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From Afghanistan to Syria: Does Western Intervention have a Future? 
 
My question tonight is ‘from Afghanistan to Syria: Does Western intervention have a 
future?’. I’m going to approach it from a number of different angles. I plan to begin by 
thrashing out the implications such a wide-ranging question seems to pose. I’ll then lay 
out a theoretical framework for Western intervention drawing on the Canadian concept 
of the responsibility to protect. Taking that concept, and its weaknesses, as my starting 
point, I’ll talk through the four key recent cases of Western intervention in turn: 
Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya and Syria. Finally I’ll conclude with some observations on 
where Western intervention goes from here.  
 
Implications 
 
To begin, then, I see three main implications inherent in this question.  
 
Defining intervention 
 
The first must be the definition of intervention. I found a number of dictionary 
definitions while researching this talk, and from that I concluded there is no perfect, 
ready-made, off-the-shelf definition out there that works in every situation and fails in 
none. So I’m going to take the liberty of offering my own definition.  
 
Intervention is a political act, conducted by a state or group of states, to influence the 
internal affairs of another state. In form, it can be military, economic, or diplomatic. It 
can have many motives; it is significant that the word ‘humanitarian’ does not feature in 
our title tonight. Interventions can of course have humanitarian concerns at heart, but 
they are also often driven by more selfish concerns. Security. Resources. Territory. 
Glory. Intervention always, however, targets specifically the domestic environment of 
the target state.  
 
Diplomatic actions aimed at changing the foreign policy of a state are not interventions, 
they are diplomacy. Military actions aimed at changing the foreign policy of a state are 
not interventions, they are wars. Economic actions aimed at changing the foreign policy 
of a state are not interventions, they are economic statecraft. So it is the domestic focus 
that matters more than the tools employed or the goals advanced.  
 
Types and timeframes 
 
The second implication stems from the explicit reference to Afghanistan and Syria. This 
gives us a timeframe, from 2001 to the present day. It also suggests a particular set of 
methods and goals to talk about, as well as a particular scale of action. For me, it means 
talking about four conflicts with clear multilateral elements. The invasion of 
Afghanistan in 2001 and the ensuing thirteen years of war. The controversial invasion 
of Iraq in 2003. The intervention in the Libyan civil war in 2011. The Syrian civil war, 
now raging through its third year. It means talking about the past in order to better 
predict the future.  
 
That means we’re talking about military intervention primarily, with economic and 
diplomatic tools relegated to second tier concerns. It means we’re talking about actions 
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opposed by the governments of the states targeted. French intervention in Mali last 
year, for example, came at the express request of the Malian government. So it doesn’t 
fit the framework. Nor does British intervention in Sierra Leone in 2000, or French 
(again) in Cote D’Ivoire in 2011. It means we’re talking about coalition activities. UN 
approval ensured broad support for the Afghan and Libyan campaigns. Its absence 
meant Iraq gained far less support – Canada being among the states that fought in 
Afghanistan and Libya but not in Iraq – and that intervention in Syria has proven a non-
starter.  It means we’re talking about actions with a range of motives, but always with a 
security element at stake. It means we’re talking about actions conducted entirely 
within Muslim states.  
 
Geography 
 
The third and most important implication, for me, is the focus specifically on “Western” 
intervention. We are talking about actions conducted by Western powers, perhaps more 
specifically members of NATO and the European Union. That focus is significant. 
Western states are not the only ones that intervene in other states’ affairs. You don’t 
have to live in Tblisi or Kiev to recognize the willingness of Russia to send its troops into 
its former Soviet neighbor states. You don’t have to have grown up in Mogadishu to 
recognize the impact of Kenyan forces’ deployment there. Some of these actions feed 
back in to the question of Western intervention’s future. But they are not “Western” 
interventions. 
 
Concepts  
 
Purpose 
 
So that’s the implications out of the way. Next I want to say something about why we’re 
asking this question now at all, about the concepts underpinning the study of Western 
intervention. It seems, after all, to be in rude good health. Since the end of the Cold War 
we have seen a number of multilateral and unilateral Western interventions of varying 
sizes in Europe, Africa, Asia, South and Central America, and the Middle East.  
 
