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Editorial

W ars and violent conflicts have devastating conse-
quences for society. They result in loss of life and 
health, destroy communities and infrastructure, dis-

rupt social progress, and often leave long-lasting trauma. Peace is 
not only a fundamental human need for all people in the present 
but also a key factor for the long-term wellbeing and development 
of future generations. But can humanity achieve something that 
seems almost unprecedented in its 300,000-year history – namely 
resolve conflicts without violence?
This question is of existential importance in the nuclear age. How-
ever, the answer to this question also depends on what is meant 
by ‘peace’. Here, the common distinction between an absence of 
armed conflict (negative peace) and cooperation, trust, and even 
friendship between countries (positive peace) comes to mind. Yet, 
this classification does not grasp the full meaning of ‘peace’. In 
addition to its relevance to inter-state relationships, the concept 
of ‘peace’ can also be applied to collectives, such as believers of a 
certain creed, ethnic groups, or politico-cultural factions within 
a single state that fight, for instance, ‘culture wars’. Along with 
all these interpersonal forms of ‘peace’, it is also commonplace to 
speak of ‘peace of mind’ within a person (meaning e.g. tranquil-
lity, compassion, self-control, moderation, forgiveness), which 
might be both a precursor for and a result of peaceful inter-state 
relationships. Last but not least, we should not forget ‘peace with 
nature’. 
While such a conceptual map of ‘peace’ might be inspirational, 
we should not try to achieve everything at once, but instead fo-
cus on the biggest threat: human annihilation. The possession of 
nuclear weapons gives humanity, for the first time in history, the 
means to bring about its own extinction. While the global num-
ber of nuclear warheads has been declining since the 1980s, the 
nuclear-armed states (USA, Russia, UK, France, China, India, 
Pakistan, Israel, and North Korea) have been modernising their 
arsenals. The war in Ukraine rages on and Russia uses its nuclear 
missiles as an ever-intensifying threat. Israel is at war with Hez-
bollah, an organisation that is backed by Iran, which itself has an 
interest in nuclear weaponry. And the conflict between China and 
the West over the quasi-independence of Taiwan could be ignited 
by a spark at any time. The doctrine of deterrence which pre-
vented the use of nuclear weapons through the Cold War seems 
to be obsolete in the twenty-first century. At that time, only two 
nuclear superpowers (the US and the Soviet Union) had to coor-
dinate their mutual deterrence but the world today is much more 
complex. According to the Doomsday Clock, the first nuclear war 
is more likely today than ever before. Research on existential risks 
to humanity assumes a relatively high probability of large-scale 
use of nuclear weapons, within the lifetime of a child born today.
As we can learn from the conceptual distinctions and real-life ex-
amples above, long-term peace requires a minimum of global jus-
tice, mutual respect, and good will for the future. This brings us to 
the root causes of (inter-state) war. Since Immanuel Kant, a thesis 
has developed, which suggests that non-democratic, authoritari-
an (in Kant’s words: despotic) governments are much more likely 
to start wars than democracies. Other scholars have noted that 
nationalism and national sovereignty are key causes for war. In 

this vein, one school of thought (represented by scholars such as 
Bertrand Russel and Albert Einstein) has proposed that a world 
government would ensure peace. The world government would 
have sole authority over armed forces but the principle of sub-
sidiarity (graded competence) would apply. This would be com-
parable to the coexistence of the federal level in the US and its 50 
States. Another more recent school of thought argues that nation-
al governments should be done away with completely, allowing 
for the rule of the individuals (backed by new communication 
and coope rations technologies).
A world government does seem utopian, at least for the next few 
decades. But is it really? For a peace theorist of the nineteenth cen-
tury, eighty years of peace between the major countries of western 
Europe would have sounded utopian too. And yet, the European 
Union received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2012 for this very rea-
son. In the Nobel Lecture in Oslo, the then-president Barroso 
disclosed the secret of the European way from war to peace: bind-
ing shared economic interests very tightly and emphasising com-
monalities without eliminating cultural plurality. But as national 
identities regain power and membership of the EU is challenged, 
the last word has not been spoken about Europe’s peace project.
In the first article of this issue, Michael Haiden addresses a divisive 
aspect of the United Nation’s remit: humanitarian interventions. 
Influenced by the constructivist school of international relations, 
he argues that humanitarian interventions have the potential not 
only to save lives in the short term, but also to promote the value 
of global solidarity. If reformed and improved, he argues, they 
can weaken the norm of national sovereignty and thus realise a 
necessary condition for lasting peace. 
The second article also argues for the importance of an inter-
national community and critiques the norm of national sover-
eignty. In comparison to Haiden, however, Ibrahim Khan takes 
a more critical view of the UN, arguing for the elimination of 
the veto power within the UN Security Council and for renewed 
disarmament efforts. He advocates for a non-hierarchical and in-
clusive system of global governance which integrates grassroots 
voices from the so-called Global South. In doing so, he builds 
upon the political theory of Indian scholars such as Rabindranath 
Tagore and Radhabinod Pal, who conceptualised a distinction be-
tween meaningful peace and an absence of war, long before Johan 
Galtung in the 1960s. 

Finally, the IGJR 1/2024 concludes with two book reviews. The 
first book review continues the theme of peacekeeping, as Gor-
don Hertel scrutinises Andrew Fiala and Jennifer Kling’s printed 
dialogue Can War Be Justified? A Debate (2023). The second re-
view deals with intergenerational issues more generally as Helena 
Weinbrenner appraises Axel Gosseries’ new monograph What is 
Intergenerational Justice? (2023).

Jörg Tremmel, Editor
Grace Clover, Co-Editor
Lena Winzer, Co-Editor
Markus Rutsche, Book Review Editor
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H umanitarian interventions are an established practice 
in international relations, even though their proximate 
effects remain disputed. Some evidence suggests that they 

save lives and shorten hostilities, whereas other works in the literature 
call this into question. Instead of discussing these proximate effects, 
however, this essay focuses on their effects on long-term peacekeeping. 
Arguing that repeated practice changes norms and values in interna-
tional politics, and that these affect how international relations are 
conducted, I outline how humanitarian interventions can promote 
values that are conducive to global peace. The practice of humanitar-
ian intervention can foster ideas of global solidarity and weaken the 
support for national sovereignty. Both of these developments may help 
us overcome the current system of independent nation-states, which, as 
I will show, currently allows and even promotes wars. However, hu-
manitarian interventions are currently carried out in the wrong way 
and do not fulfil their potential. This essay shows how they can be im-
proved and become an important step towards achieving global peace.

Keywords: humanitarian intervention; Constructivism; global 
peace; cosmopolitanism; national sovereignty

Introduction
In 1915, during the First World War, Bertrand Russell wrote that 
“[t]he question whether war is ever justified, and if so under what 
circumstances, is one which has been forcing itself upon the at-
tention of all thoughtful men” (Russell 1915: 127). The ques-
tion certainly occupied him. Russell spent decades arguing that 
to avoid international conflict, humanity needed a world state 
with control over all means of warfare (Russell 1916: 65-67, 79). 
About a hundred years later, Jürgen Habermas argued that a sus-
tainable peace would not be created through a world state, but 
through international law. Habermas thought that international 
law had to be ‘constitutionalised’ or made enforceable by a global 
organisation if we want lasting peace on earth (Habermas 2014).
A global reform that would put an end to the system of sover-
eign nation-states remains a popular idea for achieving sustainable 
peace. The underlying belief is that independent nations will inev-
itably wage war sooner or later, and thus for peace to emerge, we 
must overcome nationalism. In this Russell (see Greenspan 1996) 
and Habermas (2014) agree. Today, pacifist literature identifies 
nationalism and national sovereignty as two key causes of warfare 
(Ryan 2013; 2023).
The purpose of this essay is to examine a path towards sustainable 
global peace, and it does so by seeking ways to overcome nation-
alism. My chosen method will be the practice of humanitarian 
intervention. In humanitarian interventions, states deploy armed 
forces to stop atrocities committed in other nations, to end civil 
wars, to create safe environments for humanitarian aid, and to 
rebuild infrastructure after a conflict. However, these are proxi-
mate effects of humanitarian interventions. By contrast, my essay 
examines their ultimate effects – more precisely, it analyses how 

humanitarian interventions can foster a sustainable global peace 
in the long term.
I claim that humanitarian interventions can be an important 
tool to end nationalism. That is because they do two things: they 
strengthen a norm of global solidarity and weaken the idea of in-
alienable national sovereignty. However, they do not achieve this 
automatically. In fact, humanitarian interventions may currently 
do the opposite. To fulfil their potential, the practice of humani-
tarian intervention must change.
I choose humanitarian interventions because they have already 
revealed their potential to change international relations. States 
have repeatedly used humanitarian interventions to protect for-
eign civilians, and every time this occurs the norm that such in-
terventions are legitimate is strengthened. This means that hu-
manitarian interventions have the benefit of being an established 
practice in international politics. Since it is likely that states will 
use them again in the future, those interested in creating a sustain-
able peace should try to use them to promote this goal.

Humanitarian interventions can be an important tool to end 
nationalism. They strengthen a norm of global solidarity and 
weaken the idea of inalienable national sovereignty. However, 
they do not achieve this automatically. In fact, humanitarian 
interventions may currently do the opposite. To fulfil their po-
tential, the practice of humanitarian intervention must change.

This essay is thus not a comprehensive account of global peace, 
but an examination of the potential that humanitarian interven-
tions, as an already existing practice, can have. Such an examina-
tion is not the answer to all questions about war and peace. But it 
illuminates one possible step toward a peaceful world.
The next section will outline why global solidarity and the end 
of sovereignty are important. Following that, I examine how hu-
manitarian interventions can facilitate these normative changes. 
Lastly, I show why humanitarian interventions currently fall short 
of changing norms, and what can be done to change that.

What is sustainable global peace?
Before delving into how humanitarian interventions may foster 
a ‘sustainable global peace’, I should outline how I am defining 
this term. It seems obvious that a sustainable global peace should 
fulfil some goals beyond an absence of armed hostilities between 
states. Firstly, it should not only mean an absence of inter-state 
war, but also of intra-state violence, such as civil wars, insurgen-
cies, or government-orchestrated genocide. Thus, for instance, re-
fusing to back Ukraine in its current struggle against Russia is not 
automatically a peaceful position, if we have reason to suspect that 
the Ukrainian population would suffer under the Russian regime 
or that the population may continue an insurgency against their 
oppressors.

Can humanitarian interventions help create global peace?
Common practices, normative change and the end of nationalism
By Michael Haiden
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Secondly, sustainable peace should not be crafted through the 
threat of violence alone. For example, we should not aim for a 
situation whereby a powerful dictatorship suppresses conflicts 
worldwide. While such a situation might be preferable to anar-
chy and constant warfare, it should not be the ultimate vision. 
Similarly, a balance of power between nations could theoretically 
be peaceful, but remain fragile, since a shift in this balance could 
lead to war. A sustainable peace would abolish the causes of peace 
– not just suppress or temporarily disarm them.
Thirdly, peace should reduce all potential threats to life as much 
as possible. This especially includes the nuclear stalemate. While 
one might argue that nuclear weapons have made the world more 
peaceful, they have also made it more dangerous.1 Sustainable 
peace should reduce these kinds of risks, for example, by improv-
ing inter-state relations such that nuclear threats between nations 
become obsolete.
One might summarise the above conditions by suggesting that 
a global peace would be considered sustainable if all (or at least 
most) parties are satisfied with the current order. ‘Sustainable 
global peace’ describes a world in which there would be no rea-
sons for states to go to war; not because they are prevented by 
external forces, but because they truly see no sense in it. In addi-
tion, we would want a peace that is built upon liberal ideas, not 
enforced by an iron fist.
An illustrative example may be the peace between the United 
States and the Soviet Union (USSR) during the Cold War, con-
trasted with the current peace between Germany and France. In 
the former example, there were no direct hostilities between the 
two superpowers – and they suppressed conflicts among their al-
lies – but one could hardly call this a sustainable peace. While the 
US and the USSR did not wage a direct war against each other, 
they funded local conflicts, intervened to have foreign govern-
ments replaced, and reached dangerous levels of nuclear brink-
manship – such as during the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962.

‘Sustainable global peace’ describes a world in which there 
would be no reasons for states to go to war; not because they 
are prevented by external forces, but because they truly see no 
sense in it.

In the case of Germany and France, neither country must be co-
erced to abstain from war with each other, nor is there bellicose 
rhetoric between them. While war remained a constant prospect 
between the superpowers during the Cold War, it seems diffi-
cult to even imagine conflict between Germany and France to-
day. Peace between them has been internalised to a great degree. 
Germany and France coexist peacefully because their identities 
changed from being enemies to close allies.
This is a far more desirable goal. After all, today’s safest societies 
are not safe because the police constantly arrest criminals. They 
are safe because norms and material conditions have changed sig-
nificantly, so that most people do not commit crimes – and do not 
seriously consider committing one. In a similar vein, sustainable 
peace would mean that the thought of warfare would arise only 
rarely, if at all.
The reduction of inter-state war after the Second World War was 
a clear sign of progress. And so would be replacing all imperialist 
autocratic leaders with more restrained dictators. But such a de-
velopment would be insufficient. We can acknowledge that the 
world has made progress towards peace while arguing that it is 
inadequate long term.

There are multiple possible paths towards the sustainable peace 
described above. One would be a democratic peace – based upon 
the assumption that democracies do not fight wars against each 
other (Doyle 2005) – another would be a world government. The 
first approach implies that if all nations were democratic, none 
would fight wars against each other. The second approach outlines 
a global reform in which nations either join a global government 
or where international law is ‘constitutionalised’ and thus enforce-
able – the ideas of Russell and Habermas respectively. My essay 
will deal with this second approach, albeit in a broad sense. I do 
not argue for a centralised world state or stronger international 
law specifically – both have their advantages and drawbacks. I 
only claim that for sustainable peace, we must transcend the sys-
tem of sovereign nations.
States already cooperate and join supranational institutions to 
solve many of the world’s issues, such as climate change, eco-
nomic globalisation or international terrorism (Cabrera 2010). 
But norms of nationalism and sovereignty continue to prevail. 
Today, states join international institutions, but are far away from 
transcending the system of independent states. While some insti-
tutions, such as the EU, lower the sovereignty of their individual 
members, member-states can always leave.
Nation-states joining supranational agreements is certainly desira-
ble, but truly overcoming nationalism goes beyond this. It might, 
for example, entail the creation of a supranational political com-
munity, in which people extend the moral concern they feel for 
co-nationals to everyone. As we have seen, some pacifist writers 
argue that world peace can only emerge once nationalism is over-
come (Ryan 2013; 2023). But even many non-pacifist scholars 
of international relations argue that the world must replace the 
system of nation-states if we wish to avoid recurrent war, as the 
nation state fosters moral tribalism (Scheuerman 2011: 49). This 
tribalism can turn into indifference to the suffering of others or 
even a desire to harm them (Linklater 2002; Nash 2003).

