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The primary venue of war shifted in the latter half of the twentieth century. More lives have been 

lost and damaged in wars within states than in wars among them.1 Just since the mid-1970s, in Cambodia, 

Iraq, Bosnia, Rwanda, the Congo, and the Sudan, over 8 million people have been killed in internal 

wars—1.7 million, 5.4 million and 800,000 respectively in Cambodia, the Congo and Rwanda alone—

and others have been raped, displaced, and dispossessed.2  World leaders are prone to proclaim that the 

“international community,” will not abide such atrocities. Yet in too many instances it has done just that, 

or responded only after thousands have been murdered or abused, and then too often through half 

measures. While the press and civic groups have publicized these horrors and pressed for action, their 

focus can be arbitrary: Darfur, where some 135,000-200,000 people died (a third because of violence, the 

rest from disease), has received far more media coverage and attention from celebrities and campus and 

religious organizations than the Congo, where millions have perished.3  

 

 

                                                 
1 Martin van Creveld, The Transformation of War (New York: Free Press, 1991). 
 
2 Sources: Cambodia, “Cambodia Genocide Program,” http://www.yale.edu.cgp; the Congo, International Rescue 
Committee, “Democratic Republic of Congo: An Ongoing Crisis,” http://www.theirc.org/resources.2007.2006-
7_congomortalitysurvey.pdf; Rwanda, British Broadcasting Corporation, “UN Admits Rwanda Genocide Failure,” 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/africa/714025.stm.  
 
3 Mahmood Mamdani settles on the lower figure after assessing contending tallies. See Saviors and Survivors: 
Darfur Politics, and the War on Terror (New York: Pantheon, 2009), pp. 25-39. The higher figure is from the 
Genocide Intervention Network in its July 2009 update. See 
http://www.genocideintervention.net/educate/crisis/darfur.  Although careful analysts are now skeptical of the once 
widely accepted figure of 400,000-500,000 deaths, the compilation of statistics is vastly complicated because of the 
many sources of civilian deaths and the difficulties of gaining to information on the ground. See Alex de Waal, 
“Data for Deaths in Darfur,” Social Science Research Council Blogs, at: 
http://blogs.ssrc.org/darfur/2009/02/26/data-for-deaths-in-darfur/.  
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The (Virtual) International Community 

 The horrors that have accompanied the violence within states raise a basic question: Is the term 

“international community” anything more than a soothing cliché that leaders resort to when asked what 

they will do to stop a particular mass atrocity, or to prevent the next one?  Not entirely. There is an 

international community in the materials sense: states, international and non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs), and multinational corporations inhabit an interconnected space through which information, 

goods, money, and people move in volumes and at speeds hitherto unimaginable.  Recent technological 

advances in transportation and communications have compressed time and space and made 

“globalization” and the “global village” household words.4  

But “community” connotes more than transactions; it suggests, as well, a shared responsibility 

and a capacity and willingness to feel at one with, and to assist, those in need. Yet despite the hopeful talk 

of shared values and the growing influence of norms defining acceptable conduct, there is no international 

community in this latter sense, certainly when it comes to effective collective action against mass 

atrocities.5 Iris Marion Young was correct in insisting that there is a “global public sphere,” and she 

believed in its power to develop democratic and just solutions to injustice and violence. But Young 

herself adopted Hannah Arendt’s definition of power: collective, constructive action enabled by robust 

institutions. Seen thus, however, the global public sphere has been overwhelmed by the self-interest, 

selective morality, and obduracy of states in ways, and for reasons, that Thucydides and Hobbes would 

understand all too well.6

                                                 
4 See, for example, John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge, A Future Perfect (New York: Crown Books, 2000).  
 
5 On the supposed consensus on redefining sovereignty, see the report of the Genocide Prevention Task Force, 
organized by the United States Holocaust Museum, The American Academy of Diplomacy, and the United States 
Institute for Peace and co-chaired by former Secretary of State Madeleine K. Albright and former US Senator and 
Secretary of Defense William S. Cohen, Preventing Genocide, pp. 101-104. A substantial scholarly literature 
highlights the shift in, and power of, norms on sovereignty and human rights, for example: Martha Finnemore and 
Kathryn Sikkink, “International Norm Dynamics and Political Change,” International Studies Quarterly, Vol. 17 
(Autumn 1998), pp. 887-912; Thomas Risse, Stephen Ropp, and Kathryn Sikkink, eds., The Power of Human 
Rights: International Norms and Domestic Change (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999).  
 
6 Iris Marion Young, Global Challenges: War, Self-Determination and the Responsibility for Justice (Cambridge, 
UK: Polity Press, 2007), p. 1-2. On Young’s reliance on Arendt’s conception of power, see Ch. 4. 
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Long ago, Reinhold Niebuhr voiced skepticism about the capacity of a global community of 

connectivity to transmute into a global community of responsibility.  He distinguished between “a 

technological civilization so interdependent as to require, even if not powerful or astute enough to 

achieve, ultimate social harmony” and “an international mind and conscience,” noting that in the case of 

the latter, “modern man has progressed only a little beyond his fathers in extending his ethical attitude 

beyond the group to which he is organic and which possesses symbols, vivid enough to excite his social 

sympathies. His group is larger than that of his fathers, but whatever moral gain may be ascribed to that 

development is partially lost by the large heterogeneity and diminished mutuality of this larger group.” 

There is, he concluded on this basis, “little hope in arriving at a perceptible increase in international 

morality” despite the increasing bonds created by material transactions that are global in scope.7  Niebuhr 

was likewise skeptical of the power of norms, widely touted in international relations scholarship today. 