Some seem more successful in hindsight than others. US operations in Somalia in 1993 
ended under a cloud after the deaths of 17 special forces servicemen. Actions in Bosnia 
and Kosovo stopped ethnic cleansing and brought peace if not stability to Europe’s most 
troubled region. Haiti, Sierra Leone, and Cote d’Ivoire each stopped sliding towards civil 
war when Western states intervened. The authoritarian and often brutal regimes in 
Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya were overthrown and their peoples given at least the 
chance of a better, more democratic future. The debate in Western capitals over Syria 
has focused from the start on how and when rather than whether to intervene, though 
no actual intervention has come about.  
 
Yet Syria points the way to a fundamental historical problem, and the first fundamental 
reason why Western intervention might not have a future in light of its recent past. 
While interventionism, the impulse to intervene, remains strong, the practice of 
intervention itself is looking increasingly more problematic.  
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Inconsistency and incoherence 
 
To begin with, its use as a tool of humanitarian protection has always been erratic. The 
Bosnian intervention in 1995 may have forced the warring parties to the negotiating 
table at Dayton, but it came too late to prevent the massacre at Srebrenica. Military 
catastrophe in Somalia spooked the Clinton administration. President Clinton was a 
reluctant warrior in Kosovo. He took no action at all in Rwanda. When President Obama 
contemplated action against Gaddafi in March 2011, he was warned “Mr President, this 
is your Rwanda moment”. In contrast to Clinton, Obama chose to act. No western power 
has taken meaningful steps to protect minority populations under threat in the Darfur 
region of Sudan, or indeed to stop the Assad regime from killing civilians amidst the 
Syrian civil war. Inconsistency has undermined any claim Western intervention might 
have to universal applicability.  
 
Yet inconsistency is not the only historical problem that Western intervention faces. Its 
biggest historical problem by far is the failure of successive governments and leaders to 
properly articulate intervention’s place in their national arsenal of foreign policy tools. 
This failure, in turn, stems from an unwillingness, or perhaps an inability, to articular 
the multiple motives that lie behind a decision to intervene. The use of intervention has, 
as a result, been both inconsistent and incoherent. That has not prevented a number of 
efforts to give intervention some shape.  
 
The Responsibility to Protect 
 
Since we’re in Canada, it makes sense to turn at this stage to the normative framework 
established in this country to help the Western world respond effectively to the sort of 
situations left unresolved in Rwanda and Srebrenica in the 1990s. Responding to a call 
from UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, the Canadian government in 2000 
commissioned a report on one specific form of intervention, intervention aimed at the 
prevention of genocide and mass murder, a specific sub-set of humanitarian 
intervention. The report introduced the concept of the Responsibility to Protect, a 
wonderful, poetic phrase all too often shortened, in my opinion, to R2P, which sounds 
too much like a star wars character for my liking.  
 
The responsibility to protect broke new ground. Moving beyond established 
conceptions of humanitarian intervention that focused on the act of intervention itself, 
it shifted the focus of the international normative discourse away from questions of 
sovereignty and on to questions of protection. Without overthrowing the long-
established norms of state sovereignty and non-interference that have governed 
international relations since the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, the responsibility to 
protect proposed a new set of normative standards to be used in judging the right of 
particular regimes to the protections that system afforded them. Sovereignty would 
remain an absolute and inviolable legal principle, but the right to sovereignty became 
qualified by a normative expectation that sovereign authorities would be responsible 
for protecting the welfare of the people living under their rule. States retained a primary 
responsibility to protect civilian life within their territories, but the international 
community gained a secondary responsibility to step in when a state proved unable or 
unwilling to offer that protection.  
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The report set out six criteria to be used in judging whether or not to intervene: 
 

1. Just cause – intervention should take place only when “serious and irreparable 
harm is occurring to human beings”. 

2. Right intention – the primary purpose of intervention should be the protection of 
human life. Humanitarian intervention should not come with ulterior motives, 
and intervention for other reasons should not be couched in the language of 
humanitarianism. 

3. Final resort – military intervention must mark the end of a series of escalating 
steps to protect life without using force.  