Global peace may require the creation of a cosmopolitan com-
munity – although not necessarily a world government. For my 
purposes, I agree with the notion that nationalism makes mor-
al distinctions between members of the nation and foreigners. 
This does not necessarily lead to outright hostility, but does 
create a feeling that one’s own co-nationals are deserving of 
greater moral concern than foreigners.

By contrast, there is evidence that communal feelings between differ-
ent groups can foster peaceful relations (Fry 2012). The promotion 
of inclusive identities would inspire people to recognise the rights 
and equality of all humans, not just members of their in-group (Fry 
/ Miklikowska 2012: 239). Evidence suggests that there is a correla-
tion between people who see themselves as global citizens and those 
who readily endorse pacifist values (Reysen / Katzarska-Miller 2017), 
and scholars note that a key variable in sustainable peace is re-config-
uring identities to be more inclusive (Hagg / Kagwanja 2007).
Put simply, critics of nationalism highlight that the nation in-
hibits people from extending full moral concern to others. Glob-
al peace may then require the creation of a cosmopolitan com-
munity – although not necessarily a world government. For my 
purposes, I agree with the notion that nationalism makes moral 
distinctions between members of the nation and foreigners. This 
does not necessarily lead to outright hostility, but does create a 
feeling that one’s own co-nationals are deserving of greater moral 
concern than foreigners.
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To achieve a sustainable global peace, I propose that we must 
strengthen global solidarity and weaken national sovereignty. 
By global solidarity, I mean that that citizens no longer priori-
tise the interests of their co-nationals over the interests of others. 
By weakening national sovereignty, I mean that the world must 
weaken the normative importance of non-interference. Those two 
norms are central building blocks of nationalism and changing 
them could be a vital step in transcending the system of inde-
pendent nations.
As is often the case in international relations theory, my argument 
relies on deductive reasoning, but also on induction. To build the 
premises of my argument, I must rely on observations from the 
social sphere – where one cannot guarantee that past insights car-
ry into the present or the future. Conditions which could foster 
a sustainable peace may be so complex that stable insights about 
them remain impossible (Boulding 1963). I cannot form a defin-
itive, universal law about peace, nor can I create an unambiguous 
path towards it. What a theorist of international politics must do 
is to build certain assumptions based on observations and then de-
ductively follow them to their logical conclusion (Blagden 2016).
For example, one explanation of the democratic peace argues that 
democracies do not fight wars against each other because wars 
against democracies are highly unpopular. This is partially de-
pendent on observations – such as experiments suggesting that 
people perceive democracies as less threatening and are more re-
luctant to endorse offensive actions against them (Tomz / Weeks 
2013). Deduction then connects this insight with democratic 
peace – namely, that since democratic politicians care about pub-
lic opinion, they will avoid unpopular wars against other democ-
racies.
This method may not be foolproof. In fact, an issue with inter-
national relations theory – and other social sciences – is that they 
are unable to create closed systems of causality. In other words, it 
is difficult to isolate causal factors. Rather, social sciences examine 
open systems, where many effects work at the same time and may 
counteract each other (Wight 2006: 51-52). Events thus remain 
open to a wide array of explanations. This affects, again, the dem-
ocratic peace. While evidence suggests democracies do not fight 
other democracies, the causality remains disputed. For instance, 
it may be the case that democracies do not fight because most of 
them are allied with each other, such as through NATO or the 
EU (Rosato 2003).2

Any outline for a sustainable global peace relying on the methods 
of international relations theory is open to the same problems. 
However, there is hardly an alternative. The methods of inter-
national relations theory can still create important explanations. 
There are plausible reasons for why humanitarian interventions 
can foster global peace, supported both by inductive insights and 
deductive reasoning – which I will present shortly.
Put simply, I will rely primarily on qualitative methods of obser-
vation and deduction to outline a path towards sustainable peace. 
The exact contents of my theoretical assumptions will be explored 
in the next section, in which I will argue that humanitarian inter-
ventions can change our ideas about global solidarity and national 
sovereignty.

Humanitarian interventions: what they are and what they 
can(not) achieve
Humanitarian interventions are a popular topic in the literature 
on international relations. The concept is not clearly defined, and 
different thinkers and practitioners use the term in varying ways. 

However, the term usually refers to military operations by a coun-
try (or multiple countries) in the territory of another state, with 
the aim of protecting civilians, creating favourable conditions for 
humanitarian aid, removing governments, or state-building. This 
happens without the consent of the state where the intervention is 
occurring. The interventions are based on moral principles, rather 
than national interests – at least, the governments which carry 
them out argue that they are. Be that as it may, an underlying 
principle is that human beings have equal moral value and a right 
to protection – while in turn, states that violate human rights can 
have their sovereignty violated (Archibugi 2004; Pape 2012).
In the last decades, the UN Security Council has endorsed various 
resolutions for interventions, such as in Zimbabwe, South Africa, 
Iraq, and Haiti (Lillich 1997). But even without UN authorisa-
tion, states have undertaken humanitarian interventions, such as 
in Kosovo or Libya (Pape 2012). After NATO intervened without 
UN approval in Kosovo in 1999 – because the Security Council 
was divided – supranational authorisation became less important 
in justifying interventions. This was further emphasised when the 
Security Council did not act during the Rwandan genocide – and 
no state had an interest to intervene – leading to nearly a million 
deaths (Heinze 2006). In response to a Security Council that reg-
ularly became gridlocked, humanitarian interventions undertak-
en without legal backing became more accepted (Sterio 2014).
Discussions about humanitarian interventions often focus on 
their proximate effects. In these, opponents and supporters of 
humanitarian intervention are divided about two key questions: 
do humanitarian interventions achieve what they set out to do, 
and is their moral foundation – the ‘responsibility to protect’ – a 
permissible stance?
Regarding the first question, there is an active discussion about 
whether humanitarian interventions protect civilians or shorten 
conflicts. Some literature asserts that interventions can do a lot of 
good, especially under UN-auspices (Walter / Howard / Fortna 
2021) and when tied to mediation (Clayton / Dorussen 2022). 
Specific instances, like the NATO-led intervention in Libya, are 
cited as successful examples of humanitarian intervention, be-
cause the no-fly zone established as well as the airstrikes conduct-
ed by intervening states successfully protected civilians and helped 
rebels overthrow the country’s de facto leader. A verdict by two 
military commanders reads that NATO’s intervention 

“saved tens of thousands of lives from almost certain destruction. It 
conducted an air campaign of unparalleled precision, which, although 
not perfect, greatly minimized collateral damage. It enabled the Liby-
an opposition to overthrow one of the world’s longest-ruling dictators. 
And it accomplished all of this without a single allied casualty and at 
a cost – $1.1 billion for the United States and several billion dollars 
overall – that was a fraction of that spent on previous interventions in 
the Balkans, Afghanistan, and Iraq” (Daalder / Stavridis 2012: 3).

By contrast, critical assessments of the Libya intervention point 
out that NATO prolonged the conflict – leading to more civilian 
deaths – and damaged regional stability. This conclusion may also 
be applied to other interventions, such as the Syrian civil war. An 
argument behind this verdict is that intervening nations tend to 
demonise the regimes they attack, to the extent that they later 
face domestic pressures to avoid negotiation with them. Thus, in-
tervening nations call for regime change, which causes the sitting 
regime to fight for its survival (Kuperman 2013).
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A second debate regards a norm which governs humanitarian 
interventions. That is, a “norm that calls on the international 
community to intervene when governments fail to safeguard their 
own civilians” (Daalder / Stavridis 2012: 3). This norm arose in 
the early 1990s, with interventions in Iraq, Bosnia, and Soma-
lia, and even more prominently in 1999 after NATO’s Kosovo 
intervention. That this intervention was not legitimised by the 
UN inspired a debate about the moral and legal justifications of 
humanitarian interventions. As a result, the International Com-
mission on Intervention and State Sovereignty was formed by the 
Canadian government and the UN, and tasked with establishing 
rules for further interventions. In 2001, it declared the existence 
of a ‘responsibility to protect’. In 2005 the UN General Assembly 
emphasised the responsibility of nations to protect their own citi-
zens, and the duty of the international community to assist those 
efforts. Crucially, however, this duty required UN authorisation 
to be carried out (Heinze 2006; Kuperman 2013). In 2009, the 
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon outlined that this responsi-
bility required nations to protect their own populations, and that 
the international community had a duty to assist them in doing 
so. This referred mostly to non-violent assistance; however, he also 
acknowledged the option of armed intervention as a last resort 
(Paris 2014).

Pacifists argue that in focusing on armed intervention in the 
case of humanitarian emergencies, one fails to interrogate 
whether atrocities could have been prevented in the first place. 
Conflict scenarios requiring intervention, however, do not arise 
out of nowhere, but from complex historical forces and values. 
Pacifists suggest that we should try to change these forces and 
values in a way that makes interventions unnecessary.

In contrast to those who seek to legitimise humanitarian inter-
ventions, pacifists worry that such measures not only make war 
permissible, but also make it morally necessary. In addition, they 
argue that in focusing on armed intervention in the case of hu-
manitarian emergencies, one fails to interrogate whether atroci-
ties could have been prevented in the first place. Humanitarian 
interventions deal with adequate responses to emergencies, but 
not with ways to avoid them (Dexter 2019). Conflict scenarios 
requiring intervention, however, do not arise out of nowhere, but 
from complex historical forces and values. Pacifists suggest that 
we should try to change these forces and values in a way that 
makes interventions unnecessary (Fiala / Kling 2023: 17).
Furthermore, humanitarian interventions may not have human-
itarian motives. For example, India’s intervention into East Pa-
kistan during the Bangladesh war of 1971 helped put an end to 
Pakistan’s oppression of Bengalis, but India’s justification was to 
prevent refugees from reaching India. Their normative causes may 
even be a guise for other motives. For instance, after not find-
ing weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, the former President 
Bush’s government used humanitarian justifications to defend its 
invasion. Before that, the US used humanitarian concerns to le-
gitimise their use of military force in Central America during the 
Cold War (Heinze 2006). More recently, the Russian government 
framed the occupation of Crimea, the support of separatists in the 
Donbas, and the full-scale invasion of Ukraine through a human-
itarian lens, in an attempt to legitimise their actions (Sauer 2023). 
States can perform such rhetorical tricks because the norms behind 
humanitarian interventions are vague (Heinze 2006). Supporters 
of the responsibility to protect are thus confronted with potential 

misuse of the concept – but also with the critique that humanitar-
ian intervention is a modern form of imperialism through which 
Western states influence former colonies (Crossley 2018).
That humanitarian interventions can be misused – and in fact, 
currently are – will be an important point in the next section. 
However, since I focus on ultimate effects, my concern will not 
be that the norm of humanitarian intervention may justify a spe-
cific invasion, but that their current practice solidifies norms that 
are detrimental to long-term peace. Thus, even if they are carried 
out for explicitly humanitarian reasons, interventions right now 
are not doing enough to change norms of global solidarity and 
national sovereignty.
To some extent, this approach tackles the pacifist criticism of hu-
manitarian interventions. Instead of pondering if nations should 
intervene or not in a specific instance, I analyse how to create a 
world in which interventions are no longer necessary. In which, 
perhaps, armed action would become entirely unnecessary. After 
all, the goal of sustainable global peace should not be to solve 
individual crises with violence, but to ensure that these crises do 
not emerge (Fiala 2016).
My analysis of international politics – and my proposal that hu-
manitarian interventions can improve it – is underlined by certain 
theoretical presuppositions. To examine if humanitarian inter-
ventions can change political affairs, I employ a ‘Constructivist’ 
analysis of international relations.3 ‘Constructivism’ argues that, 
as the name suggests, international politics is constructed through 
norms, values, ideas, or common practices. While other IR the-
ories such as ‘Realism’ assume that there is a rigid national inter-
est, Constructivists argue that the interests of states are shaped 
by norms and values. As Wendt (1992) put it: “Anarchy is what 
states make of it”.
Constructivists argue that how two states see each other, how they 
see themselves, and how they interpret their own international 
reputation affects their behaviour. All of this is subject to change. 
States can also have multiple identities at once, such as when the 
United States sees itself as a ‘great power’, a liberal democracy, 
and member of the West simultaneously (Hopf 1998). The norms 
derived from such identities create standards of behaviour and 
define rights and obligations, as well as the goals and purposes 
of states (Björkdahl 2002). For instance, having the identity of 
a ‘great power’ creates different obligations for the United States 
in different contexts. For Estonia, it would mean that the Unit-
ed States has a special duty to defend Estonia as a fellow liberal 
democracy. By contrast, for Russia or China it could mean that 
a liberal great power should exercise restraint and not impose its 
values onto others. Importantly, this must not mean that Con-
structivism makes prescriptive statements. While it is concerned 
with norms and values, it examines them from an empirical point 
of view – asking how norms and values affect the reality of inter-
national relations, not how they should (Barkin 2010: 79).

