hussein. Neither the absence of weapons of mass destruction in Iraq nor 
the fact that such an intervention flouts international law troubles them in the least, convinced as 
they are that human rights are a value far more fundamental than respect for international law. 
Many of them situate themselves in the center or on the left of the political spectrum, and part of 
their argument consists in denouncing the rest of the left for hesitating to come out firmly on the 
side of humanitarian war. They associate such hesitations with the left's insufficient hostility toward 
the Soviet Union during the Cold War, as well as with the failure of Western countries to have 
waged a preventive war against Hitler. 

The same arguments are to be found in a statement titled "The Euston Manifesto," issued in 
the spring of 2006 by a group of British Laborites and signed by a number of Americans, including 
Marc Cooper of The Nation and Michael Walzer of the Institute for Advanced Study (Princeton), co-
editor of Dissent. Their "statement of principles" provides several potential arguments for war: 
human rights for all, opposing anti-Americanism, a new internationalism. Characteristically, the 
"errors of the past" are cited to discredit rejection of wars waged by democratic countries, and the 
lies that led up to the invasion of Iraq are dismissed as no longer relevant. 

 
Excerpts from "The Euston Manifesto" 

Drawing the lesson of the disastrous history of left apologetics over the 
crimes of Stalinism and Maoism, as well as more recent exercises in the same 
vein (some of the reaction to the crimes of 9/1 I, the excuse-making for 
suicide-terrorism, the disgraceful alliances lately set up inside the "antiwar" 
movement with illiberal theocrats), we reject the notion that there are no 
opponents on the left. We reject, similarly, the idea that there can be no 
opening to ideas and individuals to our right. Leftists who make common 
cause with, or excuses for, antidemocratic forces should be criticized in clear 
and forthright terms. ... 

The founding supporters of this statement took different views on the 
military intervention in Iraq, both for and against. We recognize that it was 
possible reasonably to disagree about the justification for the intervention, 
the manner in which it was carried through, the planning (or lack of it) for the 
aftermath, and the prospects for the successful implementation of dem-
ocratic change. We are, however, united in our view about the reactionary, 
semi-fascist and murderous character of the Ba'athist regime in Iraq, and we 
recognize its overthrow as a liberation of the Iraqi people. We are also united 
in the view that, since the day on which this occurred, the proper concern of 
genuine liberals and members of the Left should have been the battle to put 
in place in Iraq a democratic political order and to rebuild the country's 
infrastructure, to create after decades of the most brutal oppression a life for 
Iraqis which those living in democratic countries take for granted— rather 
than picking through the rubble of the arguments over intervention.2

 



In short, errors of the distant past (support for the alleged "motherland of socialism") must be 
the source of endless shame and disgrace, whereas quite recent errors—or rather, lies—are not 
worth mentioning. This forgetfulness conveniently obscures the origins of the war in a policy 
designed to overthrow the Iraqi regime, not for the welfare of the Iraqi people, but for what a 
particular group of neoconservative policymakers, calling themselves the Project for a New 
American Century, described as "our vital interests." 

 
The Origins of the Invasion of Iraq: 

Excerpt from a Letter Sent to President Clinton 
The only acceptable strategy is one that eliminates the possibility that 

Iraq will be able to use or threaten to use weapons of mass destruction. In 
the near term, this means a willingness to undertake military action as 
diplomacy is clearly failing. In the long term, it means removing Saddam 
Hussein and his regime from power. That now needs to become the aim of 
American foreign policy. We urge you to articulate this aim, and to turn your 
Administration's attention to implementing a strategy for removing Saddam's 
regime from power. This will require a full complement of diplomatic, political 
and military efforts. Although we are fully aware of the dangers and 
difficulties in implementing this policy, we believe the dangers of failing to do 
so are far greater we believe the U.S. has the authority under existing UN 
resolutions to take the necessary steps, including military steps, to protect our 
vital interests in the Gulf. In any case, American policy cannot continue to be 
crippled by a misguided insistence on unanimity in the UN Security Council. 3

 
In France, where few people took the WMD threat seriously, the main argument in favor of the 

war in Iraq—voiced notably by Bernard Kouchner—was humanitarian intervention. And by now, 
what conceivable argument other than the defense of human rights and democracy could possibly 
justify that war, as well as the ongoing occupation and bloodshed? Once it is recognized that the 
invasion was illegal and the pretexts false, why not simply demand that the Americans get out? 
And yet no Western government and practically no political movement has drawn that conclusion. 
Why? Because, we are told, it is now necessary to "stabilize" Iraq, to "construct democracy" there, 
etc. As a result, even if it is true that many organizations and intellectuals who defend human rights 
were initially opposed to the war, they have found themselves more or less obliged to support the 
ongoing war of occupation until the situation is "stabilized." 

Such reasoning is the culmination of an ideological process that began thirty years ago. At the 
end of the war in Vietnam, and following Nixon's disgrace, the prestige of the United States had 
sunk to a new low. President Carter, whose political innocence was in sharp contrast to the open 
cynicism of the Kissinger-Nixon tandem, was able to present human rights as "the soul of 
American foreign policy."4 This was a somewhat innovative approach, since up till then the 
principal objective proclaimed by the United States was to build strong states with staunchly 
anticommunist governments in the Third World, with scant regard for human rights. It was that 
"nation-building" policy that had led the United States to support or install various governments in 
South Vietnam, with disastrous results. Moralizing rhetoric combined with perfectly cynical practice 
(notably in Afghanistan) was amazingly successful. In Europe, especially in France, where 
revolutionary illusions were fading, the intelligentsia took charge of a major reversal, from the 
systematic criticism of power, associated with Sartre and Foucault, to its systematic defense—
especially the power of the United States—symbolized by the emergence of the "new 
philosophers" as media stars. Defense of human rights became the theme and principal argument 
of the new political offensive against both the socialist bloc and Third World countries emerging 
from colonialism. 

 
 



The Origins of Soviet Intervention in Afghanistan 
Zbigniew Brzezinski: According to the official version of history, CIA aid to 

the mujahiddin began during I960, that is, after the Soviet army had invaded 
Afghanistan on December 24, 1979. But the truth, kept secret up to now, is 
quite different: it was in fact on July 3, 1979, that President Carter signed the 
first directive on clandestine aid to opponents of the pro-Soviet regime in 
Kabul. And on that very day I wrote a note to the president in which I 
explained to him that in my view aid was going to bring about a Soviet mil-
itary intervention. 

Nouvel Observateur. When the Soviets justified their intervention by 
claiming that they meant to counter a secret intervention by the United 
States in Afghanistan, no one believed them. However there was some truth 
in that.... You don't regret anything today? 

Brzezinski: Regret what? That secret operation was an excellent idea. Its 
effect was to draw the Russians into the Afghan trap and you want me to 
regret it? The day the Soviets officially crossed the border I wrote to President 
Carter roughly the following: "We now have the opportunity to give the USSR 
its own Vietnam War"5

 
The basic idea of this school of thought is simple enough: since democracy and human rights 

are much more respected in the West than elsewhere, it is our right and even our duty to do 
whatever we can to see to it that these rights are extended to the rest of humanity. Moreover, that 
obligation takes priority, since human rights come first; they are even the precondition for 
development. 

The success of that ideology in transforming the Western left has been quite remarkable. 
Human rights, whose invocation in the 1970s was a way for the United States to restore its 
reputation after the Vietnamese debacle, were taken up by many progressive movements as their 
primary, if not sole, objective. Worse still, numerous left intellectuals consider it their mission to 
criticize Western governments for their excessive caution and timidity. To hear their complaints, 
one might gather that the main problem in the world today is the failure of the West to intervene in 
enough places (Chechnya, Tibet, Kurdistan, Sudan) and with enough force to promote and export 
its genuine values, democracy and human rights. 

In the moderate version of this ideology, we are only called upon to protest, by demonstrations 
or letter writing, against human rights violations committed in other places. The tougher versions 
demand economic and diplomatic sanctions or even, if necessary, that the West have recourse to 
military intervention. 

The main thing wrong with the "tough" version, the one calling for military intervention, stems 
from the ambiguity of the "we" in statements such as "We should intervene in order to ..." The "we" 
does not usually refer to a particular group to which the person making such recommendations 
belongs, as would have been the case, for example, with the volunteers who joined the 
International Brigades during the Spanish Civil War, but to armed forces powerful enough to 
intervene effectively, in particular those of the United States. During the conflicts in Bosnia and 
Kosovo, a certain number of Western intellectuals fancied themselves following in the Spanish 
footsteps of Malraux, Orwell, and Hemingway. But, unlike their predecessors, they largely 
remained safely at home or ensconced in the same hotel, rather than entering the fray, while the 
International Brigades and the Spanish Republican Army were replaced by the U.S. Air Force. 
Now, nothing in United States policy indicates the slightest sincere concern for human rights and 
democracy. Assigning it the prime task of defending these values is strange indeed. Moreover, to 
call on an army to wage a war for human rights implies a naive vision of what armies are and do, 
as well as a magical belief in the myth of short, clean, "surgical" wars. The example of Iraq shows 
that it is possible to know when a war starts but not when it will end, and it is totally Utopian to 
expect an army that is under constant attack from guerrilla forces not to have recourse to torture in 



order to obtain information. The French used it massively in Algeria. The Americans used it in 
Vietnam and again in Iraq. Yet both the French and American torturers were citizens of 
"democratic countries, respectful of human rights" —yes, but when they were at home, and in 
periods of relative social peace. 

 
Kouchner and Truth 

Dialogue between Bernard Kouchner and Alija Izetbegovic, in the pres-
ence of Richard Holbrooke. Kouchner speaks first: 

—You remember President Mitterrand's visit? 
—Let me thank you once again. 
—In the course of that conversation you spoke of the existence of 

"extermination camps" in Bosnia. You repeated that in front of the journalists. 
That provoked considerable emotion throughout the world. Francois sent me 
to Omarska and we opened other prisons. They were horrible places, but 
people were not systematically exterminated. Did you know that? 

—Yes. I thought that my revelations could precipitate bombings. I saw 
the reaction of the French and the others—I was mistaken. 

—You understood at Helsinki that President Bush senior would not react, 
Holbrooke added. 

—Yes, I tried, but the assertion was false. There were no extermination 
camps whatever the horror of those places. Kouchner concludes:  

—The conversation was magnificent, that man at death's door hid 
nothing from us of his historic role. Richard and I expressed our immense 
admiration.6

 
It is indeed a fairly remarkable indirect effect of the human rights ideology that torture in Iraq is 

almost universally denounced, but not the occupation. Yet torture is the result of occupation. This 
came to be understood in the case of the French war in Algiers, when revelations of torture by the 
French military stimulated calls to end the conflict. An army that finds itself the target for resistance 
fighters who are like fish in the sea is inexorably led to try to gain information by force. If one calls 
for military intervention, one is calling for war and occupation, and in that case, in effect calling for 
torture. 

Well-meaning people can claim that torture doesn't work, but unfortunately, that is far from true. 
Torture unquestionably enabled the French to dismantle the Front for National Liberation in Algiers, 
even if it did not make it possible to maintain French control of Algeria. Nor should we forget that 
many insurrections end up being crushed—for example, all those in Latin America after the Cuban 
revolution—and that torture often played a major role in their defeat. 

In Washington, alarmists liken Iraq to Vietnam, while some in the administration may more 
optimistically be thinking of El Salvador.7 But no serious person can see bright prospects for 
human rights. 

 
The Monoply of Violence 

In the war against the militias, every door American troops crash through, 
every civilian bystander shot—there will be many—will make matters worse, 
for a while. Nevertheless, the first task of the occupation remains the first task 
of government: to establish a monopoly on violence. 

—George Will8
  
Another thing basically wrong with the tough version of human rights ideology is the failure to 

recognize that just because a society is democratic in its internal political life does not in any way 
imply that it will have a generous attitude toward the rest of the world. To take an extreme 



contemporary example, Israel is without any doubt the most democratic country in its region in 
regard to its own population, or at any rate the Jewish part of that population. But the least one can 
say is that the state of Israel cannot be relied on to protect the rights of the Palestinians in the 
occupied territories, or those of the Lebanese. And the same could be said for the populations of 
the colonial empires. Their European masters were already "democracies respectful of human 
rights," who used the "defense of human rights" to legitimize their colonial enterprise. British liberal 
imperialists discovered in the late nineteenth century that presenting foreign interventions as moral 
crusades was particularly effective in whipping up popular support in a parliamentary democracy 
with a press eager to denounce foreign villainy. King Leopold II of Belgium justified his conquest of 
the Congo by the fight against Arab slave dealers. His own treatment of the native Congolese 
scarcely stands as a monument to human rights. 

The fact that the United States is a democratic country with a free press doesn't change much, 
or in any case less than is claimed, for the victims of U.S. sanctions and bombings. Indeed, the 
"free" press is remarkably uniform when it comes to foreign policy, and being free makes it a more 
efficient propaganda tool. Citizens of countries where the press is censored by the government 
tend to catch on and end up not believing anything it says. The U.S. press finally got around to 
criticizing the war in Vietnam, but only after many years and countless dead and, above all, only 
after the 1968 Vietnamese Tet offensive convinced American elites that the war was costing too 
much, both in military losses and domestic disorder. But no similar protest could be heard in regard 
to the genocidal embargo imposed on the Iraqi people in the 1990s.9 And as for the 2003 war, all 
the official lies were diligently echoed by the mainstream media. Once again, it was only when a 
strong Iraqi resistance made itself felt that US media showed signs of having second thoughts.  

 
The Lancet Study 

In November 2004, the prestigious British medical review The Lancet pub-
lished the results of a study of excess mortality caused by the invasion of Iraq. 
Dr Les Roberts, who led the study, concluded: "Making conservative 
assumptions we think that about 100,000 excess deaths, or more, have 
happened since the 2003 invasion of Iraq. Violence accounted for most of 
the excess deaths and air strikes from coalition forces accounted for most of 
the violent deaths."10 One of the conservative postulates of the study was not 
to take into consideration data concerning Fallujah. The study was ignored 
or discredited in the United States and to a lesser extent in Britain. Media did 
not hesitate to echo a comment made by a Human Rights Watch military 
expert, Marc E. Garlasco, to the effect that the figures seemed 
exaggerated, even though Garlasco admitted that he had not read the 
Lancet study when he made that comment. 

Dr Roberts has used the same methods to study the conflict in Eastern 
Congo, arriving at an estimate of 1,700,000 deaths, a figure that failed to 
arouse skepticism among Western media or politicians. On the contrary both 
Tony Blair and Colin Powell cited its conclusions. As Dr Roberts remarked, "It is 
odd that the logic of epidemiology embraced by the press every day 
regarding new drugs or health risks somehow changes when the mechanism 
of death is their armed forces."11

 
The basic objection to the idea of using the U.S. Army for humanitarian purposes can be 

summed up in a few words: the purpose of an army, in the best of cases, is to defend its own 
country, or else attack others. Neither of these aims, even if the first can be considered legitimate, 
is altruistic. Everything about an army, its equipment, its training, and above all its mindset (esprit 
de corps and patriotism), are designed to serve those aims. So why hope that an army can be 
used for supposedly altruistic purposes? 



Still, the partisans of humanitarian intervention stress that the purpose of "modern" armies is no 
longer simply to defend their own country but to help others and save oppressed populations. This 
implies waging a war without too many casualties on the side of the "liberator." Otherwise, the 
soldiers' families will ask what their children are dying for. This is what happened during the 
summer of 2005, when the mother of a soldier killed in Iraq, Cindy Sheehan, camped outside the 
Crawford, Texas, ranch where Bush was spending his vacation. She wanted to ask him face-to-
face the question "What is the noble cause my son died for?"12 For the partisans of the war who 
attacked her action, she had a simple response: "The army is recruiting and lacks personnel. Why 
don't you join up?" Now that the army recruits women as well as men, and recalls reservists over 
the age of forty, it is not so easy to evade such a question. It can be addressed to all the partisans 
of humanitarian wars once these wars are not short and sweet. 

What shows that the problem raised above is at least implicitly recognized by the war 
apologists is that they employ a double discourse. For the intellectuals and the elite, it is all about 
the right to intervene, humanitarian interventions, etc. For the rest of the population, it is all about 
the "war against terror," weapons of mass destruction—that is, about threats and dangers from 
which we must defend ourselves. The majority of the population have enough good sense to 
understand that if the idea is to accomplish altruistic deeds there are a whole lot of things to do 
besides waging war. On the other hand, they may be ready to make sacrifices for self-defense. 
Unfortunately, they often lack the means of obtaining information other than from television. 
Intellectuals, on the other hand, have the means to be better informed and are often aware that the 
threats brandished by governments are exaggerated. Thus they are the ones who invent and 
interiorize the ideology of humanitarian war as a legitimization mechanism. 

Marx spoke of religion as the opium of the people; the French liberal philosopher Raymond 
Aron ironically called Marxism "the opium of the intellectuals." Whether or not that was the case in 
his day, one can say that today that opium has become the ideology of humanitarian intervention. 

The moderate versions of the human rights ideology, those which do not necessarily advocate 
war but encourage intervention in one form or another in various Third World countries, or steady 
denunciation of whatever is going on there, should also be subjected to criticism. This is because, 
by harping on certain aspects and overlooking others, they create a distorted vision of the world 
that enables the tough version of human rights ideology to prosper and marginalizes opposition to 
imperial wars. 

Even admitting that human rights are both highly desirable and far more respected in "our" 
countries than elsewhere, three fundamental conceptual problems remain. The first is the problem 
of transition. How can a society pass from a feudal or colonial situation, in which the very idea of 
human rights is not formulated, to a situation comparable to what we know in our societies today? 
And do we have something to teach the rest of the world in this matter? The second problem 
stems from the inclusion in the U.N.'s 1948 Declaration of two types of rights: individual and 
political rights on the one hand, and economic and social rights on the other. To what extent are 
these rights compatible with each other, and if they are not, are there priorities between them? The 
third problem concerns the effects and the moral value of the ritual denunciations of human rights 
violations in poor countries by various organizations in the rich countries. 

 
Free Media 

Shortly after Hurricane Katrina devastated New Orleans, the African-
American singer Kanye West stated during a live broadcast devoted to 
raising funds for the victims:" I hate the way they portray us in the media. You 
see a black family it says, They're looting. 'You see a white family, it says, 
They're looking for food.' And, you know, it's been five days [waiting for 
federal help] because most of the people are black ... George Bush doesn't 
care about black people!" 

What is even more revealing is the reaction of the television network, 
NBC, to these remarks: "Tonight's telecast was a live television event wrought 



with emotion. Kanye West departed from the scripted comments that were 
prepared for him, and his opinions in no way represent the views of the 
networks." West's comments were edited out of the West Coast broadcast. 
Now, what was it we criticized Soviet media for?13

 
The Question of Transition, and Development 
 
Just imagine a mafia godfather who, as he grows old, decides to defend law and order and 

starts attacking his lesser colleagues in crime, preaching brotherly love and the sanctity of human 
life—all this while holding on to his ill-gotten gains and the income they provide. Who would fail to 
denounce such flagrant hypocrisy? And yet, strangely enough, scarcely anyone seems to see the 
parallel with the West's self-anointed role as defender of human rights, although the similarities are 
considerable. 

Let's start by asking ourselves what the historical process was by which we managed to reach 
the present high level of civilization in which we take such pride. Certainly it was not only 
democracy, the free market, or respect for human rights that got us here. We cannot even claim to 
owe our success solely to Christian charity or to the philosophers of the Enlightenment. Wars, 
colonialism, child labor, autocracy, and pillage are also very much part of the roots of our present 
civilization. It cannot reasonably be denied that the actions of Bismarck, Queen Victoria, both 
Napoleons, Leopold II, and Theodore Roosevelt, not to mention the conquistadores and the slave 
traders, also contributed to our development. What is certain is that their behavior was far from 
being altogether compatible with human rights.  

Of course, it will be said that human rights are a universal value and that nothing—no special 
economic or cultural circumstances—can justify violating them. But here's the rub. To start with, 
our mafioso would not be wrong, in the abstract, to defend respect for the law and brotherly love. 
But he would be hypocritical. The same reproach can be addressed to the Western discourse on 
human rights and for exactly the same reasons. Once it is acknowledged that human rights only 
became respectable in our countries (at least in regard to our domestic affairs) after a long 
historical process, and in particular after a long cultural, social, and economic development, we 
must ask ourselves how countries that find themselves at another level of socioeconomic 
development can attain the one we enjoy; and above all how they can do so while adhering to the 
human rights standards that our own societies did not respect in the least when we were at the 
stage of development where they are now. 

