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t was a great honor to be invited by the Brookings Institution and The
Hague Institute for Global Justice to deliver the 2016 lecture named in honor of Justice Stephen Breyer. I bring to this discussion four different perspectives: 35 years as an international law professor, 20 years as a human rights
lawyer, 10 years in the U.S. government, and five years as a law school dean.
In each of these capacities, I have had the great honor to study with, work
with, and learn from Justice Breyer, without doubt the great transnationalist justice of our age. He carries on a transnational tradition in American
jurisprudence that is both strong and enduring. That tradition runs through
early Chief Justices John Marshall and John Jay, who arguably wrote as many
opinions about international law as about domestic law; through Justice
Horace Gray, who wrote the classic cases of The Paquete Habana56 and Hilton
v. Guyot;57 through Chief Justices Melville Fuller and William Howard Taft,
who helped to found the American Society of International Law; through
Justice William O. Douglas, who traveled the world to an extent unmatched
by any current justice; through Justice William J. Brennan, Jr., the strongest
internationalist on the Warren Court and Justice Byron White, who wrote
a stirring transnationalist dissent in Banco Nacional de Cuba v. Sabbatino;58
through Harry A. Blackmun, for whom I had the great privilege of clerking and whose seat Justice Breyer now occupies; to Justices Breyer and Ruth
Bader Ginsburg today. It is Justice Breyer who, in his judicial writings and
his path breaking recent book The Court and the World,59 has taken the lead
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among the current justices in paying the “decent respect to the opinions of
mankind” that our Declaration of Independence called for in 1776.
If there is a core idea that drives this transnationalist jurisprudence, it is
that international and domestic law are no longer artificially divided. There
is an emerging body of hybrid, “transnational public law,” rooted in shared
public norms that have a similar meaning in every national system around
the world. There are certain hybrid concepts, like the metric system or the
term “dot com,” that are not clearly international or domestic in character. In the same way, the ideas of “cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment,”
“civil society,” the “internally displaced,” and “transborder trafficking” are
transnational public law concepts, inasmuch as they have a shared meaning
in every domestic legal system.
I discuss here the emerging law of 21st century war, which in many ways
stands as the most discussed, but least understood, of these evolving bodies
of transnational public law. Here let me pay special tribute to the Brookings
Institution’s president, my friend and mentor Strobe Talbott, with whom I
had the privilege of working during the Clinton administration on so many
pressing issues, not least the Kosovo crisis. After we left government in 2001,
we both returned to Yale, where I resumed my teaching at the Law School and
he founded our Globalization Center. One of the very first discussions we had
after September 11, 2001, was about whether in a time of crisis, law would be
abandoned or modified to address a whole range of emerging problems.
It was Strobe’s commitment, which I very much shared—and that we later
put into a book that Strobe edited, in which I wrote a chapter60—that although the law might change, there still would be law. It was our shared
conviction that we should not respond to 9/11 by entering a “law-free zone.”
What we’ve seen in the years since is that a whole new range of tools have
emerged to address the exigencies of 21st century war: among them cyber
conflict, drones, special operations, private security contractors, and in60
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creasingly autonomous and semi-autonomous robots. This lecture asks:
what rules govern these 21st century tools? What exactly is the emerging law
of this 21st century war?

A new body of law: Two competing approaches
At the outset, let me highlight a struggle between two competing approaches
to this question: what I call a “black hole” versus a “translation” approach.
Some suggest that the rapid changes in the way we conduct modern war
place us in a law-free zone, because there can be no law to apply to military tactics and technologies that did not previously exist. Are places like the
Guantanamo Bay detention center or tribunals like military commissions
legal “black holes” that do not have to answer to law? Or is there another,
better view that has prevailed in the 15 years since 9/11: namely, that we live
in a moment where we must translate what Montesquieu called the “spirit of
the laws” to the present-day situation?61 This translation exercise necessarily
occurs with many interpreters, because we live at a time when both the domestic and international legislative systems are peculiarly paralyzed or too
frequently in stalemate. So if the law to be applied to modern problems is to
be updated, it must be law that reflects modern state practice, driven from
a sense of legal obligation derived from the spirit of the laws that governed
19th and 20th century conflicts.