Constructivists argue that how two states see each other, how 
they see themselves, and how they interpret their own interna-
tional reputation affects their behaviour. All of this is subject to 
change. States can also have multiple identities at once, such 
as when the United States sees itself as a ‘great power’, a lib-
eral democracy, and member of the West simultaneously. The 
norms derived from such identities create standards of behav-
iour and define rights and obligations, as well as the goals and 
purposes of states.
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Constructivists note that norms or identities must not be the di-
rect cause of state action, but that they constrain or enable choices 
(Brunnée / Toope 2012: 124). It may be too much to say that 
the United States’ identity as a liberal power directly causes its 
relationship with Estonia. However, its identity constraints how 
it can behave with regards to Estonia. Likewise, the Soviet Un-
ion was constrained by its identity as a Marxist-Leninist country, 
and this identity made it difficult for former President Gorbachev 
to enact liberal economic policies (Frost 1996: 61-63). Norms, 
values and identities thus affect the chances of war or peace be-
tween nations. For example, an often-cited cause of war is the 
‘security dilemma’. It describes how states cannot be sure of their 
counterparts’ intentions and thus, if a state acquires weapons for 
defensive reasons, another state could interpret this as preparation 
of an attack and might consider a preventive strike. However, this 
situation is socially constructed. It relies on an “intersubjective 
understandings in which states are so distrustful that they make 
worst-case assumptions about each others’ intentions, and as a 
result define their interests in self-help terms”. By contrast, states 
could also live in a “security community”, which is “composed 
of shared knowledge in which states trust one another to resolve 
disputes without war” (Wendt 1995: 73). In the latter case, the 
risk of war is much lower.
Constructivists thus recognise that ideas and material factors both 
matter. Material power determines which nations can be called a 
great power, but ideas and common practices determine how we 
perceive great powers and which expectations we have for them 
(Hopf 1998). It appears uncontroversial that ideas and norms 
construct international politics to some degree, and various schol-
ars take the study of norms seriously (Björkdahl 2002). Even ‘Re-
alists’ in international relations theory, arguing that states are pri-
marily motived by power, would agree that state-behaviour must 
take norms and values into account. For instance, states should be 
aware of the norm prohibiting the use nuclear weapons and that 
a use of these weapons would get them internationally shunned 
(Barkin 2010: 56).
Its focus on norms, values. and identities makes Constructivism a 
useful lens for studying transformations in international politics, 
especially in the constitution of actors, institutions, and social 
structures (Brunnée / Toope 2012: 121; Burai / Hoffmann 2020: 
169). In the case of the Cold War, for example, Constructivists 
can point out that the conflict ended because identities changed. 
For decades, the Soviet Union based its identity on the Leninist 
theory of imperialism, arguing that relations between capitalist 
and socialist states are defined by inevitable conflict. However, 
in the 1980s, this identity stated to crumble, paving the way for 
better relations with the West (Wendt 1992).

Humanitarian interventions strengthen the idea of global sol-
idarity because they are explicitly justified by the notion that 
all people deserve the same protection from atrocities. More-
over, humanitarian interventions weaken national sovereignty, 
because they defend foreign populations, even if the state they 
live in forbids any incursion into its internal affairs. They elevate 
the right of equal protection above the norm of non-interfer-
ence.

Another presupposition here is that these norms and values can 
be changed or solidified if they demonstrably affect how states 
behave – a concept which is broadly accepted by Constructivist 
scholars (Björkdahl 2002; Brunnèe / Toope 2012: 123-124; Burai 

/ Hoffmann 2020: 174). In regularly behaving in a certain way, 
states can change how they are perceived and how they perceive 
themselves. This process is also acknowledged in pacifist litera-
ture (Hutchings 2018; Thaler 2019). For example, by consistently 
honouring their alliances, even if this carries negative consequenc-
es, states form their own identity as a trusted ally. And if many 
states repeatedly honour their alliances, the norm that they ought 
to honour them grows stronger.
Having established this perspective, we can now understand the 
contribution that humanitarian interventions could make to-
wards world peace. Put simply, humanitarian interventions can 
support beneficial norms and weaken detrimental ones. As iden-
tified in the last section, a key step towards sustainable peace may 
be transcending nationalism – by strengthening global solidarity 
and weakening national sovereignty. A Constructivist analysis, fo-
cused on practice, can demonstrate whether, and in what ways, 
humanitarian interventions might promote this goal.
I argue that humanitarian interventions can facilitate normative 
change through two processes. Firstly, humanitarian interventions 
strengthen the idea of global solidarity because they are explicitly 
justified by the notion that all people deserve the same protection 
from atrocities. States must ensure this protection, even if it incurs 
costs for them or risks the lives of their armed forces. Thus, simply 
carrying out a humanitarian intervention perpetuates the idea of 
global solidarity. Secondly, humanitarian interventions weaken 
national sovereignty, because they defend foreign populations, 
even if the state they live in forbids any incursion into its internal 
affairs. In other words, they elevate the right of equal protection 
above the norm of non-interference. Through these paths, hu-
manitarian interventions can lay the foundation for overcoming 
the system of independent nation-states – and thereby help create 
a more peaceful world.
However, interventions are currently not doing enough to change 
norms of global solidarity and national sovereignty. In the next sec-
tion, we will see why that is the case and how this might be improved.

Changing global norms
It seems plausible that humanitarian interventions can change in-
ternational conduct. By using a Constructivist lens, we see that 
international politics relies on socially constructed norms, iden-
tities, and behaviours. The question is: How can humanitarian 
interventions bring about norms that will overcome nationalism 
in the long run?
I argue that they can do that by emphasising certain norms over 
others, through the way the practice of humanitarian intervention 
is carried out. For instance, every time two national leaders meet 
to discuss issues instead of declaring war, they support the norm 
of peaceful conflict-resolution. They do that solely by behaving in 
this specific way, not another. In a similar vein, every humanitar-
ian intervention, successful for not, fosters the norm that every 
human being deserves protection from war or repressive govern-
ments – even if said government disagrees.
As a result, humanitarian interventions can promote global soli-
darity and weaken the idea of national sovereignty. They prioritise 
individual human rights over sovereignty and territorial integrity 
(Fiala / Kling 2023: 94). This must not necessarily go so far as 
to abolish nations, but it should foster a norm that every human 
deserves moral consideration, and that this consideration trumps 
national sovereignty.
Unfortunately, the way that humanitarian interventions are car-
ried out today has the opposite effect, weakening global solidarity 
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and strengthening national sovereignty. The reason for this comes 
down to smaller practices during interventions.
Let us look at global solidarity first. If we examine past inter-
ventions, we see that despite rhetorical commitments to universal 
rights, Western governments placed different values on their own 
soldiers’ lives compared to people that they set out to protect. This 
can be seen in the methods they employed: intervening govern-
ments regularly used air strikes, which protect soldiers to the det-
riment of civilians. Intervening states recognised that they had a 
responsibility to protect, but employed methods they would never 
have used to defend their own populations – one can hardly im-
agine a Western country air striking its own territory (Archibugi 
2004; Heinze 2006). NATO’s Libya intervention was praised for 
low material costs and no casualties on the side of the invading 
forces. These are not bad things, but states would not discuss ma-
terial costs in this way if their own population were involved, nor 
would they necessarily protect armed personnel while accepting 
civilian casualties.
In short, there are different standards when it comes to protecting 
foreigners and a nation’s own citizens. When firefighters died to 
save American citizens during the 9/11 attack, their sacrifice was 
honoured, but it was also considered an unquestionable success if 
a few firefighters died, and in doing so saved more civilians. By 
contrast, in a humanitarian intervention, a dead soldier on the in-
tervening side might be seen as a greater tragedy than their failure 
to protect hundreds of foreign civilians.
This is not to say that more dead soldiers on the side of the inter-
vening states would be a good outcome – that would be an absurd 
conclusion. And an intervention predominantly using air strikes 
may have proximate benefits. It may even perpetuate good norms 
– such as that states have some obligations to protect foreigners. 
However, this practice perpetuates the norm that intervening na-
tions have weaker obligations towards foreign civilians than to 
their own populations and military services. This undercuts the 
idea of true global solidarity.
Secondly, humanitarian interventions should erode the idea of 
national sovereignty. However, they currently do this to an insuf-
ficient degree. In fact, as they are currently conducted, human-
itarian interventions perpetuate a harmful contradiction. They 
weaken the sovereignty of states facing interventions but reinforce 
it for those that carrying them out. Western nations show that 
they can disrespect the sovereignty of others but would forbid 
even softer interference in their own affairs (Archibugi 2004). For 
example, the United States has a history of foreign intervention 
but is itself not a member of the International Criminal Court 
and reserves itself the right to military action should one of its 
citizens be tried in The Hague.
States thus uphold two norms that are mutually inconsistent: 
universal human rights and non-intervention in internal affairs 
(Krasner 2001). Intervening nations seem to be flexible about 
which norm trumps the other. Under the banner of humanitarian 
intervention, Western states weaken the sovereignty of others, but 
not their own. It then comes as no surprise that nations facing 
intervention highlight contradictions in the practice (Archibugi 
2004). Some western thinkers spot the same problem. Jürgen 
Habermas, for example, has noted that in the interventions in 
Kosovo and Iraq, the US and UK established their own right to 
intervene in other nations whenever they wanted – a kind of lib-
eral nationalism (Habermas 2002).
In this sense, humanitarian interventions currently weaken ide-
as of sovereignty in one part of the globe, but strengthen it in 

others. For this contradiction to be resolved, we need a univer-
sal standard for all states. It should not be common practice that 
some states can decide to violate the sovereignty of others, whilst 
allowing no interference in their own affairs. Unfortunately, fail-
ures by the Security Council have shown that there is a trade-off 
between gathering international support for an intervention and 
acting before atrocities are carried out. As the world grows more 
multipolar, reaching consensus may become even more difficult. 
Thus, an attempt to weaken sovereignty for all and rely on more 
consensus-building might come to the detriment of citizens that 
interventions seek to protect.

States uphold two norms that are mutually inconsistent: uni-
versal human rights and non-intervention in internal affairs. 
Intervening nations seem to be flexible about which norm 
trumps the other. Under the banner of humanitarian interven-
tion, Western states weaken the sovereignty of others, but not 
their own.

Fortunately, Western governments can do other things to reme-
dy the contradiction. They could, for example, submit more to 
international authorities – such as the United States joining the 
International Criminal Court. This would signal an acceptance 
of supranational oversight – at least to a greater degree than now. 
If Western politicians were to be tried in The Hague, it would 
promote the idea that their nation’s sovereignty is just as condi-
tional on good behaviour as that of other states. It does not seem 
to be too strict a condition, that a nation which reserves itself the 
right to invade other nations should accept the relatively mild 
constraint of the International Criminal Court. Through such 
gradual steps, the world’s most powerful nations can weaken the 
norm of sovereignty – for everyone, including themselves.
However, this should not go too far. Multilateral consensus might 
also mean communication and collaboration with nations that 
have shown no concern for universal human rights. This affects 
the practice of humanitarian intervention itself. For example, 
China has been trying to soften the emphasis on human rights 
in UN peacekeeping missions (Karlsrud 2023). Gathering broad 
consensus for an intervention could thus require weakening the 
commitment to universal human rights. It may erode the idea of 
sovereignty, but also negatively affect the idea of global solidarity, 
which should include a notion of universal human rights.
Liberal-democratic states thus face a trade-off. They should re-
solve the contradiction regarding their own national sovereignty 
versus that of others, but must also be cautious when reaching 
agreements with illiberal states. Western nations allowing more 
interference into their affairs could pave the way for autocratic 
influence – which cannot be the goal. One can criticise the United 
States for interfering in other nations while allowing no interfer-
ence into their own affairs, but this would not be improved by 
states like Russia, China or Iran suddenly intervening into the 
affairs of the US – for example through binding decisions in in-
ternational bodies.
Western nations are the main proponents of foreign intervention 
on explicitly humanitarian grounds, but this does not mean they 
are infallible or that they necessarily always act out of good mo-
tives. The reasonable position would be to criticise the practice 
of liberal-democratic nations whenever applicable, while barring 
autocratic influences through the guise of multilateralism.
To sum up, intervening states must change their practices if inter-
ventions are to be used to help the world overcome the system of 
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independent nation states. They must be willing to afford foreign 
civilians the same protection as their citizens – even if that means 
danger for their own soldiers. Moreover, they must be willing to 
weaken their own sovereignty to a greater extent than they cur-
rently do – while avoiding submission to illiberal influences. These 
changes alone might not create a sustainable peace order, but they 
can be part of a broader transformation towards global solidarity.

Liberal-democratic states face a trade-off. They should resolve 
the contradiction regarding their own national sovereignty ver-
sus that of others, but must also be cautious when reaching 
agreements with illiberal states. Western nations allowing more 
interference into their affairs could pave the way for autocratic 
influence – which cannot be the goal.

Nonetheless, we might find that this whole project is misguided. 
Perhaps an end of nationalism would not achieve global peace. 
Perhaps it would only lead to different kinds of wars. Or per-
haps nothing would change at all. However, this should not stop 
one from trying. After all, since humanitarian interventions are 
already a part of international conduct, it seems reasonable to try 
and leverage them for the creation of a more sustainable peace. 
This is an important goal – especially in a world where technology 
has made war increasingly destructive.

Conclusion
Securing peace is a difficult task – maybe the most difficult of all. 
For such a complex objective, there will not be one single solu-
tion. Wars emerge from a complicated network of institutions, 
norms, and actions, and it will take multiple approaches and a 
lot of time to resolve it. Maybe nothing can fully abolish wars. 
Nonetheless, the most reasonable course is to try it, even if we 
fail repeatedly.
This essay has examined a small portion of the debate on global 
peace. I analysed how humanitarian interventions may be con-
ducive to peace by fostering the norm of global solidarity and 
weakening the norm of national sovereignty. Since humanitarian 
interventions are already an accepted practice – although regularly 
misused – it seems logical that we use them to improve interna-
tional politics as best as we can. Continued practice of humani-
tarian intervention, done in a way that emphasises the notion that 
all people deserve the same moral consideration, and that national 
sovereignty is trumped by this right, might lead the world towards 
a more peaceful order. If repeated often enough, humanitarian 
interventions could foster a world order that is less marked by 
nationalism, and where humans treat members of other commu-
nities as moral equals. It might not be the complete solution to 
the problem of war. But it represents an important step.
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Transforming global governance: Crafting sustainable peace 
through Global South perspectives
By Ibrahim Khan

T his essay examines the need for long-term peacekeeping to pro-
tect future generations, drawing on early twen tieth-century 
critiques of international legal and political infrastructure, 

from parts of the world now commonly referred to as the Global 
South. It highlights foundational flaws in international organisations 
and legal structures that perpetuate global inequalities and conflicts. 
Arguing that sustainable peace requires addressing such structural in-
equalities and power imbalances, this essay proposes comprehensive 
reforms to the UN Security Council so as to encourage more represent-
ative decision-making. It also emphasises the importance of grassroots 
movements and disarmament efforts in achieving lasting peace. By 
bridging historical critiques with contemporary challenges, this anal-
ysis offers a framework for transforming global governance to create a 
more peaceful world for future generations.