Again, it will be said that respect for human rights and development are not opposed to each 
other, and that they are even complementary. Unfortunately, things are not so simple. It is easy to 
point to several examples of factors that unquestionably contributed to our own development, but 
from which Third World countries cannot benefit today. These factors create an asymmetry 
between our past and their present situation, as well as contradicting human rights as we 
understand them. 

The first and most important of these factors is obviously colonialism. What was the impact of 
colonialism either on the development of the West or on the underdevelopment of non-European 
societies? This is a matter of considerable dispute, and there seems to be no recognized way to 
measure this impact with any precision. But that is just the problem: nobody really knows what 
enables a society to develop economically. In particular, what is the role of cultural factors? For 
example, how can one measure the impact on our development of the racist sense of superiority 
that flourished in the colonial era, and which gave Europeans their overriding self-confidence? Is it 
more or less important than the Protestant spirit emphasized by Max Weber? These questions are 
not so easy to answer, and raising them only gives a hint of the multitude of difficulties involved. 

To get an idea of the difficulty of measuring the impact of colonialism, let us try to imagine a 
world similar to ours but where Europe is the only continent on the planet to have emerged from 
the oceans. In that world, there would be no slave trade, no America, no colonial expansion, no 
cheap immigrant labor, no Middle Eastern petroleum, no Siberian gas. Who can say what our 



society would be like? And if there is no answer to that question, what sense does it make to say 
that colonialism has had little impact on our development? 

Another of these factors is the issue of immigration and emigration. Back in the days when 
Europeans "had too many children" it was easy to send them off to populate the rest of the world. 
Some even saw this as a way to avoid social unrest and revolutions, whose repression would 
obviously have entailed "human rights violations" comparable to those observed in numerous poor 
countries today. But when the population explosion in the Third World provokes crises, where can 
they export their excess population? To our countries, of course, but only to do whatever hard 
labor is needed at the bottom of the social scale. This is a far cry from the situation of white 
Europeans who set themselves up in Rhodesia by expropriating as much land as they could ride 
around in a day on horseback. 

 
Empire and Civil War 

The journalist William Thomas Stead recounts that his close friend Cecil 
Rhodes told him in 1895, in regard to his imperialist ideas: "I was in the East 
End of London (a working-class quarter) yesterday and attended a meeting 
of the unemployed. I listened to the wild speeches, which were just a cry for 
'bread! bread!' and on my way home I pondered over the scene and I 
became more than ever convinced of the importance of imperialism.... My 
cherished idea is a solution for the social problem, i.e., in order to save the 
40,000,000 inhabitants of the United Kingdom from a bloody civil wan we 
colonial statesmen must acquire new lands to settle the surplus population, 
to provide new markets for the goods produced in the factories and mines. 
The Empire, as I have always said, is a bread and butter question. If you want 
to avoid civil war; you must become imperialists."14

 
To come back to the present, the right to leave one's country to flee persecution (guaranteed 

by Article 14 of the U.N. Declaration) is applied in an extraordinarily selective manner by the United 
States. For example, out of more than 24,000 Haitians intercepted by Coast Guard forces on their 
way to U.S. shores between 1981 and 1990, only eleven were granted the right of asylum, 
compared to 75,000 Cubans in the same situation. For Cubans, asylum is automatic.15 It takes a 
heavy dose of preconceived ideas to consider that all the former were "economic" and all the latter 
"political" refugees. Or consider Article 13 of the Declaration, which ensures the right to leave one's 
own country. During the final stages of the Cold War, the United States was unflinching in its 
demand that Soviet Jews be allowed to leave their country, mainly to emigrate to Israel (an 
emigration that ran into Soviet objections concerning the cost to the state of having educated the 
candidates for emigration). But the same Article 13 also guarantees the right of return to your 
country of origin. The day after ratification of the Declaration, the United Nations adopted 
Resolution 194, which gave Palestinians driven from their territories the right to return home (or 
else to receive compensation). Everyone knows perfectly well that this return will never take place 
without a profound shake-up in the world relationship of forces. On the other hand, the Israeli 
settlers who were obliged to leave the Gaza strip colonies they had illegally occupied received an 
average of a quarter of a million dollars per family in compensation.16 

 
Harvard Law Professor Offers a Solution to Terrorism 

Israel should announce an immediate unilateral cessation in retaliation 
against terrorist attacks.This moratorium would be in effect for a short period, 
say four or five days, to give the Palestinian leadership an opportunity to 
respond to the new policy. It would also make it clear to the world that Israel 
is taking an important step in ending what has become a cycle of violence. 
Following the end of the moratorium, Israel would institute the following new 
policy if Palestinian terrorism were to resume. It will announce precisely what 



it will do in response to the next act of terrorism. For example, it could 
announce the first act of terrorism following the moratorium will result in the 
destruction of a small village which has been used as a base for terrorist 
operations. The residents would be given 24 hours to leave, and then troops 
will come in and bulldoze all of the buildings.The response will be 
automatic.The order will have been given in advance of the terrorist attacks 
and there will be no discretion.The point is to make the automatic 
destruction of the village the fault of the Palestinian terrorists who had 
advance warnings of the specific consequences of their action.The soldiers 
would simply be acting as the means for carrying out a previously 
announced policy of retaliation against a designated target. 

—Alan M. Dershowitz17

 
In the last analysis, the cruelest truth in regard to the grand Western declaration about the "free 

circulation of persons" is illustrated by an anecdote. On a visit to the United States in the 1970s, 
the Chinese leader Deng Xiao Ping, in response to President Carter's demand that China allow its 
people to leave, is said to have replied: "Certainly—and how many million Chinese do you want?" 

Another factor of contrast between the developed and developing countries is the construction 
of powerful and stable states. Even the United States, today the champion of freeing the economy 
from state interference, built its economic strength thanks to a huge amount of government sup-
port: protection of budding industries, favors to railroads and other infrastructure, control of the 
currency, and public education.18 And the so-called defense budget of the United States, which 
amounts today to roughly half of the entire world's military expenditures, that is, more than the rest 
of the world put together, is at least in part a form of military Keynesianism that allows massive 
subsidies of high-technology industries.19

 
Micheal Ignatieff on Nation-Building 

Let's remember just what any free nation can do, provided its resources 
and international law permit. It can, for instance, develop weapons of mass 
destruction, including nuclear weapons. They can opt out of non-
proliferation agreements, especially if an imperial occupation authority 
forced them to sign. And a free country can develop any other sort of 
weapon you can think of; for example, advanced antitank and antiaircraft 
missiles. It can buy and sell such weapons, to our enemies, just as we buy 
and sell them to the enemies of other countries. It can raise large armed 
forces. It can develop electronic warfare capabilities. It can form alliances. 
Maybe a free democratic Iraq would ally itself with Iran, Pakistan, North 
Korea, a newly radicalized Turkey, perhaps China as well. The rights of these 
free nations would certainly include launching spy satellites which orbited 
over the U.S., and acquiring long-range nuclear missiles. So a free country, a 
really free country, can not only cease to service our lust for raw materials. It 
can also get together with other countries, with the express objective of 
challenging our supremacy. 

In other words, what is so unutterably silly about [Michael] Ignatieff's 
proposal is the idea that genuine self-determination or "freedom" could ever 
be the objective of an imperial power Building a free nation, if possible, is 
dangerous: why not take on the much easier task of building an enslaved 
client state? Ignatieff claims that imperialism's opposition to "modern 
nationalism" is a mistake. It is not Imperial powers fight modern nationalism 
because it threatens them, and because it can and quite often is defeated. 
Vietnam was an exceptional case because it had strong Russian and 



important Chinese support. When that kind of support is lacking, the interest 
of all imperialisms—and even Ignatieff admits that imperial powers pursue 
their own interests—is to prevent rather than to foster nation-building. This is 
why, for better or more often for worse, imperialism has always attacked the 
real nation-builders, men like Abd-el-Krim in Morocco,Joshua Nkomo, Castro, 
Lumumba, Gandhi, Bose, Ben Bella and other Algerian revolutionaries, Janio 
Quadras of Brazil, Nasser; Sukarno in Indonesia, Arbenz of Guatemala, 
Mossadegh and Khomeini of Iran, Mao and Zhou Enlai. All imperialisms must 
oppose the building of free nations as opposed to tame, subject 
"democracies" like our staunch allies, the Marshall Islands. So real nation-
building, even where it is possible, is nothing America would ever want to 
sponsor. 

—Michael Neumann20

 
There was nothing idyllic about the way the strong Western nation-states were built: foreign 

wars, extermination of indigenous populations, merciless persecution of centrifugal forces within— 
persecutions that often lasted for several centuries. If the Russians had done with the Chechens 
what the white Americans did with the Amerindians, there would be no conflict in Chechnya today 
(of course, I am not recommending such a way of dealing with the problem, but simply suggesting 
that Westerners show a bit more modesty when they speak of that conflict). If Yugoslavia or China 
had enjoyed a long period of modern economic development allowing them to reach a dominant 
position on the world scale, the situation of Kosovo or Tibet might well be similar to that of Brittany 
or Wales, or, at the worst, Corsica or the Basque country. 

The flow of money is another factor. Our foreign aid budgets amount to a tiny fraction of our 
GNP. And even less if we subtract the share that goes to military cooperation or promotion of our 
own business interests. For many Third World countries, such aid is a drop in the bucket compared 
to the usurious interest payments, euphemistically called "debt service," that keep them 
permanently strapped. Moreover, in many countries, for example Argentina or Indonesia, the debt 
was largely incurred by former dictatorial regimes that came to power with the support of the 
creditor powers, notably the United States, the debt being part of the support deal. It's rather as if 
Mr. X demanded interest payments from Mr. Y for a debt contracted by Mr. Z, who is in fact an 
accomplice of Mr. X. 

It is true that this factor has more to do with the poor countries' possibility of respecting their 
obligations concerning economic and social rights rather than strictly political rights. But the two 
are related, as we shall discuss further on. How indeed is it possible to preserve the minimum 
stability required to establish political rights when a state is ruined, which leads to uprisings—often 
encouraged from outside? The Yugoslav tragedy illustrates this type of situation, even if, in that 
case, the economic aspect of the problem was almost completely ignored in favor of analyses 
stigmatizing "nationalism," principally that of the Serbs, who happened to be the only national 
group without a sponsoring godfather among the Western powers—unlike the Croats, backed by 
Germany, or the Bosnian Muslims, whose cause was taken up by the United States.21

If you really stop to think about all these aspects of the modern economic development of 
various countries, you cannot help but be struck by the quantity of suffering involved, and that the 
first countries to undertake that adventure have had the means to prevent those who came later 
from really following the same course. The first major industrialization, that of Britain, was linked to 
the conquest of a vast empire providing raw materials, markets, and space for its own population 
expansion. All the major European powers proceeded to carve out colonies as they industrialized, 
causing untold suffering to the conquered peoples.22 In the second great wave of industrialization, 
the United States, Germany, and Japan all practiced protectionism to build the strength of their 
industries. The United States had the further advantage of enormous territorial expansion, at the 
expense of the indigenous population, followed by a Monroe Doctrine "closed door" policy in Latin 
America and an "open door" policy elsewhere in the world, ensuring the United States the 



advantages of imperialism beyond its actual colonies (the Philippines, Puerto Rico, Hawaii). As for 
Germany and Japan, the drive to catch up with the Atlantic powers by gaining their own colonial 
empires was a major factor leading to the two world wars. The next great power to industrialize 
was the Soviet Union. There, it was the internal populations who bore the brunt, in the absence of 
tropical colonies to exploit. It was all the easier for Western intellectuals to stigmatize Soviet 
development in that they could compare the situation there with contemporary Britain and France, 
rather than with their colonies or with the conditions marking their own early industrialization. 

When we see that the principal recommendation given by international organisms to Third 
World countries is to follow the Western example, we can only wonder what on earth they have in 
mind. Do they want India and Pakistan to solve the Kashmir problem the way France and Germany 
solved the problem of Alsace-Lorraine? The current development of China, far from being idyllic, is 
clearly a repetition on a much larger scale of the England of Dickens, with shameless exploitation 
of workers, child labor, and disruption of the peasantry. The situation is often denounced in the 
West, but what are they supposed to do? Colonize us? 

In the last analysis, the defenders of the dominant discourse on human rights are faced with a 
dilemma that has no easy solution. On the one hand, they can claim that there is a path to 
development different from that of the West, one which would respect democracy and human 
rights. But even leaving aside the problem already mentioned of the exhaustion of resources, 
which makes it extremely problematic that our lifestyle can be extended to the whole of humanity, it 
would still be necessary to say a few words to explain just what that path is, and not simply make 
the assertion. 

The other possibility would be to declare that development is of no importance, and all that 
counts are certain great principles. But the accusation of hypocrisy, which is voiced regularly by 
Third World leaders, cannot easily be refuted if we are not ready to give up our own standard of liv-
ing and the political stability that result from centuries of violating those very principles. Now, the 
least one can say is that giving up their standard of living scarcely seems to be a priority for most of 
our prominent "human rights defenders." 

 
 

Another Look at Human Rights 
To kill 100,000 people because you suspect that the human rights of a 

few have been denied seems to be a contradiction. Yet the fanaticism of 
the champions of human rights have led to more people being deprived of 
their rights, and many of their lives, than the number saved.... 

The people whose hands are soaked in the blood of the innocents, the 
blood of the Iraqis, the Afghans, the Panamanians, the Nicaraguans, the 
Chileans, the Ecuadorians; the people who assassinated the presidents of 
Panama, Chile, Ecuador; the people who ignored international law and 
mounted military attacks, invading and killing hundreds of Panamanians in 
order to arrest Noriega and to try him not under Panamanian laws but under 
their own country's law, have these people a right to question human rights 
in our country, to make a list and grade the human rights record of the 
countries of the world yearly, these people with blood-soaked hands? 

They have not questioned the blatant abuses of human rights in countries 
that are friendly to them. In fact, they provide the means for these countries 
to indulge in human rights abuses. 

Israel is provided with weapons, helicopter gunships, bullets coated with 
depleted uranium, to wage war against people whose only way to retaliate 
is by committing suicide bombing, ... 

But when countries are not friendly with these great powers, their gov-
ernments claim they have a right to expend money to subvert the govern-



ment, to support the NGOs to overthrow the government, to ensure only 
candidates willing to submit to them win, ... 

Just as many wrong things are done in the name of Islam and also other 
religions, worse things are being done in the name of democracy and 

human rights. 
—Former Malaysian prime minister Mohamed Mahathir23

 
I should point out that the critique briefly touched on here goes much more to the heart of the 

matter than the relatively frequent reproach leveled against the United States for supporting rather 
systematically dictatorship while claiming to defend democracy. Here it is the way we got to the 
stage where we are now in regard to human rights which ought to be enough to prevent us from 
giving lessons to the rest of the world. 

 
The Question of Priorities between Types of Rights 
 
 In addition to individual and political rights, the 1948 Universal Declaration includes economic 

and social rights, such as the right to health care, to education, and to social security.24 Whatever 
one may think of these rights, they are as much a part of the Declaration and every bit as binding 
on the signatories as the other rights. Nevertheless, when Jeane Kirkpatrick was Reagan's 
ambassador to the United Nations, she declared that these rights were "a letter to Santa Claus" 
without getting much of a rise out of anybody.25 But how would our press and our intellectuals react 
if a Third World leader described individual and political rights as a "letter to Santa Claus"? 

In the Western mainstream discourse, individual and political rights are considered an absolute 
priority. The others—economic and social rights— are supposed to follow as countries develop. As 
we have seen, nothing in the history of the West justifies such an expectation. But this way of 
setting priorities runs up against other hurdles, which can be illustrated by the example of Cuba. 

For some time now, the European left has largely taken up the demand for democratization of 
Cuba. Let us admit, for the sake of argument, that the Cuban regime is as "totalitarian" as our 
media claim. Nevertheless, it is perfectly clear that in the rest of Latin America, where the sort of 
democracy Cuba is exhorted to install already exists, both health care and education are of a 
notably lower quality and less accessible for the poor majority of the population. If the Cuban public 
health policy were adopted elsewhere in Latin America, hundreds of thousands of human lives 
would undoubtedly be saved. It should also be noted that Cuban efforts to provide public health 
care and education have continued long after the island ceased being "subsidized" by the Soviet 
Union, and despite being subjected to a severe embargo and countless acts of sabotage caused 
by the North American superpower, which obviously obliged the Cuban government to allot extra 
resources to defense, counterespionage, and so on. 

This situation confronts the majority of the European left with a serious dilemma. One can 
always claim that democratization—in the concrete conditions of poor countries under U.S. 
influence, and given the way the press functions and election campaigns are financed—is not 
incompatible with access to public health care. But if that is so, why not demand that those 
politically democratic Latin American countries undertake the necessary reforms to make such 
access to health care a reality, and why not make this demand with the same fervor with which 
Cuba is exhorted to become democratic?  

 
Elections 

It shall be unlawful for a foreign national directly or through any other 
person to make any contribution of money or other thing of value, or to 
promise expressly or impliedly to make any such contribution, in connection 
with an election to any political office or in connection with any primary 
election, 

—United States Code Amended, Article 2, Section 441 e (a) 



 
Countries where the United States has intervened to finance particular 

parties or candidates: 26

  
Italy, 1948   Guatemala, 1963  Mongolia, 1996 
Philippines, 1950s  Bolivia, 1966   Bosnia, 1998 
Lebanon, 1950s  Chile, 1964, 1970  Yugoslavia, 2000 
Indonesia, 1955  Italy, 1960-1980s  Nicaragua, 2001 
Vietnam, 1955  Portugal, 1974-1975  Bolivia, 2002 
British Guyana, ’53-’64 Australia, 1972-1975  Slovakia, 2002 
Japan, 1958-1970s Jamaica, 1976  Georgia, 2003 
Nepal, 1959  Panama, 1984, 1990  El Salvador, 2004 
Laos, 1960  Nicaragua, 1984, 1990 Afghanistan, 2004 
Brazil, 1962  Haiti, 1987-1988  Iraq, 2004 
Dominican Rep, 1962 Bulgaria, 1990  Ukraine, 2005 
    Russia, 1996 

   
Or else one can admit that the introduction of "real existing" democracy into Cuba would 

inevitably lead to a capitalist transformation of the economy, complete with IMF requirements, 
which would end up abolishing free health care for everybody. And thus, a choice must necessarily 
be made, at least in poor countries, between free health care and a multiparty system. When one 
observes the evolution of the ex-socialist countries, one can see that the risk is by no means 
imaginary. But then, in the name of what principle should that choice be made? Are a certain 
number of political prisoners and a certain degree of censorship and repression worse than 
thousands of children dying for lack of care? And, perhaps more to the point, should this choice be 
made by people who for the most part enjoy the benefits of both health care and democratic 
freedoms (European intellectuals or the leaders of Reporters Without Borders)? What choice would 
be made by the two or three billion people living on one or two dollars per day? I don't claim to 
have a satisfactory answer to these questions, but they are seldom asked, and it is easy to 
understand why. 

It is clear that all the rights included in the 1948 Declaration are desirable. But it is no more 
legitimate to set aside one part of the Declaration— the part on social and economic rights—than 
to set aside the other. Moreover, we may think that the existence of political rights leads to social 
rights. But things are not so simple. Let us just suppose that there exists a planet inhabited by 
creatures similar to ourselves, but where, following a long historic process in which brute force 
played a major role, a small number of individuals possess all the wealth, the means of production, 
and the means of communication. The rest of the population live in abject poverty, without access 
to education or health care, and work hard to fulfill the desires of those few rich individuals. Free 
elections are held on that planet, and a few critical but totally marginalized intellectuals are free to 
express themselves, and yet nothing changes so far as distribution of wealth is concerned. In fact, 
the small wealthy group, thanks to its control of the media, can repeatedly launch campaigns of 
intimidation and denigration against all those who would seek to create more equality, and their 
wealth allows them to buy the politicians and most of the intelligentsia. On that planet, obviously 
totally different from ours, the part of the Declaration concerning individual and political rights is 
satisfied. But does that make the situation just or desirable? 

