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Main points:

- Humanitarian intervention is a very contentious and divisive matter, causing arguments

with regards to its legitimacy, scope, and potential consequences.

- This article will argue that English School solidarists do provide a convincing

justification for humanitarian intervention, however, only to a certain degree.

- One needs to remember that the reasoning that humanitarian intervention brings some
risks and poses certain dangers, as argued by the English School pluralists and realists,

is a valid one, and therefore it can be argued that such argumentation undermines, to an

extent, the justification offered by solidarists.

Abstract

Introduction

Humanitarian intervention is a very contentious issue, and much ink has been spilled on this
topic not only by scholars but also by diplomats and journalists. It has been also a divisive
matter, causing arguments with regards to its legitimacy, scope, and potential consequences.
This article will consider convincingness of justification for humanitarian intervention offered

by the English School solidarists and contrast it with the arguments of those that make a case

This article touches upon the issue of humanitarian intervention and
will consider whether English School solidarists provide a convincing
justification for it. This paper will cover some theoretical background
needed to cover this specific topic and subsequently will present and
explain the arguments that English School solidarists use to justify
humanitarian intervention, and then contrast them with the reasoning of
unfavourable to the practice of humanitarian intervention English
School pluralists and realists. Doing so, it will argue that even though
some of the arguments that solidarists offer to justify humanitarian
intervention are indeed persuasive, the strength of their reasoning is to
an extent undermined by claims made by the English School pluralists
and realists, and therefore it will argue that the solidarist justification
for humanitarian intervention is only partly convincing.

against such interventions.

In essence, this article will argue that English School solidarists do provide a convincing

justification for humanitarian intervention, however, only to a certain degree. Despite the fact
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that some of their arguments are indeed very strong and persuasive, one needs to remember
that, as noble as the concept of humanitarian intervention is, it is also a very complex issue,
and therefore arguments from the opposite side need to be taken into consideration as well. The
reasoning that humanitarian intervention brings some risks and poses certain dangers, as argued
by the English School pluralists and realists, is a valid one, and therefore it can be argued that

such argumentation undermines, to an extent, the justification offered by solidarists.

As for the structure of this article, its main body will begin with a section including some
theoretical background and definitions of key terms- it will explain the English School and its
core assumption in a few words and then introduce the English School debate between
pluralists and solidarists. Having done so, the following section will present and analyse the
solidarist justification for humanitarian intervention, firstly explaining their theoretical position
and then three of their strongest arguments justifying such type of intervention. The subsequent
part will analyse claims made by the English School pluralists and realists. It will be explained
how the former argue that humanitarian intervention threatens the stability of international
society and what it may lead to, and how the latter reason that the practice of humanitarian
intervention may be manipulated and misused. After that, conclusion will summarize the main

points presented.

Theoretical background and definitions of key terms

The English School is one of the approaches to international politics. It originated in the second
half of the twentieth century and has been represented by a number of well-respected and
noticeable scholars, such as Hedley Bull, John Vincent, or Adam Watson, who constituted a
group of its ‘most influential early members’ (Linklater, 2013; 88). More recently, however,

Nicolas Wheeler, Tim Dunne, and Robert Jackson have been its most prominent advocates.

The main claim of the English School approach, which ‘has been said to distinguish it from
other theories of IR’ (Dunne, 2013; 138) is that states form an international society. Scholars
of English School, which have tended to divide themselves into two camps- pluralists and
solidarists, introduced by Hedley Bull in ‘The Grotian Conception of International Society’ in
1966- view international society somewhat differently. Those dissimilarities, which will be
elaborated in the following sections, have resulted in a ‘debate’ between pluralists and

solidarists that includes their discussion regarding the practice of humanitarian intervention.
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Scholars of both camps have spilled much ink on this particular topic- indeed, it is a vital
component of the English School thinking about ‘the rights and duties that states hold by virtue
of their membership of international society’ (Dunne, 2015; 60), and as a concept, it is said to
pose ‘the conflict between order and justice in its starkest form” (Wheeler, 1992; 463), which
are crucial themes for English School thinking- the concept of order for the pluralist theory of

international society, and justice for that of solidarism.

Before turning to the solidarists’ justification, a few words on humanitarian intervention are
needed. It has always been a divisive issue (Dunne, 2015; 60), and a highly controversial one
(Kardas, 2013). Humanitarian intervention, defined by Saban as ‘forcible action by a state, a
group of states or international organizations to prevent or end gross violations of human rights
on behalf of the nationals of the target state, through the use or threat of armed force without
the consent of the target government’ (Kardas, 2003; 21) takes place under certain
circumstances. In a very simple way, one may argue that such intervention occurs when a state
targets its own citizens, greatly violating their human rights, or in the case of a state collapsing
in lawlessness (Wheeler, 2000; 27).