Keywords: Global South; positive peace; UN Security Council re-
form; structural inequalities; disarmament

Introduction
The world is in crisis today. Conflicts in Russia and Ukraine, Israel 
and Palestine, Sudan, Yemen, the Congo and elsewhere threat-
en populations and the infrastructures that support them. War 
is relentless, continuing despite popular movements, diplomatic 
efforts, and international courts aiming to bring it to an end. The 
costs of these ongoing wars are tragically high, as more instances 
of horrific violence come to light day by day. As United Nations 
(hereafter, UN) officials reported in March 2024, the number of 
children killed in Gaza over the four months prior to that date 
was greater than the number of children killed in conflicts world-
wide over the past four years (United Nations 2024). The high 
intensity of modern warfare, enabled by large bombs and weap-
ons which destroy life and the conditions that sustain it, threatens 
to destroy peace and justice for generations to come. We must 
urgently address this situation. 
A young person born in the last decade or two would only ever 
have known a world at war. Throughout their life, this person 
would have heard of foreign invasions, emerging threats of nuclear 
strikes and nuclear proliferation, the rise of autonomous weapons, 
and intensifying superpower conflict. And these are just a few of 
the indicators of an increasingly unstable world. Reversing these 
trends is not easy. Yet this is a necessary step if we wish to ensure 
that future generations are not consumed by war and can inher-
it life-sustaining conditions. Right now, war costs countless lives 
each year and leads to an even a greater number of devastating 
injuries. It diverts large amounts of resources into the manufac-
turing of weapons and defence systems, at a time when the world 
urgently requires investment into climate change, public health, 
crumbling infrastructure, education access, poverty and hunger, 
and various other urgent crises. If the world continues along its 
current trajectory each of these unfolding crises will be left to de-
velop unchecked, and war will continue to devastate populations 

on a large scale. A world marked by war is a world marked by 
every kind of harm, injustice, and neglect. 

A young person born in the last decade or two would only ever 
have known a world at war. Throughout their life, this person 
would have heard of foreign invasions, emerging threats of nu-
clear strikes and nuclear proliferation, the rise of autonomous 
weapons, and intensifying superpower conflict. And these are 
just a few of the indicators of an increasingly unstable world.

How, then, do we build a world that is not marked by war, and 
where violence is not commonplace? This question was posed 
repeatedly throughout the twentieth century: at the end of the 
First World War, and then again at the end of the Second World 
War. In each instance, diplomats, international lawyers, public 
officials, and popular leaders decided to develop an internation-
al organisation that would structure and maintain peace. In its 
time, the League of Nations (hereafter, ‘the League’; founded in 
January 1920) was unprecedented in its scope and ambition. Yet 
it had serious flaws in how it regulated peace, including a lack of 
enforcement mechanisms, entanglement with European imperial 
interests, and a weak organisational structure. When the Second 
World War started, it was widely agreed that the League had failed 
in its mission to maintain global peace, and that an alternative 
organisation should take its place. When the United Nations was 
later founded in 1945, many of the design failures of the League 
were addressed, in the hope that that would allow the new organ-
isation to maintain peace more effectively. Thus, it was ensured 
that prominent countries such as the United States were included 
as members. Indeed, official statehood was tied to membership of 
this new international body. Furthermore, the right to enter inter-
national conflict was limited to situations of self-defence or cases 
authorised by the UN Security Council. This constraint sought 
to prevent states from going to war after arbitration failed, as the 
League had permitted.
In theory, this new organisation, which structures our under-
standing of the laws of peace and conflict to this day, had strong 
mechanisms in place to ensure that peace would be the norm for 
future generations. The foundational Charter of the United Na-
tions opened with the following promise to protect future genera-
tions: “We the peoples of the United Nations determined to save 
succeeding generations from the scourge of war, which twice in 
our lifetime has brought untold sorrow to mankind […]” (United 
Nations 1945). However, almost immediately after the new or-
ganisation’s founding, the world lurched into war once again: the 
Cold War framed most of international history in the second half 
of the twentieth century. Rather than heralding a world free from 
war, this new era retained many elements of the early twentieth 
century, as fighting continued undeterred around the globe. This 
crisis continues unabated today, as our generation continues to 
be consumed by war. This lack of peace threatens to destroy any 
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possibility of stability and justice for years to come.
Therefore, just as the architects of the United Nations imagined 
a bold new organisation that would establish sustainable peace, 
we too must be ambitious in our imaginations. We must try to 
understand the challenges which face our current structures and 
develop strategies for addressing them. This does not necessarily 
mean that we must replace the UN. From a practical perspective, 
we should think about what substantive changes can be made to 
the UN and other existing international organisations, to help 
them succeed in their goal of maintaining peace. But we must 
be ambitious in these changes. It is important that we recognise 
that many challenges we face today are deeply embedded in the 
structure of our current organisations. Only by overcoming such 
engrained shortcomings can these organisations truly fulfil the 
role for which they were ostensibly designed. Thus, while it is 
important to remain practical, it is also important to push the 
limits of what is possible, for that is the only way to acquire peace.

The foundational Charter of the United Nations opened with 
the following promise to protect future generations: “We the 
peoples of the United Nations determined to save succeeding 
generations from the scourge of war, which twice in our lifetime 
has brought untold sorrow to mankind”.

Unlike in the case of the League of Nations, the problems fac-
ing the current international system are not immediately obvi-
ous. War is illegal under international law, other than in cases 
of self-defence and UN Security Council authorisation – a rule 
from which no UN member state is exempt. What, then, can 
the international community do to help bring about peace, if its 
highest organs and principles cannot – in their current form – 
prevent war?
Exploring often forgotten insights from parts of the world now 
commonly referred to as the Global South is one helpful avenue 
for diagnosing the challenges in the structure of international po-
litical and legal organisations today. Operating in the margins of 
dominant narratives, Global South voices have for decades de-
veloped extensive critiques of the design and function of the in-
ternational legal and political apparatus. Recovering the critiques 
of such thinkers can thus give us invaluable insight into bringing 
about a sustainable peace for future generations which redresses 
global inequality and other root causes of conflict. Indeed, just 
as the contributions of thinkers from the Global South are of-
ten excluded from literature reviews or forgotten in debate, so 
too have the interests of the Global South been neglected in the 
arrangement of global power, as a few major powers continue to 
dominate international peacekeeping structures such as the UN 
Security Council. 
The first section of this paper thus uses primary archival sources 
to recover some of these critiques. In particular, the paper focuses 
on early twentieth-century critiques of international organisations 
by thinkers from the Global South, such as the Bengali poet and 
social reformer Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941), Indian civil 
servant N.B. Bonarjee (1901–?), and Indian jurist Radhabinod 
Pal (1886–1967). These thinkers all highlighted how the League 
or the UN created new problems in the distribution of global 
power through the ways they prioritised certain interventions to 
bring about peace. This section also considers the theme of inter-
national tribunals and courts, by revisiting early critiques of these 
bodies from the perspective of the Global South. Finally, this 
section considers debates in the UN General Assembly between 

the 1940s and 1970s about the definition of aggression in inter-
national law. These debates help us shine light on some of the 
challenges present in developing a sustainable peace.
The second section then moves from diagnosis and analysis to pre-
scription. It asks the following questions: What can we learn from 
the experience of the Global South when developing specific pol-
icy proposals? What changes should be made to the international 
legal and political apparatus to bring about meaningful, sustaina-
ble peace? This second section offers specific policy proposals for 
the international level, but also national and local levels. Though 
ambitious, they are achievable with sufficient effort and willpow-
er. This essay pays particular attention to the UN Security Coun-
cil, as an institution which embodies many of the systemic issues 
identified by thinkers from the Global South. The Council’s struc-
ture, with its permanent members and veto power, reflects histor-
ical power imbalances and often perpetuates rather than resolves 
global conflicts. By using the Security Council as a case study, this 
article discusses broader issues within the international legal and 
political infrastructure and proposes concrete reforms that address 
both specific institutional failings and overarching concerns raised 
by Global South perspectives. Thus, this essay seeks to bridge the 
gap between historical critiques and contemporary challenges, ar-
guing that early critiques from the Global South remain remark-
ably relevant to our current geopolitical landscape. By integrating 
these perspectives into an analysis of present-day institutions, we 
can develop a comprehensive framework for reform that addresses 
the root causes of global instability and injustice.

Operating in the margins of dominant narratives, Global South 
voices have for decades developed extensive critiques of the 
design and function of the international legal and political ap-
paratus. Recovering the critiques of such thinkers can give us 
invaluable insight into bringing about a sustainable peace for 
future generations. Indeed, just as the contributions of think-
ers from the Global South are often forgotten in debate, so too 
have the interests of the Global South been neglected in the 
arrangement of global power, as a few major powers continue 
to dominate international peacekeeping structures such as the 
UN Security Council.

This essay thus adopts an interdisciplinary methodological frame-
work that combines historical analysis, political theory, and com-
parative analysis. It draws on archival research and primary texts 
from key Global South figures to recover early critiques of the 
League of Nations and the United Nations, situating these per-
spectives within their historical contexts. Through the lens of po-
litical theory, the essay then applies these historical critiques to 
contemporary power imbalances in international governance sys-
tems, connecting them to theoretical conceptions of peace such as 
Johan Galtung’s distinction between ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ peace 
(see Galtung 1976). A comparative approach enables an examina-
tion of how these critiques have developed over time, highlighting 
both continuity and change in the Global South’s engagement 
with global governance. This interdisciplinary framework – his-
torical, theoretical, and comparative – facilitates a robust analysis 
of systemic flaws in international organisations. By bridging his-
torical insights with contemporary challenges, this methodology 
allows for a nuanced understanding of persistent issues in global 
governance and informs the development of innovative solutions 
for achieving sustainable peace.
Ultimately, I contend that building sustainable peace requires 
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more than piecemeal adjustments to existing structures. Instead, 
we must embrace transformative changes that reorient the inter-
national legal and political infrastructure towards equality, justice, 
and cooperation. Only through such fundamental reforms can we 
hope to create a world where peace is not just an aspiration but a 
lasting reality for future generations. The stakes cannot be over-
stated. If we manage to reform the international system in this 
way, we can hope that our generation might one day experience 
peace, and that peace will become the established norm for future 
generations. 

Insights from the Global South: lessons for building peace
Rabindranath Tagore and moving beyond a ‘non-war situation’
In 1916, in the middle of the First World War, the Bengali poet 
and social reformer Rabindranath Tagore arrived in the United 
States for a lecture tour. Tagore, who had been active in the peace 
movement in the years prior to 1916, viewed the war as a logical 
outcome of the “self-interest” and “overgrown materialism” that 
he attributed to unchecked capitalism and nationalism (Tagore 
1916: 6). Interviewed upon his arrival in New York, Tagore ar-
gued that as long as disparate groups were driven by their own 
self-interest and not by the interests of humanity on the whole, 
“peace [would be] but temporary and other clashes [were] bound 
to come” (Tagore 1916: 6). He suggested that for peace to tru-
ly arise, “a new readjustment of things is necessary, a new age, 
when the idea of nationalism will be discarded, when colonies, the 
storm centres of the world, will be discarded” (Tagore 1916: 6).
As Tagore scholar Kalyan Kundu puts it, peace was not mere-
ly a “non-war situation” for Tagore (Kundu 2010: 83). A sim-
ple end to active hostilities was insufficient for truly achieving 
peace. In a certain sense, Tagore’s ideas on peace anticipated Johan 
Galtung’s well-known categorisation of peace as either ‘positive’ 
or ‘negative’. In Galtung’s framework, ‘negative peace’ refers to 
the absence of direct violence or armed conflict, representing a 
temporary and often fragile state where immediate hostilities 
have ceased but underlying issues may persist. In contrast, ‘pos-
itive peace’ denotes the presence of social justice, equality, and 
harmony, addressing the root causes of conflict such as poverty, 
discrimination, and structural violence. Positive peace aims for 
sustainable, long-term peace by fostering conditions that promote 
wellbeing and fairness within society (see Galtung 1976). Tagore’s 
insights into the reasons for ongoing war relate closely to – and 
crucially pre-date – Galtung’s conceptualisation of positive peace. 
Tagore emphasised that peace must not be reduced to the absence 
of conflict and defined in such narrow terms that were bound to 
lead to a resurgence of conflict. 
Instead, Tagore viewed spirituality, and a morality grounded in 
ideals of love and truth, as pillars that humanity had to maintain, 
so as to create a universal humanism that could overcome war. In 
his address some years later to the World Peace Congress, Tagore 
suggested that peace could come about only if the average citizen 
of a powerful nation would “extricate himself from the obvious 
anomaly of wishing for peace whilst sharing in the spoils of war” 
(quoted in Quayum 2017: 9). In other words, he argued power-
ful nations ostensibly sought peace but remained invested in an 
unequal and hierarchical world constructed by war, of which they 
were the beneficiaries. There was no notion of universal brother-
hood that would overcome such divisions, or that would motivate 
individuals and peoples to strive for unity and equality. 

It was on these grounds that Tagore was critical of the League of 
Nations. Writing in April 1921, soon after the founding of the 
League, Tagore questioned whether peace could be brought about 
through such an organisation: “The West is desiring the restora-
tion of peace through a League of Powers. But can Powers find 
their equilibrium in themselves?” (1921: 490). Peace would only 
be achieved if major powers also paid attention to the concerns 
of the weak, “for the weak are as great a danger for the strong, 
as quicksands for an elephant.” Tagore was sceptical that any at-
tention would be given to his concern about global inequality: 
“I know I am crying in the wilderness, when I raise my voice of 
warning; and while the West is busy in its organisation for build-
ing its machine-made peace, it will still continue to nourish, with 
its iniquities, underground forces of earthquake in the vast bosom 
of the Eastern Continent” (1921: 491). Tagore recognised that 
this superficial, “machine-made” peace was a result of powerful 
nations preferring their safety over any kind of meaningful repair: 
“So long as the Powers build a League on the foundation of their 
desire for safety, and for securest enjoyment of gains – for con-
solidation of past injustice, for putting off reparation of wrongs, 
while their fingers still wriggle for grabbing and still reek of blood 
– rifts will appear in their union, and conflicts in future will take 
greater force and magnitude” (1921: 491).

