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Chapter 18: Humanitarian Intervention (Anthony Lang, Jr.) 
 
Humanitarian Intervention, Liberal Irony and Human Rights (JH) 
 
Humanitarian interventions are now a prominent feature of world politics. For many people 

the primary problem is not justifying intervention but motivating powerful states to 

intervene in the first place. There are, however, important voices of opposition that argue 

that humanitarian intervention is the continuation of colonial and imperial forms of 

domination, or that the program of democracy and human rights, which is the intended 

outcome of intervention, unjustly imposes a form of politics upon a people. This has led to 

significant debate about the importance of the motivations and intentions behind 

humanitarian intervention operations, as well as sustained argument over the universality 

of the values that justify and orient the practice.  

 

When one considers notable cases where interventions either failed or were never 

attempted, the debate about motivations or universal values can seem unimportant. After 

all, who would have opposed intervention into Rwanda in 1994 to stop the genocide, or an 

intervention into the Darfur region of Sudan today? Critics of the practice of intervention 

argue that the assumption that we can clearly identify situations where intervention is 

justified is a primary example of the dominance of a liberal ideology in the international 

system. Yet it is the presumptions of liberalism that are in question: the view that human 

rights abuses or authoritarian government justify violent intervention is importantly 

premised on the universality of the value placed on human rights and democracy. But the 

lack of consensus on these values is a challenge to legitimate humanitarian intervention. 

 

 

The neopragmatist American philosopher Richard Rorty has suggested that questions of 

philosophical foundations should be given up, more specifically that they serve no useful 

purpose in establishing a universal morality. He argues that liberal democracy and human 

rights cannot be defended by appeals to essential human qualities; rather, he sees the 

success of both as a result of wealth, education and security, which makes expanded 

sympathy possible. Rorty claims that liberals should occupy themselves with making 

liberal ideas coherent and attractive, while also paying more attention to the conditions 

that make violence possible. For Rorty, the key commitments of liberalism are an aversion 

to cruelty and human equality, but these values cannot be secured though appeals to 
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transcendent reason or an essential human nature as liberalism is only one contingent 

identity that humans (who he terms the “malleable-animal”) have embraced. This means 

that liberal values must be held ironically – meaning that the people who profess them are 

fully aware that these values have no solid philosophical foundations – but it does not 

mean that efforts to bring about a liberal Enlightenment utopia must be abandoned. 

Rather, such efforts should be carried on by other means. 

 

Speaking specifically of human rights, he claims that since the Second World War the 

West has embraced a human rights culture, as the horrors of that war and the Holocaust 

provide a shared cultural experience that speaks against cruelty and exclusion. But this is 

simply a result of the historical fact of moral progress enabled by security and wealth, not 

the result of knowledge of foundational moral truth. [On human rights, see also Ch. 13] For 

this reason Rorty’s analysis of human rights violations focuses on how victims are 

dehumanized, while emphasizing that those who commit human rights violations are not 

irrational but simply fail to identify their victims as human in a morally relevant way. 

Therefore, the task of those committed to a human rights culture is not to provide more 

persuasive or elegant arguments, but to alter the sentiments of the perpetrators, to make 

them see their victims as human in the right way, which makes sympathy possible. Rorty 

terms this process “sentimental education” and it consists of two related tasks: (1) to 

provide the stability and security that makes sympathy possible, as those constantly under 

threat cannot risk such inclusive sympathies; (2) to actually expand sympathies, 

something he thinks is best done through what he calls sad, sentimental stories. The small 

realities of human life that are common across different cultures – family life, birth and 

death – are, for Rorty, central to establishing a feeling of shared humanity between 

groups. 

