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Criminal Court were two illustrations 
of that vision: the establishment of a 
genuine “international community” 
that would coalesce around shared 
principles and would be strong enough 
to show solidarity when populations 
were under threat. 

Of course, the reality never fully 
conformed to that ideal model. But 
there was a sense that the world was 
shrinking and that interdependence 
made abstention impossible. For some, 
international engagement was a moral 
imperative whilst for others it was a 
strategic necessity. Either way, shor-
ing up “fragile states”—as they were 

patronizingly described in advanced 
democracies—was not only the moral 
thing to do; it was also prudent because 
these “fragile states” might otherwise 
become safe-havens for transnational 
terrorist organizations, as had been the 
case when the Taliban hosted Al Qaeda 
and Osama bin Laden. And that might 
require a military intervention.

That sort of interventionism had 
old roots that preceded the East-West 
confrontation structuring the world 
after World War II, and of which the 
Soviet Union was an alternate incarna-
tion rather than its opposite. It reflected 
the European tradition of universalism: 
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THE lamentable end of Western 
engagement in Afghanistan is a 
watershed event that may well 

mark the end of an era. At the mo-
ment, there is a lazy consensus that 
“intervention” in the lives of others can 
only fail. The same question keeps be-
ing asked: why engage in costly open-
ended engagements when we don’t 
know what we’re doing? Such a mind-
set fits very well with the spirit of our 
times, a shrinking and often xenopho-
bic vision of a world of which we are 
fearful because we do not understand 
it and are incapable of managing it: 
we would rather hunker down behind 
tightly-controlled borders than venture 
into dangerous foreign lands. 

This is the exact opposite of the zeit-
geist that prevailed in the immediate 
aftermath of the end of the Cold War 
when the triumphalist mood of the time 

generated a sort of hubris in the West. 
We thought that we could reshape the 
world in our own image, according to a 
sequence in which military intervention 
was followed by stabilization and came 
to a conclusion with the conduct of free 
and fair elections that would legitimize 
an inclusive government. We believed, 
in short, in social engineering. 

As the head of UN peacekeep-
ing during its biggest expansion 

(2000-2008), I played my part in that 
project, deploying multidimensional 
missions in a number of countries in 
various parts of the developing world. 
And if some unsavory ruler chal-
lenged that post-Cold War ambition, 
so the thinking went, he would need 
to be crushed and, if possible, tried in 
an international court. The emerging 
doctrine of the Responsibility to Protect 
and the creation of the International 
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Intervention in the 
Post-Afghanistan Era

British, Turkish, and American soldiers assist an Afghan child at the 
Kabul airport, 20 August 2021
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a belief in universal values that finds its 
secular expression in political systems. 
It was almost a moral obligation to 
spread the values that underpin them. 
Strategy and morality had since the 
early days of colonialism been blended 
in a morality tale, the “white man’s bur-
den” celebrated by Rudyard Kipling: the 
Afghan woman that appeared on the 
cover of Time magazine 
at the end of 2002 was 
only the last incarnation 
of that story, when she 
became the standard 
bearer of Western inter-
ventionism.

The abrupt depar-
ture from Kabul, with desperate 

Afghans clinging to departing airplanes 
and falling to their death when the planes 
took off, provides a brutal and grue-
some ending to that morality tale. In the 
end, we care more about our own fellow 
citizens than we care about people we 
have never met, living in countries we 
can barely identify on a map. Because we 
oversold the vision of an international 
community, we are slightly embarrassed 
by our betrayal, and try to find excuses to 
it. U.S. President Joe Biden thus explained 
that it was difficult for America to fight 
for Afghanistan when Afghan soldiers 
were not willing to fight for their own 
country. He did not mention that Afghan 
security forces had suffered more than 
70,000 casualties over the past 20 years 
whereas American ones had been less 

than 2,500. But the United States and the 
West felt better convincing themselves 
that the people they were abandoning no 
longer deserved their sympathy.

The truth is that the comfortable 
view that ethics and strategic interests 
converge has been blown to pieces. The 
horizon of reason is not the horizon of 

our emotions, nor is it 
the horizon of our inter-
ests. What we celebrate 
as universalism is some-
times nothing more than 
the ambition of power, 
and many crimes have 
been committed in the 
name of universalism: 

historians rightfully point to the atroci-
ties of slavery, colonialism, imperial-
ism. At the same time, as we just did in 
Kabul, we dispense with universalism 
when it no longer suits us. 