N.B. Bonarjee and curtailing national sovereignty
Many of Tagore’s contemporaries had their own concerns about 
the League. For example, Oxford-trained Indian civil servant 
N.B. Bonarjee presented two rival theories of international rela-
tions in an article in The Indian Review. The first, which Bonar-
jee traced back to the Dutch diplomat and jurist Hugo Grotius, 
was rooted in international law and aimed to expand the reach 
of law and morality so that they would govern all international 
affairs; this approach culminated in the founding of the League 
of Nations. The second theory, which Bonarjee attributed to Nic-
colo Machiavelli, aimed to curtail law and expand the complete 
power of the state, seeing it as the source of all morality. This 
idea of absolute sovereignty, Bonarjee argued, manifested in fas-
cist thought, which, at the time of his writing, was rising across 
Europe. Bonarjee observed the growing fascist presence in Ger-
many and Italy with alarm, and he refuted optimistic Western 
analysts who viewed the League as a harbinger of global peace. On 
the contrary, Bonarjee asserted, “the present state of International 
politics cannot be regarded in so optimistic a light” (1927: 157). 
Bonarjee worried that the continued presence of both the theory 
and practice of absolute state sovereignty – now in the form of fas-
cism – would ultimately lead to conflict. Even while Britain and 
France and other nations embraced the first theory of internation-
al relations by joining the League and espousing internationalism, 
the second theory of international relations was rearing its ugly 
head. Support for the absolute power of the state and extreme 
nationalism was growing in Europe through the popularity of 
writers such as Heinrich von Treitschke, the nineteenth-century 
ardent nationalist who advocated for a German empire.
But even while Bonarjee presented two competing, timeless ideas 
of international relations and suggested that their mutual presence 
risked another world war, he also questioned the hard distinction 
between the two. He wrote that if we considered fascism not from 
the perspective of its domestic policy, but rather “as a factor in In-
ternational Relations”, and examine the “foreign policy of Fascism 
[that] flows directly from the doctrine of Machiavelli and his heirs 
and successors”, then perhaps the difference between these two 
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theories was not so clear-cut (Bonarjee 1927: 155). The fascist ap-
proach to international relations entailed three principles, Bonar-
jee said, drawing on Treitschke’s writings. First, the “idealization 
of power means the idealization of war.” Powerful nations had to 
keep expanding; if a nation did not constantly expand, it would 
die. In this sense, nationalism had an outward-looking compo-
nent: it encouraged a nation’s continuous expansion. Second, the 
fascist approach meant a rejection of expansive notions of inter-
national law or global governance. In Treitschke’s words, a “state 
cannot renounce its sovereignty,” which meant that a state could 
not enter into any agreement that permanently curtailed its pow-
er. And third, this approach included a repudiation of the ideal of 
“international brotherhood” (Bonarjee 1927: 155). If one state 
pursued power, all other states would be forced to do the same, 
even if only for the sake of self-preservation. The idea of working 
for the good of humanity at large was nonsensical and impractical, 
according to this theory. This was the dangerous world of compe-
tition over power and the constant threat of war that fascist theory 
recognised and advocated. However, as Bonarjee pointed out, this 
was not a world built only by German nationalists, but one also 
built by British and French nationalists and the various liberal 
powers that now composed the League, and allegedly supported 
the first theory of international relations. Treitschke was not alone 
in subscribing to the view that “colonial expansion [was] essen-
tial for national power”; other European nations and empires did 
the same (Bonarjee 1927: 155). In fact, Treitschke triumphantly 
pointed to Great Britain and its expansionist empire as proof of 
his theories surrounding empire and nationalism. 

Bonarjee’s analysis highlighted a critical paradox within the 
functioning of the League of Nations: while purportedly estab-
lished to foster peace and international cooperation, it simulta-
neously upheld a system that prioritised national sovereignty, 
particularly for powerful European states with imperial legacies.

Joseph Chamberlain, to consider just one example from England, 
argued in 1899 that the “future of the world lay with great em-
pires. The watchword of the state must be colonies; sea power, 
and always more sea power for the sake of expansion” (Bonarjee 
1927: 155). This was not merely a theoretical matter for European 
empires, Bonarjee pointed out. This expansionist policy could be 
seen “in the partition of the African Continent between England, 
France, Germany, Portugal, Belgium, and Italy in the later 19th 
and early part of the 20th centuries” (Bonarjee 1927: 155-156). 
Because the major League powers were broadly implicated in this 
foreign policy, the League’s effectiveness was limited. The League 
of Nations was “but an organ of National Governments: and 
these in turn merely reflect the spirit of the nations concerned 
[…] only if there be present a will to work it, can its machinery 
as an organization of international peace function” (1927: 157). 
Given the rise of fascism in Europe and the continued investment 
of various League members in imperialism, Bonarjee was sceptical 
that the League could ever serve as a barrier against war.
In short, Bonarjee’s analysis highlighted a critical paradox within 
the functioning of the League of Nations: while purportedly es-
tablished to foster peace and international cooperation, it simul-
taneously upheld a system that prioritised national sovereignty, 
particularly for powerful European states with imperial legacies. 
Bonarjee argued that this tension between international law and 
state sovereignty undermined the League’s capacity to prevent 
conflict. His critique underscores a key theme of this paper: early 

twentieth-century thinkers from the Global South recognised 
that the entrenched notion of absolute state sovereignty, especially 
in the context of deep inequalities and imperial legacies, created a 
form of structural inequality that made achieving genuine peace 
extremely challenging.

Radhabinod Pal, the international community, and the possibility 
of peace
Alongside Bonarjee’s insights into the functioning of internation-
al organisations, thinkers from the Global South also offered im-
portant critiques of the functioning of international courts and 
tribunals. One case that diverged from the dominant view of 
contemporary international jurisprudence was Judge Radhabinod 
Pal’s dissent during the Tokyo Trials after the Second World War, 
which tried military leaders of the Japanese empire for crimes 
against peace. Most significantly, Pal argued that no true inter-
national community existed. Both prosecutors and judges had 
argued that Japan’s actions during the war must be considered 
aggressive, as they undermined an international community, un-
derstood either as a natural inclination of people towards solidar-
ity and togetherness, or as established by a series of treaties that 
Japan had been a part of prior to its invasion of Manchuria. For 
Pal, however, the notion of an international community was an 
unfounded assumption in these arguments that, once challenged, 
changed how this line of reasoning could be made. Pal argued that 
international treaties meant that Japan was a part of international 
society in a broad sense, but that was different from there being a 
community. Here Pal drew on legal academic Georg Schwarzen-
berger in distinguishing between a community and a society. A 
community depends on “the solidarity of its members, a cohesive 
force without which the community cannot exist”, such as church 
or family (Pal 1955: 5). A society, in contrast, is a group of entities 
that have diverging interests, brought together by necessity, their 
larger affinity serving to manage their conflicting interests. For 
a community, law only formalises “customary behaviour, which 
would be observed even without its existence.” For a society, on 
the other hand, the purpose of law is to “make limited co-opera-
tion possible.” In Pal’s view, “the international association of the 
present day is at best only a society” (Pal 1955: 6). Instead of a 
truly international community, there was only a “partial commu-
nity of interests” that did not reflect the will of every state. This 
was no accident, but instead was the aim and function of modern 
international law, which was “developed as a means for regulating 
external contacts rather than as an expression of the life of a true 
society” (Pal 1953: 48). For Pal, a society of this sort would neces-
sarily be unequal given the varying levels of power of its members 
and the contradictory goals they would pursue. There was no ex-
ternal power that had binding power over the various states, and 
there was no international body that could force states to submit 
to arbitration in times of conflict. Thus, despite all efforts to insti-
tutionalise international solidarity, Pal concluded that the inter-
national order was still defined by the sovereignty of nation-states. 
Although Pal acknowledged that there had been an increase in 
internationalist sentiment since the Second World War, he noted 
that there was a difference between sentiment and reality. “This 
[change] is yet to happen,” he wrote, and the current state of “in-
ternational organisation […] still does not indicate any sign of ab-
rogation of the doctrine of national sovereignty in the near future” 
(Pal 1955: 14). Ultimately, Pal hoped that the norm of national 
sovereignty would be weakened so as to create a true international 
community based upon global solidarity and shared interests. 
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One immediate consequence of Pal’s assessment that no mean-
ingful international community existed was that international law 
was diminished in its scope and applicability. Just as the idea of 
society was vaguely defined and inherently unequal, similarly any 
international law that emerged to govern such a society might 
loosely coordinate agreements in a narrow sense, but would ul-
timately remain aspirational. It would also remain reflective of 
an international hierarchy skewed towards the interests of a few 
major powers in the Global North. This meant that international 
criminal law was impossible to apply in any meaningful way. 
On this basis, Pal argued that it was not possible to draw up a 
coherent theory international criminal responsibility for war, be-
cause criminal law required a high level of maturation of the legal 
system: “the conception of criminal responsibility in international 
life can arise only when that life itself reaches a certain stage in 
its development” (Pal 1955: 7). Pal argued that in such a loose 
sense of law, none of the various theories in criminal law justifying 
punishment could apply.

In the various proposals for international order that had 
emerged since the end of the war, there had not been any that 
tried to bring about what Pal considered to be real peace. None 
of these proposals addressed the underlying conditions that 
led to war in the first place, such as the stark inequalities be-
tween nations that arose from exploitative historic or current 
interactions, unfair international rules that newly independent 
states might never have agreed to, economic coercion, and oth-
er forms of indirect hostilities.

The other major challenge that the absence of international com-
munity posed for international criminal law was that it made 
peace impossible to define. For it to be conceivable to introduce 
criminal responsibility for disturbing the peace, Pal argued that 
peace must exist in the first place. We must be able to say that 
international life is already “established on some peaceful basis,” 
the infringement of which constitutes a crime (Pal 1955: 7). Yet 
Pal vehemently disagreed with the idea that the contemporary in-
ternational order was characterised by peace in any meaningful 
sense. Peace in that international order “is only a negative concept 
[…] a negation of war, or an assurance of the status quo.” The 
world was not truly at peace: “The basis of international relations 
is still the competitive struggle of states, a struggle for the solution 
of which there is still no judge, no executor, no standard of de-
cision. There are still dominated and enslaved nations, and there 
is no provision anywhere in the system for any peaceful readjust-
ment without struggle. It is left to the nations themselves to see to 
the readjustment” (Pal 1955: 12). Pal, like Tagore, contested the 
idea of peace as a lack of active fighting, pointing to the fact that 
political and economic domination continued to shape interna-
tional affairs.
For Pal, the only kind of peace that was possible to define in the 
absence of an international community was very reductive. This 
was a negative peace characterised by a lack of active, ongoing 
armed hostilities. But this was not “real international peace” for 
Pal (1953: 57). In the various proposals for international order 
that had emerged since the end of the war, there had not been 
any that tried to bring about what Pal considered to be real peace. 
None of these proposals addressed the underlying conditions that 
led to war in the first place, such as the stark inequalities between 
nations that arose from exploitative historic or current interac-
tions, unfair international rules that newly independent states 

might never have agreed to, economic coercion, and other forms 
of indirect hostilities. International peace also required reduced 
forms of sovereignty that allowed for a true international commu-
nity to develop, and for international law to take precedence over 
the whims of individual states. Pal warned that these structural 
changes relating to sovereignty and the development of interna-
tional community had to be brought about politically through 
the mutual agreement of states; these were not changes that an 
international court would be able to undertake on its own. 

Defining aggression at the United Nations
Shortly after the UN was founded, it became apparent that the 
implementation of the veto power of the five permanent mem-
bers would hinder any attempts of the UN Security Council to 
effectively maintain peace. At that point, the UN General Assem-
bly asserted responsibility of collective security in its landmark 
‘Uniting for Peace’ resolution, claiming the right to recommend 
“collective measures, including in the case of a breach of the peace 
or act of aggression” (UN General Assembly 1950). 
One area where this investment of the General Assembly in 
matters of war and peace manifested was in debates over the 
definition of ‘aggression’. The notion of aggression, frequent-
ly used in international law to assign blame in the outbreak of 
a war, had a long history, predating the First World War but 
becoming especially significant in the aftermath of the Second 
World War, when the crime of aggression was prosecuted by an 
international court for the first time. In the Nuremberg Trials, 
the court stated that initiating a war of aggression “is not only 
an international crime; it is the supreme international crime 
differing only from other war crimes in that it contains within 
itself the accumulated evil of the whole” (International Military 
Tribunal 1946). Aggression thus appeared as a central concept 
in emerging international criminal jurisprudence, yet it had no 
commonly accepted definition.
While historically debates over the definition of aggression tend-
ed to be limited to Western states, after the Second World War 
and the beginnings of decolonisation, newly independent states 
in the Global South joined the conversation. They put forth 
unprecedentedly expansive accounts of aggression. For them, 
aggression was not limited to armed attack, but extended to 
economic aggression, ideological aggression, and other forms of 
indirect aggression. In the 1952 UN General Assembly debate, 
representatives of Afghanistan, Cuba, and Iran emphasised that 
economic pressure in the context of inequality led to the same 
result as any other form of aggression: “to force the victim to yield 
to the aggressor’s will” (United Nations 1952). During the 1953 
Special Committee proceedings on the topic, the Bolivian dele-
gate maintained that economic aggression violated the political 
independence of states and their sovereign equality, and it could 
lead to consequences such as civil war and famine. Drafts of pro-
posed definitions of aggression were updated to reflect the desire 
of Asian and Latin American states to “include acts of economic, 
ideological and indirect aggression” (United Nations 1954). 
As we can see from these developments, Global South states were 
concerned that reductive definitions of aggression, that were lim-
ited to active armed hostility, did not capture the various reasons 
for why war would break out. For this reason, delegates from the 
Global South attempted to push definitions in the General As-
sembly that included these expanded definitions of war and peace. 
Global South thinkers emphasised what Galtung would later label 
as ‘positive peace’, focusing on the stark inequalities and indirect 
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forms of exploitation that exist in the world and that formed a 
major cause of the outbreak of wars. Yet they went a step beyond 
Galtung, emphasising that understanding historical injustice was 
crucial dealing with the structural inequalities at play.

While historically debates over the definition of aggression 
were limited to Western states, after the Second World War, 
newly independent states in the Global South joined the con-
versation. They put forth unprecedentedly expansive accounts 
of aggression. For them, aggression was not limited to armed 
attack, but extended to economic aggression, ideological ag-
gression, and other forms of indirect aggression.