It goes without saying that our world is by no means an exact replica of that imaginary planet, 
despite strong resemblances. Indeed, on our planet one can hope that political rights will 
eventually make it possible to diminish economic inequalities (as has been accomplished to a 
certain extent with the development of trade unions and left parties in Europe). But that hope is 
quite contrary to putting forward political rights to the exclusion of all other considerations. 

Before the emergence of the human rights ideology, such remarks were taken for granted by 
everyone, at least on the left, whatever the tendency, arid even by a good part of the right. This is 



no longer such a sure thing today. Everyone used to agree that survival was the first priority, and 
that it required a certain social organization, sometimes involving coercion, and that in any case 
political rights could not really exist unless certain minimal economic conditions were fulfilled. In the 
words of Berthold Brecht, "First comes eating, then comes morality."27 Yet even the Stalinist 
current of the traditional left did not reject individual and political rights on principle as a worthy 
goal, even though in practice they were postponed indefinitely. The only ideologies that were in 
real conflict with human rights, even in principle, and not simply as to what needed to be done to 
achieve them, were certain religious, aristocratic, or communitarian ideologies. The disagreement 
between Marxism and liberalism, in all their respective forms, had to do with means and priorities, 
not with desirable goals. 

An incident illustrates the radical transformation of the left on the issue of human rights. On a 
visit to Tunisia, French president Chirac provoked an uproar by declaring that "the very first human 
rights are to eat, to be cared for, to receive an education and be housed," and in that regard, 
Tunisia was "way ahead of many other countries," adding that he did not doubt that "the liberal 
character, respectful of freedoms, was increasingly asserted" in Tunisia. I have no intention of 
defending that statement in regard to the particular case of Tunisia, but rather point out that the 
indignant reactions did not clearly distinguish between the particular case and the principle voiced 
concerning the "first of human rights."28 Suppose someone says, "Brazil, contrary to Cuba, is a 
democracy." This sort of statement is not usually considered an apology for the social situation in 
Brazil and no human rights organization would be shocked or indignant enough to stress that "civil, 
political, economic, social and cultural rights are indivisible" although, manifestly, economic and 
social rights are far from being satisfactory in Brazil. But a statement such as that of Chirac's is 
taken ipso facto as an apology for the political situation in Tunisia and a defense of dictatorship. 
This difference in reactions reflects the whole difference in the way these two parts of the 
Declaration are treated. During that visit, even the French Communist Party expressed indignation 
at Chirac's declaration, although it was merely a very moderate expression of what used to be that 
party's ideology back in its heyday.29

 
The Question of Relationship of Forces and Our Position in the World 
 
Finally, let us look at the effects of the softest version of the human rights ideology, the one that 

asks us to write letters or sign petitions in protest against violations of those rights committed in 
Third World countries. I do not intend here to reject that form of action, which often has positive 
effects, but simply wish to shed light on certain of its underlying assumptions, which deserve 
reflection. 

Let us consider the following scenario: some citizens of a poor African country undertake to 
protest en masse against, let us say, human rights violations in China. It is manifestly improbable 
that such a thing would ever happen and the reason is obvious: the citizens of all such countries 
know full well that Chinese leaders would pay no attention to such protests, for two reasons—one 
bad and the other less so. The bad reason is that a poor country obviously has no means of 
bringing pressure on China. A better reason, that the Chinese could cite, is that the citizens of that 
African country would do better to solve their own problems before minding other people's 
business. 

It goes without saying that citizens of rich Western countries who protest against such and such 
a crime committed in some distant country more or less take it for granted that those two objections 
cannot apply to their initiative. That is partly true, but that is precisely what raises serious problems. 
First of all, our nations are rich and powerful, both diplomatically and militarily, which is precisely 
the condition that enables public opinion in these countries to bring pressure. But that means that 
this public opinion does not essentially exercise its influence directly, for example, by way of 
contacts with the citizens of the countries concerned by the protests, but indirectly, through the 
action of governments that are able to take economic sanctions or other harsh measures. And it is 
this governmental power, which has nothing particularly noble or altruistic about it, which actually 
lends force to our protests. 



Moreover, these protests are not heard mainly in the countries to which they are addressed, 
China or Iran, for example, but in our own countries and by our own leaders. And if we want to 
evaluate the probable effect of our actions that is what we must think about first of all. Each protest 
concerning violations of human rights abroad reinforces, even if unintentionally, the self-
satisfaction and good conscience of the West. 

As to the second response that the Chinese could make to their imaginary African detractors, 
"solve your own problems first," almost everyone in our Western countries is convinced that such a 
response could not be addressed to us. So long as it is limited to the issue of human rights and 
democracy, that conviction can be defended.30 But there are still all the problems already 
mentioned concerning our disproportionate consumption of natural resources, and thus our 
growing dependence on the very Third World countries whose practices we denounce, riot to 
mention our contribution to global warming. Chinese leaders could very well say that instead of 
giving them lectures on human rights and democracy, we would do better to start to reform our 
mode of consumption so as to give the rest of the world a chance to share it, at least in part. And 
the answer that the defenders of Western interventionism could reasonably give them is far from 
obvious. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 4 
Weak and Strong Arguments Against War 
 
The anti-apartheid militant Steve Biko used to say that the most powerful weapon in the hands 

of the oppressor was the mind of the oppressed. One could add that the strength of an ideological 
system lies in the extent to which its presuppositions are shared by the people who think of 
themselves as its most radical critics. To allow construction of a more effective opposition to 
current wars it is necessary to distinguish, among arguments heard against those wars, which 
ones are solid and which ones are not, and combat the influence of the dominant discourse on the 
discourse with the opposition. Weak arguments are those that are based, at least in part, on the 
suppositions of the dominant discourse. 

 
Weak Arguments 
 
An Italian friend once explained to me that when he was young he thought the revolution could 

be exported. Today, he no longer thinks so, and by the same token he does not think that 
democracy can be exported, either. As a result, he is opposed to the war in Iraq. This is a typical 
example of an extremely widespread line of argument that can be summed up as "it won't work," 
meaning war won't succeed in installing democracy. It is obviously better to be against the war on 
those grounds than to be for it, but it's a weak argument on which to base opposition. So let's 
transpose that argument to other situations: let us imagine, to take an extreme example, that 
someone said he was against Nazi aggressions because they did not serve to defend Europe from 
Bolshevism. Or, to take a slightly less extreme case, that someone was against the Soviet 
invasions of Czechoslovakia in 1968 and of Afghanistan in 1981 because they did not serve to 
defend socialism. The weakness of the argument appears as soon as it is transposed. It consists in 
admitting from the outset two things that practically no one concedes in the case of the Nazis or 
the Soviets: 1) that the reasons proclaimed are the true reasons for going to war; and 2) that the 
agent who claims to pursue those objectives has the right to do so. And it is precisely this that must 
be challenged in the case of the United States' wars. 

Aside from its morally dubious side, the trouble with the pragmatic argument ("it won't work") is 
that sometimes it does work, at least in part. In that case, what becomes of the argument against 
the war? What would there be to say if the Iraqis got discouraged and gave up their resistance, 
and a stable pro-American government were installed in Baghdad? After all, that is more or less 
what happened in the case of the Kosovo war: the Albano-Kosovars welcomed NATO as liberators 
and the Serbs ended up by electing a government that suited their aggressors. To take another 
example, the U.S. wars of the 1980s in Central America, which cost tens of thousands of lives, did 
indeed work, in the sense that the populations ended up electing the "right" candidates and that the 
guerrilla movements were more or less brought to heel. 

One can of course reply that the proclaimed objectives are not really achieved: for example, 
Kosovo is much less multiethnic today than before the war, whereas preserving multiethnicity was 
supposed to be an objective. But to that, the partisans of intervention will reply that nothing is 
perfect and it's better to do things halfway than not at all. 

Another argument frequently heard, though equally weak, consists in saying that the costs of 
war (in human life, for example) are too high. But what do you say when high-technology war limits 
casualties? 

Let us consider three examples, two real and one imaginary, which suggest how to answer 
these questions. First, the  Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia caused very few casualties; second, 
the annexation of the Sudeten region in that same country by Hitler in 1938 was welcomed by the 
inhabitants; and finally, let us imagine that the September 11 attacks had taken place in India, 
whereupon India, a democracy, invaded Afghanistan and Iraq to "liberate" their populations.1 In the 
two real cases, the circumstances mentioned certainly did not suffice to justify those aggressions in 
our eyes, and there is no doubt that, if the imaginary case actually happened, Western opposition 
to that "liberation" would be overwhelming. One can cite a real example that is comparable: the 



Vietnamese intervention in Cambodia that overthrew the bloodthirsty regime of Pol Pot and was 
overwhelmingly condemned by the West. Moreover, a certain number of terrorist attacks have 
taken place in India, without anyone suggesting that India was thereby authorized to wage an 
endless war against terrorism in contempt of international law. 

These examples indicate that the attitude adopted toward a war or an aggression does not 
depend solely on the particular situation involved but on more general principles. The first of these 
principles is international law, such as it exists today, and that can be the basis of strong 
arguments against recent U.S. wars, none of which was in accordance with international law.2 
Moreover, the law itself is increasingly under attack, among other things precisely because it 
doesn't provide enough opportunity for unilateral intervention. 

 
Strong Arguments: 1. The Defense of International Law 
 
 As is very well explained by the Canadian professor of international law Michael Mandel, 

contemporary international law has as its aim, to cite the preamble of the United Nations Charter, 
to "preserve future generations from the scourge of war." And to achieve that, the basic principle is 
that no country has the right to send its troops into another country without the consent of its 
government. The Nazis did so repeatedly, and the first crime for which they were condemned at 
Nuremberg was initiating a war of aggression, which, according to the 1945 Nuremberg Charter, "is 
the supreme international crime, differing only from other war crimes in that it contains within itself 
the accumulated evil of the whole." 

The "government" whose consent is required does not need to be an "elected government" or 
one that "respects human rights" but simply has to be whoever "effectively controls the armed 
forces," because that factor determines whether crossing the border leads to war. It is easy to 
criticize this basic principle, and the human rights defenders do not fail to do so. For one thing, it is 
often the case that the borders of states are arbitrary, having resulted from totally undemocratic 
processes that took place in the distant past, and are considered unsatisfactory by various ethnic 
minorities. Moreover, nothing ensures that the governments are democratic or even minimally 
concerned with the welfare of their populations. But international law never claimed to solve all 
problems. Like practically all law, it seeks simply to be a lesser evil compared to no law at all. And 
those who criticize international law would do well to explain by which principles they want to have 
it replaced. Can Iran occupy neighboring Afghanistan? Can Brazil, which is at least as democratic 
as the United States, invade Iraq in order to install a democracy? Can Congo attack Rwanda in 
self-defense? Can Bangladesh intervene in the internal affairs of the United States in order to 
impose a reduction of greenhouse gases so as to "prevent" the devastation with which it is 
threatened by global warming? If the "preventive" American attack on Iraq was legitimate, why 
wasn't the Iraqi attack on Iran, or on Kuwait, also legitimate? Worse still, why wasn't the Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor a legitimate preventive attack?3  When one asks such questions, it quickly 
becomes clear that the only realistic alternative to the existing law, other than widespread chaos, 
would be for the most powerful state in the world to intervene wherever it pleases, or else, in some 
cases, to authorize its allies to do so. 

Now, all of liberal thinking since the seventeenth century is based on the idea that there are 
essentially three forms of life in society: 

 
• the war of all against all 
 
• an absolute sovereign who imposes peace by force 
 
• a legal, democratic order as the lesser evil 
 
Dictatorial regimes, denounced by human rights defenders, have the advantages of the 

absolute sovereign: ability to preserve order and avoid the war of all against all, which is illustrated 
today by the situation of so-called failed states. But the drawbacks of such a sovereign are well-



known: he acts in accordance with his own interests, his authority is not accepted in the hearts and 
minds of his subjects, and this provokes an endless cycle of revolts arid repression. This 
observation is the foundation of the argumentation in favor of the third solution. 

All that is considered banal when it is a matter of the internal order of democratic states. But 
now let us turn to the international order. The sovereign, should we abandon the existing principles 
of international law, would inevitably be the United States. The United States is a great power that 
obviously pursues its own interests. Let us note that the advocates of humanitarian intervention do 
not always deny that fact, but then they argue, by recourse to a selective reading of history, that 
the rest of humanity gains more benefits than harm from that pursuit. I have already tried to explain 
why I do not share that conclusion, but however that may be, the backlash linked to the exercise of 
that absolute power is exactly what classic liberalism predicted.4

Examples are easy to find. Osama bin Laden is a product of the support provided to the 
mujahiddin in Afghanistan during the Soviet period. By selling weapons to Iraq, the West 
inadvertently provided a precious aid to the present Iraqi resistance. 

In 1954, the United States overthrew Arbenz in Guatemala. For Washington, it took little effort 
and, apparently, involved little risk. However, the United States thereby also contributed to the 
political education of a young Argentine doctor who happened to be there and whose portrait today 
adorns millions of T-shirts throughout the world: Che Guevara. 

After the First World War, a young Vietnamese came to the Versailles Conference to plead the 
cause of self-determination for his people to Robert Lansing, secretary of state of the president 
who presented himself as the champion of self-determination, Woodrow Wilson. He was shown the 
door; after all, he was harmless.5 He then left France for Moscow to complete his political 
education and became famous. His name was Ho Chi Minh. 

Who knows what the hatred being produced today by the policies of the United States and 
Israel will give birth to tomorrow? 

In the international order, the third solution, the liberal solution, would mean more democracy at 
the world level, through the United Nations. Bertrand Russell compared discussing who was 
responsible for the First World War to discussing who was responsible for a car accident in a 
country without traffic regulations. The mere awareness of the idea that international law should be 
respected and that it should be possible to control conflicts between states through an international 
entity is in itself a major step in human history, comparable to the abolition of the power of the 
monarchy and the aristocracy, the abolition of slavery, the development of freedom of expression, 
recognition of trade union and women's rights, or the concept of social security. At present, it is 
obviously the United States, as well as those who support their actions in the name of human 
rights, who are opposed to strengthening that international order. And there is every reason to fear 
that the reforms of the United Nations that are currently under consideration will lead to a greater 
legitimization of unilateral actions. The problem with the idea of using human rights to undermine 
the international order is that, at every meeting of the nonaligned countries, and at every summit of 
Southern Hemisphere countries, which represent 70 percent of humanity, all forms of unilateral 
intervention, whether embargos, sanctions or wars, are condemned, and not only by 
"dictatorships." The same thing occurs during votes in the U.N. General Assembly, concerning the 
U.S. embargo against Cuba, for example. The democracy argument, if what is meant by that is to 
take into account world public opinion, weighs massively against the right of unilateral intervention. 
In the last analysis, the liberal imperialists, that is, most of the U.S. Democrats and a large part of 
European social democrats and greens—who defend democracy on the domestic level but call for 
intervention, that is, the dictatorship of a sole country or small group of countries, on the 
international level—are perfectly incoherent. 

The most frequently heard argument is that it is scandalous for the United Nations, and 
particularly its Human Rights Commission, to treat democratic and undemocratic countries as 
equals. But in democracy there is no morality test for voting, and citizens' rights do not depend on 
the quality of their family life. Nations, like individuals, can change and improve their behavior, and 
need a certain amount of time and space to do so without violent intrusions. Besides, nothing 
proves that the most powerful state is best able to judge the internal virtues and vices of others, as 



it presumes to do—always giving the highest marks to itself. The fact that the United States can 
present itself as the universal arbiter of respect for human rights, at the same time it holds 
prisoners for years in Guantanamo without trial or even formal charges, shows that a government's 
attitude toward human rights in the context of the Human Rights Commission may be disconnected 
from its own practice. 

 
The Movement of Non-Aligned Countries and the United Nations 

The Heads of State or Government reaffirmed the Movement's commit-
ment to enhance international co-operation to resolve international prob-
lems of a humanitarian character in full compliance with the Charter of the 
United Nations, and, in this regard, they reiterated the rejection by the Non-
Aligned Movement of the so-called "right" of humanitarian intervention, 
which has no basis either in the Charter of the United Nations or in 
international law.6

 
Finally, when, as often happens, people complain of the United Nations' lack of effectiveness, it 

is necessary to recall all the treaties and all the agreements on disarmament or on prohibition of 
weapons of mass destruction opposed primarily by the United States. It is the great powers who 
are most hostile to the idea that their trump card, recourse to force, might encounter legal 
opposition. But just as on the domestic level nobody suggests that gangsters' hostility to the law is 
a good argument for abolishing it, the sabotage of the United Nations by the United States is not a 
valid argument for discrediting the world organization. 

 
The United States and Weapons Proliferation 

The Bush administration has withdrawn from the Kyoto Protocol, opposed 
the International Plan for Cleaner Energy, withdrawn from the International 
Conference on Racism, refused to join 123 nations pledged to ban the use 
and production of anti-personnel bombs and mines, opposed the UN 
Agreement to Curb the International Flow of Illicit Small Arms, refused to 
accept the 1972 Biological and Toxin Weapons Convention, refused to join 
the International Court of Justice, withdrawn from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic 
Missiles Treaty, rejected the Comprehensive [Nuclear] Test Ban Treaty, 
among other matters. It is developing more refined nuclear weapons for 
more practical use, is pursuing space-based weapons stations, and has 
announced a right to engage in preventive war at its own discretion. 

—Edward S. Herman7

 
But there is one more argument in favor of international law, perhaps even more important than 

the others: it is the paper shield that the Third World believed could protect it from the West at the 
time of decolonization. People who use human rights to undermine international law in the name of 
the "right to intervene" forget that, all through the colonial period, no border and no dictator was 
there to prevent the West from making human rights prevail in the countries it had subjected. If that 
was the intention, the least one can say is that the colonialized peoples failed to notice. And this is 
probably one of the main reasons why the right to intervene is so strongly condemned by the 
countries of the South. 

 
East Timor and the United Nations 

When, in December 1975, Indonesia invaded the former Portuguese 
colony of East Timor, which had just gained its independence, the United 
Nations remained powerless, something for which it is bitterly reproached in 
other cases, for instance Bosnia. But why was it ineffective? The U.S. 



ambassador to the United Nations at the time, Daniel Patrick Moynihan, 
explained in his memoirs: "The Department of State desired that the United 
Nations prove utterly ineffective in whatever measures it undertook. This task 
was given to me, and I carried it forward with no inconsiderable success." A 
little further on, he explained that the invasion was responsible for the death 
of" 10 percent of the population, almost the proportion of casualties 
experienced by the Soviet Union  during the  Second World War."8 That same 
year Moynihan, who boasts of having collaborated with a massacre that he 
himself compares to those caused by Hitler's aggression, was awarded  the   
highest  distinction   of the   International   League   of Human Rights. More 
recently, in 2002, he was one of the sixty signatories of a "Letter from 
America: The Reasons for a Combat" which argued in favor of the invasion 
of Afghanistan as a just war.9

 
The United States and the United Nations 

On the occasion of the United Nations condemnation of the U.S. invasion 
of the small Caribbean island of Grenada in 1983, President Reagan 
declared: "One hundred nations in the U.N. have not agreed with us on just 
about everything that's come before them where we're involved, and it 
didn't upset my breakfast at all." 

Here is a small sampling of U.N. General Assembly resolutions; the figures 
indicate the number of states having voted in favor and those voting 
against, identified in parentheses: 

 
• December I I, I960: Israeli human rights practices in occupied territories: I 

18-2 (United States, Israel). 
 
• December 12, I960: Declaration of non-use of nuclear weapons against 

non-nuclear states: I 10-2 (United States, Albania). 
 
• October 28, 1981: Antiracism; condemns apartheid in South Africa and 

Namibia: 145-1 (United States). 
 
• December 9, 1981: Establishment of a nuclear-weapon-free zone in the 

Middle East: 107-2 (United States, Israel). 
 
• December 14, 1981: Declares that education, work health care, proper 

nourishment, national development, etc., are human rights: 135-1 (United 
States). 

 
• December 9, 1982: Promoting international mobilization against apar-

theid: 141-1 (United States). 
 
