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Yugoslavia, the nation of the Southern Slavs by name, was formed in 1919 out of a desire for collective security from outside antagonists. Josip Broz Tito was Prime Minister of Yugoslavia from the end of World War Two till his death in 1980. Nationalism soon broke the country apart. Slovenia and Croatia declared their independence in 1991, Macedonia the following January and Bosnia and Herzegovina split with Serbia and Montenegro in April of 1992. However, ethnic tensions in Bosnia drove the country into war. After much bloodshed, the Dayton Peace Accords were signed in 1995 to end the fighting. The next year, unrest increases in the Serbian province of Kosovo, whose majority is ethnic Albanian and whose guerrilla arm is the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA). In 1998, Slobodan Milosevic, president of Serbia since 1989, sent in armed forces to end the unrest and war breaks out between the Serbian forces and the KLA. NATO engages in peace talks to end the fighting and threatens to intervene militarily against Serbia if it does not stop. Peace talks disintegrate in 1999 and NATO begins its bombing of Serb targets. After coalition air strikes, a lost election and popular riots, Milosevic steps down from the presidency and is turned over to the United Nations Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia in the Hague in June, 2001. (Encarta) For many reasons, the intervention into Kosovo is cited in all manner of literature on humanitarian intervention. The precedents NATO set in 1999 are highly significant for their implications for future humanitarian interventions. The central question this essay asks is, what precedents does the use of high technology in NATO’s operations set for future humanitarian interventions?
This paper argues in support of a number of premises (some of which I take as given): 1) States are the best insurers of human security. 2) Human rights are universal, not culturally biased. 3) States should ensure the protection of the human rights of their citizens. 4) When states violate the human rights of their citizens, other states have the responsibility to protect them. 5) The dangers of not acting to stop human rights abuses outweigh the dangers even of employing violence to stop them. 6) Military intervention should be the last resort to implement any policy. 7) Military intervention that causes the fewest casualties to one or both sides and achieves its humanitarian goals is the best option to end major human rights abuses. 8) The advanced industrial countries of the West should practice what they preach and intervene more often to uphold human rights. I will explore the debate on the NATO intervention by citing several points brought up for and against it. My conclusion is that it sets the precedents that human rights abuses should not be tolerated because those states that are capable of preventing threats to human rights should do so; and that wars of today should be far more legal, in accordance with international law, than ever before. Intervention is perhaps not the norm but NATO’s actions and results indicate that, when military intervention becomes necessary to halt genocide, there is a preferable way to accomplish it.
But first I will go back to the history with which I began this essay. Yugoslavia was created largely for reasons of defence, but as Margaret MacMillan points out in Paris 1919, the Serbs expected something more. They wanted Serbia to be the central and dominant force in Yugoslavia. MacMillan even draws parallels between Milosevic and the ambitious Serbian leader of the Yugoslavian delegation at the Paris Peace Conference, Nicola Pasic. (MacMillan, 111-2) The reason for which Slovenia and Macedonia left the federation so easily was simply that Milosevic wanted to concentrate his power where he would have support: wherever there was a sufficiently large Serbian population, which he could arm to create a Greater Serbia, with Milosevic as president. (Ignatieff, 49) The Dayton Accords were signed after the massacre at Sarajevo and Srebrenica. Dayton led NATO to see Milosevic as a man they could deal with, because at Dayton Milosevic so graciously traded away Sarajevo to the Muslims, betraying the Bosnian Serbs. However, Milosevic deliberately left Kosovo out of the agreement. NATO’s tough talk failed to arrest the Bosnian war criminals responsible for Sarajevo and Srebrenica, so Milosevic bet it would continue to talk about human rights and do nothing. (49-50) And four years of idle threats seemed to confirm his suspicions. NATO seemed unwilling to go to war for its values. But it did; and thanks to the revolution in military affairs (RMA), it did not expend a single coalition pilot’s life.