He believed that universal principles reflect the realities of power and that rather than restraining states or 

exemplifying the moral progression of the international community, they enable powerful countries to 

clothe their parochial interests in the appealing garb of collective and disinterested morality, while 

ensuring that these principles are applied selectively and in ways that advance those interests.8  

Wilhelm Grewe sees international law in a similar light, arguing that “The stronger the leading 

position of the particular predominant power, the more that State marked the spiritual vision of the age, 

the more its ideas and concepts prevailed, the more it conferred general and absolute validity on 

expressions of its national expansionist ideology. In this sense, one can speak of a Spanish, a French, and 

a British Age in the history of modern international law.” Similarly, in assessing the “doctrinal outcomes” 

of international law Martti Koskenniemi observes that “[i]n the practice of States and international 

                                                                                                                                                             
 
7 Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1932), pp. 49, 85.  
Also, Niebuhr, The Children of Light and the Children of Darkness (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1944), Ch. 
5, “The World Community.” 
 
8 Wilhelm G. Grewe, Epochs of International Law, trans. and revised by Michael Byers (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 
2000), pp. 23-24). Also, Gerry Simpson, Great Powers and Outlaw States: Unequal Sovereigns in the International 
Legal Order (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 4-10 
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organizations these are every day overridden by informal political practices, agreements, and 

understandings.  If they are not overridden, this seems to be a matter of compliance being politically 

useful than a result of the ‘legal’ character of outcomes or methods by which they were received.”  For 

him, the inescapable “tension between concreteness and normativity” in international law derives from its 

effort to provide universal rules, but ones that rest on the consent of states.” 9

Influential figures such as former United Nations Secretary-General Kofi Annan nevertheless 

insist that “an international community does exist,” is not limited to connections born of commerce and 

communication, embodies “a shared vision of a better world” expressed in the UN Charter and an array of 

treaties, laws, and conventions. “The skeptics,” Annan declares, “are wrong. The international community 

does exist. It has an address. It has achievements to its credit. And more and more, it is developing a 

conscience.”10  Annan’s views are hardly unusual; to the contrary, they have gained wide purchase. 

But such assertions amount to the wish fathering the thought. The international community’s 

capacity to implement effective collective solutions is compromised by the tenuousness of its overarching 

identity and severe institutional impediments. In comparison, functional national communities are, at least 

loosely, bound by shared historical experiences, customs, and a sense of common destiny. True, the 

question of “who belongs?” is rarely settled in national communities: traditions and historical accounts 

supposedly defining their distinctiveness are frequently invented or embellished. Nor are its members 

connected by close encounters: in comparison to the inhabitants of a neighborhood or village they are 

strangers.11 Moreover, while national narratives are laden with righteousness, the creation and persistence 

of national communities has involved forced expulsion and expansion. Still, national communities that 

endure create boundaries (territorial, political, psychological, and cultural) that define “us” and that 

                                                 
9 Martti Koskenniemi, From Apology to Utopia: The Structure of International Legal Argument Reissue with New 
Epilogue (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), pp. 3, 573. 
 
10 Kofi Annan, “Problems without Passports,” Foreign Policy (September-October 2002), pp. 30-31.  
 
11 See Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Revised 
Edition (London: Verso, 2006) and Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger, eds., The Invention of Tradition 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992). 
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distinguish between “us” and “them,” and not just during war. While they are ethnically, culturally, and 

religiously pluralistic—few are homogeneous—there are ties, sufficient in number and density, both 

instrumental and affective, to create a we-ness.  The “international community” by contrast is a political, 

economic, cultural, and religious mosaic, and vastly larger in size and population. As a result, fellow 

feeling and shared obligation are feeble at best, particularly because there is no “them” to reinforce the 

“us.”  

The difference between national communities and the international community is not a matter of 

emotions alone; the contrast is equally stark when it comes to governance, and this is something Niebuhr 

does not treat explicitly, though it can be extrapolated from his account.  Functional national communities 

are governed by state institutions that keep order, protect citizens, bring perpetrators of violence to justice 

when prevention fails, enforce obligations, and collect the revenue that enables the structures of the state 

to discharge their responsibilities to the community.  Not all members benefit equally, of course, and not 

everything work as it should (what we must reasonably look for are relative degrees of justice); and the 

state operates in ways that reflects the distribution of power among classes and groups: it is not a neutral 

arbitrator, no matter how lofty its rhetoric of self-presentation. 

The important point given my concerns here is that, in world politics, parallel order-keeping, rule-

enforcing, dispute-resolving mechanisms capable of dealing with large-scale violence are either absent or 

anemic. The closest thing there is to a set of central institutions is the United Nations and its affiliated 

agencies, but the very design of the UN system deprives it of the capacity to mobilize collective action 

effectively and reliably.  The UN has no power to levy taxes; it depends on the voluntary, though 

specified, contribution of its members, and when, as happens not infrequently, they are delinquent in 

paying their dues, there is nothing much it can do except to plead and be patient.  Nor does the UN have a 

standing army or police forces that can be used to deter or end violence in the community it presides over.  

It can appeal to its members for troops, but before an international force can be assembled for 

peacekeeping (under Chapter VI of the UN Charter) or peace enforcement (Chapter VII), all of the 

permanent members of the Security Council must approve. Any one of them has the right to cast a veto to 
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prevent the assembling of a multinational force, and they can also block lesser measures intended to 

punish perpetrators of mass atrocities.  High-minded recommendations that the Council’s permanent 

members should reach an agreement to not veto resolutions proposing action against genocide, especially 

when they are approved by the General Assembly by a two-thirds majority because “a crisis poses an 

imminent threat of mass atrocities,” will prove fruitless: the veto is an exclusive privilege, jealously 

held.12   

Even when a UN peacekeeping force is created, the Security Council’s Big Five can determine 

how large and powerful it is and what it can and cannot do—and they do so based not on a conception of 

the general interest but on their national interests.  Furthermore, UN peacekeeping forces are often 

assembled from an array of countries whose military units have most likely never trained together and 

vary considerably in the quality of their training (especially for peacekeeping) and equipment, particularly 

because many hail from poor countries, which look to peacekeeping operations as a source of income.  