• December 13, 1982: Necessity of a convention on the prohibition of 

chemical and bacteriological weapons: 95-1 (United States). 
 
• November 22, 1983: The right of every state to choose its economic and 

social system in accord with the will of its people, without outside inter-
ference in whatever form it takes: 131-1 (United States). 

 



In addition, year after year, resolutions adopted calling for an end to the 
U.S. embargo against Cuba have been adopted by huge majorities, with 
only the United States and Israel voting against, on a few occasions joined 
by Albania, Paraguay, or Uzbekistan.10

 
2. An Anti-imperialist Perspective 
 
An Argentinian friend said to me one day that without its foreign debt, his country would be "a 

paradise." He may have been exaggerating, but I immediately asked him, "Why then do you 
continue to pay it?" Everyone in Argentina knows that the debt is largely illegitimate, at least the 
part inherited from the time of the dictators. He replied, "But they would laugh at us if we did not." 
By "they" he obviously meant the United States and the U.S.-supported financial institutions. But 
what could those institutions do about it? 

More generally, what would happen if a country put into practice the ideas of various anti-
globalization or "global justice" movements? Not only measures such as the "Tobin tax" which, 
depending on how it was defined, might possibly be integrated into the system without too much 
trouble, but more radical measures such as widespread debt repudiation, reappropriation of natural 
resources, (re)construction of strong public services, significant taxation of profits, etc. I see no 
reason to believe that the reaction would be very different from what it was with Allende, Castro, 
Mossadegh, Lumumba, Arbenz, Goulart, and many others. The reaction would occur in stages: 
first of all, more or less spontaneous economic sabotage, in the form of capital flight, a stop to 
investments, credit, and "aid," etc. Should that not suffice, there would be encouragement of 
internal subversion, provoked by social, ethnic, or religious groups with specific demands difficult to 
satisfy. Any repression of those groups, even if their activities were illegal and would be equally 
repressed anywhere else, would be condemned in the name of human rights. The economic or 
political complexity of the situation would be forgotten. All this would take place under constant 
threat of a military coup d'etat, which could be welcomed by a part of the population tired of 
"chaos." And, if all that should fail to do the trick, the United States or its allies would resort to direct 
military intervention. The point is that even if the last measure is not taken the moment each new 
crisis arises, it nevertheless looms in the background of all the others. If economic sanctions or 
internal destabilization measures don't work, one can expect a new Bay of Pigs, a new Vietnam, or 
new Contras. 

 
The Contras and Human Rights Defenders 

After the victory of the Sandinistas in Nicaragua in 1979, which overthrew 
the U.S.-supported dictatorship of Somoza, the United States decreed an 
embargo against Nicaragua and organized guerrilla bands called Contras. 
They had no chance of winning a military victory, but they could weaken the 
new government, especially by disrupting the economy. In 1990, the 
Sandinistas lost the elections, whereupon the United States lifted their 
embargo. The United States was condemned for its sabotage actions by the 
International Court of justice in 1986. Despite a demand by the U.N. General 
Assembly for immediate payment of reparations, the United States refused to 
comply. 

The United States can, however, count on its own lobby of European 
intellectuals. On March 21,1985, the leading French newspaper, Le Monde, 
published a paid advertisement on page 6 calling on the U.S. Congress to 
aid "all sectors of the opposition" in Nicaragua, that is, the Contras in par-
ticular; against "a totalitarian party"—the Sandinistas. 

This aid, according to the text, was necessary for "strategic" reasons; "the 
Sandinista junta has never hidden its aim to integrate all of Central America 



into a single Marxist-Leninist entity"" If this should happen, the United States 
"would be obliged to disengage from one of their principal overseas treaties, 
and that is precisely the objective sought by Soviet strategy: to force the 
United States to withdraw from regions of vital importance to both the USSR 
and the Free World," 

The alarmed signatories included some big names in French intellectual 
circles, among them Fernando Arrabal, playwright; Eugene lonesco, play-
wright; Bernard-Henri Levy, philosopher; Jean-Francois Revel, writer; Olivier 
Todd, journalist, writer; Emmanuel Le Roy-Ladurie, historian; Vladimir 
Bukovsky; Simon Wiesenthal. 

Aside from their strategic acumen, these thinkers had a moral argument: 
"The West must be consistent in its support to those who fight to benefit from 
the rights that your own Declaration of Independence proclaimed 
inalienable, and which therefore should belong to all." 

It may be noted that the Sandinistas overthrew a dictatorship, organized 
and won the first democratic elections in their country, lost the second 
elections, and left office.  Hardly a model "totalitarian party." 

On the other hand, a 1984 CIA "Psychological Operations" manual des-
tined for "freedom fighters," as Reagan called the Contras, included the fol-
lowing recommendations; 

 
Kidnap all officials or agents of the Sandinista government.... 
It is possible to neutralize carefully selected and planned targets, 

such as. court judges, mesta judges [justices of the peace], police and 
State Security officials, Sandinista Defense Committee chiefs, etc.... 

The notification of the police denouncing a target who does not 
want to join the guerrillas, can be carried out easily ... through a letter 
with false statements of citizens who are not implicated in the 
movement... 

If possible; professional criminals will be hired to carry out specific 
selected "jobs." 

 
A shorter manual in comic book form recommended "a series of useful 

sabotage techniques" to hasten "liberation": Stop up toilets with sponges... 
pull down power cables... put dirt into gas tanks ... put nails on roads and 
highways... telephone to make false hotel reservations and false alarms of 
fires and crimes ... hoard and steal food from the government ... leave lights 
and water taps on ... steal mail from mailboxes ... rip up books ... spread 
rumors.12

 
Thus was brought to an end an original and democratic attempt at social 

transformation, and to what Oxfam called "the threat of the good example." 
 
As a matter of fact, the electorate, especially the poor, understand these things quite well. That 

is why they are often more easily won over by "providential" leaders than by the political left. A 
populist demagogue may be able to bring about temporary improvements within the system 
without provoking the anger of those who hold real power on the world scale. In Third World 
countries, fundamental changes would be in the interest of a large majority of the population. But 
so long as the left fails to offer a credible explanation of how it would overcome the obstacles it 
would have to confront if it came to power by democratic means, it will have a lot of trouble getting 



there. To put it another way, all elections are distorted by a permanent and implicit blackmail: if you 
vote for an authentic left, you will have to take the consequences. 

The key to the whole system, that which ensures the effectiveness of indirect interventions, or 
what can be called low-intensity interventions, is the immense military power of the United States 
and its allies. Moreover, they are the ones who arm and train numerous Third World armies, which 
often hang as a sword of Damocles over any attempt at social transformation. That is why the 
social justice movement in its opposition to neoliberal globalization cannot reasonably fail to adopt 
an anti-interventionist and anti-imperialist attitude. The process under way in Venezuela has 
already had to withstand economic sabotage and electoral destabilization in an attempted coup 
d'etat. It has survived up to now, but who knows for how long. In any case, Hugo Chavez certainly 
understands the connection between social reforms and opposition to imperialism, since he 
organized an anti-imperialist tribunal during the world festival of youth and students in Caracas, in 
August 2005. 

 
Racism and Pseudo-scientific Jargon 

The inventors of chaos theory were poets, precisely because they were 
great mathematicians. Thus we owe to them the metaphor; which has 
become famous, according to which the fluttering of a butterfly's wings in 
one part of the world can provoke a hurricane at the other end of the earth. 
Behind that admirable comparison, the point is that complex causalities are 
at work in nature, in which apparently insignificant objects can, by their own 
force, if inserted in a devastating mechanism, have effects completely out 
of proportion to their initial importance. . . . 

In Latin America, we are currently on the eve of such a situation, but less 
poetic and more brutal metaphors come to mind to express the same 
catastrophe theory, for instance that the brusque crack of a primate's jaw 
can provoke a volcanic eruption. The primate or gorilla, you'll have recog-
nized, is the apprentice dictator of Venezuela, Chavez; and the volcanic 
eruption is obviously a general confrontation embracing the whole conti-
nent, for the first time in its history of which one possible consequence will be 
fresh tension on oil and commodity markets, and another; the most thorough 
preparation of an unprecedented geopolitical tension between China and 
the United States.13

 
In the last analysis, opposition to recent wars can be based not only on the idea that 

international law is the sole means of avoiding a state of war of all against all or the dictatorship of 
a single country, but also because the United States is systematically hostile to all serious social 
progress in the Third World and that, as a result, any such progress presupposes a weakening of 
U.S. power. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Chapter 5 
Illusions and Mystifications 
 
Unfortunately, the intrinsic problem is not only a matter of good and bad arguments but of non-

arguments, that is, of frequently repeated ideas whose consequences are rarely made explicit but 
nevertheless produce a demobilizing effect within antiwar movements. First, there are a certain 
number of illusions current in progressive movements; then, there are various devices to give 
"pacifists" a bad conscience, unfortunately often internalized. 

 
Anti-fascist Fantasies 
 
When Lebanon was invaded in 1982, an Israeli opposed to that war, Uri Avnery, wrote an open 

letter to Menahem Begin titled: "Mr. Prime Minister, Hitler Is dead."1 This was because Begin 
claimed to be attacking the "new Hitler," meaning Arafat, entrenched in Beirut. Ever since the Suez 
Canal crisis, when Nasser was "Hitler on the Nile," every adversary of the West— Saddam, 
Milosevic, the Islamists—is a "new Hitler," "green fascist," etc. One can observe that whenever the 
comparison is reversed, clumsily in my opinion (Bush or Sharon equals Hitler), it is met with 
accusations of trivializing Nazism. Of course, before there was Hitler, each new enemy—the 
Germans during the First World War, for example—were the new Huns, led by a new Attila, and 
this type of rhetoric can simply be dismissed as low-level war propaganda. 

Nevertheless, beyond this rhetoric there is a vision of the Second World War that plays a major 
role in legitimizing war. The general idea is that the West, by cowardice or indifference, waited too 
long to launch a preventive war against Hitler that would have saved the Jews. This argument is 
psychologically particularly effective, and particularly vicious, when it is used against people of the 
generation that grew up in the 1960s and felt that the crimes committed against the Jews had not 
been sufficiently recognized immediately after 1945. 

 
The New Anti-Semitism 

America's antiwar movement, still puny and struggling, is showing signs of 
being hijacked by one of the oldest and darkest prejudices there is. Perhaps 
it was inevitable. The conflict against Islamo-fascism obviously circles back to 
the question of Israel. Fanatical anti-Semitism, as bad or even worse than 
Hitler's, is now a cultural norm across the Middle East. It's the acrid glue that 
unites Saddam, Arafat, AI-Qaeda, Hezbollah, Iran, and the Saudis. 

—Andrew Sullivan2

 
New wars are repeatedly justified by analogy with that situation: we must save the Albano-

Kosovars, the Kurds (in Iraq, but not in Turkey), Afghan women, etc. During the Kosovo war, I 
constantly ran up against that argument—but shouldn't we have declared war on Hitler in 1936?— 
even from political militants whose supposedly "Marxist" background should have led to more 
lucidity. The Kosovo example is an illustration of how the use of analogy often enables people to 
dispense with informing themselves seriously about the realities of a given situation. 

We may observe in passing that in the view of classic political liberalism, war strengthens the 
powers of the state and should be avoided except in cases of extreme necessity. Trade 
negotiations and cultural exchanges are far preferable to war or to embargoes. The whole ideology 
of the "new Hitlers" goes against these liberal ideas, and thus is more often adopted by ex-
revolutionaries who have renounced their past, retaining only a certain anti-liberal sympathy for 
violent change. This ideology gives intellectuals a role to play, mobilizing public opinion "before it's 
too late." 



There are two answers to this argument, one conceptual, the other historic. The conceptual 
aspect, that is, the defense of international law in the face of legitimization of preventive war, which 
constitutes the principal aspect of the response, has already been mentioned. The historic aspect 
has to do with what really happened before and during the Second World War. It deserves to be 
recalled, inasmuch as the reference to those events to justify military intervention is symptomatic of 
a widespread ignorance, or a radical revision, of history. Here we shall be brief, since a treatise on 
history is beyond the scope of this book. 

"Better Hitler than the Popular Front" was a slogan that expressed the attitude not only of the 
defeatist segment of the French bourgeoisie, frightened by the success of the left in the mid-1930s, 
but also, each in its own way, of a good part of the British aristocracy, of the American capitalist 
class and of the dominant social classes throughout Europe. If there was no war against Hitler, it 
was, among other things, because the "social achievements" of fascism—eliminating left-wing 
parties and disciplining the workers thanks to corporatism and nationalism—won the admiration of 
the dominant social classes everywhere, the very counterparts of those who today call for 
preventive wars against new Hitlers. This being the case, a defensive alliance against Hitler—such 
as the one that fought in 1914-18, but with the Soviet Union replacing tsarist Russia—capable of 
preventing World War II altogether by dissuading aggression, was out of the question precisely 
because of the anticommunism of the ruling circles in the West. Moreover, avoiding war is what 
would have made it possible to save most of the Jews, since it was only after the war was well 
under way that they were massively killed. Western government aid to the Spanish Republic, 
whose victory, had it taken place, might well have served to dampen the ambitions of fascism, was 
impossible for the same reasons. It should be emphasized that neither a defensive alliance nor aid 
to a legal government violates international law, in contrast to a preventive attack. Moreover, the 
Munich Agreement that allowed Hitler to seize the Sudetenland was not merely a matter of 
cowardice, but was also due to hostility toward Czechoslovakia, the European country most 
favorable to an alliance with the Soviet Union. 

The discourse on the "new Hitlers" is inevitably accompanied by the more or less explicit 
identification of today's pacifists with Daladier and Chamberlain. But apart from misrepresentation 
of the motivations of the "appeasers," the logical lesson from Munich is not that we should plunge 
madly into war on all sides to defend minorities, which was precisely what Hitler claimed he was 
doing. Hitler legitimized his wars as the necessary way to protect minorities, first the Sudeten 
Germans in Czechoslovakia and then the Germans in Danzig. Note also that at the end of the 
Second World War, the United Nations was set up precisely to ban "preventive war," a notion that 
Eisenhower, for example, viewed as essentially Nazi. 

The logical lesson of Munich is that the great power gambit of using the discontents of 
minorities to destabilize weaker countries is extremely dangerous, at least for world peace, even 
when the minorities in question welcome such great power intervention, as the Sudeten Germans 
welcomed Nazi Germany in 1938 and the Kosovo Albanians welcomed NATO in 1999. The fact is 
that "liberating" the Sudeten Germans encouraged Hitler just as "saving" Kosovo gave American 
imperialism a huge bonus in legitimacy. 

The catastrophe of Hitler's victory over France in 1940 finally led part of Europe's ruling circles 
to fall back on an alliance with the Soviet Union, though too late to avoid the war, too late to avoid 
the suffering it inflicted on the victims of aggression, and too late to avoid paying the political price 
that inevitably resulted from the victory over fascism that was primarily due to the Red Army and 
the sacrifices of the Soviet people. The visionaries who attack "pacifists" by harping on the 1930s 
would do well to study those years a bit more thoroughly. 

Defenders of humanitarian war in Iraq stress the inconsistency of those who oppose such a 
war in Iraq when they agreed to it in Yugoslavia.3 They are obviously right on this point, and 
therefore one of the main reasons to oppose the 1999 war was precisely that, by agreeing to it, we 
were de facto legitimizing an indefinite number of other wars. The endless war in which we are 
involved today is in part the consequence of the euphoria brought about by the easy victory over 
Yugoslavia in 1999. 



Finally, if playing the little game that consists in saying, once it is known how history turned out, 
"Ah, if only at such and such a time one had done this or that" (for instance, launch a war against 
Hitler in 1936), one might as well ask whether it wouldn't have been a good idea to avoid the First 
World War. In those days, there was neither Hitler, nor Stalin, nor Milosevic, nor Saddam Hussein. 
The world was dominated, as it still is today, by governments that are imperialist in their foreign 
policy but relatively liberal in domestic policy. Nevertheless, this liberalism in no way prevented an 
accumulation of weaponry on all sides, secret treaties, colonial wars. A spark in Sarajevo and 
Europe was plunged into a war that dragged the world after it, and whose unexpected results 
included the emergence of both Bolshevism and fascism. Those who ceaselessly decry the 
"tragedies of the twentieth century" would do well to reflect on their origins and on the similarity 
between the interventionist policies and the search for hegemony that they advocate today and the 
policies that led to the catastrophe of the summer of 1914. 

It can be suggested that if World War I is largely forgotten, this is not only because it took place 
further back in time than World War II. Indeed, the more time passes, the more the Second World 
War seems to gain importance—in any case, as presented through the dominant interpretation 
discussed above (sixty years after the end of the First World War, we were in 1978. Who in 1978 
was still thinking about the First World War?). The fundamental reason is no doubt that the First 
World War was the epitome of a totally absurd war. There was no valid reason to wage it in the first 
place, and the "victory" only gave birth to new problems. The Versailles Treaty, mainly sought by 
French leaders to protect France by crushing Germany once and for all, is a perfect example of 
human passions producing the opposite result of the one intended: Germany relentlessly took its 
revenge, which led to France's defeat in 1940 and the beginning of the end of its role as a great 
power. In contrast, thanks to Hitler's unilateral aggression, the Second World War remains the 
most justifiable of all wars, at least for the countries he attacked. As a result, constant reference to 
the Second World War is used to strengthen the case for war, whereas lucid reflection on the First 
World War would rather be an incitement to pacifism. This partly explains the difference between 
the way the two are treated. 

More generally, there is a pernicious tendency in human psychology to want to "solve" the 
problems of the past. Sixty years after the fall of Hitler, the "struggle against fascism" and the 
demand for "vigilance" lest it reassert itself often illustrate this tendency. The deplorable result of 
this attitude is that horrific atrocities committed by the Americans in Iraq, for example, the 
destruction of the city of Fallujah, arouse much less attention and protest in France than, for 
instance, some provocative but inconsequential remark by Jean-Marie Le Pen. 

 
The European Illusion 
 
One of the most dangerous illusions afflicting European progressive, ecological, and peace 

movements is the belief that if only Europe could strengthen its defense and unify, it could serve as 
a counterweight to the United States. To start with, it is high time to stop using euphemisms such 
as "defense." A recent recruitment poster for the Belgian army explained better than any number of 
speeches what that word means today: it showed soldiers inspecting documents of Afghan 
civilians. "Territorial defense" is carried out today thousands of miles away from our own territory. If 
we really want to speak of defense, and not of humanitarian intervention, we need to know against 
whom we are defending ourselves and what attack scenario is conceivable. 

The other problem is that Europe is playing more or less the same role vis-a-vis the Third 
World that the United States played just after the Second World War. After 1945, the Americans 
favored the transition from colonialism to neocolonialism, which allowed them to appear as the 
"good guys" in contrast to the wicked European colonialists, as during the Suez Crisis in 1956. The 
"anti-American" faction in European ruling circles would no doubt like to regain lost influence by 
turning; the tables again. This naturally leads them to remind everybody that we Europeans, con-
trary to the Americans, are really civilized and really respect human rights. A good part of the 
agitation for worldwide abolition of the death penalty (enacted fairly recently in European countries 
but quickly adopted as a sort of symbol of Europe's superior moral identity) carries exactly this 



message. However, the structure of our European societies is too similar to that of the United 
States and our dependence on the Third World is evolving in ways too similar to theirs for this type 
of consideration to be anything other than a new "improved" version of "human rights" designed to 
justify hegemony. Of course, an analogous discourse in the United States serves to assert moral 
superiority by harping on Germany's Nazi past and identifying France with the Vichy regime. 

Europe faces a dilemma. Either it unifies its foreign policy, achieving what was to a great extent 
the original project of its founders: to avoid self-destructive internal wars and recover its role of 
imperial power, and leaving leadership in international and military affairs to the United States. This 
was roughly the attitude of British ruling circles after the loss of their empire, and of German ruling 
circles after their defeat. Or else Europe really becomes a superpower, and then it would inevitably 
come into conflict with the United States. This is doubtless the dream of a faction of European 
elites, fed up with American arrogance, but is extremely difficult to achieve because of the strong 
political and media influence of the United States in most European countries, not to mention their 
interlocking military forces and industries. But suppose this dream came true? What would be the 
benefits? A new arms race, risks of armed conflict, a new Cold War? What was said earlier about 
the nature of armies, and the impossibility of using them for humanitarian purposes, applies to all 
armies, including even a future European army. 