4. Legitimate authority – intervention must be approved by properly constituted 
authorities, usually the UN Security Council – a point affirmed by the 2005 World 
Summit that saw the responsibility to protect adopted as a formal norm of 
international affairs by all states present. It’s worth also highlighting here the 
prospect of a government inviting outside assistance in protecting life where it is 
itself simultaneously unable to fulfill its responsibilities and innocent of any 
involvement in atrocities taking place within its territory.  

5. Proportional means – the use of force should be restricted to the minimum 
necessary to protect human life.  

6. Reasonable prospect – is it likely that the outcome of action will be better than 
the outcome of inaction. 

 
Listing these criteria immediately begins to make it clear why intervention has become 
so controversial in the years since 2001. We have seen a series of Western military 
actions described with humanitarian language, none of which met all six of these 
criteria. In part this is a matter of conceptual nuance. British Prime Minister Tony Blair 
set out his own five tests in a speech in Chicago during the Kosovo crisis in 1999. Blair 
also talked about just causes, final resorts and reasonable prospects. But he talked also 
about national interests. For Blair, it mattered that the Kosovo crisis took place on 
Europe’s southern flank. The responsibility to protect not only sets aside the basis of 
most foreign policy decisions in calculations of national interest, it explicitly denies the 
legitimacy of humanitarian interventions undertaken for self-interested reasons. Blair’s 
framework might have justified Russia’s incursion into Ukraine while the responsibility 
to protect definitely does not. 
 
More perniciously, however, the increased controversy surrounding intervention is the 
result of the deliberate and sustained appropriation of humanitarian language to seek 
domestic and international legitimacy for regime change. Regime change may actually 
be a necessary step towards the preservation of human life under the responsibility to 
protect framework. But as with every escalating that framework allows, it should only 
be a last resort. In each of the key Western interventions of the past thirteen years, both 
mooted and actually carried out, regime change (for a variety of reasons) has been the 
determinate political goal. 
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Cases 
 
Keeping these conceptual points in mind, then, I’m now going to say a little bit about 
each of the cases that fall within our period of time, beginning with Afghanistan. 
 
Afghanistan 
 
The Taliban regime that governed Afghanistan between 1996 and 2001 treated its 
people with the utmost brutality. Its reliance on an extreme form of ultra-conservative 
Islamic theology as its primary social, political and economic philosophy saw what was 
already a war-ravaged, blood-soaked nation reduced to a standard of civilization 
roughly comparable with Europe during the ‘dark ages’. Even before US-led airstrikes 
swept the Taliban from Kandahar and Kabul the country was starving, with millions of 
civilians internally displaced, seeking respite from continued war and theocratic 
brutality. Western intervention, when it came, liberated Afghanistan’s women from 
oppression, and all its people from violence, ignorance and continued civil war.  
 
Yet the primary purpose of the intervention in Afghanistan was not humanitarian. The 
primary purpose was to deny the territory to al Qaeda, which operated freely in much of 
the country, running training camps for would-be jihadis, planning the downfall of the 
House of Saud, and plotting attacks on the ‘far enemy’ in the United States. Afghanistan 
was a security intervention, not a humanitarian one.  
 
At the time, however, the distinction mattered little. With UN Security Council approval, 
little diplomatic sympathy for the Taliban itself, and broad multilateral support, the 
Western intervention in Afghanistan appeared broadly legitimate, and so 
unproblematic for our purposes. It achieved its primary security objective of putting al 
Qaeda to flight, though capturing Osama bin Laden himself took eight years and the 
Taliban survives as a political and military guerilla force. It undeniably made life better 
for many ordinary people throughout the country. Not to Western standards, but better. 
Educational and health services improved, admittedly from an almost non-existent 
base. The new regime in Kabul took on at least the semblance if not yet the spirit of 
democracy. Western forces suffered few initial casualties, and public support in most 
coalition countries remained high.  
 
Yet the conflation of humanitarian and security goals in the initial decision to go to war 
contributed to the mission creep that was to come. From 2006 onwards NATO forces 
attempted to extend the write of the Kabul government to every part of Afghanistan. 
With Osama bin Laden not yet found and al Qaeda still a global threat, they needed a 
new goal to justify an intervention that seemed less and less like a success in pure 
security terms. In the process, however, they opened Pandora’s box. At no stage was 
there any reasonable prospect of Western military forces being able to force liberal 
democracy on Afghanistan’s benighted people.  
 