The commander of such a motley force is often in the unenviable, often hopeless, position of being 

expected to do a lot with little.  Likewise, the UN’s Department of Peacekeeping Operations has run 63 

operations since 1948 with an allotment of only $61 billion and, in 2008-2009, was overseeing 18 

missions with 95, 731 soldiers, police, and monitors at its disposal and an authorized budget of $7 billion. 

The pledges to its operations that had yet to be received amounted to $2.8 billion.13  Given the magnitude 

of the problem presented by mass killings and the avowed determination of world leaders to tackle it, this 

is hardly an impressive record or persuasive evidence for the existence of effective collective action 

aimed at making norms consequential. 

The international judicial bodies for dealing with mass atrocities are equally feeble.  Though the 

1998 Rome Statute established an International Criminal Court (ICC), this institution lacks universal and 

enforceable jurisdiction.  It also lacks a police service to track and investigate suspects and must rely on 

                                                 
12 See Preventing Genocide: A Blueprint for US Policymakers (2008), p. 106-107. 
 
13 “UN Peacekeeping Operations: Background Notes,” September 30 2009, available at: 
http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko/dpko/bnote.htm.  
 

http://www.un.org/Depts/dpko/dpko/bnote.htm
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the cooperation of member states.  Another of its weaknesses is that the world’s most powerful country, 

the United States, is not party to the Rome Statute.  President Clinton signed it but did not send it to the 

Congress for ratification; President George W. Bush reversed the decision to sign the treaty.  The United 

States objected to the ICC on the grounds that ratifying the Rome Treaty would expose its troops to war 

crimes charges and remained unmoved by the considerable efforts made to allay this concern.  The United 

States not only stayed out of the ICC, it threatened to pull its troops from the UN peacekeeping force in 

Bosnia unless they received immunity from war crimes charges and also pressured countries that had 

ratified the ICC statute to sign bilateral agreements exempting US forces from prosecution.  True, the 

United State abstained during the 2005 Security Council vote to refer the Darfur atrocities to the ICC in 

2005 and so enabled the referral to go forward. Yet the United States has hardly captured the moral high 

ground by trumpeting its commitment to human rights, praising the ICC’s work to bring perpetrators of 

mass atrocities to justice, and proclaiming the essentiality of American leadership for dealing with big 

global problems on the one hand, while, on the other, refusing to join the Court in spite of determined 

efforts to address its concerns about how the Court could harm US interests.14    

The ICC did issue an arrest warrant in 2009 for Sudan’s President, Omar al-Bashir (who promptly 

responded by evicting the aid agencies serving as a lifeline to 1 million Darfuri refugees—and without 

suffering any adverse consequences), and various Serb, Croat, Bosnian, and Rwandan leaders and the 

former president of Liberia, Charles Taylor, have been handed over to ad hoc international war crimes 

tribunals. While these achievements are rightly lauded, it is well to remember that by the time these 

individuals had been brought to book, they had participated directly or indirectly in killing of thousands 

of people.  Moreover, the ICC and the tribunals reveal the divisions that exist in the world over 

supranational justice even in the case of brazen crimes.  Charges that they violate sovereignty and are 

used selectively are no less common than the cheers that proclaim them as evidence that international 

norms against genocide are powerful.  A number of African and Arab governments voiced this view 

                                                 
14 The Statute was adopted in 1998 and entered force in 2002.  As of January 2009, 108 states had ratified the treaty 
and another 40 had signed but had yet to ratify it. 
 



8 
 

following the ICC’s indictment of Bashir.  More to the point, prior to the Arab League’s March 2009 

summit in Doha, Qatar, which was held soon after the ICC’s action, the foreign minister of its members 

drafted a statement excoriating the Court for “undermining the sovereignty, unity, and stability of Sudan.”  

Bashir received “red carpet treatment” and an “effusive embrace” in Qatar, and the League’s Secretary 

General proclaimed that it would work to “halt the implementation of the [arrest] warrant.”15  The 

League’s members, only three of whom have joined the ICC, were apparently unmoved by the assertions 

of those scholars and leaders who insist that norms redefining sovereignty are on the march.   

The point is not that international judicial institutions are useless, merely that they are not 

remotely comparable to national justice systems in bringing perpetrators of violence to justice and that 

they are severely hampered when it comes to serving as an effective instrument the global community can 

use against mass atrocities.  As for norms related to sovereignty, a shift is certainly in evidence.  The idea 

that sovereignty does not confer on states the right to abuse and kill their citizens and to claim that 

attempts to hold them accountable and to punish them amount to an infringement on their independence 

has indeed gained purchase.  The trouble is that its influence on states least likely to violate the new norm 

is far more easily demonstrated than is its effect on those most likely to do so.  

The ICC and the tribunals reveal the divisions in the world over supranational justice, even in the 

case of brazen crimes. For example, many African and Middle Eastern governments criticized the ICC’s 

indictment of Bashir on the grounds that the outrage and actions in response to mass atrocities are marked 

by selectivity and hypocrisy.  One need hardly be a supporter of Bashir to concede that this charge has 

merit.  Consider a few examples.  In Darfur, the label of genocide has been applied carelessly. Death 

statistics have been inflated, politicized, stripped of context, and tallied without heed to the distinction 

between deaths resulting from violence and those caused by drought, famine, and disease unrelated to it. 