On the other hand, France's opposition to the invasion of Iraq in 2003 demonstrated that a 
European country, acting independently of European Union political structures, could perfectly well, 
if it had the courage, contribute a symbolic support to all those opposed to American hegemony, 
and without firing a single shot. 

 
Europe and the Failed Putsch against Chavez 

From April II to 14, 2002, Venezuela was the scene of one of the most 
ephemeral coups d'etat in history, rapidly brought to an end by a wave of 
popular support that threw out the putschists and brought Hugo Chavez 
back to power During that short-lived coup d'etat, the Spanish presidency of 
the European Union rushed to issue a statement of which the conclusion says 
a lot about the democratic sensibilities of certain Europeans: "Finally the 
European Union manifests its confidence in the transition government 
[meaning the putschists] concerning respect for democratic values and 
institutions, so that the current crisis may be overcome in the framework of a 
national concertation and with full respect for fundamental rights and 
freedoms."  

A few days later; after the putsch collapsed, the European Union adopt-
ed a text that welcomed "the restoration of democratic institutions" while 
expressing its "preoccupation in the face of actions undertaken [by the 
Chavez government] against national and foreign economic interests."4

 
The Question of Internationalism 
 
The partisans of intervention sometimes portray themselves as carrying on the noble tradition 

of left internationalism, but cured of the blindness of Western communists regarding the USSR, 
China, Cuba, etc. There is nevertheless a vast difference between that traditional internationalism 
and the current ideology. In the original labor, socialist, communist, or Third World movements, 
internationalism and solidarity were forms of enlightened self-interest, the idea being that a 
community of workers or colonized peoples had interests in common and they should unite to 
defend them. There, at least, the problem of hypocrisy did not arise. Besides, political objectives 
unified those movements, such as socialism or decolonization. But what, in terms of political 
objectives, does the left today have in common with the Dalai Lama, the Kosovo Liberation Army, 
Chechen separatists, Natan Sharansky, and Vaclav Havel? The left cannot have much in common 
with extreme nationalists, mystics, or staunch supporters of the United States or Israeli 



colonization. Nevertheless, at one point or another, those individuals and movements have 
enjoyed strong support from the Western left. 

 
Vaclav Havel 

Vaclav Havel, for example, has no problem when it comes to ignoring 
victims so long as his political friends are responsible for their fate. Shortly 
after six intellectuals engaged in a nonviolent struggle in El Salvador (as he 
had done in Czechoslovakia) were assassinated by an army totally 
dependent on the United States, he declared in an address to the U.S. 
Congress that the U.S. superpower was the great "defender of freedom," 
which predictably won him warm applause. 

 
Our "Dissidents" and Theirs 

If Lech Walesa had been doing his organizing work in El Salvador, he 
would already have entered into the ranks of the disappeared—at the 
hands of "heavily armed men dressed in civilian clothes"; or have been 
blown to pieces in a dynamite attack on his union headquarters. If 
Alexander Dubcek were a politician in our country, he would have been 
assassinated like Hector Oqueli [the social democratic leader assassinated in 
Guatemala by Salvadoran death squads according to the Guatemalan 
government]. If Andrei Sakharov had worked here in favor of human rights, 
he would have met the same fate as Herbert Anaya [one of the many mur-
dered leaders of the independent Salvadoran Human Rights Commission, 
CDHES]. If Ota-Sik or Vaclav Havel had been carrying out their intellectual 
work in El Salvador, they would have [been found] one sinister morning, lying 
on the patio of a university campus with their heads destroyed by the bullets 
of an elite army battalion.5

 
Obviously, one can defend the basic rights, such as equality before the law, of political 

adversaries as well as of friends, but that is no reason to forget the distinction between the two. 
Besides, one should realize that movements that complain of being persecuted, for example by 
governments emerging from decolonization, are not always seeking equal rights but sometimes the 
restoration of former inequalities (a typical example of this phenomenon was the Katangan 
secession following the independence of the Belgian Congo in 1960). This is the type of distinction 
that was fundamental for left internationalism, and the disappearance of that distinction is the sign 
of a grave depoliticization in which good feelings can overrule enlightened self-interest, not out of 
altruism but simply from lack of lucidity. 

The other problem raised by assimilating the present situation to past internationalism is that, 
for the European left, all references to the interests of the nation have become practically 
synonymous with fascism. Oddly enough, only minorities have the right to display nationalist 
sentiments. Stigmatization of "nationalism" is used constantly to condemn any serious criticism of 
the political direction taken by the European Union; for exam-Die, during the 2005 referendum in 
France on the EU Treaty in which the                                                                                                                     
voters—notably on the left—defied their political leaders and the media to reject a text they judged 
harmful to their interests. The voters' reluctance to sacrifice hard-won social and economic rights 
was condemned as nationalism. But the "nationalism" of a people that wants to protect advantages 
gained in decades of struggle for progress is not comparable to the nationalism of a great power 
that takes the form of military intervention at the other end of the earth. Moreover, if it is true that 
national sovereignty does not necessarily bring democracy, there can be no democracy without it. 

Finally, certain radical forms of contemporary internationalism illustrate the dangers posed by 
misuse of Utopianism. Obviously, a world without borders is desirable, but everyone must know 



that it will not be achieved in the foreseeable future. And least of all in a world at war. Now, insofar 
as the present "internationalist" ideology tends to scorn the principle of national sovereignty, it 
tends to encourage interventions in all directions and underestimates the negative effects that 
intervention can provoke. 

 
To Sign or Not to Sign Petitions 
 
In 2004, two international political petitions were circulated in progressive circles in Europe. 

One of them exhorted Americans to vote for Kerry against Bush, and the other called on 
Venezuelans to support Chavez in the referendum on his recall. In both cases, I refused to sign, 
because both cases illustrated a tendency to assume that national sovereignty has already been 
more or less abolished, well before such a thing has happened, and before the progressives who 
make the assumption have really thought it through. 

Concerning the petition for Kerry, there were several reasons not to sign it. To start with, in 
terms of foreign policy, it was by no means so obvious that Kerry was preferable to Bush. His 
program was at least as militarist as that of Bush, and he had the drawback of being a much more 
clever speaker. Next, assuming it would be read in the United States, that petition could only be 
counterproductive. No nation in the world today is more attached to its own sovereignty than the 
United States, and any attempt to influence its voters is seen as intolerable interference. Moreover, 
one of the themes of Republican propaganda against Kerry was that he was too "French." It's hard 
to see how reinforcing that notion would do him any good. This example should indicate to those 
who consider national sovereignty a thing of the past just how much it has not vanished from 
today's world but has simply become the privilege of rich countries. 

However, the main reason not to sign was that the very attitude of pinning the hopes of the 
world on Kerry being elected was mistaken. The United States is a sovereign nation and if its 
voters want to adopt an economic policy leading to their own impoverishment, they have every 
right to do so. The problem for the rest of the world stems from the United States' perpetual 
interference in the domestic affairs of other states. What should be done is to build, through 
appropriate alliances, a system of international relations that limits that interference, and not pray 
for the Americans to finally elect a benevolent prince. Many Europeans regret that the rest of the 
world can't take part in American elections; but the unworkable nature of that wish illustrates 
perfectly the error of those who dismiss national sovereignty, as well as the fact that democracy, 
which they regard with such reverence, presupposes sovereignty as a necessary condition. It is not 
up to us to vote in the United States, but it is not up to them to decide how the rest of the world 
should live. To go a bit further, one can suggest that the hoopla in favor of Kerry was essentially for 
domestic consumption: to rally European partisans of a "moderate" American imperialism and 
spread the idea that there exists a "good America," incarnated by the Democrats, who will 
eventually come back to power one fine day. 

The Chavez case was quite different: not voting for him would have been a form of capitulation 
by the poor majority in Venezuela in the face of internal and external pressures, a bit like what 
happened in the elections in which the Sandinistas lost power in Nicaragua. My refusal to sign was 
because I asked myself the following question: Who am I to tell the Venezuelans not to capitulate? 
Just imagine, as is always possible (think of Chile), that the Americans finally succeed in defeating 
Chavez by provoking a coup d'etat, a civil war, or a conflict with Colombia. It will be the 
Venezuelans and not I who will have to bear the consequences. What gives me the right to advise 
them to take such a risk? On the other hand, if they should capitulate in elections, like the 
Nicaraguans, or through "peace accords," like the Palestinians at Oslo, one can be sure that the 
majority of the established Western left will celebrate a new "victory of democracy." But count me 
out: real democracy presupposes a lot of things, including genuine sovereignty, which is 
incompatible with the multiple forms of blackmail exercised on the voters (from Nicaragua to 
Ukraine), principally by the United States and by international financial bodies. 

 
 



American Liberals as Bush's "Useful Idiots" 
For what distinguishes the worldview of Bush's liberal supporters from that 

of his neoconservative allies is that they don't look on the "War on Terror;" or 
the war in Iraq, or the war in Lebanon and eventually Iran, as mere serial 
exercises in the reestablishment of American martial dominance. They see 
them as skirmishes in a new global confrontation: a Good Fight, reassuringly 
comparable to their grandparents' war against Fascism and their Cold War 
liberal parents' stance against international Communism. Once again, they 
assert, things are clear. The world is ideologically divided; and—as before— 
we must take our stand on the issue of the age. Long nostalgic for the com-
forting verities of a simpler time, today's liberal intellectuals have at last dis-
covered a sense of purpose: they are at war with "Islamo-fascism." 

Thus Paul Berman, a frequent contributor to Dissent, The New Yorker, and 
other liberal journals, and until now better known as a commentator on 
American cultural affairs, recycled himself as an expert on Islamic fascism 
(itself a new term of art), publishing Terror and Liberalism just in time for the 
Iraq war Peter Beinart, a former editor of The New Republic, followed in his 
wake this year with The Good Fight Why Liberals—and Only Liberals—Can 
Win the War on Terror and Make America Great Again, where he sketches at 
some length the resemblance between the War on Terror and the early Cold 
War Neither author had previously shown any familiarity with the Middle East, 
much less with the Wahhabi and Sufi traditions on which they pronounce 
with such confidence. 

But like Christopher Hitchens and other former left-liberal pundits now 
expert in "Islamo-fascism," Beinart and Berman and their kind really are 
conversant—and comfortable—with a binary division of the world along 
ideological lines. In some cases they can even look back to their own 
youthful Trotskyism when seeking a template and thesaurus for world-
historical antagonisms. In order for today's "fight" (note the recycled Leninist 
lexicon of conflicts, clashes, struggles, and wars) to make political sense, it 
too must have a single universal enemy whose ideas we can study, theorize, 
and combat; and the new confrontation must be reducible, like its 20th-
century predecessor; to a familiar juxtaposition that eliminates exotic 
complexity and confusion: Democracy v. Totalitarianism, Freedom v. 
Fascism, Them v. Us. 

To be sure, Bush's liberal supporters have been disappointed by his efforts. 
Every newspaper I have listed and many others besides have carried 
editorials criticizing Bush's policy on imprisonment, his use of torture and 
above all the sheer ineptitude of the president's war; But here, too, the Cold 
War offers a revealing analogy. Like Stalin's Western admirers who, in the 
wake of Khrushchev's revelations, resented the Soviet dictator not so much 
for his crimes as for discrediting their Marxism, so intellectual supporters of the 
Iraq war—among them Michael Ignatieff, Leon Wieseltier, David Remnick, 
and other prominent figures in the North American liberal establishment—
have focused their regrets not on the catastrophic invasion itself (which they 
all supported) but on its incompetent execution. They are irritated with Bush 
for giving "preventive war" a bad name. 

In a similar vein, those centrist voices that bayed most insistently for blood 
in the prelude to the Iraq war—the New York Times columnist Thomas 
Friedman demanded that France be voted "Off the Island" (i.e., out of the 



Security Council) for its presumption in opposing America's drive to war—are 
today the most confident when asserting their monopoly of insight into world 
affairs. The same Friedman now sneers at "antiwar activists who haven't 
thought a whit about the larger struggle we're in" (New York Times, 16 August 
2006).To be sure, Friedman's Pulitzer-winning pieties are always road-tested 
for middlebrow political acceptability. But for just that reason they are a sure 
guide to the mood of the American intellectual mainstream. 

Friedman is seconded by Beinart, who concedes that he "didn't realize”(!) 
how detrimental American actions would be to "the struggle" but insists even 
so that anyone who won't stand up to "Global Jihad" just isn't a consistent 
defender of liberal values. Jacob Weisberg, the editor of Slate, writing in the 
Financial Times, accuses Democratic critics of the Iraq war of failing "to take 
the wider, global battle against Islamic fanaticism seriously" The only people 
qualified to speak on this matter; it would seem, are those who got it wrong 
initially. ... 

In fairness, America's bellicose intellectuals are not alone. In Europe, 
Adam Michnik the hero of the Polish intellectual resistance to Communism, 
has become an outspoken admirer of the embarrassingly Islamophobic 
Oriana Fallaci; Vaclav Havel has joined the DC-based Committee on 
thePresent Danger (a recycled Cold War-era organization dedicated to 
rooting out Communists, now pledged to fighting "the threat posed by 
global radical Islamist and fascist terrorist movements"); Andre Glucksmann in 
Paris contributes agitated essays to Le Figaro (most recently on 8 August) 
lambasting "universal jihad," Iranian "lust for power;" and radical Islam's strat-
egy of "green subversion." All three enthusiastically supported the invasion of 
Iraq. ... 

But back home, America's liberal intellectuals are fast becoming a 
service class, their opinions determined by their allegiance and calibrated to 
justify a political end. In itself this is hardly a new departure: we are all familiar 
with intellectuals who speak only on behalf of their country class, religion, 
race, gender or sexual orientation, and who shape their opinions according 
to what they take to be the interest of their affinity of birth or predilection. But 
the distinctive feature of the liberal intellectual in past times was precisely the 
striving for universality; not the unworldly or disingenuous denial of sectional 
interest but the sustained effort to transcend that interest. 

It is thus depressing to read some of the better-known and more 
avowedly "liberal" intellectuals in the contemporary USA exploiting their 
professional credibility to advance a partisan case. Jean Bethke Elshtain and 
Michael Walzer, two senior figures in the country's philosophical 
establishment (she at the University of Chicago Divinity School, he at the 
Princeton Institute), both wrote portentous essays purporting to demonstrate 
the justness of necessary wars—she in Just War Against Terror: The Burden of 
American Power in a Violent World, a preemptive defense of the Iraq War; 
he only a few weeks ago in a shameless justification of Israel's 
bombardments of Lebanese civilians ("War Fair," New Republic, 31 July 2006). 
In today's America, neoconservatives generate brutish policies for which 
liberals provide the ethical fig leaf. There really is no other difference 
between them. 

—Tony Judt6

   



 
 
Chapter 6 
The Guilt Weapon 
 
One of the most perverse mechanisms that reinforce the intervention ideology is the constant 

effort to make critics of recent wars feel guilty. One of the best examples concerns the sad situation 
of Afghan women. Who is worrying about them today? Who is even trying to find out what is 
happening to them, especially in the countryside? The same questions could have been asked up 
until September 2001. But, from the moment the United States decided to wage war against 
Afghanistan, a "noble" justification had to be found, especially for all those who were not convinced 
by the "war against terrorism" and had little sympathy for American imperial adventures. 

 
War as a Laboratory 

The war [in Afghanistan] has been a near-perfect laboratory, according 
to Michael Vickers, a military analyst at the Center for Strategic and 
Budgetary Assessments, a defense research center 

Vickers, a former army officer and CIA operative, said the success came 
because the Qaeda network and the Taliban government sheltering it were 
overmatched. 

"When great powers fight smaller wars," he said, "you can experiment 
more because there's no doubt you're going to win. You experiment, and 
there is real feedback. You don't get that very much in the military" 

In Afghanistan, Vickers drew a distinction between technical innovation, 
such as the development of the thermobaric bomb, and what he considers 
even more important: organizational and tactical innovation, such as linking 
troops on the ground with bombers in the air 

"This was a new way of wan a new operational concept," Vickers said. 
"And it was a pretty significant innovation, because we got fairly rapid 
regime change with it.... 

"This was the way we planned to overthrow governments."1

 
The horrors inflicted on Afghan women by the Taliban did the trick. Many activists, doubtless 

with perfect sincerity, suddenly expressed urgent concern over the fate of those women, whereas 
few people show such concern today. Why? Because everyone is quite aware, then as now, that 
we are not capable of solving all the world's problems, and especially that such problems as the 
oppression of women are not solved overnight. But the strength of the propaganda in favor of war 
is such that even people who are against it feel obliged to express their agreement with the 
objectives that have been proclaimed in order to justify it, instead of simply denouncing the 
hypocrisy of the whole maneuver. It seems likely that this sense of obligation stems from the fact 
that the last thing anti-war activists want to be accused of is "supporting the Taliban." The notion of 
"support" is in fact at the center of the guilt-trip mechanisms. Let's take a look at it. 

 
The Downing Street Memos: Lucidity and Cynicism 

On May 1, 2005, the Sunday Times (London) published a "secret and 
strictly personal" memo for "UK eyes only," summarizing top-level deliberations 
at the prime minister's office on July 23, 2002, concerning British reaction to 
the U.S. decision to go to war2  

From the July 23, 2002, memo: 
 



Bush wanted to remove Saddam, through military action, justified by 
the conjunction of terrorism and WMD. But the intelligence and facts 
were being fixed around the policy. The NSC [National Security Council] 
had no patience with the UN route, and no enthusiasm for publishing 
material on the Iraqi regime's record. There was little discussion in 
Washington of the aftermath after military action. 

The Defence Secretary said that the US had already begun 'spikes of 
activity' to put pressure on the regime.... 

It seemed dear that Bush had made up his mind to take military 
action, even if the timing was not yet decided. But the case was thin. 
Saddam was not threatening his neighbours, and his WMD capability 
was less than that of Libya, North Korea, or Iran. We should work up a 
plan for an ultimatum to Saddam to allow back in the UN weapons 
inspectors. This would also help with the legal justification for the use 
offeree. 

The Attorney-General said that the desire for regime change was not 
a legal base for military action. There were three possible legal bases: 
self-defence, humanitarian intervention, or UNSC authorization. The first 
and second could not be the base in this case. Relying on UNSCR 1205 
of three years ago would be difficult The situation might of course 
change. 

The Prime Minister said that it would make a big difference politically 
and legally if Saddam refused to allow in the UN inspectors. 

 
From another memo, dated July 21, 2002 (point 14): 
 

It is just possible that an ultimatum could be cast in terms which 
Saddam would reject (because he is unwilling to accept unfettered 
access) and which would not be regarded as unreasonable by the 
international community However; failing that (or an Iraqi attack) we 
would be most unlikely to achieve a legal base for military action by 
January 2003. 

 
Supporting X 
 
In the run-up to the First World War, a French caricature showed the face of Jean Jaures, the 

socialist leader who strongly opposed the war, merged with the face of the German Emperor 
Wilhelm II. Rosa Luxemburg, Karl Liebknecht, Lenin, Bertrand Russell, Edmund Morel, Eugene 
Debs—all those who for one reason or another opposed the wars or the militarism of their own 
countries have been accused of "supporting" the enemy.3 This method of making opponents of war 
feel guilty was of course used for the 2003 war against Iraq. The accusation of "anti-Semitism" 
plays a similar role in silencing criticism of Israel's treatment of the Palestinian people. 

In answer to these reproaches concerning support to the enemy, we should perhaps start by 
making the distinction between active (or objective) support and passive (or subjective) support. A 
state, a movement or an individual can be said to actively support one side in a conflict when its 
actions strengthen the position of that side. On the other hand, passive support, hoping that one 
side will win, is analogous to the support football fans give their team while watching a match on 
television. It is purely sentimental and has no impact on the real world. From an ethical point of 
view, what counts is the consequences of our actions, but it can be observed that, like football 
fans, many people can argue endlessly over which attitude to adopt toward certain events—
September 11, for example—although that attitude has no impact on the world. 