Solidarism and its justification for humanitarian intervention

Bull, who, as mentioned above, came up with the notions of solidarism and pluralism, defined
the former in terms of ‘solidarity, or potential solidarity, of the states comprising international
society, with respect to the enforcement of the law’ (cited in Wheeler, 2000; 11). Solidarists
are in favour of humanitarian intervention. As for their concept of international society,
solidarism implies that states serve interests and purposes of people (Dunne, 2015), and not the
other way around. It, therefore, can be argued that the solidarist approach places people- their
rights and security- at the core of its conception of international society, and above the
sovereignty of states. Thus, in a case where peoples’ rights are being violated on a large scale,
and the sovereign state whose population is at danger either is responsible for such violations,
or is not able to stop them, then, according to the solidarist approach, other members of
international society are obliged to carry out an intervention aimed at protecting those people
(Dunne, 2013). In addition, solidarists treat the defence of human rights with great importance

(Wheeler, 2000) and claim that ‘individual rights and duties are the ultimate moral referent’
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(Wheeler and Dunne, 1996; 100) for them. Through such, solidarists believe that humanitarian

interventions are justified because morality has supremacy over the principle of sovereignty.

The theoretical background behind the reasoning of solidarists gives strong foundations for
their arguments, with which they justify humanitarian intervention. The maximum allowed
length of this article does not allow for analysis in greater scope, and thus only three of the
strongest and most convincing solidarists’ arguments justifying humanitarian intervention will

be explained.

Moral responsibility of states to protect human rights both domestically and internationally

The first argument analysed here is the one provided by Nicolas Wheeler (2000), who based
his claim on Bull’s ‘The Grotian Conception’. The argument in question implies that in the
solidarist society of states it is established that states have a moral responsibility to protect not
only their own populace, but they are also expected to defend the implementation and
compliance of human rights everywhere. By promoting this argument solidarists underline the
universal duty of states to maintain the well-being of people and highlight that the
responsibility of states to protect people from being unlawfully harmed and their rights from
being violated does not apply only within their sovereign borders, but that in case of a massive-
scale wrongdoings they are obliged to intervene outside of their legal jurisdiction too. Indeed,
borders should not stop foreign governments from helping those, who otherwise would not get
any help and would tremendously suffer.

Benefits of the principles of non-intervention and sovereignty should not be automatically

granted

The second point assessed here was made by R.J. Vincent, whose early writings, what is
interesting, included him in the pluralist wing of the English School (Suganami, 2010), and
Peter Wilson. In 1993 they rightly reflected upon the issue whether ‘states ought to satisfy
certain basic requirements of decency before they qualify for the protection which the principle
of non-intervention provides’ (Vincent and Wilson, 1993; 125). They correctly suggested that
if a given state does not meet those basic requirements, it should not be protected by the
principles of non-intervention and sovereignty, implying that such a powerful security shield

shall be open only to those states, whose standpoint on the case of complying with human
5
| www.ine.org.pl | kontakt@ine.org.pl



rights, their promotion and implementation, is impeccable. Otherwise, if a state commits crimes
on a massive scale, the society of states should not abide by the non-intervention rule and do
get involved in order to help people. This particular argument links well with what Kofi Annan,
the former Secretary-General of the UN, said in 1999: ‘no government has the right to hide
behind national sovereignty in order to violate the human rights or fundamental freedoms of

its peoples’ (Annan, 1999).

States may intervene pre-emptively if there is evidence of a massacre to happen

Michael Walzer’s argument is another one that justifies humanitarian intervention, however in
arguing that ‘humanitarian intervention is justified when it is a response [ ...] to acts ‘that shock
the moral conscience of mankind’’ (2006; 102) Walzer may have missed one point. By arguing
for a humanitarian intervention to be justified specifically as a response, there is a risk that help
may come too late to save some of the endangered people. After all, even in 2019, it must take
some time before army units of a foreign state (or states) achieve readiness for an intervention,
and it takes only seconds to kill somebody. Therefore, if states hold credible and convincing
evidence of what would happen if they hesitate with their intervention, they ought to be allowed
to intervene pre-emptively. This argument that states should not wait for the massacre to start
to intervene if people are threatened with such was raised by Bazyler (1987) and repeated by
Wheeler (2000). Indeed, solidarists rightly argue that not only interventions responding to a
massacre should be justified, but also those pre-emptive ones as well.