Iraq 
 
Saddam Hussein, similarly, oppressed and brutalized his people. In 1988 he launched 
the al-Anfal campaign, a wave of ethnic cleansing against the Kurds of Northern Iraq 
that killed at least 50,000 civilians, many with chemical weapons in massacres such as 



 6 

the well-documented one on Halabja. Yet when Western forces finally came to Baghdad 
in 2003 they did not come primarily as humanitarian protectors, they came to rid Iraq 
of its chemical, biological and nuclear weapons programmes out of fear they might be 
used to support international terrorism. It was only when no such weapons were found 
that the goal of establishing liberal democracy in Iraq rose so prominently to the fore.  
 
Iraq, again, was a security intervention though it, too, was couched at least in part in the 
language of humanitarianism. Tony Blair took the humanitarian case for action 
particularly seriously, remarking a year before the invasion that the left-wing case for 
action seemed obvious given the regime’s documented history of brutality. The problem 
with this argument, however, was the immediacy of the humanitarian threat. Saddam 
Hussein had engaged in genocide before, but in 2003 his worst humanitarian crimes 
were fifteen years in the past. There was no immediate need to act.  
 
Nor was there clear evidence that military action was a last resort or that it had proper 
authority behind it – quite the contrary in fact given the abrupt termination of the UN-
led weapons inspection process. Much was made at the time of the refusal of 
traditionally ‘awkward’ states like France and Russia to grant UN authority to the US-led 
campaign. But the decision to stay out of Iraq made by more traditionally loyal states 
like Canada, which has suffered the third highest level of military casualties during the 
war in Afghanistan, underlines the more problematic nature of the Iraqi campaign. The 
best that could be said about it from an intervention perspective was that it was not 
primarily sold in humanitarian terms. The US in particular stated its security goals 
starkly. Blair confused the issue somewhat, but Britain’s voice carries less clout on the 
international stage than it once might have done.  
 
Libya 
 
Libya, perhaps the least controversial of the four interventions I will discuss tonight, 
was still far from unproblematic. Here the biggest problem came with the interpretation 
of UN Security Council Resolution 1973 by the western allies. SCR 1973 explicitly 
referred to the responsibility of the Gaddafi regime to protect civilians living within its 
territories. It condemned the immediate humanitarian emergency created in the 
country by government troops advancing on Benghazi, and authorized the use of “all 
necessary measures” to protect civilians and civilian areas from attack, while 
deliberately stopping short of authorizing a foreign occupation force. It passed because 
Russia and China, which traditionally have upheld sovereignty as an absolute rule at the 
Security Council, were unwilling to appear publicly to condone Gaddafi’s stated 
intention of massacring civilians once Benghazi fell.  
 
Yet in practice the action that followed, which involved many of the states that 
overthrew the Taliban ten years before, quickly morphed from a straightforward 
reactive effort to protect civilians into a more proactive campaign of regime change. The 
action taken did protect civilians. But it did more than that, and in the process it violated 
the proportionality principle set out by the responsibility to protect.  
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Consequences 
 
I’m going to come to the fourth of our conflicts, Syria, in just a moment. First I want to 
say a few words about the consequences of the various problems I have just laid out.  
 
Domestic politics 
 
To begin with, thirteen years of war have had a profound effect on the domestic politics 
of western intervention. The conflation of security and humanitarian motives made 
domestic political sense, at first. During the 1990s western intervention suffered from a 
lack of domestic support. Most democratic leaders drew the conclusion from the US 
withdrawal from Somalia that their publics were willing to see their soldiers fight for 
the lives of others, but not to die for them. This was a critical reason why NATO stuck so 
doggedly to an aerial campaign when it intervened in Kosovo in 1999.  
 
There are good reasons why leaders might choose to frame humanitarian actions in 
security terms. Why they might both recognize the fundamental insularity of domestic 
publics, and place it in a broader theoretical framework by emphasizing notions of 
common global humanity and rising interdependence. Why they have begun to speak of 
the imperative to minimize human suffering in an age in which problems begin in one 
state but soon spread to others through family links, refugee flows, and terrorism. Yet 
mission creep in Afghanistan together with the collapsed legitimacy of the Iraq 
campaign has poisoned the humanitarian narrative for many western polities. We have 
returned to an age of deep skepticism about humanitarian intervention, a more 
conservative age in which proactive foreign policy seems intrinsically illegitimate, and 
the motives for any military adventure as inevitably base, whatever their stated 
altruistic concerns.  
 