The antiwar movement unquestionably supported Saddam Hussein, in the sense of an active 
support, because, had this movement succeeded in preventing the war, Saddam would have 
remained in power (leaving aside that Washington's decision to go to war was made well in 
advance, at least as early as the summer of 2002, as shown by the "Downing Street memos," and 
that the antiwar movement had no chance of preventing it). Before considering that as a decisive 
argument against the movement, thought should be given to some other instances of active 
support: the British pacifists during the war of 1914-18, who sought a negotiated conclusion to that 
war, "objectively supported" the German emperor, because such a conclusion would doubtless 
have allowed him to retain his throne (it might also have allowed Germany to avoid Nazism). 
During the Second World War, the Anglo-Americans supported Stalin objectively (by arms 
deliveries, albeit in modest quantities), and in that case, they even supported him subjectively 
(hoping for his victory over Hitler). 

There are many such examples, and thinking about them, one realizes that cases of "objective 
support" work in all different directions (the protests against the Iraq war also "objectively 
supported" all who died and are going to die in that war, which is far from over, and who would still 
be alive without it). The world is much too complicated for us to be able to control all the indirect 
consequences of our actions. We are faced with a sort of paradox: the only things for which we are 
morally responsible are the consequences of our actions, but we do not control those 
consequences, at least not all of them, whereas we perfectly control our "passive support," but that 
has no direct consequence, at least insofar as it does not inspire us to act and therefore has no 
moral significance. 

The only way out of these dilemmas is not to worry too much about the multitude of objective 
supports indirectly implied by our actions, but to base these actions on an analysis linking each 
concrete situation to general principles that can be defended by philosophical and historic 
reasoning: equality between individuals, whatever the strength of the nations to which they belong, 
defense of international law as a means of keeping peace, and an anti-imperialist perspective.  

Unfortunately, the efforts to neutralize antiwar movements by provoking guilt do not always 
meet with this sort of response. Rather, it often provokes two kinds of reactions, diametrically 
opposed, but both of which tend to weaken these movements—what one may call the "neither-nor" 
stance, and the rhetoric of support. 

 
“Neither – Nor”  
 
This expression refers to slogans often heard in demonstrations against recent wars: "Neither 

Milosevic nor NATO," "Neither Bush nor Saddam," and, concerning Israel, refers to the practice of 
condemning in the same breath the policy of Ariel Sharon and that of Hamas and Palestinian 
suicide bombers. This is obviously a far cry from the slogan heard during the Vietnam War, "The 
NLF will win!" (shouted then by some of the same individuals who have shifted to the more prudent 
neither-nor thirty years later). Even if the "support" to the NLF can be dismissed as sentimental 
rhetoric, to be discussed further on, the current slogans create several false symmetries. First, in 
all the recent wars, there has been an aggressor and an aggressed; it was neither Iraq nor 
Yugoslavia that started bombing the United States. To fail to make that distinction, one must have 
abandoned all notions of national sovereignty and international law.4 Furthermore, the power and 
the capacity of the two parties to do harm are not at all comparable. It is the United States and its 
military power that uphold the extremely unjust world order in which we live. Whatever one may 
think of the situation in Iraq or in Yugoslavia, it is the United States and not those countries that 
progressive forces are confronting and will continue to confront in one conflict after another. Every 
war and every diplomatic success that strengthens the United States should be seen, at least in 
part, as a setback for most progressive causes. 

More important, the neither-nor stance gives the impression that we are somehow situated 
above it all, outside of time and space, whereas we are living, working, and paying taxes in the 
aggressor countries or their allies (in contrast, the position "neither Bush nor Saddam" made sense 
for Iraqis, since they were subjected to both regimes). An elementary moral reaction would be to 



oppose the aggressions for which our own governments are responsible, or else to approve them 
outright, before even discussing the responsibility of others. 

A frequent argument in favor of the neither-nor position is that it gains respectability, and thus is 
more effective. This argument is often accompanied by warnings not to repeat the errors of the 
past, concerning "support" for Stalin or Pol Pot. The "support" for Pol Pot, to the slight extent that it 
ever existed, was purely subjective, without any influence on the course of events. As for Stalin, 
note that resistance to Nazism was obviously not based on the slogan "neither Hitler nor Stalin" but 
more often involved a veritable cult of the Soviet Union and its leader. Whatever one may think 
retrospectively of that cult, it was massive and its effects (to encourage resistance to Nazism) were 
by no means all negative. 

The argument of effectiveness is thus the easiest to refute: let us simply compare the intensity 
of the demonstrations against the Vietnam War, when no one was saying "Neither Johnson (or 
Nixon) nor Ho Chi Minh," with those against the Kosovo war or even the war in Iraq. Indeed, the 
opposition to the latter is strongest in Muslim countries where everybody, including even Saddam 
Hussein's worst enemies, acknowledges that the United States is the aggressor and that Iraq is the 
victim of aggression. 

The question of respectability is more delicate to discuss, because it is not clear in whose eyes 
that respectability is supposed to be established. Either "respectability" means that the position 
adopted is morally defensible, and the "neither-nor" in no way qualifies, for reasons already 
mentioned. If, on the other hand, respectability means being acceptable in the eyes of the media 
and the dominant intellectuals, in that case you may as well recognize that a principled opposition 
to war will never qualify, and it is self-defeating to entertain any illusions on that score. Then there 
is public opinion. To be respected by public opinion is certainly a praiseworthy aim, but the job of 
an antiwar movement is to wage an ideological combat against war propaganda and the mystifica-
tions, humanitarian among others, on which it is based. To carry on that combat, shouldn't you 
start by clarifying your own ideas, and choose slogans that reflect that clarity? 

What is most pernicious in the insistence on neither-nor is the idea, widespread even among 
the most sincere peace advocates, that it is necessary to denounce the adversary—Saddam, 
Milosevic, Islamic fundamentalists, etc.—to prove that double standards do not apply. 
Unfortunately, things are not so simple. Nobody can doubt that the caricatures of the German 
emperor drawn during the First World War were an aspect of war propaganda, which contributed to 
sending millions of young men to their graves. But few Westerners  seem  to notice  that 
dehumanizing cartoons  of Milosevic or of Mahomet serve the same purpose. The basic principle is 
nevertheless the same: the things we say and write are heard or read essentially in our own camp, 
that of the West. Aside from their accuracy, what matters from an ethical viewpoint is the effects 
they produce here. During wartime, denouncing the crimes of the adversary, even supposing one 
is accurately informed, which is often not the case, comes down to stimulating the hatred that 
makes war acceptable. 

During the First World War, each side focused on details—some true, others false—to support 
its claim of defending civilization from barbarism. In retrospect, they seem to have had much in 
common, and the basic atrocity was the war itself. 

All this suggests the need to exercise a certain prudence today in the frequent and virtually 
automatic denunciations of Islam. We are not (yet) at war with the Muslim world, but the United 
States (leader of the "free world") is at war in two Muslim countries while threatening Iran and 
Syria, and, of course, Israel is also seen as part of the "free world." More than the bomb attacks in 
Madrid and London, this raises the danger of an explosion leading to a more global conflict with the 
Arab-Muslim world. If that should happen, the current denunciations of Islam can be seen as 
equivalent to the nationalist propaganda on all sides that preceded the First World War. It is too 
often forgotten that media campaigns against new "threats" and "enemies" have preceded every 
major conflagration, often inventing or exaggerating alleged atrocities and acts of barbarism. 

 
 
 



Denouncing Islam in the Name of Women's Rights: An Old Story 
It was principally against the Turks turned Mohametans that our monks 

wrote so many books, when they could scarcely find another response to 
the conquerors of Constantinople. Our authors, who are much more 
numerous than the Janissaries, found it easy to win women over to their side. 
They persuaded them that Mohamet didn't regard them as intelligent 
animals, that they were all slaves according to the laws of the Koran, they 
had no possessions in this world, and that in the next they had no share of 
paradise. 

—Voltaire 
 
Another example of the effects produced by the idea that we are above it all: after the Vietnam 

War, a certain number of American antiwar activists considered that their past opposition to the war 
gave them a particular responsibility for whatever went wrong afterward, whether the plight of the 
Vietnamese boat people or the massacres in Cambodia under Pol Pot, and thus a special 
obligation to denounce those things.5 That attitude seems to have been most widespread in 
France, where it contributed heavily to the conversion of the intelligentsia. However, their 
denunciations did not resound in Indochina but in the West, where they inevitably contributed to 
the resurgence of imperial ideology. This made it easier for United States leaders to refuse any 
reparations for the devastation that they had wreaked on Indochina, thereby aggravating the 
suffering of the peoples of the region, of which the phenomenon of the boat people was in large 
part a reflection.6 It also made it easier for them to ideologically prepare for the wars in Central 
America and in Iraq, which cost hundreds of thousands of lives. But the psychological mechanisms 
that create a clear conscience are such that hardly any of those who took part in reconstructing the 
imperial ideology feel any particular responsibility for those crimes. 

Still, the main problem for the neither-nor advocates is elsewhere: now that Saddam and 
Milosevic are in prison or dead, what do they suggest doing with the other half of the neither-nor, 
Bush or NATO? Certain supporters of humanitarian war in Iraq admit that Bremer's policy was 
catastrophic, that American companies behaved like vultures, that torture is scandalous, that the 
destruction of Fallujah is unacceptable and that, of course, it is now their duty to denounce all that.7 
But denouncing and stopping are two very different things, and it is here that the immense gap 
between the United States and its adversaries shows up again. This gap underscores once more 
the difference in attitude between human rights defenders who encourage the U.S. armed forces to 
attack distant countries and, say, the International Brigades fighters during the Spanish Civil War 
or other real revolutionaries. The point here is not only that the latter risked their lives, contrary to 
the former, but that they were to a certain extent in control of the force being employed because 
they were that force. But the human rights defenders have no influence, or at least no moderating 
influence, on the force they encourage, that is, the U.S. armed forces. Any lucid analysis of 
American society, as well as of the nature of armies, would indicate that the behavior of the United 
States in Iraq was perfectly foreseeable, and that is why its armed forces are such a bad 
instrument for advancing human rights. Despite all their denunciations of Stalinism and their claims 
to see through abuses of power, the partisans of the right of humanitarian intervention have simply 
become the "useful idiots" of our time.  

 
Salman Rushdie and War 

An example of rhetoric justifying imperial wars while putting oneself on 
the high moral ground is provided by Salman Rushdie. In a 2002 article 
defending his support for the war in Afghanistan, he suggested that the 
United States put Ahmed Chalabi in power in Iraq after overthrowing 
Saddam Hussein rather than installing a new military power: "I can't speak for 
the others, but my own view is pretty straightforward. If America gets into 
bed with scumbags, it loses the moral high ground, and once that ground is 



lost, the argument is lost with it."8 Given that it would scarcely be a novelty for 
America to "get into bed with scumbags," what should be done if it happens 
again? Rushdie proposes appealing to public opinion. But with the public's 
"patriotism" and indifference, both cultivated by the media, this is not very 
realistic, to say the least. Does American public opinion care about the fate 
of the Serbs in Kosovo or the situation in the Afghan countryside? Who in the 
American population was going to protest against Chalabi's installation (if 
the Americans followed Rushdie's advice) in the face of his extreme 
unpopularity in Iraq, where many people considered him to be precisely a 
"scumbag"? When American soldiers are killed, as in Iraq, public opinion 
begins to take notice, but one can scarcely suppose that the advocates of 
humanitarian war count on large numbers of U.S. soldiers getting killed in 
order to exert their own moral influence. 

 
The neither-nor approach is also symptomatic of a more general trend on the left, after the 

failure of communism, toward a quasi-religious position of moral absolutism. The discourse of the 
left, especially the far left in France, today often comes down to a catalogue of good intentions 
(open borders and guaranteed full employment) that are not accompanied by any political strategy 
to accomplish these goals. One is reminded of the words of Jesus, "My kingdom is not of this 
world." The failure of "scientific socialism" has given way to a return to Utopian socialism. This 
tendency is often accompanied by adoption of an irritating moral posturing: neither this nor that, but 
no concrete alternative in the real world. Obviously, doing nothing that could have any impact on 
reality carries no risk, and there is no need to worry about being accused of supporting Stalin or 
Pol Pot. 

But, at that point, why continue to claim to be engaged in political action? This attitude of 
effortless moral purity is typical of a philosophical or religious aversion to the real world, which is 
the exact opposite of politics. Proposing a way out of this impasse is far beyond the scope of this 
book. It can nevertheless be recalled that all effective politics has its dark side and its drawbacks 
and that politics often comes down to defending the lesser evil, such as international law rather 
than American hegemony, which religious absolutism tends to refuse to do. A symptom of this 
moral purism is the general reluctance of the French left to recognize that President Jacques 
Chirac, whatever his other shortcomings, by refusing to go along with the United States aggression 
in Iraq, took a historic decision that could do much more to preserve peace between Europe and 
the Arab world than countless expressions of good intentions. 

 
The Rhetoric of "Support" 
 
Finally, a few words should be said about the rhetoric of "support" to revolutionary causes and 

liberation movements in the Third World, rhetoric quite prevalent within the small minority in the 
West that takes anti-imperialist positions and which is the exact opposite of the neither-nor, though 
with certain drawbacks of its own. "We" are supposed to support the Palestinian or Iraqi resistance, 
or Chavez, or, at one time or another in the past, the Soviet Union, China, Cuba, Vietnam, etc. 

What follows is in no way a criticism of those militants who are concretely engaged alongside 
revolutionary struggles and who, as a result, go beyond the stage of rhetoric, but rather concerns 
the debates that take place in the West and the splits they create. A large part of the disputes 
within the far left, between "Stalinists" and "Trotskyists," for example, concerning support of this or 
that faction, suffer because the support being discussed is not clearly defined, and, in particular, 
the distinction between active and passive support is ignored. Most of us have neither weapons 
nor secrets to hand over to a cause with which we sympathize. Our "support" is at best sentimental 
and it is hard to see why we should behave like supporters of football teams. If all-out 
interventionism is largely a residue of the colonial mentality, the rhetoric of support can be 
considered an indirect heritage of the Third International, even if it has often been outdone in that 



particular exercise by various Trotskyist groups. The Communist International was a powerful and 
relatively centralized movement. It meant something when it supported, through obedient parties, 
such and such a movement or struggle in a given country, which does not mean that the method 
chosen was necessarily effective or appropriate, but simply that it had real political effects. That 
period, however, belongs to the past, and it is of no use to continue to act as though there exists 
somewhere a revolutionary headquarters that is going to listen to us and pass along our 
enlightened opinions to the other ends of the earth. 

The rhetoric of support has numerous drawbacks. It locks militants into useless discussions 
regarding conflicts over which they have not the slightest influence (what should Trotsky have done 
in 1924?) and isolates them from the general population, which quite rightly regards such 
discussions as modern counterparts of the Byzantine dispute over the sex of angels. Moreover, it 
leads them into a pursuit of historical erudition that gets in the way of understanding today's world 
or persuading other people they need to change it. Finally, those imaginary supports end up being 
followed by often painful and politically catastrophic disillusion. How many people have reproached 
themselves for having "supported" Stalin, Mao, or Pol Pot, and subsequently abandoned all 
political activity, when, unless they actually lived and were active in the Soviet Union, China, or 
Cambodia, all they ever really did was to express opinions, perhaps mistaken, but with no impact 
on the course of world events? 

The latest avatar of the support problem concerns the Iraqi resistance. How does one dare 
support those cutthroats and adversaries of democracy? To which others reply: Don't peoples have 
the right to defend themselves? Note first of all that when the USSR invaded Afghanistan, the 
Western consensus demanding their withdrawal did not usually dwell on its support to the Afghan 
resistance, support which would have raised serious questions if the nature of that resistance had 
come under closer scrutiny. It was enough to consider that it was necessary to put a stop to an 
illegal invasion. The same can be said for a number of other invasions, that of Kuwait by Iraq, for 
example. The pretexts furnished by the United States to invade Iraq were, if anything, even more 
far-fetched, and certainly do not justify suspension of opposition to invasion, without ever raising 
the question of support. 

One of the main things wrong with the rhetoric of support is that it accepts the logic of the 
adversary: they accuse us of "supporting" the other camp. Instead of justifying that support, it is 
better to answer that what we do is no different from what they do in similar circumstances. 

Moreover, a minimum of modesty should lead us to think that, far from us supporting a 
resistance that isn't asking for anything, it is the resistance that supports us. After all, the 
resistance is much more effective in blocking the U.S. military machine, at least for a while, than 
the millions of demonstrators who marched peacefully against the war and who unfortunately did 
not manage to stop the soldiers or the bombs. Without the Iraqi resistance, the United States 
would perhaps today be attacking Damascus, Teheran, Caracas, or Havana. If I do not claim to 
"support" the Iraqi resistance, for which I am sometimes criticized, the reason, among other things, 
is that an Iraqi insurgent could always ask, echoing Stalin's remark about the pope, how many 
divisions will you send into battle?9

It is true, as is often pointed out in response to Stalin's wisecrack, that ideas can be effective. 
And the combat on the level of ideas, for example, through opinion tribunals such as the World 
Tribunal on Iraq and its branch, the Brussels Tribunal, can be considered ”support” to the Iraqi 
resistance (and be denounced or applauded as such). But they can also be seen as fitting into a 
much broader perspective, which will be sketched in the following pages.  

 
The British Press Prior to the Resistance, or, Dizzy with Success 

For a political leader; few therapies compare with military victory. For a 
leader who went to war in the absence of a single political ally who believed 
in the war as unreservedly as he did, Iraq now looks like vindication on an 
astounding scale. 

—Hugo Young, The Guardian, April 15, 2003 
 



There's no doubt that the desire to bring good, to bring American values 
to the rest of the world, and especially now to the Middle East ... is now 
increasingly tied up with military power 

—BBC I, "Panorama," April 13, 2003 
 
They've covered his face in the Stars and Stripes! This gets better by the 

minute ... ha ha, better by the minute. 
—ITV, Tonight with Trevor McDonald, April 11, 2003 
 
Yes, too many people died in the war. Too many people always die in 

war. War is nasty and brutish, but at least this conflict was mercifully short. The 
death toll has been nothing like as high as had been widely feared. 
Thousands have died in this wan millions have died at the hands of Saddam. 
... In the mind of Tony Blair; I don't think this war was ever wholly, or even 
mainly, about any threat posed by Saddam. These were arguments 
designed to make the conflict accord with international law. The Prime 
Minister was never very convincing that Saddam was a real and present 
danger ... For Mr. Blair, getting rid of Saddam is legitimacy enough. 

—Andrew Rawnsley, "The Voices of Doom Were So Wrong," 
The Observer, April 13, 2003 
 
No one can deny that victory happened. The existential fact sweeps 

aside the prior agonising. ... We got rid of a pitiless enemy of humanity. What 
more do you want? All that agonising about the whys and wherefores? 
Forget it. 

—Hugo Young, The Guardian, April 15, 2003 
 

Bush as Radical Liberal Revolutionary 
The great irony is that the Baathists and Arab dictators are opposing the 

U.S. in Iraq because—unlike many leftists—they understand exactly what this 
war is about. They understand that U.S. power is not being used in Iraq for oil, 
or imperialism, or to shore up a corrupt status quo, as it was in Vietnam and 
elsewhere in the Arab world during the Cold War They understand that this is 
the most radical-liberal revolutionary war the U.S. has ever launched—a war 
of choice to install some democracy in the heart of the Arab-Muslim world. 

—Thomas L Friedman10

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter 7 
Prospects, Dangers and Hopes 
 
Even if we accept that the advocates of humanitarian intervention have no satisfactory 

response to a whole series of questions—What is the nature of the agent supposed to intervene? 
What reason is there to trust his sincerity? What replaces international law? How can intervention 
be reconciled with democracy?—the eternal question remains: What should we do? 

I do not claim to have a satisfactory answer. Indeed, it is by no means easy to get out of the 
state of war in which we find ourselves. Moreover, to do so would require radical changes in the 
Western mindset, including in progressive circles. To start with, let's look at what needs to be 
changed in our overall vision of how we relate to the rest of the world. Next let us consider what 
should be the priorities of peace movements, the information battle and, finally, the reasons for 
hope.  

 
Another Vision of the World Is Possible 
 
What I have written up to now is by no means intended as a plea for staying home and 

"minding our own business." It is completely possible to find ways to act while taking into account 
global factors (the state of the world, the reality of North-South relations, etc.), the relationship of 
forces that condition our acts, and the place where they occur. But we should start by abandoning 
the pretense of being able to solve every problem on earth. Colonialism, like the Third 
International, belongs to the past. And this implies we should not feel responsible for everything 
that happens. 