As the nuclear build up slowed down in the 1970s and 80s, as the superpowers realised that they needed conventional weapons, not missiles they could not use, they sought a new kind of technology. The rise of moral and human rights language in security discourse since World War Two had raised standards of weaponry to minimise collateral damage and reduce or eliminate the risks to those firing them. These changes led to missiles that would hit their targets, and nothing else, with precision, and do as little destruction as would disable these targets and not level the houses or schools near which they could be tactfully placed. (164) The US Air Force first used a guided missile to destroy a strategic bridge in Vietnam in 1972. (165) The RMA continued by making various technological breakthroughs. Lasers improved guidance and targeting; computers could make use of satellites to strike targets with pinpoint accuracy; propulsion systems increased the range of missiles and explosives were made less damaging to civilians, which meant that both the targeters and the bystanders were safer; and unmanned drones to make surveillance safe for pilots. (166) The results of the RMA in the US were plain to see in the Gulf War of 1991. Precision ordnance made up only eight percent of the bombs that fell on Iraq; and yet the world got to see what the Cruise missile could do, its guided lethality, the risks it eliminated on behalf of the protagonists and the serious implications for the antagonists. (168) Enemies knew that if the US used such technology, which was far in advance of most of the other weapon systems in the world, it would take similar technology, which most states could not afford, to beat them in combat. The question is, under what conditions should this technology be used?
The Responsibility to Protect is a document issued by the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) in December 2001. This document outlines the rights and responsibilities of states in interventions to halt “large scale loss of life… [and] ethnic cleansing, actual or apprehended.” (Commission, XII) It stipulates four precautionary principles that intervening powers must exhaust before they take military action. These principles are a) the right intention, which is to halt any (further) perceived large scale loss of life; b) last resort, so that all diplomatic options for peaceful resolutions have failed; c) proportional means, the minimum amount of force to meet the human security goals of the intervention; d) reasonable prospects that the intervention will prevent (further) loss of life and that the costs of action outweigh the costs of inaction. (XII) Based on the Responsibility to Protect, I believe that someone should have intervened militarily to stop the fighting. They had long exhausted diplomatic avenues such as peace talks, trade embargoes, planned segregation of Serbs and Albanians (Ignatieff, 25, 32-4), all to no avail. Milosevic was not negotiating. He was banking that, either NATO would not follow through on its threats or that, if it did, he could break the alliance and the Western public’s support for the intervention before it achieved its goals. (48, 59-66)

NATO’s command had difficulty reaching conclusions about what the principal targets of the bombing should be. Some of the commanders felt that command and control should be the object of the air strikes; others, including General Wesley Clark, Supreme Allied Commander, Europe, felt that the Serbian forces doing the killing should be stopped. (Ignatieff, 170) Since the coalition was in possession of precision weaponry, they were capable of not only selecting targets but selecting the targets that would most efficiently and effectively achieve the intervention’s objectives. The war ended when NATO bombed a power grid that supplied most of the electricity to Belgrade. NATO gained control of Belgrade’s central nervous system. (108) This victory meant that the regime could no longer direct its war machine. Simultaneously, Louise Arbour, Chief Prosecutor for the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, indicted Milosevic for war crimes. (110) The fact that coalition forces incurred no casualties and caused minimal deaths while forcing Milosevic’s capitulation helps legitimise the intervention. NATO was not trying to kill great numbers of people to force this capitulation, just to destroy the regime’s capacity to massacre its citizens, communicate among the units doing the killing and mobilise public support. In fact, NATO could have gone much further in its pursuit of non lethal warfare through communications systems.
The new uses of communications systems in war are another side to the RMA. One side of a conflict, with the right technology and expertise, can blind and dizzy its opponent, stripping it of the information necessary to order the instruments of war. Instead of attacking human combatants, NATO could have unleashed computer viruses, fed the Serbian command disinformation, disseminated propaganda (a tool of war almost since the advent of war) to change Serbian opinion, and focus only on destroying communication networks: computers, satellites, radars, telephones and power supplies. (169-70) If you hit targets with no human casualty, any calls for revenge are seen as less urgent or justifiable. The NATO intervention did not make use of all of these tools, so it did not set a precedent to require their use in humanitarian intervention; but it does highlight a considerable shift from modern war in two ways: the integration of legal and political review into the process of waging war and, most significantly, the sharp reduction in casualties and suffering in war.