And the AU force deployed to Darfur received little of the help it was promised.  In Uganda, the Lord’s 

Resistance Army’s brutality has been (rightly) condemned but the government’s harsh counterinsurgency 

                                                 
15 The quotations appear in “Often Split, Arab Leaders Unite for Sudan’s Chief,” New York Times, March 30, 2009. 
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campaign, which inflicted enormous suffering on the inhabitants of Acholiland, has received scant 

attention. 16

Then there is the issue of bring offenders to justice. Murderous militias and regimes can be 

reasonably confident about one or more of the following: that proposals for intervention will perish in the 

Security Council, that any force that is dispatched will be weak and hamstrung by restrictions (or 

withdrawn once the human and economic costs of sustaining it mount), and that the probability of being 

brought to justice is remote given multiple means of evasion.  The UN’s effectiveness in dealing with 

mass atrocities has drawn fire from opposite ends of the political spectrum. On the Right, the late Jeanne 

Kirkpatrick observed that “those who need defending are more vulnerable to the delays and 

ineffectiveness of a multilateral team than those who are attacking; aggressors are not required to 

coordinate their actions and policies with anyone.”17 On the Left, Noam Chomsky points to the weakness 

of the UN on different grounds, arguing that the United States has systematically used its peerless power 

and privileged position in the institution not only to block action against mass killings, but even 

condemnations of them when Washington considers such actions to be contrary to its interests or aimed at 

its allies or friends.18

What mass atrocities reveal is not the international community’s unity and effectiveness, but its 

inability to act, particularly when faced with opposition from its most powerful states, those most capable 

of orchestrating combined action. Consider some examples.19 Despite his oft-repeated commitment to 

human rights, President Carter took a hands-off position while the Khmer Rouge methodically killed over 

a quarter of Cambodia’s population between 1975 and 1978. When the Vietnamese army finally toppled 

the Khmer Rouge in 1978, the United States viewed the development not as the lesser of two evils, but as 
                                                 
16 Mamdani, Saviors and Survivors, Chs. 1 and 2 and pp. 279-281. 
 
17 Jeanne J. Kirkpatrick, “The Shackles of Consensus,” Ibid., p. 37.  
 
18 Noam Chomsky, “The Crimes of ‘Intcom’,” Ibid. pp. 34-35. 
 
19 For an analysis of various mass atrocities and an assessment of how international organizations and the major 
powers have responded to them, see Samantha Power, A Problem from Hell: America and the Age of Genocide 
(New York: Basic Books, 2002). See also Michael Mann, The Dark Side of Democracy: Explaining Ethnic 
Cleansing (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005). 
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a dangerous extension of a Soviet-backed power. When forced to choose which government to seat in the 

UN—one backed by Vietnam or one representing the Khmer Rouge—the U.S. chose the blood-soaked 

Khmer Rouge.  

Likewise, though the Reagan administration knew about the savagery of Saddam Hussein’s Anfal 

campaign against the Kurds, its primary concern then was preventing Iraq from losing its war with Iran. 

The U.S. did not act to stop the persecution of the Kurds or even urge others to act; worse, it extended 

credits to finance Saddam’s grain purchases and provided him intelligence on Iranian forces. The White 

House even sought to dissuade Congress from issuing resolutions condemning the killing of Iraqi Kurds. 

President George H. W. Bush followed this pattern even after the Iran–Iraq war ended: his administration 

stressed the significance of a strong U.S.-Iraq relationship, even though nearly 90,000 Iraqi Kurds had 

fled to Turkey by 1989.  

President Bill Clinton was passive during the 1994 genocide against Rwanda’s Tutsi minority. 

Mindful of the mauling of U.S. forces in Somalia in 1993 and the lack of American public support for 

military intervention, his administration argued that the information about events in Rwanda was 

incomplete and unclear and engaged in hairsplitting about whether genocide was occurring.  Even such 

modest measures, such as the jamming of hate-mongering Radio Milles Collines, were not taken. The 

European powers, notably the Belgians, who were quick to withdraw their force and did not want other 

countries to send troops for fear that Belgium’s departure would seem pusillanimous, were no better. 

Neither was the UN’s Department of Peacekeeping Operations (then headed by none other than Kofi 

Annan).  In an apparent effort to avoid antagonizing members of the UN Security Council (including the 

United States) who did not favor tough action, it appears to have suppressed urgent warnings sent by the 

General Roméo Dallaire, commander of the UN peacekeeping forces, that Hutu militias were amassing 

weapons and planning large-scale massacres and that quick action against them was essential and 

possible.20

                                                 
20 Lt. Gen. Roméo Dallaire, Shake Hands with the Devil: The Failure of Humanity in Rwanda (New York: Carol & 
Graff Publishers, 2003) makes for depressing reading.  Also see Gunnar Willum and Bjorn Willum, “History of a 
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The United States is hardly alone in viewing massacres through the lenses of national interest. 

China and Russia have prevented the imposition of tougher UN sanctions on the Sudanese government, 

and Omar al-Bashir’s government successfully shaped the size, composition, and mission of the AU/UN 

peacekeeping forces in Darfur to suit his needs in part because Beijing and Moscow insisted that 

humanitarian intervention must not trump sovereignty—a position that reflect their concerns about 

international scrutiny of their own actions in Tibet, Xingjiang, and Chechnya. 