Addressing global power imbalances
The critique of international peace efforts offered by thinkers 
from the Global South, spanning from the interwar period to the 
post-1945 era, presented a coherent and consistent theme: peace 
could not be achieved without addressing the underlying inequal-
ities and power imbalances entrenched in the global system. From 
Tagore’s critique that nationalism and capitalism fuelled war and 
imperialism, to the Global South’s efforts to expand the definition 
of aggression within the United Nations, there was a consistent 
recognition that peace could not merely be the absence of armed 
conflict – what Galtung would later term, negative peace, instead, 
true peace required confronting structural inequalities, imperial 
legacies, and economic coercion that perpetuate global instability.
Central to these critiques was the idea that international institu-
tions often reflected and perpetuated existing power imbalances. 
Tagore’s warnings about the “machine-made peace” of the League 
of Nations and Pal’s dissent at the Tokyo Trials highlighted how 
international organisations tended to consolidate the gains of 
powerful nations while neglecting the concerns of weaker states. 
These thinkers consistently emphasised that genuine peace could 
not be realised in a system that allowed the powerful to maintain 
their dominance while offering only superficial measures of peace.
A key theme underlying these critiques was the role of sovereign-
ty in perpetuating conflict and inequality. Global South thinkers 
recognised that the absolute sovereignty of nation-states – par-
ticularly when wielded by powerful countries in an unequal world 
– was an obstacle to genuine peace and justice. In this context, 
they advocated for the weakening of national sovereignty, which 
they believed should be superseded by the power and decisions 
of collective decision-making bodies and international organisa-
tions. This would, they argued, create the conditions necessary for 
a more just and sustainable peace.

Prescriptions
The critiques offered by thinkers from the Global South provide a 
valuable framework for addressing the persistent challenges in our 
current international system, and for developing strategies for last-
ing peace. Their insights highlight several key issues: the need to 
address underlying inequalities and power imbalances, the prob-
lem of state sovereignty as an obstacle to genuine international 
cooperation, and the necessity of expanding our understanding 
of war and peace. Drawing on these perspectives, we can formu-
late a series of prescriptions and policies aimed at transforming 
global governance to better serve future generations. These rec-
ommendations range from structural reforms of international 
organisations to grassroots movements, aimed at creating a more 
equitable, just, and ultimately peaceful world order. While some 
of these proposals may seem ambitious, they represent necessary 

steps towards addressing the systemic issues that have perpetuated 
conflict and instability across generations.

Consistency and equality in international organisations
One important step is the need for great powers and for interna-
tional organisations to maintain consistency and avoid hypocrisy. 
As critiques from Global South thinkers indicate, the failure to 
address these issues can severely undermine the credibility and 
legitimacy of these institutions, such as the United Nations Secu-
rity Council. When powerful nations engage in double standards 
– for example, by condemning certain acts of aggression while 
excusing or ignoring similar actions by their allies – they not only 
erode trust but also perpetuate injustice and instability. Consist-
ency in applying international laws and principles is essential to 
ensure that all nations, regardless of their power or influence, are 
held to the same standards. This uniformity fosters a sense of fair-
ness and equality, which is fundamental for the establishment of 
genuine peace. Hypocrisy, on the other hand, fuels resentment, 
perpetuates conflicts, and delegitimises the very institutions de-
signed to maintain global order. Therefore, in today’s intercon-
nected and complex world, where the actions of one nation can 
have far-reaching impacts, it is important for international or-
ganisations and their member states to operate transparently and 
equitably. This commitment to integrity strengthens the ability of 
international organisations to maintain credibility in mediating 
conflicts and promoting lasting peace.

UN Security Council Reform
A major area of improvement that many nations in the Global 
South have highlighted in recent years is UN Security Council 
reform. As a recent report from the Carnegie Endowment for 
International Peace indicates, Global South nations have pushed 
for reforms that focus on increasing both the representativeness 
and the effectiveness of the Security Council (Patrick / Adebajo 
/ Dayal et al. 2023). Key demands include expanding the Coun-
cil’s membership to be more representative, particularly by adding 
permanent seats for African and Latin American countries, and 
by limiting or reforming the veto power of the five permanent 
members. Others have suggested creating new categories of mem-
bership, such as semi-permanent seats, to allow for broader par-
ticipation. This has been a demand of the ‘Uniting for Consensus’ 
group, which opposes the expansion of veto power through new 
permanent members, arguing this would increase the paralysis at 
the Security Council further. Instead, they call for longer-term 
seats that are eligible for re-election. This would give prominent 
states without permanent membership a meaningful way to engage 
with matters of international security, and also ensure that each of 
the world’s major blocs is represented (Yinanç 2023: 56-57). 
In addition, there have been calls to improve transparency and 
accountability at the Council, to redefine international peace and 
security to encompass issues like climate change and econom-
ic inequality, and to enhance the role of regional organisations 
from the Global South in council deliberations. For example, the 
UN has worked with the Economic Community of West African 
States regarding conflicts in Sierra Leone, Liberia, Côte d’Ivoire, 
and Mali, and with the African Union in Burundi and Darfur. 
Previous failures to act by the Security Council, however, have 
led to a situation whereby regional organisations are likely to act 
first and then report to the Security Council later (Adebajo 2023: 
41). To regain trust and effectiveness, the Security Council must 
demonstrate clear, unified, and prompt action in coordination 
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with regional organisations. Collectively, these reforms seek to 
make the Security Council more democratic, inclusive, and better 
equipped to address contemporary challenges of war and peace. 
The veto power of the five permanent members has proven to be 
an especially significant cause of diplomatic standstills, as these 
members have the power to block otherwise popular motions. To 
address the persistent gridlock that has rendered the UN Security 
Council ineffective, it is essential to abolish the veto power and 
reconsider the notion of permanent membership. The current 
structure prevents timely and decisive action in the face of global 
crises. This veto power enables these five nations to block resolu-
tions that may conflict with their interests, even when such reso-
lutions are crucial for maintaining international peace and securi-
ty. Removing the veto power would democratise decision-making 
within the Security Council, ensuring that no single country can 
unilaterally prevent collective action. In light of recent conflicts, 
there has been renewed attention paid to the paralysing effect 
of the veto power, both in the Global South and in the West. 
For example, Michael Ambühl, Nora Meier, and Daniel Thürer 
(2023) have recently suggested an expanded Security Council of 
ten member states, but of whom three member states would have 
to come together to block a resolution.

To address the persistent gridlock that has rendered the UN 
Security Council ineffective, it is essential to abolish the veto 
power and reconsider the notion of permanent membership. 
The current structure prevents timely and decisive action in the 
face of global crises.

In practical terms, a structural change of this kind would require 
an amendment to the UN Charter, which can be initiated by 
a two-thirds vote of the General Assembly and ratified by two-
thirds of the member states, including all five permanent mem-
bers. Although challenging, this process is necessary to foster a 
more equitable and effective international order. The reformed 
Security Council should comprise a diverse and rotating member-
ship, representing various regions and ensuring that all voices are 
heard. This non-hierarchical structure would prevent dominance 
by any single nation or group of nations.
Decisions within this new framework could be made by a majori-
ty vote, requiring a substantial consensus before any intervention 
were authorised. Such a system would promote more balanced 
and inclusive decision-making and better reflect the collective will 
of the international community rather than the interests of a few 
powerful states. This change is critical to revitalising the Security 
Council’s role in maintaining peace, enabling it to respond more 
swiftly and effectively to global threats. Ultimately, this would fos-
ter a more just and stable world order.
This reformed structure of the Security Council could also signif-
icantly enhance the international community’s ability to address 
civil wars, which are among the most prevalent and devastating 
forms of violence today. Civil wars often lead to prolonged suffer-
ing, displacement, and instability, not just within affected coun-
tries but also in neighbouring regions. Under the current system, 
international intervention in civil wars is frequently impeded by 
the veto power, allowing geopolitical interests to overshadow hu-
manitarian needs. By eliminating the veto and implementing a 
majority voting system, the reformed Security Council would be 
better equipped to take timely and decisive action to mediate and 
resolve internal conflicts. Moreover, the inclusive and non-hierar-
chical nature of this reformed body would enable it to approach 

civil wars with a nuanced understanding of local contexts, fos-
tering more effective and sustainable solutions. This would not 
only help in ending immediate hostilities but also in addressing 
the root causes of civil conflict, thereby contributing to long-term 
peace and stability.

Codifying the UN General Assembly’s peacekeeping role
Until the UN Security Council is reformed, we must rely on the 
intervention of the UN General Assembly – a more democratical-
ly organised and representative body than the Security Council. 
There is strong precedent for this kind of intervention. Since the 
‘Uniting for Peace’ resolution of 1950, the UN General Assembly 
has stepped in on occasions where the Security Council has faced 
gridlock and has been unable to come to some kind of resolution 
or action to bring about peace. This role of the General Assem-
bly has been especially important in recent months, as the crises 
in Ukraine and Gaza have faced impossible odds in the Security 
Council (with Russia blocking action regarding the former, the 
United States regarding the latter). As a result, the UN Gener-
al Assembly adopted Resolution ES-11/1, which condemns the 
Russian aggression against Ukraine and demands an immediate 
withdrawal of Russian forces, and Resolution ES-10/22, which 
calls for an immediate ceasefire and end to hostilities in Israel 
and Gaza. Many of these proposals at the General Assembly have 
been spearheaded by nations in the Global South, highlighting 
the continuing role that such nations have held in trying to bring 
about genuine peace since the days of the League. 
These recent actions underscore the General Assembly’s capacity 
to represent global consensus and moral authority in cases when 
the Security Council is deadlocked. The frequency and gravity 
of such interventions also highlight an urgent need to formally 
expand and codify the General Assembly’s peacekeeping powers. 
Until comprehensive reform democratises the Security Council 
and eliminates the paralysing effect of the veto power, the inter-
national community must fully leverage the General Assembly’s 
potential. This could include mechanisms for swift emergency 
sessions, enhanced enforcement capabilities for Assembly reso-
lutions, and greater coordination between the Assembly and re-
gional organisations. Empowering the General Assembly in this 
manner would not only provide a more representative forum for 
addressing global crises but would also incentivise reform with-
in the Security Council itself, ultimately strengthening the UN’s 
overall capacity to maintain international peace and security.

Renewed movement for disarmament
Fourth, a renewed movement for disarmament is essential for 
fostering a safer and more peaceful world. This movement must 
encompass both formal treaties and grassroots efforts to challenge 
the pervasive influence of the arms industry. Treaties play a crucial 
role in establishing legal frameworks and commitments to reduc-
ing and eventually eliminating nuclear arsenals and other weap-
ons of mass destruction. However, these efforts must be comple-
mented by popular movements that raise awareness and mobilise 
public opinion against the proliferation of arms. Such movements 
can exert pressure on governments to adopt and adhere to disar-
mament agreements, while also advocating for the redirection of 
resources from military expenditures to vital areas such as educa-
tion, healthcare, and sustainable development. By discouraging 
the arms industry and reducing the demand for weapons, these 
movements can help dismantle the economic incentives that 
drive militarisation. Similarly, popular movements must pressure 
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governments to adhere to existing laws – such as the Leahy Law – 
prohibiting arm transfers to units responsible for violations of hu-
man rights and international humanitarian law. A comprehensive 
approach to disarmament, integrating both top-down and bot-
tom-up strategies, is crucial for creating the conditions necessary 
for lasting peace and security for future generations.

Strengthening global institutions and multifaceted approaches to 
peacebuilding
As we have seen, then, increasing harmony between nations and 
developing the real conditions of peace requires a multifaceted 
approach that addresses both immediate conflicts and the un-
derlying causes of discord. True peace is not merely the absence 
of war but the presence of justice, equality, and mutual respect 
among nations. This can be achieved through sustained diplomat-
ic efforts, fostering dialogue and understanding, and promoting 
economic and social cooperation. Nations must work together to 
reduce inequalities and address global challenges such as poverty, 
climate change, and human rights abuses. Strengthening interna-
tional institutions to ensure fair representation and equitable de-
cision-making processes is also crucial. Educational and cultural 
exchange programs can play a significant role in building bridges 
between diverse communities, fostering mutual respect and un-
derstanding. By addressing structural issues and fostering a cul-
ture of collaboration and solidarity, the international community 
can create an environment where peace is not just a temporary 
respite from conflict but a stable and enduring reality.
Strengthening the international legal and political infrastruc-
ture as a whole is imperative to prevent wars and sustain glob-
al peace. Crucially, as early twentieth-century thinkers from the 
Global South have argued, strengthening the international system 
necessitates a reconsideration of state sovereignty. This involves 
reducing the absolute sovereignty of individual states in favour 
of a more collective approach to global governance – a demand 
that was central to Global South critiques in the early days of 
international organisations such as the League of Nations and the 
UN and has proven to be prescient. Furthermore, bolstering the 
international justice system to hold violators accountable is cru-
cial for deterring aggression and promoting the rule of law. By 
fostering greater transparency, reducing bureaucratic inefficien-
cies, and ensuring equitable representation of all member states, 
international organisations can gain the legitimacy and authority 
needed to act decisively. A strengthened international framework, 
built on principles of fairness, justice, and collective security, with 
a more nuanced understanding of sovereignty, is essential for cre-
ating a world where the threat of war is significantly diminished 
and where lasting peace can thrive.

Strengthening the international legal and political infrastruc-
ture as a whole is imperative to prevent wars and sustain global 
peace. Crucially, as early twentieth-century thinkers from the 
Global South have argued, strengthening the international sys-
tem necessitates a reconsideration of state sovereignty.