Because of the tenuous public support for the NATO intervention in its member states, military lawyers consulted the Allied Command on all aspects of the air campaign. These lawyers use the Geneva Conventions to approve or disapprove any targets. For every target, they assess the following questions: Is the objective military? Are means proportional to objective? What are the risks of damage to civilians? This legal consultation is in sharp contrast to the Vietnam War, which enjoyed no lawyer intercession. (197-8) So we see legal review solidifying its position in war. Furthermore, politicians had to approve each target before General Clark ordered each attack. Of the more than 500 targets in Kosovo, each belonged to a NATO member—each member had its own targets. Since all of these states were his bosses, one of Clark’s tasks every day was to gain the approval of several targets from reticent politicians. (102) These measures are revolutionary because they are checks and balances. Commanders and soldiers can no longer attack with impunity.
“One hundred years ago, war was still considered a legal means of contesting or advancing the interests of the state.” (Kahn, 2) So says Paul W. Kahn, professor at Yale Law School. Now, however, he claims, there is no longer the moral neutrality, the all’s fair in war mentality there once was. We see things more and more in terms of legal and illegal. If we did not, we would have seen the genocide in Kosovo as a purely internal affair and Serbia’s sovereign border would not have been penetrated. But we do. The targeting systems and precision weaponry used in Kosovo enabled its deployers to differentiate the guilty from the innocent. The moral imperative, then, is 
to punish and deter the unjust without risk to the innocent, whether our own soldiers or civilian victims. If we could completely differentiate the guilty from the innocent, injuring only the former, would we not have perfected, or even transformed, the moral basis of war? (3)

Just like police or firefighters, if NATO’s troops survive their morally justifiable causes, so much the better. The other shift from modern war we see after Kosovo is the necessity of a high number of casualties.
Modern war is characterised by large scale killing of soldiers and civilians, environmental damage, food shortages, refugees, and so on. It is also a cause for self sacrifice. Hegel felt that a society’s health and viability were determined by war, by the willingness of its people to sacrifice themselves for the state. (Coker, 9) A contemporary of Clausewitz felt that the greater the spirit of self sacrifice, the greater chances of victory. (9) John Keegan writes that battle outcomes in the 19th and 20th centuries were due to “the behaviour of men struggling to reconcile their instinct for survival with their sense of honour.” (10) And Susan Sontag said that men felt so strongly about their beliefs, about the patriotism and ideologies linked to their homelands, that they wanted to fight and die for them. (10) Is the RMA going to become a consolidated revolution that wipes the slate of the past two centuries clean? No. Post modern war for humanitarian purposes could become the norm in time but to expect it to become the norm simply because of its success in Kosovo is to ignore the return to conventional military venture, conventional nationalism, conventional soldiers and conventional weaponry used by the US and shaping global consciousness at the beginning of the 21st century.
Events like the bombing of the World Trade Center turn the purposes of morals, human rights and justice on their heads and intervention becomes a mission of revenge. Civilians, who must ultimately authorise intervention, become bloodthirsty, politicians who order the war are leaders, combatants fighting in their name become heroes and enemies are uniformly painted evil. It will be easier for these states to build coalitions of other states that are sympathetic or feel at risk, and easier to justify using weapons that are less discriminating than precision missiles. Upholding values, whether in fact or fiction, creates self righteousness. It is reasonable to believe that, the more prone to military intervention to protect human rights a country is, the more likely it is to intervene for revenge. This type of intervention occurs within a “state of exception.”
Operation Iraqi Freedom escapes the arguments of this paper because it is occurring in a state of exception. In a state of exception, the government has carte blanche to perform any actions necessary to resume political equilibrium, or security. When the equilibrium is undefined, the state can go on indefinitely. This state, named the War on Terror, began on September 11th, 2001 and is as yet open ended. It is characterised by massive government spending on conventional homeland and military security and repressive laws such as the Patriot Act. Under this state of exception, the precision ordnance, minimal collateral damage targets, coercive diplomacy, zero casualty warfare, legal review and exit strategies—all are unnecessary to maintain public support for the war. In contrast, the humanitarian crisis in Kosovo was occurring in a period of relative calm, complacency and prosperity in the West. Until the current state subsides, it is difficult to draw conclusions about the future of war.