States are even reluctant to take steps that fall well short of military intervention. The 

international response—or, more accurately, the lack of it—to refugee crises spawned by mass atrocities 

is a striking example. Though over 140 states have signed the 1954 Convention Relating to the Status of 

Refugees, which obligates them to take specific steps to aid refugees, former UN High Commissioner for 

Refugees Sadako Ogata recalled that she “faced great difficulties seeking to ensure that states lived up to 

the provisions of the convention, even regarding the acceptance of people in desperate flight. I sought to 

enlist governments and the global public for support in my efforts, insisting that borders be kept open, 

asking that asylum seekers’ claims be fairly examined, and soliciting funds…. The international 

community did not seem to exist even in the face of human tragedies…. It is essentially a virtual 

community.”21

Global Citizenship: Redefining Obligation 

If collective action in response to atrocities results in some measure from the weakness of global 

“we-ness,” perhaps the solution is to change prevailing paradigms of identity, allegiance, and 

responsibility, so that the affection and assistance people give routinely and readily to their families, 

friends, social networks, regions, and national communities, they will also give to humanity at large. 

Although this seems unrealistic seen from the standpoint of David Hume’s proximity principle, the reality 

                                                                                                                                                             
Verified Genocide,” at http://www.willum.com/articles/information16nov1996/index.htm; and Philip Gourevitch, 
We Wish to Inform You that Tomorrow we Will be Killed Along with Our Families: Stories from Rwanda (New 
York” Picador: 1999). 
 
21 Sadako Ogata, “Guilty Parties,” Foreign Policy (September-October 2002), p. 40. 
 

http://www.willum.com/articles/information16nov1996/index.htm


12 
 

is that identity and obligation are not timeless and fixed, but rather are made and unmade continually. The 

the vision of a global community bound by shared conceptions of justice and duty is therefore not, ipso 

facto, chimerical. 22  

Were we-ness to gain a global ambit, collective action against mass atrocities (and other 

transnational problems) should become easier. This is implicit in the arguments of those who affirm the 

necessity for, and the feasibility of, “global citizenship,” which they embrace for two reasons.  First, they 

believe that global interdependence is now so pervasive that the causes and consequences of many 

problems—among them mass atrocities—transcend borders and cannot be addressed effectively absent 

collective action.  Second, they consider global citizenship, whose starting point is our common humanity 

and not our present parochial associations, an ethically superior stance to conceptions of duty rooted in 

nationalism and confined within the boundaries of states.  

Charles Beitz, who is explicit on both these points, is emblematic of this line of thinking.  He 

notes that there is “an assortment of practical problems that are not likely to be solved, if they can be 

solved at all, without concerted international action.” What animates him is not merely mobilizing 

collective action to address challenges that transcend political borders; he wishes to do so from particular 

ethical-philosophical stance, “moral cosmopolitanism,” the axiom of which is that it “stands opposed to 

any view that limits the scope of justification to members of particular types of groups, whether identified 

by shared political values, communal histories, or ethnic characteristics.”  For Beitz, it comes down to 

this: “If one takes the morality of states to posit that state boundaries are limits to the scope of 

justification, then cosmopolitanism is plainly incompatible with it.”23  Now, the crux of his contention, 

and of those, such as Thomas Pogge, who embrace it, is not that states should be required to think beyond 

their particular interests and to take account of the needs of those living in other states; that is hardly a 

demanding requirement, not least because it can easily be squared with self-interest, or, if you will, the 

                                                 
22 Hume’s conceptualizes obligation as a function of proximity and intimate connection in A Treatise on Human 
Nature, David Faye Norton and Mary J. Norton, eds. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 207, 309-310. 
 
23 Charles R. Beitz. “Cosmopolitanism and Global Justice,” Journal of Ethics, Vol. 9 (2005), p. 17. 
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national interest.  Beitz’s position is far more demanding and does not flow from considerations of 

“interests” in the way the term is commonly used, whether by libertarians, communitarians, or realists.  

As he sees it, the proper premise for solving international problems, particular those that self-evidently 

engage principles of ethics and justice, is to conceive of the world as common space inhabited by human 

beings with basic rights and an equal claim to have them recognized and satisfied, even if it may not be in 

the “interests” of other states and people to provide, or even recognize, these rights.   

Many scholars have (in different ways) challenged principles of obligation bounded by the 

national community and argued for ones that are universal, among them Beitz, Onora O’Neill, Thomas 

Pogge, Amartya Sen, Peter Singer, and Iris Marion Young.24  But I focus on Martha Nussbaum—for 

convenience, but also because her ideas are paradigmatic and she is the most creative and passionate 

exponent of this perspective.  I should clarify that neither she nor the others just mentioned discuss global 

citizenship—or “cosmopolitanism” in Nussbaum’s parlance—exclusively, even principally, as a solution 

to mass atrocities; indeed their chief preoccupation is with economic and social justice.  I am also aware 

that the adherents of cosmopolitanism are not all of one mind on the problems that preoccupy them, 

whether theoretical or substantive.  Still, these scholars consider the individual’s right to safety as basic, 

and in the absence of this shared principle, their proposals for addressing problems related to poverty and 

violence would be unworkable. The acceptance of this proposition—that freedom from cruelty and 

violence is a fundamental right—is what defines their call for re-thinking fundamentally the concepts of 

identity and duty in ways that would enable more effective collective solutions to pressing international 

problems, mass atrocities among them.   