Western publics are thus now more cynical than when the responsibility to protect first 
entered the global discourse on humanitarian affairs.  
 
Emboldened authoritarians 
 
The second major consequence of the events I have discussed is the emboldenment of 
authoritarians. I had the great pleasure last week of listening to Professor Michael 
Ignatieff, one of the authors of the responsibility to protect, speak at Chatham House on 
almost exactly the question I address tonight.  
 
He cut a forlorn figure in many respects, lamenting the adoption of the forms but not the 
substance of the protection norm by Vladimir Putin’s Russia. Ignatieff’s thesis was 
simple. By talking of humanitarian intervention while pursuing security goals, and by 
ignoring the UN or exceeding its mandate, the West has emboldened authoritarians to 
pursue their own brand of naked self-interest with military means, while justifying their 
actions all the while with reference to civilian protection. Putin’s annexation of the 
Crimean region of Ukraine came on the back of repeated declarations setting out 
Russia’s responsibility to protect the Russian population of Ukraine in the face of 
revolution in the capital Kiev. Putin’s actions, Ignatieff, argued, represent the playing 
back to the West of its own arguments for intervention, but in parody form.  
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There is no need for Russian intervention in Crimea. There is no imminent threat to 
civilian life. Yet Putin has seen the west stretch definitions to pursue its own security 
interests. He feels free to do the same himself, knowing the west cannot complain too 
vociferously without revealing its own hypocrisy. He points in particular to the Kosovo 
precedent, which established in international law the right of territories to secede 
unilaterally from the states of which they form a part. It is probably true that the sort of 
negotiated separation based on mutual recognition and respect that Canada has long 
contemplated in Quebec and Britain may soon face in Scotland was beyond reach in 
Kosovo. But the implication that might makes right, that western air power gave Kosovo 
de facto independence before the ICJ retrospectively made it de jure in 2010, has 
emboldened Putin in a way that no level of weakness on the part of President Obama 
ever could.  
 
Diminished moral authority 
 
Hypocrisy underpins the third major consequence of the interventions of recent years, 
the diminished moral authority enjoyed by the west. I still find it extraordinary how 
many people in how many parts of the world have come to view western intervention 
as fundamentally opposed to Islam given the critical placed played by the protection of 
Muslims in the Balkans in the development of the interventionist norm. That aspect I 
think is unfair. But other criticisms hold more water. Three stand out.  
 
The first is the failure to speak frankly about the calculations of national interest 
involved in intervention. The reason Libya saw intervention in 2011 and Syria did not 
was that Libya has oil and Libyan refugees were likely to land on European shores. The 
more moralistic elements of western public opinion despise any reference to national 
interest and demand a purely altruistic foreign policy from their leaders. The majority 
are more realistic. They would rather have national interests concerned if they are to 
pay the price in blood and gold of even an aerial intervention.  
 
But just as the west has downplayed the realpolitik in its own interventionist stance, so 
now too the more traditionally self-interested powers, especially Russia, have begun to 
couch clear power grabs in humanitarian terms. This confuses what should be a 
straightforward issue. After all, few states doubt that Russia has legitimate security 
interests in Crimea, nor that the protection of those interests (and not of civilians from 
an imagined Western threat) is motivating the present annexation. This in turn 
rebounds onto the west. If the use of the language of protection becomes inextricably 
linked with thinly disguised national interest, it will lose all substantive meaning.  
 
The second is the refusal to be bound by the UN. As the Kosovo precedent showed, 
humanitarian arguments can grant legitimacy to otherwise illegal actions that 
circumvent the Security Council. In Kosovo however the majority of the criteria later 
identified under the responsibility to protect were met. That was not the case in Iraq. By 
exceeding the mandate granted for action in Libya, meanwhile, the western powers 
further undermined the integrity of the responsibility to protect, while simultaneously 
reducing the prospects of Security Council approval for similar actions in future.  
 