This is not a pleasant moment for a 
West that believed its own propaganda 
and thought that the collapse of the 
Soviet Union ushered in the triumph 
of Western universalism. It did not 
matter much if many countries, which 
had been the victims of European 
colonialism, never bought into that 
narrative and were always wary that 
humanitarian interventions were an 
updated version of old imperialism. 
The political crisis of the West and the 
rapid emergence of China as an exam-
ple of economic success divorced from 

the universalist values of the West have 
shattered that Western self-confidence 
and the belief that a Western model is 
the future of the world. One could say 
that we are now irremediably shaken.

Wither 
Intervention?

What does all this 
mean for the 

future of intervention? 
One paradox of our time 
is that at the very mo-
ment when skepticism is 
growing on the wisdom 
of intervening forcefully 
in the lives of others, 
the rules that govern the 
use of force have been 
loosened. Unilateral interventions or 
interventions not sanctioned by the UN 
Security Council have become more 
frequent, and the provisions of the UN 
Charter on the use of force have been re-
peatedly violated or loosely interpreted. 

When the 2011 Security Council reso-
lution authorizing the use of force to 
protect civilians in Libya became a basis 
for regime change, it badly damaged the 
emerging norm of the Responsibility to 
Protect and it weakened non-prolifer-
ation efforts, as all would-be prolifera-
tors were made aware of the danger for 
them of renouncing nuclear weapons, 
as Muammar Qaddafi had a few years 
after the 9/11 terrorist attacks against 
the United States. 

The response of the international 
community to 9/11 had even 

more far-reaching consequences. The 
Security Council radically changed 
the balance that the UN Charter had 
set when it agreed that the Al-Qaeda 
attacks—notwithstanding the fact that 
they had not been ordered or directed 

by the Afghan state—
provided sufficient 
ground to launch a war 
against that same Af-
ghan state on the basis 
of a self-defense argu-
ment: the vision of the 
drafters of the Charter 
was that authorization 
by the Security Council 
to use force would be 

the norm and unilateral use of force by 
states claiming self-defense would be 
the exception. 

Since 2001, the unilateral use of force 
has become the norm, and an impotent 
Security Council has watched helplessly 
as states play an increasingly assertive 
role invoking the right of self-defense. 
There is not much confidence in the 
capability of a hypothetical “interna-
tional community” to shape our collec-
tive future, but there is an increasing 
tolerance for the use of unilateral brutal 
force. That leaves the world in a dan-
gerous situation: no collective will to 
build stability, but a higher risk of fierce 
unilateral responses when instability 
becomes a threat to national security. 
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Is there an alternative? This essay 
argues that rather than altogether aban-
doning the possibility of intervention, we 
need to do three things: first, define more 
clearly what makes an intervention legiti-
mate; second, recalibrate interventions; 
and third, rethink how we intervene. 

Why Legitimacy Matters

There are indeed 
considerable differ-

ences between a war such 
as the Iraq intervention 
(unilaterally launched by 
the United States), the 
Afghanistan intervention 
(sanctioned by the UN 
but largely conducted by 
a small group of coun-
tries), the long-term 
deployment of troops in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (sanctioned by the 
UN but much lighter than international 
deployments in Iraq or Afghanistan, yet 
more significant compared to even light-
er deployments in other UN peacekeep-
ing operations), and the various strictly 
political UN missions (characterized by a 
lack of international troop deployments). 
But they share one characteristic: even if 
the Afghan and Iraq wars were presented 
as self-defense interventions, they were 
wars of choice; and in that respect, they 
raise the same hard questions as the other 
two types of intervention. 

Interveners need to demonstrate more 
rigor and honesty as they weigh the 

pros and cons of future interventions. 
What justifies intervening in the lives 
of others when your national security is 
not directly at stake? Which moral and 
strategic interests are at stake? What 
level of commitment, in both intensity 
and in duration, do they warrant? How 
assured are interveners that they will 
be willing and able to sustain the ef-

fort? Answering such 
and similar questions is 
the only way of address-
ing the question of the 
legitimacy of an inter-
vention—not only in the 
formal sense of respect 
for international law, but 
also in its substantive 
dimension.