None of this is to say that war has not evolved, however. Indeed, if the NATO intervention sets no other precedents, they are that war should have moral reasoning behind it and that such wars will make their participants more legally accountable for the consequences of the wars. Interventions should combine political pressure and, when coercion becomes impossible otherwise, non lethal combat to force states to end mass human rights abuses. And though strategic national interest should not be the biggest reason to intervene militarily, I would not advocate a kind of war that its combatants do not believe in. On the contrary, the values of peace, prosperity and human rights should be the reasons for all manner of intervention. National interest should be secondary or non existent. Dr Ignatieff might agree with some of my premises to intervene but not all.
Ignatieff pits the ideas of self determination and regime change against each other. We do not “believe ourselves to be entitled to use military power to change a regime by force.” (Ignatieff, 202) Would I sound like a neoconservative imperialist to disagree and emphatically state, “but we should”? Or would I simply be breaking with Ignatieff’s pragmatic liberal point of view? The dichotomy of self determination and regime change is a false one. Self determination should give people the right to democracy: they should be allowed to choose their leaders without fear of repression. Regime change in Iraq and Serbia enabled citizens to have democracy. And if my argument in favour of more intervention, more resources from states that can afford it to intervene military into states turning on their citizens is worth consideration; and if my argument that an intervention that incurs as few casualties on both sides as possible is reasonable; then it is valid that advanced industrial democracies should invest in the development of the military technology to perform more calculated interventions like Kosovo. The biggest barrier to successful intervention is that the advanced industrial democracies have short attention spans.

Despite my advocacy for more military intervention, there is need for ongoing public support for particular interventions in order to see them through to their conclusions. The public that authorised the intervention should have an enormous sense of responsibility in doing so, ideally so much as to see through the institutionalisation of a self sustaining economy, competitive political system and vibrant civil society. From diplomatic pressure to military intervention to reconstruction to democracy can take a generation. The liberal democratic West comprises many societies with short attention spans and aggressive opposition parties. In such societies, military ventures can be short lived. (203) An election can mean the rollback of a state’s commitments, as we saw after the change of government in Spain in 2004 when they pulled their troops from the coalition in Iraq. Hence, high technology is necessary to get the job done quickly—to prevent not only the loss of life, but the loss of commitment.

Another serious risk in post modern or “virtual” war is that it turns citizens into spectators. The same people who are authorising war are more distant from it than ever. The theorists I cite above, from Christopher Coker’s work, were writing of a different time, a time before today’s discriminating weapons and before today’s mass media. Post modern war disconnects us from the horrors of war not because we cannot see them but because we are not at risk. Zero casualty warfare meant, in Kosovo at least, that NATO attacked with impunity. Advanced powers overran a small power because they could afford the technology to do it. Aside from sponsoring terrorism, which is, of course, a further risk, small powers only have recourse to a handful of international institutions such as the Security Council and the ICJ. The media, the images of the destruction, turn such wars into light shows, making them easy to support. “Unreality,” writes Ignatieff, “eases moral consent.” (143) Ignatieff tells us of an even deeper easing of moral consent, a veritable reversal of our seemingly ancient connection with the horror of war, during the Gulf War in 1991. The US had such vast superiority in technology that the bombing of Baghdad turned into a video game. (168) Thus, the impunity with which war can now be waged and media both have distancing effects on the sovereign—the public—in the conflict.
Does post modern war mean the end of death on the battlefield? No it does not. Post modern war is not yet the norm and most wars in the near future will be deadly ones. And as compelling as is the police and firefighter analogy that Kahn uses, no state or IGO, apart from the UN, has the authority to police the world to uphold human rights, and the UN is only as strong as the Security Council’s veto waving members. The state of exception, the short spans of commitment of liberal democracies and the virtual nature of the weapons are all risks that require mitigating with checks and balances. But has war really changed? I believe that it has. The NATO intervention in Kosovo sets two main precedents: a) war that takes place outside the state of exception can and should be undertaken for reasons of morality and not simply strategic interest; and b) such wars will make both protagonists, because of legal review, and antagonists, because of the threat of intervention, more legally accountable for their actions. Intervention has a new set of guidelines in the Responsibility to Protect. I believe in more intervention to halt the abuse of human rights and Kosovo gives the world new standards by which to do so.
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