On the other hand, there are a number of things we can do that do not require any intervention, 
regarding matters for which we ought to feel responsible but seem of concern to relatively few 
people. First of all, there is the whole economic aspect of North-South relations: debt, the prices of 
raw materials, access to cheap medicines. If we have so much money to spend on "humanitarian 
wars," then why isn't there enough for actions whose humanitarian character would be 
unequivocal? Why do the people who demand that we all feel guilty for not having intervened 
militarily in Rwanda, where about 8,000 people died every day for a hundred days, not feel 
responsible that the same number of people die in Africa every day, all year-round, of diseases 
that are relatively easy to cure? The examples of Cuba or the Indian state of Kerala show that 
public health can reach a high level in relatively poor countries. Therefore one cannot say that 
people die from poverty alone. As for the cost, the "war for democracy" in Iraq costs much more 
than what would be needed to save thousands of lives every day. 

There is a world of difference between intervention and cooperation. Unlike intervention, 
cooperation is carried out with the agreement of the host government. Few governments in the 
Third World reject cooperation if it is sincere. With so much misery in the world it is hard to imagine 
a situation in which, for a given expenditure of money and effort, cooperation would not save more 
human lives than intervention. Even the extreme example of Rwanda does not refute that 
suggestion. 

It follows that, contrary to what some may think, there is no conflict between strict respect for 
national sovereignty and a (non-hypocritical) defense of human rights. It would be enough to 
allocate to cooperation the resources we claim ready for altruistic intervention. 

Furthermore, there is need for a "cultural revolution" in our relations to "the others"—a bit more 
modesty and less arrogance. Culinary, musical, or artistic traditions from the Third World have 
become more and more popular and appreciated in recent decades. But what is missing in the 
West is any serious attempt at political understanding of the countries of the South, including their 
movements and leaders. First, there is the problem of information. As soon as our media tell us 
that atrocities have been committed by a leader or political movement of the South, most of our 
Western progressives accept the story without question. Now, if the lies about the links between 
Iraq and al-Qaeda or about Iraq weapons of mass destruction are relatively well-known, other 
systematic features of war propaganda, for example, what was really going on in Kosovo before 



the NATO bombing or the history of relations between Israelis and Palestinians, deserve to be 
better known and understood. A grasp of such past events ought to inspire a reasonable 
skepticism about future media allegations used to justify going to war. 

In particular, the Kosovo war was the culmination of a decade of media bombardment in favor 
of "humanitarian intervention," which was supposed to free us from the notion of national 
sovereignty and, more generally, of international law. The advocates of that intervention zealously 
spread every bit of one-sided propaganda for war, whether originating with local protagonists 
seeking to get NATO to fight for their side, or used by the United States to inaugurate a series of 
post-Cold War "humanitarian" wars. 

The result was a Manichean vision of the Yugoslav conflicts, with Milosevic as principal villain. 
In this context, Western media and publics accepted without hesitation the idea that the ultimatum 
thrown at the Serbs at Rambouillet was the result of "negotiations," which broke down solely due to 
the bad faith of the president of the country to be bombed, and that the combats between 
government forces and armed Albanian rebels (secretly aided by the United States and Germany) 
were "ethnic cleansing." A war waged to oblige the Yugoslav president to deliver his country over 
to NATO occupation became, as the bombs fell, a war against a "genocide" invented by NATO war 
propaganda.1 By the time the war was over, and no traces of genocide were found, the public had 
lost interest. The subsequent "ethnic cleansing" of non-Albanians from Kosovo has been largely 
ignored by the media, or dismissed as understandable "revenge." 

 
The Crimes of Saddam Hussein 

Downing Street has admitted to The Observer that repeated claims by 
Tony Blair that "400,000 bodies had been found in Iraqi mass graves" is untrue, 
and only about 5,000 corpses have so far been uncovered. 

The claims by Blair in November and December of last year, were given 
widespread credence, quoted by MPs and widely published, including in the 
introduction to a US government pamphlet on Iraq's mass graves. In that 
publication—"Iraq's Legacy of Terror: Mass Graves" produced by USAID, the 
US government aid distribution agency—Blair is quoted from 20 November 
last year; "We've already discovered, just so far, the remains of 400,000 
people in mass graves." 

On 14 December Blair repeated the claim in a statement issued by 
Downing Street in response to the arrest of Saddam Hussein and posted on 
the Labour Party website that: "The remains of 400,000 human beings [have] 
already [been] found in mass graves." 

The USAID website, which quotes Blair's 400,000 assertion, states: "If these 
numbers prove accurate, they represent a crime against humanity 
surpassed only by the Rwandan genocide of 1994, Pol Pot's Cambodian 
killing fields in the 1970s, and the Nazi Holocaust of World War II."2

These citations from The Observer illustrate the way the Western prop-
aganda system works. An assertion that is purely factual ("the remains of 
400,000 human beings have already been found") but false (and deliber-
ately so, since the people who make it are the very ones who order the 
exhumations in the mass graves) is launched by a government and repeat-
ed on a large scale (by the British Labor Party, a U.S. news agency, etc.). It is 
indeed corrected, but only once, and without any echo of that rectification 
in foreign countries, notably the United States. So the lie remains in the public 
consciousness and has its effect: if someone points out that the U.S. war has 
cost the lives of 100,000 Iraqi civilians, the immediate answer is: "Ah, yes, but 
they found 400,000 bodies in Saddam's mass graves." 



Furthermore, this sort of confession ought to encourage skepticism 
toward other government assertions. It rarely works this way. 

Instead, a frequent reaction is to say that this type of disinformation 
doesn't really matter, because, in any case, "Saddam is a brutal dictator" But 
this is not the point. What would be the reaction if the leader of a Third World 
country multiplied by a factor of 80 the number of dead at Sabra and 
Chatila (160,000), or during the Vietnam War (240 million) or in the invasion of 
Iraq (8 million)? How much credibility would he retain? 

 
We must stop being afraid of direct contact with the other side. How many of us wanted to hear 

the opinion of ordinary Arab citizens during the first Gulf war? Or even the second? How many 
were willing to listen to the viewpoint of Serbs or Greeks during the Kosovo war? How many are 
ready today to discuss the Iraq war openly and frankly with intellectuals described as "Islamists"? 
Why was it necessary to wait for the work of a new school of Israeli historians before taking into 
consideration things that everyone in the Arab world knows about (what happened in Palestine in 
1948)? Doesn't genuine internationalism consist of challenging our own feeling of moral (and not 
only cultural) superiority and listening to and discussing events with those who are under constant 
attack from our media and governments? Will the global justice movement succeed in establishing 
channels permitting direct discussions between populations, channels that would replace the odd 
form of "solidarity" that consists today in calling on Western governments to intervene even more 
than they are already willing to do in the internal affairs of other countries?  

The surprising fact that the AFL-CIO went against all its history to take a critical position toward 
U.S. foreign policy by calling for withdrawal of troops from Iraq may have something to do with the 
Iraqi trade unionists who came to talk with their American colleagues to describe to them face-to-
face the real situation in their country. It is probably by organizing such direct exchanges, 
especially between peace movements, that public opinion in the United States and Britain can be 
radically changed.3 But this sort of communication requires that Western governments agree to 
issue the necessary visas.4

This brings us to the most striking illustration of what must be changed: we are mentally very 
far from Iraq—much more so than we were "Far from Vietnam" when several French directors 
made a film with that title in 1967. Fallujah was a Guernica with no Picasso. A city of 300,000 was 
deprived of water, electricity, and food, emptied of most of its inhabitants who ended up parked in 
camps. Then came the methodical bombing and recapture of the city, block by block. When 
soldiers occupied a hospital, the New York Times managed to justify this act on grounds that the 
hospital served as an enemy propaganda center by exaggerating the number of casualties.5 And 
by the way, just how many casualties were there? Nobody knows, there is no body count for Iraqis. 
When estimates are published, even by reputable scientific reviews, they are denounced as 
exaggerated. Finally, the inhabitants were allowed to return to their devastated city, by way of 
military checkpoints, and start to sift through the rubble, under the watchful eye of soldiers and 
biometric controls. 

 
Leftist Legitimization of the Occupation 

The occupying powers, well aware of an international media presence, 
will never commit the same crimes that his regime did. Despite arbitrary 
arrests, cases of torture condemned by Amnesty International and restric-
tions on the press, it is hard to equate the abuses of the occupation with the 
brutal conduct of an army on full battle alert.... 

So the slow progress of the occupying forces has a disproportionate 
impact. 

But their many mistakes—some of which have been very dramatic, like 
the disbanding of the army—have subtler repercussions. Important religious 
dignitaries have been arrested, as have eminent tribal leaders. The blunders 



continue. Occasionally car passengers are crushed by an armored vehicle, 
but nothing seems to trigger revolt or even demonstrations of more than a 
few thousand.6

The article was published before the revelations on Abu Ghraib and the 
attack on Fallujah, but the peremptory tone ("never") reflects perfectly 
Western certitudes as to our benevolence in comparison to others. 

 
In response to all that, how many protests were there? How many demonstrations in front of 

U.S. embassies? How many petitions in allied countries to call on the government to demand that 
the United States stop? Which aid organizations are concerned with those victims as much as with 
those of Hurricane Katrina? How many newspaper editorials denounce those crimes? 

Who are the champions of "civil society" and nonviolence who stop to recall that the tragedy of 
Fallujah began when, shortly after the invasion, its inhabitants demonstrated peacefully and the 
Americans fired into the crowd, killing sixteen people? And there is not just Fallujah. There is also 
Najaf, Al Kaim, Haditha, Samarra, Bakouba, Hit, Bouhnz, Tal Afar. 

The Brussels Tribunal frequently receives reports of disappearances and assassinations in 
Iraq. Not of Islamic fanatics or evil Saddamists, but of intellectuals just as "Western" as those in the 
West who come up with excuses (Saddam, Islam) to ignore their fate. The "Salvador option" is well 
under way in Iraq.7 But to whom should we pass on these reports? Who cares?  

We are more or less back to the situation that prevailed at the start of the Vietnam War, 
between 1962 and 1967, when to show concern for the fate of Vietnamese peasants bombed and 
burned by the U.S. Air Force was perceived by the American liberal intelligentsia as a sign of being 
"soft on communism." Today, "Islamists" have taken the place of communists. A big difference is 
that in those days there existed, outside the United States, a relatively strong communist 
movement (including its competing Maoist and Trotskyist branches) which to a certain extent was 
able to contradict the dominant discourse. Today, however, the American liberal ideology has 
conquered the entire Western world, including for the most part whatever remains of the 
communist parties. 

 
Strategists Have Ideas 

Strikes at population targets (per se) are likely not only to create a coun-
terproductive wave of revulsion abroad and at home, but greatly increase 
the risk of enlarging the war with China and the Soviet Union. Destruction of 
locks and dams, however—if handled right—might (perhaps after the next 
pause) offer promise. It should be studied. Such destruction does not kill or 
drown people. By shallow-flooding the rice, it leads after time to widespread 
starvation (more than a million?) unless food is provided— which we could 
offer to do "at the conference table."8

 
What do the NGOs have to say about all this, especially the human rights defenders? As the 

Canadian professor of international law Michael Mandel rightly remarks, at the start of the war, 
Human Rights Watch, Amnesty International, and other groups issued a firm appeal to the 
"belligerents" (as neutral a term as possible) to respect the rules of war. But not a word was said 
about the illegality of the war itself, about what international law considers the "supreme crime" 
committed by those who started the war.9 These organizations are in the position of those who 
recommend that rapists use condoms. That may seem better than nothing, but finally, given the 
relationship of forces, even the condoms won't be used. The ideology of intervention in the name of 
human rights has been the perfect instrument to destroy peace movements and anti-imperialist 
movements. But once that intervention takes place on a large scale, human rights and the Geneva 
Conventions are massively violated. 

 
 



Amnesty International and the Iraqi Constitution 
In 2005, the Brussels Tribunal received a letter written by a human rights 

activist in Baghdad in reaction to an Amnesty International campaign in 
favor of an Iraqi constitution based on human rights. This letter explains why 
asking that the constitution respect human rights, under the current circum-
stances, comes down to legitimizing the occupation. This is a political 
choice, but it is not explicitly recognized as such by Amnesty International: 

 
I hear Amnesty International is campaigning for Human Rights in the 

new Iraqi draft constitution. How wonderful that they are concerned 
about our human rights in the future ... but what about now? Why 
doesn't Amnesty International campaign or at least say something about 
the hundreds of thousands of innocent Iraqis who are held for months, 
years in the American prisons, without the least rights? The known and 
the unknown prisons inside and outside Iraq? Why don't they do 
something about the hundreds of Iraqis, whose bodies are found every 
day on the garbage piles, with evidences of horrible torture on their 
bodies after they had been disappeared for a few days? What about 
the miserable life the Iraqi government is giving the Iraqis for months 
now, in every field? Does Amnesty International consider the rewriting of 
the constitution now a legal process? Obviously it does, but on what 
bases? The war and occupation of Iraq are illegal (even Kofi Annan said 
it). Who wrote the draft? A member of the writing committee admitted 
that a draft was sent from the US. So, how far is this legal? 

I would like to ask Amnesty International one question: why is it so 
necessary to write a new constitution for Iraq now? All the political 
parties, the government, the National Assembly, the media etc. are 
preoccupied with the [controversial points] in the constitution for months 
now, and will be for the next few months. Meanwhile, the country is full 
of problems: the security the services, the economy, the environment, 
the corruption, the Human Rights conduct of the Iraqi government ... to 
mention only few.... Two days ago I went to a dentist compound, one of 
the biggest in Baghdad, where at least 50 dentists work. They could not 
pull out my tooth because they did not have anesthetic ... a very 
common problem in the Iraqi hospitals for months. Too bad for my teeth, 
but imagine with emergency cases? 

In Tal Afar families did not get the food ration, neither any other food 
since the beginning of this year In many Iraqi towns, the majority, there is 
no authority, no law, no police, no courts, only the armed militias and 
their political parties. Racial cleansing has begun in many parts of Iraq. 
The government in the heavily fortified Green Zone is very busy working 
on the constitution. 

During the last attack on Haditha, for more than two weeks, all the 
news programs, the dialogue, the forums were focused on the constitu-
tion and in the meantime an Iraqi major city was practically slaughtered. 
No one said a word about it as if it was happening on the moon. Do you 
think that this is just a coincidence? And, by the way, it happened and is 
happening continuously in other places. 

There are so many problems in Iraq now, so many crimes committed 
daily where innocent people are killed, arrested, tortured ... Why is it so 



important to neglect all these crimes and be busy with the constitution? 
Why is it so urgent? 

Saddam did not write the Iraqi constitution, and if there were some 
changes or resolutions added to it during the last 30 years, they can be 
canceled, simple. We can keep our constitution until we have a proper 
government and national assembly. After we are done with the most 
urgent problems, we can take our time writing the most humanitarian 
and progressive constitution in the world! 

Maybe more dangerous is the fact that rewriting the constitution now 
is deepening the divisions between the Iraqis and pushing them to the 
verge of civil wan because some of them were given guarantees to par-
ticipate in the political process, which they refused in the beginning, and 
after they agreed, the guarantees proved to be untrue. Now these 
groups are saying that they were deceived, and they reject the draft 
presented to the National Assembly. All these problems are for what? 
Just to help Bush look more successful in Iraq, to give him more 
diplomatic credit? 

To hold the election, thousands were killed and Fallujah demolished. 
Now, what is needed to impose a constitution? A civil war? 

Can't you see that it is a game? The political parties and ethnic, sec-
tarian groups are taking the chance of imposing a constitution conven-
ient to their interests and their masters', not the interests of Iraq. I am not 
saying this out of my own prejudice, no, they admit it themselves, openly. 
Also, there is a very unhealthy, nonobjective atmosphere in which this 
constitution is written, which is something expected and normal in the 
current situation. But it is not the right way to write a constitution. I know 
very well who are the friends and the enemies of Iraq and its people. I 
have nothing against any international organization. On the contrary, I, 
personally, am badly in need of an international organization that can 
help me in my campaign on the Missing. I want these organizations to 
come here and work on the violations that the occupation did and is 
doing in Iraq. We need them badly to see what the occupation is 
covering by rewriting the constitution. 

-Sabah Ali10 

 
Finally, what is it that anti-war movements ought to do? Before answering that question, 

another problem should be raised, concerning the real position of those movements within the 
overall political balance of forces. 

 
Getting Away From Idealism 
 
The word idealism can have several meanings. Here what is meant is an expression of good 

intentions that is not accompanied by an adequate analysis of the relationship of forces in general, 
and in particular, the position occupied within that relationship of forces by the person expressing 
those good intentions. Unfortunately, idealism in this sense causes considerable confusion in 
progressive circles. The feeling of responsibility for things over which one has no control 
sometimes leads totally powerless opponents of the war to identify with United States power to the 
extent of trying to figure out "what we should do" to fix the mess it has made, instead of simply 
demanding that it withdraw its troops. 

Such worries reflect the failure to explicitly formulate a couple of key questions, which tend to 
be implicitly answered without ever being discussed. Does the United States have the right, the 



ability, or even the duty to prevent civil war in Iraq? And do movements opposed to the war have 
the obligation to propose alternative solutions to the Iraqi disaster? 

Let's start with the first question. 
As for the right, we are back to the matter of international law. Once you accept that any 

country can intervene in the internal affairs of another where it figures that a danger of civil war 
exists, we will soon get to the state of war of all against all. And if we consider that the invasion of 
Iraq was illegitimate, then evoking the risk of civil war to justify the occupation makes no more 
sense than justifying the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan. 

As to the question of ability, there is a certain tendency on the idealistic left to oppose war 
because it is immoral, even if the United States is able to win easily. Noam Chomsky illustrates that 
point of view, combining a strong moral disapproval with an extreme overestimation of American 
power, when he declares: 

 
What about Iraq? Well, I must say it is a very surprising result what has happened. It 

should have been one of the easier military occupations in history. First of all I thought the 
war itself would be over in two days and then that the occupation would immediately 
succeed. ... My guess is the MIT electrical engineering department could have had the 
energy system running in Iraq by now. It's hard to imagine that degree of incompetence and 
failure and it is partly because of the way they are treating people. They have been treating 
people in such a way that engenders resistance and hatred and fear. But I still find it hard to 
imagine that they can't crush guerrilla-style resistance.11

 
This leaves aside, however, the extent to which American society is permeated with racism, 

ignorance, and arrogance; that the MIT engineers, who in principle are doubtless equally capable 
of reinforcing the dikes in New Orleans, are only a tiny minority of that society; that they are not 
necessarily eager to go to work in Iraq; and that the Iraqi resistance is not only the result of the 
hatred provoked by the occupation, but has been carefully prepared by the former regime. 

Both the current management of the occupation and that of the New Orleans hurricane disaster 
suggest that the United States is far from being all-powerful. The possession of advanced 
technology enabling no-risk long-range bombing is so far not, fortunately, the key to world 
domination. Even if the comparison may not please everybody, the Muslim-Arab world that is 
massively opposed to the U.S. occupation of Iraq momentarily finds itself in the position of David 
against Goliath, but as is apparent, the victory of Goliath is not assured.  

 
Elementary, My Dear Watson 

The lamest defense I could offer—one used by many supporters of the 
war as they slam into reverse gear—is that I still support the principle of 
invasion, it's just the Bush administration screwed it up. But as one antiwar 
friend snapped at me when I mooted this argument, "Yeah, who would ever 
have thought that supporting George Bush in the illegal invasion of an Arab 
country would go wrong?" She's right: the truth is that there was no pure 
Platonic ideal of The Perfect Invasion to support, no abstract idea we lent 
our names to. There was only Bush, with his cluster bombs, depleted uranium, 
IMF-ed up economic model, bogus rationale and unmistakable stench of 
petrol, offering his wan his way. (Expecting Tony Blair to use his influence was, 
it is now clear; a delusion, as he refuses to even frontally condemn the 
American torture camp at Guantanamo Bay.) 