Legitimacy matters in both its 
formal and substantive dimen-

sions. It matters from the standpoint of 
the interveners—especially if they are 
democracies—as they will have grave 
difficulties in sustaining their engage-
ment if the intervention does not have 
a solid foundation accepted by a large 
majority. 

That legitimacy should be both formal 
and strategic, and Afghanistan shows 
what happens when the strategic legiti-
macy of an intervention is questioned: 
the current Taliban regime is certainly 
abhorrent to many Afghans who have 
tasted of another way of life, but is it a 
threat to the rest of the world? Many 

experts argue that the Taliban has an 
essentially domestic agenda, and that, 
if it achieves effective control of Af-
ghanistan, it will have little tolerance 
for transnational terrorist groups that 
could again result in devastating retali-
ation against the country 
it now controls. 

Of course, it is far 
from clear whether the 
Taliban will succeed in 
its enterprise. It may well 
be that a year from now, 
Afghanistan will have 
again slipped into civil 
war, whether because 
of divisions within the 
Taliban (between those 
like Haqqani network 
supported by Pakistan 
and the more independ-
ent-minded Kandahari 
Taliban), or because of a 
new challenge by enemies of the Taliban 
affiliated with the Northern Alliance. In 
either scenario, the capacity of the Tali-
ban regime to police Afghanistan would 
be severely curtailed and terrorist groups 
based in Afghanistan could once again 
become a threat to other countries. But 
such speculative thinking had not been 
enough to prevent the departure of the 
United States in the summer of 2021.

Legitimacy also matters—perhaps 
even more so—in the eyes of the 

people of the country in which the in-

tervention takes place. For them, formal 
legitimacy is essential. The divisions 
in the Security Council have resulted 
in efforts by Western countries to get 
around the Council’s growing paralysis 
and write their own rules, inspired by 

the Christian concept of 
“just war.” 

Such past efforts may 
have made intervention 
more legitimate in the 
eyes of the interveners, 
but in the end, they are 
rarely enough to con-
vince the people of the 
country in which the 
intervention is taking 
place: inevitably divi-
sions within the ranks 
of the interveners and 
their political opponents 
feed the suspicion that 
the former have ulte-

rior motives, which as a consequence 
undermines the trust that is required 
to make real progress. In the country 
where the intervention takes place, a 
lack of a broad international consensus 
that would have been necessary for a 
formal decision of the Security Council 
to authorize the intervention in ques-
tion means that the interveners will 
have the gravest difficulties in building 
compromise—much less consensus—in 
the country in which they intervene. 
The interveners are unlikely to be seen 
as impartial and the intervention may 
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deepen divisions rather than overcome 
them. The disagreements over the 
legitimacy of launching an intervention 
will continue to fester after the inter-
vention, which will in turn feed into 
local disputes, as we see, for instance, in 
Libya today.

This suggests that 
interventions are 

more likely to succeed 
if they are conducted in 
a genuinely multilateral 
framework, with the 
blessing of the United 
Nations, if not neces-
sarily under its direct 
authority. In the present 
dysfunctional state of 
international affairs, 
that is likely to make 
intervention much rarer 
than in the past three 
decades, but there may be situations 
where agreement among the permanent 
members of the Security Council will 
still be possible, making intervention an 
option. 

As divided as are presently the mem-
bers sitting on the Council, they still 
agree that states are the indispensable 
custodians of an international order, 
and they are wary of a world in which 
spaces under the control of non-state 
actors expand. Thus, it stands to reason 
that compromise will be found some-
where between the European tradition 

of universalism and the Chinese vision 
of controlled harmony. 

Calibrating Interventions

A combination of international 
divisions and national retrench-

ment will undoubtedly reinforce the 
“intervention fatigue” that prevails in 

the world today. But 
intervention should not 
altogether disappear 
from the international 
toolbox. But in order to 
remain a credible option, 
it will need to be better 
calibrated. 