It takes only a moment of reflection to see that there is a big difference between a “black hole” and a “translation” exercise with regard to the modern
law of war. If we live in a black hole, we are operating outside the law altogether. But if we are engaged in a translation exercise from previously agreed
international legal rules, we may debate whether or not any particular translation is correct. There is no doubt, however, that we are generally operating
within the framework of the law, not denying its application altogether. Thus,
the choice of translation over black-hole approaches means choosing the rule
61
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of law over rules adopted without regard to legal foundation. This is a profound choice.
What I want to argue today is that in several emerging areas of 21st century
war, a new body of law has emerged—much of it developed by U.S. practice
and pronouncement—that increasingly is transnationally shared with other
developed nations, particularly our NATO allies.

The Obama administration’s national security framework
Responding first to a simplistic question sometimes set forward by media: is the
Obama administration’s approach to 9/11 national security issues the same as the
George W. Bush administration’s approach? Let me suggest six crucial differences.
First, who is the enemy? The Obama administration does not believe in, or
speak of, a “global war on terror.” The United States is not engaged in an
amorphous war on “terror” any more than it is engaged in an amorphous
war against “drugs” or “poverty.” Instead, the United States currently engages outside of hot battlefields against particular transnationalist terrorist
networks in military operations that are constrained by international law
principles of state sovereignty, human rights, and humanitarian law.
Second, under domestic law, the United States does not operate based purely
on unenumerated constitutional powers of the president, but rather, based
on specific congressional authorizations plus constitutional power.
Third, although some U.S. judges may disagree,62 it is broadly accepted that
as a matter of international law, these domestic authorizations should be informed by the international laws of war.
62
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Fourth, the Obama administration applies a hybrid paradigm for counterterrorism. The United States does not use an either/or approach—either war
or law enforcement—but rather, combines them into a hybrid approach. So
what may be an appropriate warlike response toward a leader of the Islamic
State (ISIS) who is found in parts of Syria may change into an appropriate law enforcement approach if that very same ISIS leader were found in a
stronger law enforcement environment such as Brussels or Paris.
Fifth, the United States does not simply operate based on labels but relies
rather on a fact-based, not label-based, approach toward identifying the
enemy. Labeling someone as an “enemy combatant” does not suddenly announce that, against that person, anything goes. Rather, hard cases call for
a detailed fact-based inquiry, to help determine whether they may lawfully
be subjects of military action: precisely who are these individuals, what are
their histories of past hostile activity, what are their exact ranks or positions
in the terrorist network chain of command, and what certifiable threat level
do they pose?
Sixth and finally, the Obama administration’s approach embodies an absolute commitment to humane treatment in detention, interrogation, and
targeting.
These important differences fit into a broader, integrated Obama administration legal approach to targeting and detention, as part of a general national security strategy of smart power. The public has heard repeatedly about
“smart power” from this administration’s officials, particularly Secretary of
State Hillary Clinton.63 With respect to counterterrorism policy, the bedrock
notions of a smart power approach are that to win broader legitimacy in a
broader struggle against terrorist networks, (1) targeting should be lawful;
(2) detention should be both legally authorized and legally conducted, with
the fruits of illegal detention or interrogation never being used in subsequent
proceedings; and (3) the basic strategy should be multilateral, meaning law63
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ful cooperation with other states who are also at war with international terrorist networks, relying wherever possible on shared law enforcement authorities (such as Eurojust).

International law, domestic law, and armed conflict
Where, exactly, do these legal rules come from? Three sources: (1) international criminal law as it has developed since Nuremberg, particularly as now
codified in the International Criminal Court’s Rome Statute, which criminalizes genocide, war crimes, crimes against humanity and, after 2017, the
crime of aggression;64 (2) the law of armed conflict, sometimes known as international humanitarian law; and (3) international human rights law, when
it is not ousted by another, more specialized body of law on the same issue (a
controlling “lex specialis.”)
Under international law, to engage in armed conflict means that the United
States is fighting against an organized armed group in a sustained struggle
of a particular nature, intensity, and scope. That armed conflict can either be
an international armed conflict (IAC) or a non-international armed conflict
(NIAC), as declared by either the state itself or by the International Committee of the Red Cross. These two traditional kinds of armed conflict are familiar. Thus, for example, the United States versus Germany during World War
II represented a textbook international armed conflict. A non-international
armed conflict has traditionally meant armed struggle of the type seen in
Colombia at the end of the 20th century: the government versus a nonstate
actor (such as the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, or FARC) in a
civil conflict that does not cross national borders.