The evidence should have been clear to me all along: the Bush admin-
istration would produce disaster Let's look at the major mistakes-cum-crimes. 
Who would have thought they would unleash widespread torture, with over 
10,000 people disappearing without trial into Iraq's secret prisons? Anybody 
who followed the record of the very same people—from Rumsfeld to 



Negroponte—in Central America in the 1980s. Who would have thought they 
would use chemical weapons? Anybody who looked up Bush's stance on 
chemical weapons treaties (he uses them for toilet paper) or checked 
Rumsfeld's record of flogging them to tyrants. Who would have thought they 
would impose shock therapy mass privatization on the Iraqi economy, 
sending unemployment soaring to 60 percent—a guarantee of ethnic strife? 
Anybody who followed the record of the US toward Russia, Argentina, and 
East Asia. Who could have known that they would cancel all reconstruction 
funds, when electricity and water supplies are still below even Saddam's 
standards? Anybody who looked at their domestic policies. 

—Johann Hari12

 
As for duty, some time ago, an American friend wrote me regarding the situation in Iraq: "What 

needs to be done now is a different question from knowing whether to support the war in the 
beginning. Now that the harm has been done, nobody knows how to repair all the damage. 
Leaving American troops in Iraq indefinitely is obviously not a good idea (from a progressive point 
of view), but it is not easy to know what would be a better alternative. Even in the peace 
movement, people are afraid that a simple American withdrawal, with nothing to put in its place, 
would lead to civil war." 

Well, the Americans have stayed on since then, and the country sinks ever closer to civil war. 
Finally, the question as to whether the Americans have a duty to stabilize the situation in Iraq is the 
easiest of all. Inasmuch as it is manifestly impossible for them to do so, what sense does it make to 
hope that by staying on they will repair the damage they have caused in Iraq? Moreover, 
experience in Iraq and elsewhere shows that foreign intervention tends to provoke internal conflict, 
even civil war, as the occupying power seeks to gain support by favoring one group or faction 
against others. 

 
 
 

The Democratic Opposition 
Having the strongest military in the world is the first step, but we also have 

to have a strong commitment to using our military in smart ways that further 
peace, stability, and security around the world. 

—Hillary Rodham Clinton 
 
Force will be used without asking anyone's permission when circum-

stances warrant. 
—Joseph Biden, now chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations 

Committee13

 
Richard Holbrooke, who's been dubbed the "closest thing the party has 

to a Kissinger" by one foreign policy analyst, even tacked to Bush's right, 
arguing in February 2003 that anything less than an invasion of Iraq would 
undermine international law.14

  
Let's ask the second question: Is it up to the antiwar movement to propose solutions to the 

dramatic situation in Iraq? A positive response is not so simple, because one needs to know the 
real role that could be played by such "solutions." What characterizes idealism in politics is to act 
as if the world is full of well-meaning folk, sitting around a table trying to work out an intellectually 
complicated problem. Whereas political problems are generally not intellectually complicated. Take 
the example of Palestine: one could demand the application of all the United Nations resolutions, 



which would doubtless be the fairest solution, and in any case would not demand any particular 
intellectual exertion. Of course, it's impossible to achieve, and the reason is the relationship of 
forces—which is where the real problem lies. 

People without political power who propose "peace plans," such as the Geneva agreement on 
Palestine, rarely ask themselves how to establish a balance offerees that would allow their plans to 
be adopted. Worse still, proposing such plans in a vacuum, that is, without the support of an 
effective political power, and letting the media report on it as they please, can have a demobilizing 
effect, giving public opinion the impression that the problem is in the process of being solved, an 
effect that gets in the way of any favorable solution. 

In the case of Iraq, any "proposal" that could be made by the opposition movements, for 
example, a replacement of U.S. troops by those of the United Nations, or any other form of 
internationalization of the war, would have the same drawback as the "peace plans" in the style of 
the Geneva agreement on Palestine. Having no means to impose the proposed solutions, however 
brilliant they might be, the simple act of proposing them would be a subtle form of aid to the 
occupation—focusing on the intellectual search for solutions, rather than building a mass 
movement to put pressure on the U.S. government to get out. 

The purpose of peace movements cannot be to provide such aid, on the pretext that this would 
be the best solution for the Iraqis. It is true that nobody knows what would happen if the Americans 
left Iraq. But nobody knows what state Iraq will be in if they leave in ten or twenty years. In any 
case, it is hard to see how they can stay there indefinitely—the French stayed 130 years in Algeria, 
the Belgians 80 years in the Congo, the Americans a dozen years in Vietnam, and the Israelis 20 
years in Lebanon. But in the end, they were all chased out. 

The idea of "proposing solutions" is also the reflection inside opposition movements of a 
confidence in the almighty power of the West, with the slight difference that these movements 
consider themselves much more intelligent than the Bush administration. It would be far more 
realistic to admit that we do not have solutions to other people's problems, and this being the case, 
we would do better not to interfere in their affairs. 

In contrast to the idealistic tendencies on the left, there are people, call them conservatives, 
who are worried about the budget deficits deepened by the war, worried about the hatred aroused 
by U.S. policy, worried about the demoralization of the troops, worried about loss of American 
lives.15 Worried also about the domestic situation: social polarization, poor education, massive 
outsourcing and sale of enterprises to foreigners, disappearance of public services, growing 
concentration of media leading to uniform presentation of information, and so on. For all those 
reasons, that part of the population would like to "cultivate its own garden" and see the U.S. 
government tend to the well-being of its own population instead of "building democracy in Iraq." Of 
course, it is in that part of the population that we hear annoying arguments such as: "Let's go 
home, we have tried everything to bring them democracy." As if invading a country and killing tens 
of thousands of its inhabitants, while displaying typically colonial attitudes and practices, was an 
appropriate way to establish democracy. 

Nevertheless, if the conflict in Iraq goes on, or if other countries are attacked, there will have to 
be an alliance, or at least an objective, between the left and that part of the conservative right. 
Moreover, the forces that those two groups are confronting—that is, the neoconservatives who 
dominate the Republican Party and the humanitarian imperialists who dominate the Democratic 
Party, the Zionists who are influential in both parties, and various military-industrial lobbies—are 
more formidable than the forces they can mobilize even if they unite. 

We can expect to see in coming years that part of the political debate will be centered on the 
issue of imperialism, intervention, relations with the Muslim world, and that the battle lines on these 
essential issues will not correspond to the traditional left-right cleavage. The interventionist "center" 
will attempt to dismiss its critics with the habitual niceties, calling them "extremists," "totalitarians," 
"anti-Semites," etc., but that will not silence the debate. 

The attitude that should be adopted by peace movements is to situate themselves realistically 
within a global perspective. Indeed, they cannot guarantee a happy outcome to the conflict in 
Iraq—because that is something nobody can do. Nor could the British anticolonialists guarantee 



that the end of the Raj would not have tragic consequences. Would that have been a reason it 
insist that England occupy India indefinitely? On the other hand, those movements are able to 
struggle within Western societies to get them to adopt a radically different attitude toward the Third 
World, an attitude based roughly on the demands of the countries of the South for peaceful 
cooperation, nonintervention, respect for national sovereignty and conflict resolution using the 
United Nations as intermediary. Withdrawal from Iraq would be a first step in that direction. 

 
Cutting and Running? 

Out of the black smoke and ashes of that terrible day, America stood up 
strong, united, and determined. After careful deliberation, we answered 
back. We toppled the Taliban in Afghanistan, where al-Qaeda had trained. 

—Senator Bill Frist, press release: "Frist Denounces 
Democrats' Plan to Cut and Run," June 30, 2006  
 
U.S. Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist said Monday that the Afghan guerrilla 

war can never be won militarily and called for efforts to bring the Taliban 
and their supporters into the Afghan government. The Tennessee Republican 
said he had learned from briefings that Taliban fighters were too numerous 
and had too much popular support to be defeated by military means. 

—Associated Press, "U.S. Senate Majority Leader Calls for Efforts to Bring 
Taliban into Afghan Government," October 2,200616

 
There is no reason to believe that those demands are any more Utopian than the idea of world 

stability under American hegemony, nor that, had we followed such a policy systematically for the 
last half-century, human rights would not be better respected than they are now. 

Let us consider now one of the first areas where the combat for such an alternative policy must 
be carried on: the area of information, or, more generally, our representation of the world. 

 
Imperialism Watch 
 
In recent decades, there has been a proliferation of organizations, essentially based in rich 

countries, watching and denouncing violations of human rights in poor countries. Whenever I 
happen to discuss with representatives of these organizations why they do not denounce military 
aggressions, for example in Iraq, the answer is roughly that this is not their field and that they can't 
do everything. They are concerned with human rights, period. That response would be defensible if 
the discourse of these organizations had not become hegemonic to a point that scarcely any other 
viewpoint, for example the defense of national sovereignty, can get a hearing. Moreover, they push 
their own priority to the point of being strictly neutral concerning aggressive wars, while denouncing 
the violations of human rights brought about by those wars—that is, they act as if there were no 
necessary link between the two. After all, those organizations do not refrain from denouncing those 
who are responsible for violating human rights—why then not include in that denunciation those 
who start wars? 

 
Human Rights Watch and War 

"To preserve its neutrality in assessing adherence to the laws of war in the 
Iraq conflict, Human Rights Watch did not take a position on whether the 
war itself was justified or legal. 

"Coalition forces generally tried to avoid killing Iraqis who weren't taking 
part in combat," said Kenneth Roth, executive director of Human Rights 
Watch. "But the deaths of hundreds of civilians still could have been 
prevented."17



Air attacks on leadership targets, like those launched in Iraq, should not 
be carried out until the intelligence and targeting failures have been cor-
rected. Leadership strikes should not be carried out without an adequate 
collateral damage estimate (CDE).18

This style of criticism is perfectly functional. To establish your own neu-
trality, you start off by finding fault with your own side, deploring the death of 
a (greatly underestimated) number of civilian victims (there have been tens 
of thousands), which seem relatively few measured in terms of various other 
genocides and wars. Next, "neutrality" regarding the war goes so far as to 
agree to killing the leaders of the opposite side, just so long as the 
intelligence is correct and that the collateral damage is adequately evaluat-
ed (By whom? How? On what basis?). 

 
Amnesty International and War 

Amnesty also questioned whether the required precautions were being 
taken to protect civilians, and called for investigations into civilian deaths like 
those at the Karbala checkpoint, and the shooting of demonstrators in 
Falluja. But never once did Amnesty International ... mention the 
fundamental reason why none of the incidents really had to be investigated 
at all—namely that all of this death and destruction was legally, as well as 
morally, on the heads of the invaders, whatever precautions they claimed to 
take, because it was due to an illegal, aggressive war. Every death was a 
crime for which the leaders of the invading coalition were personally, 
criminally responsible.19

 
What the world needs today, alongside those organizations, would be an observatory to report 

on imperialism, a sort of "Imperialism Watch," whose job would be to denounce not only wars and 
war propaganda but all the economic pressures and various other maneuvers thanks to which 
injustice prospers and endures. Such an observatory could also try to counter the mass of 
disinformation and rewriting of history that characterize Western perceptions of the relations 
between ourselves and the rest of the world. 

To a certain extent, that is the task undertaken by Al Jazeera and by what is sometimes called 
"Al Bolivar," that is, the new Latin American television station Telesur. These media can be seen as 
an extension of the appeal in favor of a new information world order launched by UNESCO and the 
countries of the South in the 1980s.20 The Western reactions to Al Jazeera are amusing to 
observe. At first they tended to welcome the appearance in the Arab world of a "professional" 
network up to "Western" standards of objectivity, not subjected to state control and expressing 
itself freely without stereotypes. But then it became clear that this network was, nevertheless, Arab. 
That is, it did not necessarily present Israeli and Palestinian victims in the way our media do, it 
allowed all the belligerents to have their say—including bin Laden—and also had a tendency to 
present the Iraq resistance for what it is, that is, a national resistance rather than terrorism. 
Abruptly, the honeymoon between the West and Al Jazeera was over. 

That interrupted honeymoon illustrates a broader phenomenon. Democracy in the Arab world, 
which Westerners claim to love so much, would be the worst catastrophe that could happen there, 
because what the peoples of the region want is a better price for their oil, a more economical 
management of that resource, and more active solidarity with the Palestinian cause. This is by no 
means what we want, and as for oil, it is by no means obvious that our extravagant economies and 
the institutions that depend on them could survive very long if that resource were truly controlled by 
the producing countries. 

 
 



Vietnam's Independence 
On September 2, 1945, after the defeat of the Japanese invader and 

before the French attempt to reconquer Indochina, President Ho Chi Minh 
proclaimed the following Declaration of Independence of the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam: 

 
"All men are created equal. They are endowed by their Creator with 

certain unalienable rights, among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit 
of Happiness." 

This immortal statement was made in the Declaration of 
Independence of the United States of America in 1776. In a broader 
sense, this means: All the peoples on earth are equal from birth, all the 
peoples have a right to live, to be happy and free. 

The Declaration of the Rights and the Citizen of the French Revolution 
of 1791 also proclaims: "AII men are born and remain free and equal of 
rights." 

These are undeniable truths. 
Nevertheless, for more than eighty years, the French imperialists, 

abusing the standard of Liberty, Equality and Fraternity, have violated 
our Fatherland and oppressed our fellow-citizens, Their acts are the 
opposite of the ideals of humanity and justice. 

In the field of politics, they deprived us of all liberties. They have 
enforced inhuman laws; they have set up three distinct political regimes 
in the North, the Center and the South of Vietnam in order to wreck our 
national unity and prevent our people from being united. 

They have built more prisons than schools. They have mercilessly slain 
our patriots; they have drowned our uprisings in rivers of blood. They 
have fettered public opinion; they have practiced obscurantism against 
our people. To weaken our race they have forced us to use opium and 
alcohol. 

In the economic field, they have fleeced us to the backbone, 
impoverished our people, and devastated our land. 

They have robbed us of our rice fields, our mines, our forests, our raw 
materials. They have monopolized the issuing of bank-notes and the 
export trade. They have invented numerous unjustifiable taxes and 
reduced our people, especially our peasantry, to a state of extreme 
poverty. They have prevented our national bourgeoisie from prospering. 
They have exploited our workers in the most barbarian way. 

For these reasons, we, members of the Provisional Government of the 
Democratic Republic of Vietnam, solemnly declare to the world that: 

Vietnam has the right to be a free and independent country; and in 
fact is so already. The entire Vietnamese people are determined to 
mobilize all their physical and mental strength, to sacrifice their lives and 
property in order to safeguard their independence and liberty. 

 
And As For Hope? 
 
All the colonized peoples have been able to turn the principles claimed by the colonizers 

against them. And the Iraqis could today make statements similar to those of the Vietnamese 
(even certain details like “setting up three political regimes in the North, the Center and the South”). 



The Israelis and their champions draw attention to human rights violations in Arab countries in 
order to distract attention from international law or U.N. resolutions, which are not in their favor; but 
the occupation of Palestinian territories creates a cycle of violence and repression that is 
structurally incompatible with respect for human rights. The constant reference to human rights 
turns against them in the end. 

We see a similar phenomenon concerning international criminal justice. This was conceived by 
the dominant powers essentially as a weapon against the leaders of weak but recalcitrant countries 
(Milosevic, for example) and as a means to legitimize intervention and even war.21 But the 
intrinsically universal character of justice means that this weapon will eventually turn, at least on 
the level of discourse, against the powerful states and against men such as Olmert, Bush, and 
Blair. 

Therefore, to function as an instrument of domination, the human rights ideology calls for 
rewriting history, selective indignation, and arbitrary priorities. The paradox is that the more ethics 
advances toward a genuine universality—and the human rights ideology constitutes an advance in 
relation to previous ideologies—the more hypocritical the dominant power becomes. The current 
dominant powers have a more universalist discourse than, say, Genghis Khan; as a result, they 
need to b^ more hypocritical. 

But this implies also that denunciation of hypocrisy and demystification should play an 
increasingly important role, in particular, in critiques of the media and dominant intellectuals. The 
first sign of hope is that they are not as all-powerful as they tend to seem. In France, the media and 
the dominant intellectuals overwhelmingly supported a "yes" vote in the May 2005 referendum on 
the Treaty for a European Constitution, yet the "no" vote won a clear victory. In Venezuela, the 
press is almost entirely run by and for the opposition, but Chavez wins time and again. Even in the 
United States, despite insistence by media and both mainstream parties to "stay the course," a 
majority of the population seems to be fed up with the war in Iraq. 

Recall that in 1991, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, America's world domination and the 
victory of the most unrestrained capitalism seemed final. Nevertheless, hope is in the process of 
changing sides. After the massive February 2003 antiwar demonstrations, the New York Times 
suggested that there were, after all, still two opposing superpowers: the United States and world 
public opinion.22 The "weapon of criticism" is reemerging against the force of weapons, and there is 
no telling where that can lead. In Latin America, neoliberal illusions have been discredited and the 
neocolonial system is being challenged in one place after another. The stubborn resistance of the 
Iraqis is shaking the certainties of the part of the world that calls itself civilized. 

Unfortunately, there is a sort of race between those two superpowers, the United States and 
world public opinion. The question is no longer whether or not the United States can impose its 
hegemony on the rest of the world. Since 1945, U.S. domination has weakened, not only 
economically but even diplomatically and militarily. Just compare the ease with which the United 
States overthrew Mossadegh or Arbenz in the 1950s with the trouble it took to overthrow Saddam 
Hussein (two wars and thirteen years of embargo), not to mention the current Iranian regime or 
Hugo Chavez. Europe's submission persists, but out of a kind of ambiguous inertia. When Jacques 
Chirac spoke of a multipolar world in 2003, the French president was the only Western political 
leader who still seemed able to think for himself. Far from expressing nostalgia for France's past 
glory, Chirac was simply recognizing the inevitable limits of power. By taking on the world, the 
United States is going beyond those limits. The future is uncertain, but it may well be that the war 
in Iraq, far from affirming U.S. supremacy, turns out to be the swan song of American imperial 
domination. 

The main problem is how the Americans react to the inevitable loss of their hegemony—by a 
soft landing or by an explosion of violence. If it is the latter, the use of nuclear weapons cannot be 
excluded. After all, the most recent Pentagon strategies call for such usage, even—or especially—
against adversaries who have none of their own.23 Empires often have a way of creating the 
conditions that bring about their own inevitable and catastrophic fall. The very fear of such 
catastrophe is one of the things that keeps them going toward the end. 



People who have been appealing to human rights for thirty years in order to flatter the 
American superpower risk finding themselves, perhaps against their will, the "objective allies" of 
monstrous undertakings.24 In any case, the question of the "soft landing" is the major political 
problem of our time, as well as the principal challenge that needs to be met by progressive, peace, 
or global justice movements. 

Let us look at history in the long term. At the beginning of the twentieth century, all of Africa and 
part of Asia were in the hands of European powers. The Russian, Chinese, and Ottoman empires 
were helpless in the face of Western interventions. Latin America was more tightly controlled than 
today. Of course, not everything has changed, but with the exception of Palestine, colonialism has 
at least been relegated to the ash-can of history, at the cost of millions of lives. This end of 
colonialism constitutes humanity's greatest social progress of the twentieth century. Those who 
want to revive the colonial system in Iraq, even with what Lord Curzon described, in the days of the 
British-controlled monarchy, an "Arab facade," are dreaming.25 The twenty-first century will be that 
of the struggle against neocolonialism, just as the twentieth was the century of struggle against 
colonialism. 

Insofar as the progress of the majority of humanity is linked to European defeats in the colonial 
conflicts, a narrowly Eurocentrist viewpoint leads us to see the evolution of the world in terms of 
decadence, which is no doubt one of the profound sources of the pessimism that characterizes the 
views of so many Western intellectuals. But another vision is possible. During the whole colonial 
period, we Europeans thought we could dominate the world by terror and force. Our absurd sense 
of superiority and our determination to impose our hegemony led us finally to slaughter each other, 
along with a good part of the rest of the world, during two world wars. 

All those who prefer peace to power, and happiness to glory, should thank the colonized 
peoples for their civilizing mission. By liberating themselves, they made Europeans more modest, 
less racist, and more human. Let us hope that the process continues and that the Americans are 
obliged to follow the same course. When one's own cause is unjust, defeat can be liberating. 
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Anglo-American World Order, 1918-1930 (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1982). 
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