                                                 
24 Beitz, Political Theory and International Relations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979) and 
“Cosmopolitan Ideal and National Sentiment,” in Thomas Pogge and Keith Horton, Global Ethics: Seminal Essays 
(St. Paul, MN: Paragon House, 2008), pp. 107-117; Thomas Pogge, “An Egalitarian Law of People’s,” in Pogge and 
Darrel Mollendorf, eds., Global Justice: Seminal Essays (St. Paul, MN: Paragon House,  2008), pp. 461-49; Onora 
O’Neill, Towards Justice and Virtue (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Amartya Sen, The Idea of 
Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2009), esp. Ch. 7; Peter Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and 
Morality,” in Pogge and Horton, eds., Global Ethics, pp. 1-14: Young, Global Challenges, esp. Ch. 9. 
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Nussbaum considers patriotism “morally dangerous,” disagreeing with those such as Richard 

Rorty who, while abhorring its intolerant manifestations, values its inclusive manifestations as checks 

against divisiveness, intolerance, hate-mongering, and violence within countries produced by ethnic and 

religious differences.25  For moral and practical (problem-solving) reasons, she prefers “the person whose 

allegiance is to the worldwide community of human beings.”26 For Nussbaum, global citizenship goes 

beyond broadening of people’s intellectual horizons so that they are well informed about global problems 

and regard other cultures with wonder and open-mindedness rather than prejudice.  Such sensibilities are 

the bare minimum; hers is a bigger enterprise altogether.  Rejecting Hume’s proximity principle, she joins 

Beitz in opposing “a morally arbitrary boundary such as a national boundary,” arguing that is unjust to 

consider someone in need of help but who lives outside one’s borders as less deserving of one’s capacity 

to help than someone who lives within them.27 In Nussbaum’s preferred world, debates over why “we” 

should risk our blood and treasure to save “them” when “our” interests are not at issue would be more 

easily concluded. The us/them, distinction might atrophy, problems related to mobilizing the 

“international community” could attenuate, and barriers blocking the building of institutions with 

sufficient authority, legitimacy, and resources to enable collective action might become be less 

formidable.  

Nussbaum has a clear vision of what, concretely, would constitute a just world.  She rejects John 

Rawls’s contractarian theory of justice on the grounds that it is limited by a national frame of reference 

and maintains that Rawls’ later efforts to extend it beyond national borders produces no more than a 

                                                 
25 Martha C. Nussbaum, “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism,” in Joshua Cohen, ed., For Love of Country? (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1996). pp. 3-17, quotation on p. 4.  Also see Hans Schattle, Practices of Global Citizenship (Lanham, 
MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2007); Kwame Anthony Appiah, Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of 
Strangers (New York: Norton and Company, 2006); and Nigel Dower, Global Citizenship: A Critical Introduction 
(New York: Routledge Press, 2002). On the compatibility between cosmopolitanism and familiar attachments, see 
Appiah, The Ethics of Identity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005), Ch. 6, “Rooted Cosmopolitanism.” 
 
26 Nussbaum, “Patriotism,” p. 4.  
 
27 Nussbaum, “Patriotism,” p. 14. 
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minimalist conception of extended obligations.28 Her objections would apply no less strongly to Ronald 

Dworkin, who shares Rawls’s view that the special obligations and duties that members of a community 

have toward each other are enabled by the sovereign institutions that govern them and cannot be universal 

in a state-centered world.29  In sharp contrast, Nussbaum adopts a “capabilities approach” and compiles 

ten rights that people, regardless of where they live and who they are (rich or poor, male or female, 

African or European), are entitled to by virtue of being human.30 These rights are capaciously conceived, 

encompassing, but then universalizing, Isaiah Berlin’s notion of negative and positive liberty, and include 

freedom from violence and loss of dignity on the one hand and access to education and medical care on 

the other.  Nussbaum assumes that all states can eventually deliver these rights, that the international 

community must assist those who cannot do so now, and that states that fail to meet a “threshold of 

adequacy” in delivering them are “unjust” (although she does not specify when it is reasonable to apply 

this verdict—an important issue given the unequal capacities of states and the challenges involved in 

ensuring that all people have basic capabilities). 31 Given the impediments to collective action and the 

unequal distribution of wealth and knowhow, she recognizes that institutions are a prerequisite for 

translating her principles into practice and that it will take time under the best of conditions. And she 

acknowledges that, while philosophers are not required to nail down the minutiae of public policy, it 

won’t do for them to evade operational matters by claiming that the devilish details of realizing worthy 

principles are the purview of practitioners.32  Nussbaum recognizes that national institutions will find it 

easier—though hardly easy—to deliver her “capabilities” than their international counterparts because the 

latter lack comparable authority and run into practical barriers presented by the principle of sovereignty.  

                                                 
28 John Rawls, The Law of Peoples (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2001). 
 
29 Ronald Dworkin, Sovereign Virtue (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000). 
 
30 Nussbaum, Frontiers of Justice (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2006), Chs. 4 and 5. For an earlier critique of 
Rawls on these grounds, see Beitz, Political Theory, pp. 129-136. 
 
31 Nussbaum, Frontiers, pp. 287, 291-295. 
 
32 Nussbaum, Frontiers, pp. 306-307. 
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But she does not fall back on the wooly idea that we must await a world government; indeed, she believes 

that a global Leviathan could become unaccountable and hence “dangerous.” How then to ensure that 

global institutions do their part in universalizing capabilities?  Here, apart from saying that “institutional 

structures should be thin and decentralized” and that the campaign to provide her basic rights must 

include an array of players, public and private, she offers no design for implementation, even in general 

terms.  Worse, she does not grapple with the myriad obstacles. This lack of operational content is 

problematic, and it is directly relevant to the problem of mass atrocities because freedom from violence is 

for Nussbaum a cardinal entitlement.33  

Some of Nussbaum’s critics contend in a Humean vein that global citizenship is too thin a gruel 

to satisfy people’s cravings for identity and belonging.34 Perhaps, but my concern here is its usefulness 

for dealing with mass atrocities, and from this vantage point the much bigger flaw is that it exists in an 

institutional void, which condemns it to remain a moral critique and a worthy vision.  Be it climate 

change or mass atrocities, offering global citizenship as even part of the solution returns us to a familiar 

place. In an international system dominated by sovereign states and lacking institutions capable of making 

and enforcing laws, collecting taxes, and using the resources gained thereby to frame policies and to 

mobilize efforts to address concrete problems, there can be no robust, reliable collective action, except 

perhaps when it comes to formulating maxims of universal obligation that stand little chance of being 

translated into action.  This problem, which is revealed by Hobbes, Niebuhr, Rawls, and Dworkin, each in 

their distinctive way, has been given the cold-eyed treatment it deserves by Thomas Nagel, who, while 

supportive of the aspirations that unite cosmopolitans, is far more attentive to the myriad problems posed 

by the radical contrast between the capacity of national and international institutions. 35 As Nagel 

observes: “However imperfectly, the nation-state is the primacy locus of political legitimacy and the 