There are indeed vast 
differences between the 
deployment of a force 
of tens of thousands of 
troops supporting a mul-
tidimensional mission, 

the deployment of a political envoy sup-
ported by a handful of senior aides, and 
all the situations in between. We should 
abandon the illusion that the stabiliza-
tion of a country broken by civil strife 
can be achieved quickly. More often 
than not, stabilization is a generational 
effort that requires persistence on the 
part of international partners. The 
quick entry/quick exit template, which 
is then followed by rapidly-held elec-
tions, simply does not work; there may 
be situations in which an open-ended 
commitment is the best option, rather 
than a time-bound engagement that 

gives the upper hand to spoilers willing 
to wait out an impatient or tired inter-
national community. 

But the open-ended option requires 
calibrating the international commit-
ment in a way that can be sustained 
indefinitely—an approach that is very 
different from what has been done 
since the end of the Cold War. Deciding 
what is the right formula will require 
not only having a sound evaluation of 
the situation, but also a willingness of 
international stakeholders to engage in 
a sustained effort.

There may also be situations 
in which the best option is an 

intense political engagement with the 
lightest of footprints. The war with the 
FARC in Colombia ended with minimal 
international engagement because of 
the traditional Latin American aversion 
for UN interventions, but the political 
support of a UN envoy and of a couple 
of countries that supported the pro-
cess was instrumental in facilitating 
the conclusion of a peace agreement. 
The outcome of the Afghan war might 
have been different if, say, instead of the 
enormous footprint—both civilian and 
military—that the international com-
munity eventually came to have in the 
country, the role of the international 
community had been limited to the 
provision of good offices to broker an 
agreement between the beneficiaries of 
the quick war of 2001 and the Taliban.

In all situations to come, the pre-
ferred option should be the light-

est possible engagement—not only for 
reasons of international sustainability, 
but also for reasons of local acceptability. 
There may be exceptional situations in 
which a strong and massive international 
engagement may be required for a short 
period of time. But such a foreign pres-
ence should not overstay its welcome. A 
UN flag may be better tolerated than a 
national flag, but in the end, any foreign 
presence will be perceived as an occupa-
tion, and the design of future interven-
tions should reflect that awareness. 

Rethinking Interventions 

Three decades of interventions in 
very different contexts provide 

some lessons—especially on what not to 
do. Three lessons stand out, with each 
being examined in turn. 

The first lesson has to do with in-coun-
try security. Its provision is an absolute 
priority in any stabilization strategy, and 
there is a false dichotomy between i) 
security and ii) service delivery/develop-
ment as the foundation of legitimacy for 
a state trying to reassert itself in a post- 
conflict environment. Indeed, security 
is not enough; but without security, 
there will be no development, and there 
will be no effective state presence, as 
the populations of northern Mali have 
found out in villages where no civil serv-
ant wants to serve because of a credible 
fear of bodily harm. 
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The problem lies with the many flaws 
of the international approach to secu-
rity and security sector reform. Interna-
tional actors see this largely as a techni-
cal undertaking in which better trained 
and better equipped police and military 
will have the upper hand. They usually 
underestimate the political and societal 
dimensions of the effort. For security 
forces to be effective, 
they need to believe in 
their mission and they 
need to enjoy the trust 
of the population. Both 
of these things depend 
on the political context: 
do soldiers and police 
officers respect the new 
authority? Do they have 
an “esprit de corps” that 
makes them proud of what they do? 
Are they willing to sacrifice their lives 
for the country they are meant to serve? 
Does the population see them as impar-
tial protectors or as representatives of a 
particular group? Are they a threat or a 
reassurance? 

Too often, these basic political condi-
tions are ignored and the problem is 
aggravated by the modalities of inter-
national engagement: the international 
security force—whether it is an en-
forcement force under national com-
mand or UN peacekeepers—becomes a 
substitute to, rather than a support for, 
national efforts. It relieves national au-
thorities of their responsibility in pro-

viding security to their people and finds 
itself in the uncomfortable situation of 
being at once rejected by the population 
and irreplaceable because no effective 
alternative force has been built, as we 
found out in Afghanistan. 