The conflict with al-Qaida, however, does not fit neatly within either of these
categories; although it does cross borders, it is non-international because it is
not an armed conflict between two nation-states. So what we have seen in re64
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cent times is the emergence of another kind of non-international armed conflict—namely, between a nation-state and a transnational terrorist network
like al-Qaida. Justice Breyer, among other justices in Hamdan v. Rumsfeld in
2006, concluded that we have engaged in just this kind of non-international
armed conflict since 9/11.65
Under this theory, the United States is not at war not with “terror” generally, but with a specific transnational terror network that links al-Qaida, the
Taliban, and associated forces. This administration has construed ISIS to be
part of these associated forces, as a splinter or offshoot of al-Qaida core, with
ISIS now operating as a “co-belligerent” with al-Qaida and the Taliban, in
the sense of having entered the fight against the United States alongside these
other armed groups in the so-called “hot battlegrounds”—active theaters of
battle such as Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria.66 As a matter of international
law, until its recent disengagement, Russia said it had been invited to fight in
Syria by Bashar Assad’s government. The United States is participating there
against ISIS based not on Assad’s consent, but because it acts in collective
self-defense of Iraq.
Under traditional laws of war, the United States is obliged to follow both the
law of initiating war (jus ad bellum) and the law of conducting war (jus in
bello). Under domestic law, the United States must follow the terms of both
the Constitution and the various statutory authorizations for use of military
force. Since the second half of the George W. Bush administration, the United States has asserted that (1) it is in a non-international armed conflict with
al-Qaida, the Taliban, and associated forces in response to the 9/11 attacks
and subsequent attacks, and under international law, (2) it may use force
consistent with the laws of war and its inherent right to self-defense, and
(3) under domestic law, the president may act according to appropriate and
necessary uses of force that have been duly enacted by Congressional statute.
65
66
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This claim raises three issues: (1) What constitutes a valid armed conflict, (2)
when the United States acts in individual or collective self-defense, and (3)
when the state in which the U.S. military action occurs has either consented
to the use of force on its territory or demonstrated itself to be unwilling or
unable to suppress the threat (the paradigm case being the U.S. raid in Pakistan on Osama bin Laden). In armed conflict, the conduct of armed force
is governed by well-established humanitarian rules that require distinction
between civilian and military targets, and rules of necessity, proportionality,
and humanity in the use of force. So whenever one hears presidential candidates talking about “carpet-bombing” ISIS cities, one should remember that
it is plainly illegal. (Not long ago, one 2016 presidential candidate even invoked the oxymoronic notion of selective carpet bombing, “carpet bombing
with some limits.”)67
Common Article III to the four Geneva Conventions, which is regarded as
customary international law, states as a rule of humanity that there should
be no violence to life and persons including torture, taking of hostages,
outrages on personal dignity, or sentences without due process.68 Additional Protocol II amplifies these guarantees and outlaws all forms of violence
against those persons who are noncombatants.69
For legal purposes, it does not matter that al-Qaida has not signed the Torture
Conventions or the Geneva Conventions. I recall one meeting I had about
10 years ago with a senator who said, “Professor, the last time I checked,
al-Qaida hadn’t signed either the Torture Convention or the Geneva Conventions.” I responded, “Senator, the last time I checked, the whales hadn’t
signed the Whaling Convention either!” My point was that this is not about
contract, it is not about a bilateral agreement, it is about the minimal stanChris Megerian, “Ted Cruz Wants to ‘Carpet Bomb’ Islamic State, But with Some Limits,”
Los Angeles Times, December 15, 2015, http://www.latimes.com/politics/la-pol-sac-tedcruz-carpet-bomb-20151215-htmlstory.html.
68
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dards of humane treatment that we as a country obey unilaterally, whether or not there exists a written agreement. The norm of humane treatment
binds us, as a defining element of our national identity, whether or not others
agree to follow it. Senator John McCain put it well when he said, “it’s not
about them; it’s about us.”70 Geneva Convention, Additional Protocol I, relevant parts of which the United States follows as customary international law,
further directs that there shall be no “acts or threats of violence the primary
purpose of which is to spread terror among the civilian population.”71 This
renders illegal such threats as were recently made on the campaign trail that
we will see if we can make “sand glow in the dark” in ISIS-held territory.72
In addition, some presidential candidates have argued that our government
should return to waterboarding or “a hell of a lot worse than waterboarding.”73 Again, the short answer to this claim is clear: waterboarding is illegal
behavior, and if an elected president has taken an oath to uphold the Constitution and laws of the United States, that is also probably a high crime and
misdemeanor, and hence, an impeachable offense.74 The Torture Convention
expressly says that torture may not be justified by a state of war or a threat of
war and that all acts of torture, wherever they can occur, must be criminalized. Senator McCain made the same policy point as well.75 So these brash
and reckless campaign statements mislead Americans about the true realities and legalities of interrogation.