Conclusion
The pursuit of long-term peace for future generations necessitates 
bold and transformative changes in our international system. 
Drawing on the insights of early twentieth-century thinkers from 
the Global South, we see the critical importance of addressing 
the structural inequalities and inconsistencies that have histori-
cally undermined efforts to maintain global peace. The current 

challenges faced by international organisations highlight the need 
for reform to ensure these bodies operate with integrity, fairness, 
and effectiveness. For example, removing the veto power and re-
structuring the United Nations Security Council to include a more 
diverse and equitable representation can prevent the gridlock that 
hinders timely and decisive action. These changes, coupled with 
a non-hierarchical decision-making process, would enhance the 
UN’s ability to respond to both international and civil conflicts.
Moreover, reviving movements for disarmament and promoting 
harmony between nations are crucial steps toward creating the 
real conditions for peace. By integrating treaties with grassroots 
campaigns that challenge the arms industry, we can reduce the 
global proliferation of weapons and redirect resources toward 
human development. Strengthening the international legal and 
political infrastructure, through enhanced cooperation, robust 
enforcement mechanisms, and a commitment to justice, will pro-
vide the foundation needed to prevent wars and sustain peace. As 
we address these structural issues and foster a culture of collabora-
tion and solidarity, we create an environment where peace is not 
just the absence of conflict but a stable and enduring reality.
Ultimately, the responsibility of building a peaceful future rests 
with us. By learning from past failures and embracing the wis-
dom of diverse perspectives, particularly those from the Global 
South, we can develop a more inclusive and resilient international 
system. This system, grounded in justice and equality, can ensure 
that future generations inherit a world where peace is not an elu-
sive dream but a tangible reality. The stakes are high, and the path 
ahead is challenging, but with collective effort and unwavering 
commitment, we can create a legacy of peace that will benefit 
humanity for generations to come.

Ultimately, the responsibility of building a peaceful future rests 
with us. By learning from past failures and embracing the wis-
dom of diverse perspectives we can develop a more inclusive 
and resilient international system. This system, grounded in 
justice and equality, can ensure that future generations inherit 
a world where peace is not an elusive dream but a tangible 
reality.
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Andrew Fiala and Jennifer Kling: Can War Be Justified? A Debate
Reviewed by Gordon Hertel

War is often described as the ultimate 
cruelty, and with over a hundred ongoing 
armed conflicts across the globe, all gen-
erations are coming face to face with this 
cruelty. Fighting continues in Ukraine 
and Gaza, and civil wars rage on in Yem-
en, Afghanistan, Myanmar and many 
other countries. With the advent of the 
internet, we are more aware of ongoing 
conflicts than ever before. Despite this 
knowledge, we still lack the answers for 
the most important question of our time: 
for what reasons do we continue to wage 
war? Fields of literature of all kinds have 
sought to identify these justifications for 
war, be they philosophical, strategic, or 
societal in nature. 
Can War Be Justified? by Andrew Fiala and 
Jennifer Kling is a summary of two sides 
of this debate; one side is Just War The-
ory (JWT) which states that some wars 
can be justified, while the other side is a 
pacifist argument which states that most wars cannot be justi-
fied. This monograph is written by the two authors in the form 
of a dialogue. Fiala takes the pacifist perspective. His previous 
works demonstrate an extensive knowledge of pacifism, ethics, 
theology, and politics. He is a professor of philosophy at Cali-
fornia State University and has written books on pacifism since 
2004. Kling argues for the JWT perspective. Her focus area in-
cludes political philosophy, war and peace, feminism, and race. 
Her other works delve into subjects such as activism, refugees, 
genocide, and pacifism. She is currently an associate professor 
of philosophy at the University of Colorado Springs. These two 
authors have long tenure in the field of war and peace, and their 
debate represents a culmination of decades of study.
Prior to any debate, however, David Barnes (professor of English 
and philosophy at the United States Military Academy) provides 
a foreword. This section establishes the goals for the debate quite 
well. Barnes states, “upon reflection, we ought to ask ourselves 
(1) whether war is inevitable and (2) whether war can ever be 
morally justified; (3) if war can be justified, then how so; and (4) 
if war is not inevitable and it cannot be morally justified, should 
we ever go to war or fight in war?” (xiii). These questions make 
up the core of the monograph. The introduction serves well in 
setting the tone for the debate. 
Fiala and Kling also provide further context on the upcoming 
debate in the preface. The target audience is established as un-
dergraduate students or people new to the study of pacifism and 
JWT (xiv). The goal of this book, it follows, is to introduce read-
ers to the varied points and nuances of this long-lasting debate, 
all while remaining understandable for those who are entering 
the discourse for the first time. The preface also dedicates its 

opening sentences to the ongoing inva-
sion of Ukraine, which, as the authors 
note, will become a crucial case study for 
both pacifists and just war theorists (xvii). 
The authors justify the absence of more 
nuanced topics from the debate in stat-
ing their attempt to remain approachable 
for those unfamiliar with the field. Fiala 
and Kling end the preface on a hopeful 
note that international collaboration will 
put an end to armed conflict and create a 
more peaceful future – which is the col-
lective goal of both the just war theorist 
and the pacifist. The following sections 
are framed around a dialogue between the 
pacifist perspective – taken by Fiala – and 
the just war theorist perspective – taken 
by Kling.
Chapter 1 is written by Fiala and explores 
the pacifist argument. The opening state-
ments are focused on three central claims: 
“1. War produces bad consequences in-

cluding death, destruction, and dislocation. 2. War involves bad 
(evil or wicked) intentions and actions that are intrinsically evil. 
3. War solves nothing in the realm of ideas” (3). These statements 
summarise the consequentialist perspective, the deontological 
perspective, and the pacifist tradition in a brief and understand-
able fashion. Fiala uses the next sections to further elaborate on 
these perspectives and utilise compelling examples. Both the con-
sequentialist and deontological pacifist arguments are unified in 
their support for the pacifist tradition. Demanding peace is one 
thing, but the pacifist tradition insists that the means to ensure 
peace likewise be peaceful in nature. Where the just war tradi-
tion seeks to wage war peacefully with the goal of preventing 
further conflict, the pacifist tradition instead focuses its efforts 
on institutional, societal, and global change through non-violent 
resistance. Fiala’s analysis is well done and demonstrates exten-
sive knowledge of not only the pacifist sphere of literature, but 
the JWT sphere as well. Despite both perspectives sharing the 
same goal of a peaceful world, Fiala criticises the JWT by using 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s argument: unjust means cannot pursue 
a just end; likewise, war is an unjust means and cannot be used to 
achieve peaceful ends. Fiala’s opening statement provides a deep 
look into the realm of pacifist theory and tradition and considers 
numerous perspectives and examples to back up the three central 
claims.
Chapter 2 is written by Kling and outlines Just War Theory. Her 
opening statement outlines the main arguments for contempo-
rary JWT, as well as the stringent requirements necessary to make 
a war just. This section is focused on three of these requirements: 
jus ad bellum (justice of going to war), jus in bello (justice in war), 
and just post bellum (justice after war) (66). Kling centres her 
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opening statements around these requirements, which provides 
a framework for her argument that war can be justified in cer-
tain cases. Kling explores each of the three requirements, briefly 
outlining their main restrictions and considers both traditional-
ist and revisionist perspectives. It is here where she defines the 
overarching goal of JWT: “The entire goal of jus ad bellum, jus 
in bello, and jus post bellum is to restrict warfare to only those 
wars that are necessary and proportionate” (74). The difficulty in 
the realm of JWT, it follows, is determining when war is necessary 
and proportionate. In the following sections Kling delves further 
into the details of JWT. She considers more nuanced aspects 
of the theory such as the use of JWT to bring groups to the 
table for negotiation, the danger war poses to groups caught in 
the crossfires, as well as the role JWT plays against oppression. 
These following sections focus deeply on the people affected by 
war, be they refugees, civilians, or soldiers. When considering 
whether a war is just, it is vital to also consider the role everyone 
plays within it. Kling argues against the consideration of refu-
gees as collateral damage – a move which is gaining traction in 
the JWT field – but unfortunately does not divest much time 
into exploring this further. Kling concludes with an overarching 
summary of her arguments in support of JWT. She reiterates 
that it is a philosophical body of theory flexible to critique, and 
that its theorists view war only as a last resort in order to stop 
further harm. She concludes by stressing that war is difficult to 
justify. Her contributions to the debate are well founded and 
make use of strong examples. While some areas would have 
done well with further analysis, the opening statements clear-
ly demonstrate Kling’s experience and knowledge in the field 
and present this expertise in a very concise and understandable 
fashion.
After the opening statements, the debate is structured around 
each author’s response to the other’s theory. Throughout these 
responses, the other author also makes small statements found 
in cutouts. This helps the monograph read like a discussion. Fia-
la begins by responding to Kling’s opening statements. The pac-
ifist, Fiala argues, would take issue with the supposed necessity 
of war and instead prioritise non-violent preventative measures. 
He also stresses that pacifism is absolute, whereas JWT leaves 
too much room for interpretation. These are good points which 
demonstrate how JWT might be used to justify dangerous 
backsliding and militarist behaviour when used with ill intent. 
Kling’s replies in this section are focused on the concept that 
JWT should incorporate pacifism as a goal and must remain 
vigilant against this danger. This is further expanded upon in 
Kling’s response to Fiala’s opening statement, which begins with 
the statement: “every just war theorist worth their salt would 
rather pacifism prevail in the world” (152). Kling focuses intent-
ly on weighing both the consequences and the dangers of pa-
triotic religious followings. Her first two replies are focused on 
the nuanced problems of consequentialism. She then warns of 
the dangers of using patriotic Christianity (and other religions) 
to justify war, because although religions may appear morally 
sound, they often create narratives that support unquestioning 
loyalty. Her reply is concise and well structured. It points out 
the similarities between JWT and pacifism quite well and makes 
a strong case for collaboration. After these replies, a brief con-
clusion summarises the points on both sides and the monograph 
concludes.
The core arguments of Can War Be Justified? seem simple at first, 
but the work excels in displaying the many complexities of the 

debate. Fiala and Kling’s goal is “to bring people into thinking 
through these topics in a systematic way” (xiv), and the debate 
is comprehensively structured to facilitate this. Both authors 
present their arguments and case studies in a very compelling 
manner. The monograph is an easy read while being full of im-
portant information, questions, and examples that can leave the 
reader pondering this topic long after reading.
Considering both perspectives, it is impossible to say which one 
provides a stronger argument for its case. Both authors, as men-
tioned, provide concise explanations, meaningful arguments, as 
well as helpful and important case studies. They also convey the 
numerous similarities between both traditions in a clear man-
ner, something which might come as a surprise to the reader. 
The dialogue is intended to be read by those new to the debate, 
and its goal is to present each author’s perspectives on the three 
central questions mentioned in the preface. In this regard, the 
monograph succeeds in achieving what it set out to do. Both 
Fiala and Kling address the questions outlined in the preface 
in unique ways, summarising their experience and knowledge 
in the field. This work is well adjusted to the target audience, 
and any bachelor’s student or person new to the dialogue could 
easily read and understand the many nuanced points it makes.
When it comes to more complex issues, however, the mono-
graph is unfortunately found to be lacking in several ways. Al-
though the authors admit in the preface that analysing the many 
nuances of JWT and pacifism would detract from the flow of 
the argument, the reader is still left with a feeling that important 
topics have been left out. Take for example future generations. 
War and its horrendous effects on land, people, and society are 
intergenerational damages which cause intergenerational trau-
ma. Kling does make mention of a “collective psychic scar” 
(153) present in Japan after the bombing of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki. However, this is mentioned only within the context 
of “culture, politics, and spirituality” (153) rather than taking 
to account the event’s impact on future generations more di-
rectly. The future is only the subject elsewhere when assessing 
consequences for pacifism. But this is insufficient. Would JWT 
consider the negative impacts of war on future generations col-
lateral damages? Could the consequentialist pacifist weigh the 
damages on future generations when considering whether a war 
is just? These are questions Fiala and Kling could have addressed 
in their respective opening statements or their replies. While 
it is true that this monograph is primarily concerned with the 
question of a justifiable war, the possible deaths of future gen-
erations ought to be considered in the justification presented or 
the arguments against it.
‘War’ is a dirty word. The term carries with it destruction on a 
grand scale, the displacement and killing of many civilians, and 
a prolonged generational struggle. The suffering and pain of war 
is considered self-evident. It follows that those who wage war 
don’t always consider it as such. Russia’s ‘special military oper-
ation’ is a good example of how terminology can be intention-
ally used to influence how citizens view cruelty. These shifts in 
perception have the capacity to consequently shift perceptions 
of war overall. How do people attempt to justify war by simply 
avoiding the term? And where might we place ‘military exer-
cises’, ‘temporary occupations’, and ‘peacekeeping operations’ 
within the JWT framework? Who maintains the responsibilities 
of jus ad bellum, jus in bello, and jus post bellum in these in-
stances? While Fiala and Kling do not delve into these specific 
elements, nor into the role future generations play in warfare 
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Axel Gosseries: What is Intergenerational Justice?
Reviewed by Helene Weinbrenner

As Axel Gosseries states in the acknowl-
edgements to his latest book, philosophy 
is an intergenerational effort. So is the 
conundrum about finding a good defini-
tion for ‘intergenerational justice’. What 
is Intergenerational Justice? is Gosseries’ 
extremely valuable contribution to ad-
vancing this search. Gosseries, a professor 
for economic and social ethics in Louvain, 
Belgium, is already a well-established voice 
in the field: As early as 2004, he published 
the monograph Penser la justice entre les 
générations, followed by the influential 
volume Intergenerational Justice (2009), 
which he edited together with Lukas H. 
Meyer. In 2016, he co-edited Institu-
tions for Future Generations with Iñigo 
González-Ricoy. This study can thus be 
read as the subtotal of years of multi-the-
matic and polyphonic scholarship.
In his introduction, Gosseries gives a clear 
and concise overview of his study’s scope, 
ambitions, and limitations. He starts off 
by defending philosophy’s merit for the field of intergenerational 
justice, underlining the importance of theoretical considerations 
and insights for deliberative democracies, and thereby making 
clear that his book not only addresses experts, but the general 
public alike. Gosseries then proceeds to specify the study’s central 
concepts, provisionally defining intergenerational justice as jus-
tice “between individuals from different generations” (5). He also 
distinguishes between age groups and birth cohorts (i.e. groups 
in the same phase of life and groups defined by the time of their 
birth; the study’s focus being on the latter), and between over-
lap and non-overlap scenarios (i.e. coexisting and non-coexisting 
generations).
The book is structured around questions which, in a way, add up 
to answer the titular question: What is Intergenerational Justice? In 
asking: “Can we act unjustly towards the future?” (20), chapter 
1 deals with the non-identity problem (NIP) and presents three 
distinct strategies to overcome the challenges posed by its impli-
cations. The first strategy consists in introducing a ‘new grammar’ 
(36), i.e. a norm-based notion of harm, in order to disband the 

‘harm-justice-nexus’ at the problem’s core. 
The second strategy, ‘containment’, aims 
at utilising overlap generational dynamics 
to contain the scope of the non-identity 
problem. As Gosseries argues, its implica-
tions for efforts in intergenerational justice 
do not apply to any scenario that involves 
an intergenerational overlap since the old-
er generation, in these cases, is generally 
taken to be able to adapt their actions to 
the younger generation’s existence and 
‘identity’. Strategy three envisions a ‘full 
severance’ of the relation between justice 
and harm. Only a notion of justice that 
does not equate a violation of justice with 
harm allows for ‘non-person affecting ap-
proaches’, thereby effectively “freeing jus-
tice from the non-identity problem” (50), 
Gosseries concludes. 
Having thus established that we do have 
duties of justice to the future, Gosseries 
moves on to ask: “How much do we owe 
to the future?” (52) by reflecting on the 

principles of justice that efforts to support intergenerational jus-
tice should rely on. He presents four separate accounts. The first is 
called ‘non-decline’. This account is based on (indirect, descend-
ing) reciprocity between generations and prohibits dis-savings (i.e. 
passing on less than inherited). Gosseries criticises this account 
for not allowing for net transfers. The second account is a utili-
tarian one, aiming for a ‘better future’ and requiring savings from 
one generation to the next (i.e. passing on more than inherited). 
The third account comes from a sufficientarianist perspective and 
is threshold-based, allowing for both savings and dis-savings as 
long as future generations are guaranteed to ‘have enough’, as well 
as requiring savings if this is not the case. The fourth and last ac-
count, called the ‘narrow path’, is based on leximin egalitarianism, 
prioritising each generation’s least well-off individual, thereby 
leaving only a narrow path for just intergenerational distribution 
and very little room for both savings and dis-savings. Gosseries 
himself shares the most common ground with this account, al-
though he advocates for a less strict version of it. He then goes on 
to problematise the role of inheritance in each of these accounts, 

and justifying war, their piece certainly represents a strong and 
significant entry point into these debates. In this world of ever 
shifting justifications and definitions of warfare, Can War Be Jus-
tified? is a work dedicated wholeheartedly to clarity and readabili-
ty which, combined with the thoroughness of its many arguments, 
makes it well worth a read.