Put differently, an international 
presence finds itself in a trap when it 

has lost the capacity to 
transform a situation 
but cannot leave without 
risking the collapse of 
the country it has come 
to help. Lastly, as if that 
was not enough, sup-
port for national efforts, 
when it is provided, is 
not always adapted to 
the capacities and needs 

of a force that will have limited re-
sources once the international presence 
is withdrawn. Logistics are often pro-
vided by costly private contractors that 
a developing country will simply not 
be able to afford, while expensive and 
hard-to-sustain close air support be-
comes an indispensable tactical feature 
of operations.

In the future, a political understand-
ing of the conditions for effective secu-
rity should drive the international inter-
vention effort; and the preferred course 
of action, in most situations, should be 
support to national efforts rather than 
substitution through the deployment of 
large foreign forces of peacekeepers or 

peace enforcers. And “support” should 
not become a synonym for the kind of 
superficial training programs that rarely 
help build credible forces, but rather 
should involve foreign officers embed-
ded in fighting units and willing to 
share the same risks that the people that 
they are meant to support. This may 
limit the willingness among countries 
providing peacekeepers or trainers to 
take part in such operations; but that in 
itself will be a test of the seriousness of 
their commitment.

The second lesson is about state-
building efforts. Everyone agrees 

that rebuilding a country that has 
been ravaged by civil strife must be a 
comprehensive effort, but the inter-
ventions of the last decades—whether 
the lavishly funded ones like Afghani-
stan or Iraq, or the more frugal ones 
like most UN multidimensional op-
erations—have exposed the huge gap 
between theory and practice. Most 
of the time, state-building is supply-
driven rather than demand-driven. 
National agencies, UN funds and pro-
grams, and international aid agencies 
and private philanthropies push their 
own pet projects, creating an unwieldy 
situation in which it is both hard to 
identify priorities and in which na-
tional authorities—those that interna-
tional actors supposedly want to sup-
port in helping to rebuild a legitimate 
state—are often the spectators rather 
than the actors of the effort. 

Moreover, the consultants and experts 
who design the projects often lack the 
anthropological knowledge that would 
be needed for the projects to be sus-
tained by local chains of accountability, 
creating bottom-up ownership. In the 
absence of such ownership, there is a 
high risk that the offer will not corre-
spond to the actual needs of the coun-
try in which an intervention has taken 
place and that the execution of the 
project will feed corruption rather than 
build a credible state. The more money, 
the more corruption.

Such deep flaws of state-building are 
hard to correct: there is just not enough 
knowledge to ensure that projects will 
be attuned to the specific characteris-
tics of a particular country, and there is 
not enough discipline among the many 
foreign actors involved in interventions 
to ensure that the provision of support 
will follow the priorities of the country 
rather than those of the donors. That 
should not lead to abandoning any 
state-building efforts, however; but it 
should translate into us having a much 
more modest understanding of what 
can be achieved: we should consider the 
real rather than the assumed capaci-
ties of the international community. 
We should also limit our ambitions by 
focusing on a few priorities rather than 
pretending that all dimensions of state-
building can be covered. If the interna-
tional community is incapable of acting 
like a symphony orchestra. It should 
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test whether it can in some limited 
cases be a chamber orchestra. 

The evolution from the “symphony 
orchestra” image to the “chamber 

orchestra” paradigm reflects the third 
and most important 
lesson of the past dec-
ades: the primacy of 
politics, and the need to 
subordinate all efforts 
to the consolidation of 
a fragile peace. This has 
implications for state-
building—for instance, 
strengthening cabinet 
functions for a proper allocation of 
resources across the country—while 
building local government and account-
ability in parallel. 

Each situation will require a differ-
ent set of priorities. But in the end, the 

foundation for both development and 
security is a political agreement that can 
be sustained. Without it, everything will 
unravel. When the international com-
munity makes the momentous decision 
to intervene, it should focus like a laser 

on the political settle-
ment that it supports.  

The next decade is 
likely to see less inter-
ventions than the first 
two decades of this cen-
tury, but that newfound 
humility may actually 
lead to more successes. 

The world moves in cycles. In the 
wake of the excessive confidence of 
the early decades of the post-Cold 
War period, we have now become 
more cautious. This should not need 
lead to xenophobic retrenchment but 
rather to calibrated engagement. 

If the international 
community is 

incapable of acting 
like a symphony 

orchestra. It should 
test whether it can in 
some limited cases be 
a chamber orchestra.