Foster Klug, “McCain: Torture Ban Protects U.S. Image,” Washington Post, November
14, 2005, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/11/14/
AR2005111400247.html.
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If one needs any further convincing, one need only read a recent book,
Why Torture Doesn’t Work: The Lessons from Neuroscience, by Shane
O’Mara, a professor of experimental brain research at the University of
Dublin.76 His neuroscience research makes a very simple point: that at a
cellular, neurological level, every single specific tactic used to extract information by torture—sleep deprivation, temperature changes, waterboarding, food restriction—inhibits rather than enhances the victim’s
ability truthfully to recall and convey accurate memories. In fact, so-called
“enhanced” interrogation tactics enhance nothing; in truth, they are impaired interrogation tactics, because they destroy memory and recall. So
torture proves to be an utterly pointless act: it achieves the exact opposite of
what it is intended to do. And in the end, it harms the torturer as much as
the tortured. All of this suggests that we should stop pretending that torture
is some kind of means to some nobler end. It achieves nothing but abuse. As
Orwell would say, “the object of torture is torture.”77

The application of international human rights law
This brings us to the question of how international human rights law applies when armed conflict is in play. This issue was addressed recently by
the International Court of Justice in The Hague in the Advisory Opinion on
the Threat or Use of Nuclear Weapons when it explicitly said that the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights does not cease in times
of war if there has not been a derogation from it.78 In the Palestinian Wall
case, the international court further declared that both international human
rights law and international humanitarian law must be taken into account
on a provision-by-provision approach. So there are some human rights provisions whose application might prove to be impracticable in a time of war—
Shane O’Mara, Why Torture Doesn’t Work: The Neuroscience of Interrogation (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2015); see also Harold Hongju Koh, “Pain Versus Gain,” Just
Security, June 20, 2016, https://www.justsecurity.org/31544/pain-gain/.
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for example, the right to participate in elections. But other provisions, such
as the right to worship, can plainly be exercised even in times of war. Other
human rights, such as the right to be free of torture and cruel, inhuman, and
degrading treatment are non-derogable rights that cannot be dispensed with
even in times of war or extreme emergency.79
In his new book Power Wars, Charlie Savage of The New York Times recounts
that when I left the State Department, I left behind on my last day as legal adviser a detailed memorandum opinion that explained why I did not believe
that it was legally available for policymakers to claim that the Convention
against Torture did not apply outside the United States.80 Although the internal debate within the administration continued for another two years, in
2015, the Obama administration finally made this point explicit in its presentation before the Committee against Torture in Geneva. Assistant Secretary of State for Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor Tom Malinowski
stated that “the torture ban applies in all places at all times with no exceptions,”81 and my former principal deputy, then Acting Legal Adviser Mary
McLeod, echoed the same notion.82
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If that is the law of interrogation, what about detention? As the president
made clear in his National Archives speech seven years ago,83 civilian trials
are to be preferred, and military commissions must comply with the Constitution after the Supreme Court’s invalidation of the first version of the
Military Commission Order in the Hamdan case. Transfer of detainees from
Guantanamo continue. Currently 76 detainees are left (as of early August
2016)84 with more releases expected to reduce the number of Guantanamo
detainees to 55 or so by the end of the summer of 2016, with a few months
still left in this administration.85 An executive order on periodic review is
being implemented to determine which detainees should continue to be held
and which may be released.86 And now finally embodied in the most recent
National Defense Authorization Act is an absolute statutory guarantee of
humane treatment.87

The use of drones and robots
I am sometimes asked, “as a human rights lawyer who opposes torture, how
can you defend the use of drones?” My answer is quite simple: all torture is
illegal and the president cannot be torturer-in-chief—this is an absolute ban
under all circumstances.88 But, targeted killing in warfare can be lawful or
unlawful, depending upon whether it is done according to the laws of war.