The third and most important criticism is the West’s consistent failure to back its words 
with deeds. Under the terms of the Budapest declaration of 1996, the US and UK are 
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bound to preserve the territorial integrity of Ukraine, as indeed is Russia. Yet no 
substantive action will follow the recent annexation. The West will tacitly concede that 
might does in fact make right. All the talk of genocide in Darfur yielded no substantive 
Western response. Peacekeepers deployed to Bosnia in the early 1990s proved unable 
to keep the peace. Libya remains a chaotic and dangerous place, Afghanistan seems 
likely to return to some form of Taliban rule, Pakistan has been destabilized, and Iraq is 
almost as authoritarian now as it was in 2003. And as for Syria, well, I’m coming to that 
now.  
 
Syria 
 
For these reasons and more the West has not intervened and will not intervene to stop 
the rising civilian death toll in the Syrian civil war, now three years old. As the British 
parliamentary vote in August last year showed, western states are simply unwilling to 
fight. They are war-weary, worn down by thirteen years of rising casualties and 
declining legitimacy. They have turned inward in a time of austerity. They have 
abandoned the notion of a common duty to all humankind. They see the advance of 
authoritarian states, emboldened by Western hypocrisy, and they recognize the 
hypocrisy reflected back at their own states’ actions. They see their leaders unable to 
reach agreement at the Security Council and, mindful of Iraq, they lose faith. A more 
conservative mindset wins out.  
 
Particular damage stemmed from President Obama’s failure to enforce his own ‘red line’ 
over the use of chemical weapons against civilians. Obama struck a careful balance 
when he warned the Assad regime against launching chemical attacks. On the one hand, 
he established clear boundaries beyond which the US would feel compelled to act, for 
reasons of national security, human protection, and international law. On the other, he 
sent a straightforward signal to Assad. You can kill as many civilians as you like and the 
US will not intervene, as long as you don’t use chemical weapons. As if that statement 
were not hypocritical and humiliating enough, he then failed to act when someone in 
the regime dared to call his bluff. A superpower unwilling or unable to uphold its word 
is no use to international order at all. Interventionism based on false promises will not 
lead to effective intervention.  
 
Conclusions 
 
So what is the future of western intervention? Where do we go from here? Not, it seems, 
to Damascus. There will be no Damascene conversion of western publics in favour of 
intervention to end the Syrian civil war. Michael Ignatieff called last week for military 
steps to force Assad to the negotiating table, and expressed hope that rising casualty 
figures will eventually prompt the US to act. But there seems little prospect such steps 
will come.  
 
Yet Western intervention is not dead. Western interventionism is not going anywhere. 
The US remains the global superpower, an ‘empire lite’ in Ignatieff’s words, built on 
democracy, liberal economics and human rights. Its closest allies, prominent among 
them Canada and the UK, continue to support the principle of a humanitarian world 
order underpinned by American firepower. And American firepower remains clearly 
dominant in the world, even without the multiplying effect of NATO allies. The 
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normative impulse to preserve human life so deftly encapsulated in the responsibility to 
protect has survived the trials of recent conflicts and it will endure.  
 
Western intervention will however be constrained in future, of that there is no doubt. It 
is relatively easy to rally democratic publics to support humanitarian actions approved 
by the UN. Libya proved that. It is far harder to gain domestic legitimacy without the 
crucial badge of international agreement only the Security Council can grant, and with 
the alienation of Russia the prospects for Security Council agreement in future look 
grim.  
 
It is harder, too, to convince cynical, inward-looking publics to support idealistic, 
outward-looking foreign policies. One day it will again be done. But not just yet. This 
means that the future of Western intervention in the short term is indeed quite bleak. 
Not as bleak as the future of the Syrian people, or the prospects for Ukraine’s territorial 
integrity. But still pretty bleak. Yet that doesn’t mean that Western intervention is dead. 
Because no-one in the West thinks mass murder is acceptable. No-one in the West 
thinks using chemical weapons on civilians is ok. And we in the West are not alone in 
this belief. For all the power calculations of leaders in every part of the world, their 
citizens remain remarkably alike. We all agree that killing people is wrong. All the 
politics, and the hypocrisy, and the pain of sacrifice will fade, and that fundamental 
belief will remain. And we will, in time, recover our confidence, and intervene again in 
the defence of human life.  
 