The arguments analysed above are among the strongest ones that solidarist offer to justify the
idea of humanitarian intervention. However, one needs to remember that ‘while the use of force
can promote good consequences, it always produces harmful ones as well> (Wheeler, 2000;
35). Indeed, the issue of humanitarian intervention, as noble as it is, is also a complex one and
it has some drawbacks which need to be taken into consideration. Negatives associated with

such interventions will be presented in the following section.

Objections to humanitarian intervention- arguments of pluralists and realists

English School pluralists stand on the opposite side of the debate regarding humanitarian
intervention. However, criticisms towards such may be found coming also from the realist

angle. Arguments of pluralists and realists that undermine the strength of the solidarists’
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justification will be analysed below. Firstly, however, the theoretical concept of pluralist

international society will be explained in order to better illustrate their position.

Pluralism- its theoretical assumptions and argumentation against humanitarian intervention

In the pluralist international society, the main focus is put on the concept of order. Pluralism
holds that states, not individuals, are the basic members of international society and ‘as
sovereign equals, they can have no legitimate interest in matters that fall within each other’s
domestic jurisdiction, and no right of intervention to protect individuals’ (Linklater, 2013; 98).
Indeed, pluralists attach primary significance to the principles of sovereignty and non-
intervention, which contribute to cooperative coexistence between states forming the
international society. In other words, security of states has a priority over security of people in
pluralist order.

Pluralists see humanitarian intervention as ‘a violation of the cardinal rules of sovereignty, non-
intervention, and non-use of force” (Wheeler, 2000; 11), so all the elements they hold dear. In
general, they argue that humanitarian intervention causes a threat of undermining international
order, what may have particularly bad consequences, as severely weakened inter-state order
may cause further disruption to peace and security and eventually result in war. In case of that
happening, there is a possibility that even more people may suffer and get to be deprived of
their rights. As Jackson claimed, ‘humanitarian values are never under greater threat than when
states get involved in wars’ (2000; 291). Jackson’s views illustrate well also another point of
pluralists- that of the supremacy of states over people in international society. Indeed, he stated
that ‘stability of international order is [...] far more important than minority rights and
humanitarian protection’ (Jackson, 2000; 291). Pluralists, in other words, believe that
humanitarian intervention threatens the stability of the international system, which is a crucial

aspect for them, and thus is very likely to cause more troubles than actually solve.

The realist criticism

There are some similarities to be found in the solidarist and realist approaches (Wheeler, 2000),
however, it is much easier to find criticisms that realists raise against the justification of
solidarists. Wheeler (2000) does a great job explaining them in a greater capacity, however,

the limited space here will allow to focus on just one of them. Thomas Franck and Nigel Rodley
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(1973) argued that legalizing the practice of unilateral humanitarian intervention would make
it susceptible to manipulation. Indeed, it has always been a possibility that states would use
humanitarian intervention in order to pursue their national interests- maximizing national self-
interest is one of the core assumptions of realism- using it simply as a cover-up to hide their
real intentions. Moreover, as the concept of humanitarian intervention can be manipulated by
states, there is always an option that humanitarian intervention may become ‘a weapon that the
strong will use against the weak’ (Wheeler, 2000; 29-30). Indeed, Third World leaders may
oppose the idea of humanitarian intervention, especially coming from the Western countries,
simply for the reason of seeing it as a threat to their domestic power (Wheeler and Dunne,
1996) and their homeland being exploited. Thus, realists are right to argue that the practice of

humanitarian intervention may very well be manipulated and misused.

Conclusion

This article argued that the English School solidarists do provide a convincing justification for
humanitarian intervention, however, their account, despite some very strong arguments that
were mentioned, cannot be said to be fully convincing. Arguments raised by the English School
pluralists and realists undermine, to an extent, the strength of the solidarists’ explanation,
showing that the practice of humanitarian intervention is an ambiguous matter. For solidarists,
humanitarian intervention is a method that states are entitled to in order to help people, whose
rights and security are at the center of their thinking of international society, and whom they
value more than the principle of states sovereignty and norm of non-intervention. As an idea,
humanitarian intervention is definitely a noble one, however, one needs to remember that it
also has its drawbacks. Pluralists and realists rightly recognized that humanitarian intervention
may be a threat to the stability of international society, and as such, it may cause more problems
than cure. In addition, realists acknowledged that humanitarian intervention may be misused
and manipulated- used as a cover for pursuing national interests, or as a weapon of more
powerful states against those poorer ones. These are the reasons for which the solidarists’

justification, despite offering very strong arguments, is convincing only to a certain degree.
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