One may not like targeted killing, but a lawyer in the government addressing
W hite House, Office of the Press Secretary, Remarks by the President on National Security,
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these matters has an inescapable duty to draw the line between those uses
of force that are or are not lawful. If the United States is indeed in an armed
conflict, it can engage in certain kinds of lawful, lethal warfare. For example, targeted killing can be lawful when conducted against someone not in
government custody who poses an imminent threat, as an act of self-defense,
or in armed conflict against a combatant who has no immunity under the
Geneva Conventions. As President Aharon Barak of the Israeli Supreme
Court suggested, targeted killing may in some cases be more consistent with
human rights norms than other forms of warfare, because of the lower possibility of collateral damage.89
But what is necessary to make targeted killing lawful is that the action is authorized under both domestic and international law, that the targeted person’s rights have been adequately considered, and that the sovereignty of the
country in which the action occurs has been adequately respected. If all of
this is done correctly, targeted killing does not constitute unlawful extra-judicial killing, execution, or assassination, and can be lawfully carried out by
drone or special operations, as in the case of Osama bin Laden. There are
certainly weapons that are inherently illegal—in my judgment, for example,
chemical weapons, antipersonnel land mines, unexploded ordinance, and
cluster bombs—but drones do not fall into that category; they may be lawfully used for certain targeted operations that meet carefully defined criteria. It
is precisely how they are used that determines whether or not they are lawful.
To see the common sense of this point, consider the following thought experiment. Suppose that shortly after Congress had authorized the use of military force against al-Qaida and the Taliban in 2001, the president had come
out and said:
A week ago, we were attacked in the worst attack ever to occur on our
soil. More than 3,000 innocent people were killed simply for going to
work. This is a gross human rights violation and act of war to which
89
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we must respond. But in responding, here is what I will not do: I will
not torture anyone, I will not open a detention center at our naval
base in Guantanamo Bay, I will not invade Iraq, and I will not conduct kidnappings or illegal extraordinary rendition to torture. I will
not violate people’s rights by instituting overbroad surveillance. I will
cooperate with our allies lawfully and multilaterally in a transparent
fashion. But if the only place I can find bin Laden and his supporters
is in a cave in Tora Bora and the only way I can reach them is by
drone, I have no choice but to use that lawful method, in accordance
with the laws of war. And I say to our allies and the American people:
please support me in this effort.
Obviously, a lot of water has flowed under the dam since that speech was not
made. But what it should indicate is that it is not the use of drones that is
illegal. It is the way in which other mistaken aspects of U.S. national security
policy have been conducted in the years since 2001 that have put a cloud over
so much of what the United States has done in response to 9/11.
Upon taking office, President Obama made clear that his goal was to obey
the law even in times of armed conflict. He said this in his inaugural speech,
in his 2009 National Archives speech, and again in his Nobel Peace Prize
acceptance speech in December of that year.90 At the National Defense University in May 2013, he emphasized that a smart power approach can include
drones as an effective, discriminate tool to help dismantle specific networks
that threaten the United States.91 In that far-ranging speech, he made clear
his preference for capture over kill, America’s respect for state sovereignty,
and its commitment to the notion that self-defense may be invoked to use
Barack H. Obama, “A Just and Lasting Peace” (speech, Oslo city hall, Oslo, December 10,
2009), https://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/2009/obama-lecture.
html; Barack H. Obama, “Remarks on National Security” (speech, National Archives,
Washington, DC, May 21, 2009), https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-pressoffice/remarks-president-national-security-5-21-09; Barack H. Obama, “Inaugural
Address” (speech, Washington, DC, January 21, 2009), https://www.whitehouse.gov/
blog/2009/01/21/president-barack-obamas-inaugural-address.