Fiala, Andrew / Kling, Jennifer (2023): Can War Be Justified? A De-
bate. New York: Routledge. 233 pages. ISBN: 978-0-367-80985-0  
(E-Book), ISBN: 978-0-367-40916-6 (Print). Price: paperback 
$36.99; hardcover $160.00, e-book $36.99.
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explaining that ‘cleronomicity’ (i.e. the rule of inheritance) im-
poses a certain amount of arbitrariness on intergenerational dy-
namics. As he lays out, none of the four principles is entirely in-
dependent from earlier generations’ legacy, but they do differ in 
understanding it as reference point for current generations’ duties 
(‘non-decline’, ‘better future’ and ‘narrow path’) or merely dealing 
with it as a constraint on current capabilities (‘having enough’). 
Gosseries argues that ‘better future’ and ‘narrow path’ can at least 
be reframed in less cleronomic terms by adding ‘from now on’ to 
their requirements. This leads him to reflect on the relationship 
between intergenerational justice and sustainability, showing that 
the two notions are not at all synonymous – it is, as Gosseries 
argues, fully possible to come up with a concept of sustainabili-
ty without justice as well as a notion of intergenerational justice 
without sustainability. 
Following this discussion of potential principles of justice, Gos-
series turns to the question of metrics, (i.e. the content of our 
duties to the future), in chapter 3: “What do we owe to the fu-
ture?” (89). He begins by establishing a combination of sufficien-
tarianism and ‘Dworkinian resourcism’, understood as the idea 
that allocating equal purchasing power to individuals while also 
assuming different talents and tastes will lead to some inequal-
ities without being unjust. This account of justice is introduced 
in order to compensate for sufficientarianism’s blind spots when 
dealing with above-threshold justice. 
In applying this combination of accounts to intergenerational 
scenarios, Gosseries confronts us with our inability to anticipate 
future generations’ tastes and talents. While this is easily solved 
by adapting a stepwise strategy (i.e. relying on overlap dynamics 
to reach non-overlap future people), another problem arises in 
this context: our influence, or lack thereof, on future generations’ 
preferences. Gosseries presents three options to mitigate or avoid 
this predicament: He considers ‘dematerialising’ our heritage, 
but immediately rejects this idea as rather inefficient; he suggests 
‘open options’, i.e. guaranteeing sufficient diversity for future gen-
erations to choose from. He also makes a case for ‘inculcating 
frugal preferences’ (106), i.e. teaching younger generations not to 
squander resources. However, in a final step Gosseries rejects the 
option of simply substituting resources with (anticipated or in-
culcated) frugal preferences as well as similar acts of substitution. 
Having thus developed a framework of intergenerational justice 
in the preceding chapters, Gosseries applies this framework to the 
intergenerational challenges posed by climate change in chapter 
4, asking: “What are our climate duties to the future?” (118). He 
first focuses on pre-1990s, i.e. pre-IPCC emissions and their rel-
evance for our current climate duties. Based on the non-overlap 
with most of the ‘perpetrators’ as well as their ignorance about 
climate change, Gosseries makes a strong case for distributive in-
stead of rectificatory approaches to intergenerational climate jus-
tice, arguing that past emissions and our relation to their causers 
should have no influence on our current duties. He then goes on 
to contrast three views of distributive climate justice, the first of 
which requiring the prevention of “injustice resulting from […] 
human-induced climate circumstances” (129), the second one 
including naturally occurring circumstances, and the third one 
allocating “climate-related rights” (129). This last view is the one 
favoured by Gosseries himself, as it “refuses to insulate a climate 
regime from broader concerns about justice” (132) and allows us 
to tackle various injustices by working towards intergeneration-
al climate justice. Gosseries then asks if there is any possibility 
that a >2 °C temperature increase above pre-industrial level be 

considered fair. He concludes that the only way that could be 
viable, at least in principle, would be to accept the option of sub-
stitutability, which readers will recall he dismantled in an earlier 
chapter. Therefore, he finds climate change above 2 °C to be un-
just. He then briefly discusses two ways to deal with this injus-
tice, ‘early efforts’ and ‘discount rates’, as well as their respective 
drawbacks. As he explains, expecting higher efforts from earlier 
generations possibly disadvantages them and could therefore be 
specifically problematic from a ‘narrow path’ perspective. Any 
kind of discount rates applied to the interests of future genera-
tions tends to overlook the causal relationship between, for in-
stance, discounting future wellbeing and future wellbeing itself, 
thus forming a circular argument and being similarly unfair in 
terms of the narrow path principle of justice. 
In chapter 5, Gosseries discusses the issue of the “voiceless and 
toothless future” (153). Problematising the relationship between 
distributive intergenerational justice and democratic legitimacy, 
he asks: “Can policies be legitimate towards the future?” (150). 
Non-overlap future generations can neither participate in current 
democratic deliberative processes nor are they equipped to en-
force policies in their interests in any way. In search for an answer 
to this problem of power asymmetry and potential democratic 
illegitimacy, Gosseries rejects a number of possible solutions (i.e. 
questioning the underlying notion of legitimacy; working with a 
concept of ‘representation’) and finally reaches a fairly nuanced 
conclusion, arguing that “our policies [are] unavoidably ‘a-legit-
imate’ (rather than the stronger ‘illegitimate’) toward the future” 
(163) and that therefore, ‘legitimacy toward the future’ should 
not be invoked as a positive reason in support of our policies” 
(163): “[W]e are unable to do better than being benevolent dicta-
tors toward the future.” (163-164). Having arrived at this poten-
tially discouraging verdict, Gosseries is adamant about reminding 
us of the relevance of his theory. Firstly, he notes that the scope 
of democratic legitimacy in intergenerational overlap scenarios is 
not diminished by these considerations. Secondly, he reminds us 
that where certain notions of legitimacy do not apply, notions of 
justice still do. Lastly, he touches upon models of future-sensitive 
institutional design which might help to attenuate intertemporal 
power imbalances, a topic which he and González-Ricoy pub-
lished an edited volume about in 2016 (which was reviewed in 
IGJR 1/2017). 
As outlined above, Gosseries begins his study with a defensive, 
almost apologetic gesture, reflecting on the merit and entitlement 
of philosophical considerations in times of urgent crises. As he ar-
gues, deliberative democracies are dependent on “a citizenry prop-
erly equipped to reflect upon and articulate its intuitions about 
what intergenerational justice is about. Philosophical clarification 
is one of the necessary steps in that direction” (2). In specialising 
his research for political education in this way, Gosseries expands 
his intended audience and explicitly includes non-philosophers. 
The endeavour to keep his arguments comprehensible to a gen-
eral audience without detracting from the topic’s nuance, thereby 
illuminating his ideas with a wide array of plausible examples, 
might be the most applaudable achievement of What is Intergen-
erational Justice? The book’s helpful structure (its very intuitive 
chapter titles will hardly scare anyone off, unlike those of some 
other works in the field) as well as an accessible presentation of its 
theory of intergenerational justice leave the reader with an ample 
understanding of the philosophical issues surrounding the no-
tion. In dedicating a separate chapter to applying the previously 
established framework to questions of climate change, the study 
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addresses the topic at the core of contemporary debates about 
intergenerational justice in a constructive and practical manner, 
thereby further supporting the author’s petition for the relevancy 
and necessity of philosophy for current crises. 
This matter of accessibility, however, connects to the one desid-
eratum left by Gosseries’ study. Given that the book not only de-
velops its own hypotheses and theories, but arguably also serves 
as a summary of years of scholarly debate, one would wish for 
a slightly more transparent treatment of existing theories about 
intergenerational justice. Detailing the supporters of various phil-
osophical positions presented in this study – and noting their in-
fluence – would certainly further Gosseries’ already commendable 
accomplishments in giving a viable introduction to this scholarly 
field. As it is, one gets the impression that there are very few other 
scholars on intergenerational justice – which is all the more pecu-
liar, as two of Gosseries’ earlier publications on intergenerational 
justice were edited volumes. For instance, in his discussion of the 
NIP (that has been haunting theories of intergenerational justice 
for four decades now), he does not engage with solutions that 
focus on the particular notion of causality being used when fram-
ing the NIP as a problem (see the special issue of IGJR 2/2019 
on this).
This limited engagement with other scholars’ theories of inter-
generational justice, also noted in Giulio Pennacchioni’s review 
elsewhere,1 does not substantially take from the merits of What is 
Intergenerational Justice? It is, all in all, an accessible yet sophisti-
cated, concise yet thorough study on the topic and has the poten-
tial to benefit both scholarly debate and public discourse. 

Gosseries, Axel (2023): What is Intergenerational Justice? Cambridge: 
Polity Press. 208 Pages. ISBN: 978-1-509-52575-1 (E-Book), 
ISBN: 978-1-509-52572-0 (Print). Price: hardcover $59.95; pa-
perback $19.95; e-book $16.00.

1  Pennacchioni, Giulio (2023): Review of Axel Gosseries’ “What 
is Intergenerational Justice”. In: Zeitschrift für Ethik und 
Moralphilosophie, 6 (2), 209-212. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s42048-023-00160-3.
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What is a ‘Walkshop’?
‘Walkshops’ (a combination of the terms ‘walk’ and ‘workshop’) 
are an innovative auditory learning method developed by the 
FRFG which aims to inform and empower young people between 
the ages of 18 and 35 on a particular topic. The concept draws on 
Aristotle’s teachings, whose school of Peripatetics linked mental 
mobility with physical movement and transfers this approach to 
the current century. Throughout the Walkshop participants listen 
to educational podcasts while walking through diverse landscapes, 
visit learning venues along their route, and build on what they 
have learned through evening discussions with invited politicians, 
scientists, entrepreneurs, activists and citizens.
Since 2021, the FRFG has organised Walkshops on the topics 
social security and intergenerational contracts, atomic waste, the 
coal phase-out, and climate change. In 2025, the Walkshop will 
focus on the topic ‘Nuclear risks and long-term peacekeeping’. 

When and where is the Walkshop, 2025?
The upcoming Walkshop is scheduled to take place from Thurs-
day, 26 June to Tuesday, 1 July 2025. For the first time a Walk-
shop will take place outside of Germany. The hike will begin 
and end in Glasgow, Scotland and will follow parts of the West 
Highland Way to Loch Lomond and Gare Loch, where Britain’s 
nuclear weapons are stationed. More details about the exact route 
and stopping points will be released on the website in the coming 
weeks and months. 

Why ‘Nuclear risks and long-term peacekeeping’? 
War has a shattering effect on human life and societies, causing 
death, destroying infrastructure, and significantly decreasing 
quality of life. Nuclear war has the potential to magnify these 
consequences on a global scale, possibly making the world inhab-
itable or causing the extinction of humanity. We cannot afford to 
continue to rely on the doctrine of nuclear deterrence developed 
in the 1950s for a bipolar world: the current handling of nuclear 
weapons is not sustainable for the future. For this reason, FRFG 
hopes to motivate and educate young people on this critical topic, 
as well as engage key decision makers in discussions about long-
term peaceful policies. 

Who can apply? 
The project aims to engage participants aged 18 to 35. Political 
or social engagement, as well as detailed knowledge of nuclear 
weapons or current nuclear policy, are not prerequisites for partic-
ipation but are advantageous. An interest in learning more about 
long-term peacekeeping, a desire to engage in discussion, and a 
keenness to hike between 10–20km a day are a must!

Why should I participate?
Taking part in a Walkshop can be a very enriching experience. 
Joining us on these events means taking a step towards becom-
ing advocates of peace. Through the discussion evenings and 
podcasts, you will also learn valuable information from experts, 
activists, and scholars.
The Walkshop will include accommodation and meals for the suc-
cessful applicants, who will only have to finance their travel to and 
from Glasgow, Scotland.

When do applications open?
The applications for our upcoming Walkshop in summer 2025 
will open at the start of 2025. More details about the application 
process, as well as the hiking routes, invited experts, and learning 
venues will follow in the weeks and months to come on our web-
site. We look forward to receiving your application! 

For more information please use the following link. 
https://walk-for-the-future.info/5.walkshop-peacekeeping/home.html

Event Information: Walkshop ‘Nuclear risks and long-term 
peacekeeping’: 26.06.2025 – 01.07.2025
Foundation for the Rights of Future Generations (FRFG)
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