                                                 
33 O’Neill, Towards Justice, pp. 161-183, is more attentive to the institutional problem. 
 
34 See Benjamin J. Barber, “Constitutional Faith,” in Cohen, ed., For Love of Country, pp. 30-37.  
 
35 Thomas Nagel, “The Problem of Global Justice,” Philosophy and Public Affairs, Vol. 33, No. 2 (2005), pp. 113-
147. 
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pursuit of justice…. But when we are presented with the need for collective action on a global scale, it is 

unclear what if anything could play a comparable role.”  

There are two common responses to the problem Nagel highlights. One is to point, as Anne Marie 

Slaughter does, to the myriad mechanisms of global governance that have risen and to then argue that 

accounts that make the prospects for effective collective action hinge solely, or even principally, on the 

existence of centralized institutions are outmoded and mistaken.  There is, in this view, a lot more such 

action already going on than, say, realists would admit, or perhaps even realize.36  But the entities 

engaged transnational governance are enabled by states because they serve their quotidian practical 

interests by attending to numerous specialized and technical issues related to coordination and the effects 

of interdependence that must be resolved for the global instrumental connectivity that Niebuhr referred to 

(and that now goes by the name globalization) to work reasonably smoothly; and their freedom of action 

is tied to the consent of states.  Nor can their premises, agendas, and activities be abstracted from the 

distribution of power and influence among states.  For these reasons, these forms of governance, though 

numerous and necessary, are not models for improving collective action against mass atrocities.  Another 

response—exemplified by Daniel Jonah Goldhagen’s latest book—in effect bypasses the institutional 

impediments to collective action against atrocities and demands a morality-driven response, if need be by 

states whose own sterling credentials (a democratic polity and a respect for citizens’ rights) gives them 

the right to take action.37 Alas, it is not enough to have decent principles; means that are effective, 

legitimate, and reliable to ensure that precepts prevail in practice are no less necessary.  The arrogation of 

responsibility by self-appointed group of states to act in the defense of universal principles bids fair to 

create more problems than it solves, and that is solution at all. Moreover, in what would be a perverse 

example of the law of unintended consequences, the inability to bridge the gap between aspiration and 

                                                 
36 Anne-Marie Slaughter, A New World Order (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004). 
 
37 Daniel Jonah Goldhagen, Worse than War: Genocide, Eliminationism and the Ongoing Assault on Humanity 
(New York: PublicAffairs, 2009). The title is a sure guide to the book’s thesis. 
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actualization could communicate to perpetrators of atrocities that moral stances (“genocide will not be 

tolerated”) are airy slogans that can be defied at little or no cost.  

The problem is emphatically not that the rootedness in a national community cannot be reconciled 

with empathy toward, and a deep sense of responsibility for, those who do not belong to that community 

but are in need of help. Toni Erskine has argued that identities and obligations can be constituted in many 

ways—that we are not limited to choosing between communitarian and cosmopolitan principles of 

belonging and obligation.  Indeed, she demonstrates that even some variants of communitarianism point 

the way to conceptions of duty and justice that are not hemmed in by the borders of nation states.38  Her 

theory of “embedded cosmopolitanism” is an imaginative attempt to transcend the false dichotomy 

between attachments and obligations that are formed by membership in a national community and those 

that reach beyond its boundaries to embrace “strangers,” even “enemies.”39  But for my purposes, the 

relevant point is not that we cannot hold in our minds and hearts principles of obligation that are both 

local and universal and develop compelling theories of ethics that blend them; it is that, in international 

relations, the institutions available to translate universal formulations of justice and responsibility into 

effective collective responses to mass killings are anemic at best. There is no compelling evidence that 

states are willing to change this state of affairs.  

Is R2P the Answer?  

A recent and different approach to surmounting the obstacles sovereignty presents to collective 

action that focuses explicitly on mass atrocities is the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine.40 R2P’s 

proponents present sovereignty and responsibility as compatible rather than incommensurable by 

                                                 
38 Toni Erskine, Embedded Cosmopolitanism: Duties to Strangers and Enemies in a World of ‘Dislocated 
Communities’” (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). 
 
39 See also, Appiah, Ethics of Identity. 
 
40 The doctrine was first spelled out in detail in a report issued by a commission of eminent persons formed at the 
initiative of then Canadian Foreign Minister Lloyd Axworthy. The group was chaired by Gareth Evans (former 
Australian Foreign Minister and former head of the International Crisis Group) and veteran Algerian diplomat 
Mohamed Sahnoun. See The Responsibility to Protect: The Report of the Commission on Intervention and State 
Sovereignty (December 2001), available at: http://www.iciss.ca/report2-en.asp. Also see Gareth Evans The 
Responsibility to Protect: Ending Mass Atrocities Once and for All (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 2008). 

http://www.iciss.ca/report2-en.asp
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stressing that the protection of people is, in the first instance, the responsibility of their government and 

must not be usurped by another country or an international organization.  But, they add, providing such 

protection is an obligation for states, not an option.  