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force against a continuing imminent threat (based on a necessarily elongated notion of imminence) against senior operational leaders who are clearly
determined to strike against the United States, so long as there is a “near-certainty that no civilians will be killed or injured.”92 Currently, these are policy
rules embedded in recently released (though redacted) Presidential Policy
Guidance (PPG)93 summarized in a fact sheet issued alongside the 2013 NDU
speech.94 Ideally the administration would go one step further and embody
these principles in an executive order before President Obama leaves office,
to ensure that U.S. practices remain consistent with the laws of war.95
To go further, these practices can be translated into codes of conduct, and
internalized into private behavior through private contracts as rules that can
govern the conduct of private security contractors. This has been done in
a public-private arrangement called the Montreux Document,96 which has
led to the adoption of an International Code of Conduct (ICOC) to govern
private security practices.97
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What about robots? The law of war does not yet treat autonomous robots
as a per se illegal instrument. But I believe that fully autonomous robots
that do not have a human operator in the loop, insofar as they select and
engage targets independently of human interference or supervision—think
“The Terminator”—should be treated as per se illegal weapons of war. At
the same time, semi-autonomous robots that have human beings in the loop
can be programmed to operate under the legal principles described above,
inasmuch as the human operators of those robots can use the same set of
principles as were stated in the president’s NDU speech and PPG to comply
with the emerging laws of war.

Cyber conflict
And how about the difficult question of cyber intrusions, a topic that could
easily occupy a lecture on its own? These intrusions run a wide gamut of
conduct that stretches along a spectrum of activity that runs from (1) cyber
monitoring, defense and espionage, and hacking, which can be done by private parties, to (2) computer network exploitation (CNE), which is a form of
intelligence, and (3) pernicious forms of consumer network attack (CNA),
which can have broader, physical consequences, such as using a computer to
open a dam or to shut down a hospital whose physical effects are no different
from simply bombing the dam or hospital. These are cyber acts plainly governed by the laws of war.
In 2012 I gave a speech at U.S. Army Cyber Command called “International
Law in Cyberspace,”98 which stated 10 currently agreed-upon legal rules of
cyber conflict. That speech made clear that international law applies in cyberspace; that cyberspace is neither a law-free zone nor a black hole, and that
forms of cyber activity can, under certain circumstances, represent a use of
force to which the laws of jus ad bellum and jus in bello apply, with states
being responsible for their own actions, as well as the acts of proxy actors.
98
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A series of legal experts have engaged in an extended exercise resulting in the
Tallinn Manual, which has sought to elaborate these emerging rules in considerable detail.99 To further legalize cyberconflict, more standard-setting
exercises must be promoted through diplomatic negotiation before global
fora like the Group of Governmental Experts (GGE),100 to keep translating
the laws of war to rapidly evolving technological capacities and to make it
even clearer that cyber conflict is governed by translated law-of-war standards.

The legality of humanitarian interventions
Finally, no discussion of 21st century war can end without discussing Syria,
a tragic story that is known all too well: the five-year civil war, the gross
violations of human rights and humanitarian law, the armed conflict, the
migrant crisis, the border closings, and the growing discrimination against
those fleeing refugees who are feared to be from ISIS. The current horrible
tally stands at around 250,000-plus dead, 1.9 million injured, 7 million displaced, 4.8 million refugees, 8.4 million children affected by the conflict,
13.5 million in need of humanitarian assistance.101 In his 2016 State of the
Union address, President Obama suggested that the best approach to a conflict like Syria is a smart power approach.102
One of the legal issues being raised over and over is whether it is lawful for
the United States to lead a collective effort to enter Syrian territory to try
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to mitigate the humanitarian disaster. A series of questions has been raised
throughout the last five years of the Obama administration: (1) Is it lawful to
give humanitarian assistance within Syria? (2) Is it lawful to support Syrian
rebels with lethal or nonlethal aid? (3) As Aleppo remains divided and refugees flock to the border between Aleppo and Turkey, is it possible to set up a
humanitarian corridor or safe zone to give them some sort of humanitarian
protection?103
Some claim that Article 2(4) of the U.N. Charter is absolute in such circumstances, and that it is a per se illegal violation of state sovereignty to take
military action without a U.N. Security Council resolution to prevent or mitigate gross abuses.104 But if this bright-line rule were in fact true, then any of
the permanent five members of the United Nations Security Council could
commit genocide against its own citizens, veto all objecting Security Council resolutions, and no one could do anything about it. How is that consistent
with the core values of the U.N., which include the promotion and protection
of human rights? This is a moment to question that legal claim, as several
NATO allies did during the Kosovo intervention in 1998.