 

 

There are elements of what Rorty suggests that are appealing in their practicality, and he 

is probably right that the Serbian soldier killing Muslims in Bosnia in the 1990s (his own 

example) would not be swayed by the arguments of moral philosophers. Further, his 

suggestion that the way to prevent human rights abuses is to focus on sentimental 

education and material security, providing people with the resources and space to 

embrace the liberal human rights culture, fits neatly within prominent liberal ideologies and 

current statebuilding and development practices. Yet it might be argued that Rorty’s 

account has a number of weaknesses.  
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First, Rorty’s notion of sentimental education has many resonances with colonial 

justifications aimed at saving so-called “savage” peoples from themselves. [On 

colonialism, see Ch. 11] While Rorty certainly does not suggest that liberals are 

objectively more advanced or better than the subjects of intervention, he does believe that 

Western liberals have created an identity, or culture, that is superior. Also, the idea that 

we should see violence as a result of deprivation ignores the politics at work in such 

conflicts. In his example, the Bosnian Serbs are too poor, threatened and unsympathetic 

to respect the human rights of Bosnian Muslims. However, this downplays the fact that 

there were political causes for the conflict and that prior to the war these severe 

deprivations did not lead to such atrocities. Rorty identifies an important consideration, but 

it seems insufficient to account for the wider political, social and psychological contexts in 

which such violence occurs. 

 

The limitations of Rorty’s notion of sentimental education come into focus when applied to 

the question of intervention. In the case of the Iraq invasion in 2003, for example, it would 

seem clear that removing Saddam Hussein from power was an important first step to 

creating a human rights culture in Iraq, yet it is arguable that the invasion makes the 

project of extending sympathies more difficult as the instability in the country has fostered 

new divisions and violence.  

 

Second, by concentrating on the need for security in the spread of a human rights culture 

Rorty uncritically endorses a liberal view of the material conditions required. It is because 

the liberal human rights culture frames a particular form of well-being and individual 

accumulation as goods in themselves that certain forms of security are prioritized over 

others. For example, in Iraq many resources have been devoted to establishing a private 

sector economy with linkages to international markets, done with the assumption that such 

reforms are necessary to material and physical security.  Yet, by many accounts, it was 

the initial failure of the Americans and British to secure basic services for Iraqis in their 

cities and towns that contributed to the discontent later expressed in sustained insurgent 

and sectarian violence.  

 

 

It could be suggested that despite problems in Iraq, mostly to do with planning and 

implementation, Rorty’s focus on generating sympathy and material security are indeed 
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necessary for peace and the eventual establishment of a democratic government that 

respects human rights in Iraq. Further, it could be suggested that the Iraq case is the 

wrong one to consider – it was, after all, an invasion and not an intervention. According to 

this logic, it would be wrong to suggest that all interventions will resemble Iraq. Finally, it 

could be argued that Rorty’s arguments refer to the idea of human rights and not to the 

more practical problem of conducting successful interventions. 

 

Yet how humanitarian interventions are justified is not disconnected from how they are 

carried out. While Rorty evades the philosophical controversy that surrounds the quest to 

establish universal foundations for liberal values, he also suggests that we can act on 

them in a politically and ethically unproblematic way. Unless one rejects all justifications 

for the Iraq war except those referring to the pursuit of American and British national 

interests, the invasion of Iraq must be seen as one intended to improve the condition of 

the country. The US and Britain have not sought to occupy Iraq permanently and the 

public justifications have been primarily concerned with establishing democratic 

government and protecting the rights of the Iraqi people. In many ways the invasion of Iraq 

exemplifies Rorty’s approach, as the US-led coalition was committed to action even 

without the “objective” grounds provided by a United Nations Security Council resolution 

or the informal consent of the world community.  

 

The liberal basis of humanitarian intervention affects how problems are identified and 

constructed. By focusing on legal reform and economic progress the liberal perspective 

may limit a certain kind of cruelty, but it also allows for and enables other violence and 

harms. Further, by construing human rights abuses and other violent situations as forms 

of deprivation, rather than human political conflicts, it is easy to ignore the agency of those 

involved, which in turn can lead to the sort of political blindness that hindered post-war 

planning in Iraq. While it may be true (as Rorty argues) that we live in a “postmodern” 

human rights culture, where the search for objective philosophical truth is finally 

abandoned, this does not mean that simple solutions are offered by intervention or the 

promotion of human rights. 
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