The challenge for R2P is what to do when a government cannot or will not discharge this duty, or 

itself violates the rights of its citizens, and in ways that involve the commission of atrocities. At that 

point, insist R2P’s proponents, the responsibility must shift to the international community. Yet even 

then, armed intervention is not the doctrine’s first recourse but the last—a provision that reflects its 

recognition of the power of sovereignty and the deep reluctance of states to override it in service of a 

greater good.  Multilateral military intervention emerge as an option only after all preventative and 

ameliorative measures have been exhausted and it becomes evident that inaction will result in continuing 

atrocities. Then, too, it is exercised only after due deliberation in the United Nations and the authorization 

of the Security Council.  (What R2P does not address adequately, it seems to me, is that it could take a 

long time for to get to this stage and that, in the meantime, the suffering and loss of life could be 

enormous.) 

While it is hardheaded about the salience of sovereignty, the R2P doctrine also assumes, as 

Annan does, that there is such a thing as the international community and that it can and must respond to 

mass atrocities for reasons practical and moral. Its contribution lies in offering a strategy to achieve this 

end in ways that do not trample the sovereignty of states. In bridging the chasm between values and 

implementation and showing how international institutions can bring about desired outcomes—in this 

instance curbing mass atrocities—it represents advance on Nussbaum’s approach and others like it.   

The UN’s endorsement of R2P at the organization’s 2005 World Summit, its incorporation, albeit 

in qualified form, into Security Council Resolution 1674 (April 28 2006), and the Secretary General’s 

appointment of a Special Adviser on R2P are proof of the traction it has gained, as is the emergence of 

R2P centers in New York and other parts of the world. Yet R2P encounters its own problems in the 

transition from principle to practice. The biggest arises at the point when it becomes clear that early 

warning, mediation, and the use of incentives and pressure to induce the offending parties have failed and 
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that mass killing is imminent or already occurring.  At that point R2P’s follow-on remedies bump up 

against the claims and power of sovereignty. The debates on Resolution 1674 showed that the members of 

the UN were split on R2P and that not a few, including China and Russia, viewed it as an attempt to 

engineer an elegant end-run around sovereignty.41 Because R2P has gained supported from various Asian 

and African countries, it cannot easily be dismissed as another neocolonialist plot against the 

independence of developing countries.  Still, many remain leery that R2P will be applied to them (and 

then too selectively, given that some states have “protectors” and some do not) while excluding powerful 

states, even when their behavior qualifies for action based on its principles.42 Some believe that R2P 

threatens their sovereignty by design, others that it does so by default; but the distinction is less important 

than their shared suspicion of it.  Even states friendly to the doctrine are leery that it could create the 

contractual basis for imposing automatic obligations and are also concerned, albeit from a different 

standpoint, about its implications for their sovereignty. Thus a principle intended to unify the 

international community and to develop a coordinated solution to a massive problem ends up revealing 

the elemental divisions on this very problem. 

A more serious difficulty stems, ironically, from one of R2P’s major strengths: its presentation of 

a plan aimed at winning universal assent and legitimacy. R2P solves the posse problem (self-anointed 

guardians of the good) only to encounter another, one that can render it inoperable: the Security Council 

veto. R2P may be able to overcome the complications that occur when it comes to creating early-warning 

mechanisms, providing relief for refugees, offering mediation, fashioning incentives for stopping 

atrocities, perhaps even applying sanctions. But when even sanctions fail and massacres mount, further 

action can be blocked or weakened in the Security Council. This is the price the doctrine’s proponents end 

up paying for seeking to ensure its legitimacy by making the UN the mechanism for its implementation. 

                                                 
41 See the statement on R2P by China’s UN ambassador, at http://www.china-
un.org/eng/ldhy/63rd_unga/t520980.htm and “Russian Ambassador Challenges R2P Principle,” 
http://www.ir2p.org/2008/07/18/russian-ambassador-challenges-r2p-principle/. 
 
42 David Chandler, “The Responsibility to Protect: Imposing the ‘Liberal Peace’,” International Peacekeeping, Vol. 
11, No. 1 (Spring 2004), pp. 70-71, 76; Cirán Burke, “Replacing the Responsibility to Protect: The Equitable Theory 
of Humanitarian Intervention,” Amsterdam Law Forum, Vol. 1, No. 2 (2009), pp. 63-65. 
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What Are We Left With?  

Most of the large-scale carnage in the world will continue to result from strife within societies 

rather war among states, and the cruelties will be visited upon those least able to deter their attackers 

or defend themselves. Worse, the tormentors may frequently be their own governments. Norms; the UN 

Charter, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and the Genocide Convention; the war crimes 

tribunals and the ICC; NGOs documenting and publicizing abuses, and providing food, shelter and 

medicine to victims; peacekeeping missions by the UN or regional organizations such as the AU and the 

Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS); multilateral interventions outside UN 

auspices, a la Kosovo; mediations aimed at averting civil conflicts—these have all in different ways 

prevented crises from become much worse than they in fact did, which in some instances was still very 

bad.  Yet, given the incidence and scale of mass killings and related atrocities, the “international 

community” has not developed the ethical-legal consensus or the institutions required to manage this 

serious and perennial problem.   

The source of this failure is not the lack of people of goodwill or a surfeit of callousness; it is the 

barriers to a moral and legal consensus created by an international community that continues to be formed 

by instrumental connectivity rather than universal obligation and the obstacles to cooperative action in 

what remains a world in which sovereign states—willful, protective of their freedom of action, and 

suspicious of supranationalism and binding commitments—can negate or enfeeble collective action, even 

in the face of epic cruelty.  