Some have called humanitarian intervention of the Kosovo kind “illegal but
legitimate.” But as an international commission headed by former Canadian
Foreign Minister Lloyd Axworthy pointed out, if the U.N. Security Council
At this writing, intense debate continues to rage inside and outside the U.S. government
over what would constitute the best way to end the Syria crisis. See, e.g., Mark Landler,
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also Robin Wright, “Former Ambassador Robert Ford on the State Department Mutiny in
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Koh, “Another Legal View of the Dissent Channel Cable on Syria, ” Just Security, June
20, 2016, https://www.justsecurity.org/31571/legal-view-dissent-channel-cable-syria/;
Harold Hongju Koh, “‘Effective’” Policy in Syria: Ambassador Robert Ford’s View, ”
Just Security, June 21, 2016, https://www.justsecurity.org/31590/effective-policy-syriaambassador-robert-fords-view/. See generally Harold Hongju Koh, “The War Powers and
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fails to discharge its responsibilities, concerned states will not rule out other
means and forms of action in response.105 In his 2009 Nobel Lecture, President Obama made clear that he believed that use of force for humanitarian
grounds as in the Balkans can be justified.106 Although as a policy matter,
he has apparently concluded differently with regard to Syria,107 he has just
as plainly suggested that under some circumstances, he would consider it a
lawful option.108
As I have elsewhere argued at some length, nearly 20 years after Kosovo,
the notion that calling Kosovo-style humanitarian intervention “illegal but
legitimate” as a desired legal ending point must be questioned.109 Where else
is this done in human rights law? Was same-sex marriage determined to
be “illegal but legitimate,” or was collective action taken to make it lawful?
Ironically, those who claim that there is a bright-line, black-letter, absolutist
rule barring humanitarian intervention absent a Security Council resolution
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take the kind of narrow, textualist interpretive approach associated far more
with the late Justice Antonin Scalia than with Justice Breyer. To simply pronounce that “a rule is a rule is a rule and it has been so since the founding”
creates an intolerable bias towards inaction in the face of gross abuses, even
after several decades of debate attempting to revise international law to define a narrow Responsibility to Protect in the name of human rights.
To make this argument hardly means that anything goes. As I have recently
specified elsewhere, when a state faces a situation of gross violence causing
disruptive consequences likely to lead to imminent threats to peace and security, and all other remedies have been exhausted, the humanitarian use
of force may be lawful, if limited to necessary and proportionate action.110
If such action is done collectively—as NATO acted in Kosovo—to prevent
the use of illegal means, like chemical weapons, for illegal ends such as war
crimes, the use of force in these circumstances can be legally justified. One
can analogize this situation to the Good Samaritan principle in domestic
tort law. Tort law rarely preauthorizes bystanders to use force for humanitarian motives, for fear that they will abuse this license. But if they do act in a
careful fashion, for the limited purpose of preventing much worse outcomes,
the law will hold them exempt from wrongfulness after the fact. In such cases, we recognize the tension the conduct raises with the letter of the law, but
invoke an affirmative defense so as not to render illegal socially desirable
conduct. Here too, isn’t it the task of international lawyers to develop the law
in this area to better serve the cause of human dignity?
Finally, the looming crime of aggression, which will be activated by the International Criminal Court in 2017, should not be forgotten. Again this debate could occupy volumes, but readers should refer to an article I recently
published with a co-author in the American Journal of International Law.111
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an intervention to prevent a future Rwanda or Kosovo, can they be charged
with aggression at the International Criminal Court? And if that were done,
wouldn’t that have the counterproductive effect of deterring much-needed
human rights action? Isn’t it perverse to say that the only remedy that we
have against crimes against humanity, war crimes, and genocide is episodic, after-the-fact punishment, and that international law permits no ex ante
remedy that allows prevention of such gross violations? Does it make sense
to chill humanitarian intervention by criminalizing legitimate efforts to undertake such prevention? Clearly this is a looming problem that demands
more thoughtful collective consideration before the crime of aggression is
finalized next year. International lawyers need to work together to trigger
more thoughtful discussions to determine a better and more stable longterm solution.

Conclusion
This brief exploration has covered a great deal of ground. Every topic addressed here could be discussed in much greater detail. But at a minimum,
having this overview should force us to reconsider Cicero’s famous saying,
“inter armes enim silent leges,” “in wartime, the laws fall silent.” On reflection,
that just is not true. In today’s armed conflict, the laws are far from silent.
Even though the means of modern warfare are rapidly mutating, there is an
emerging body of 21st century law of war. That law does not follow verbatim
from 20th century law, but it does represent a good faith effort not to treat
modern warfare as a legal black hole, but rather, to translate the spirit of those
laws to present day circumstances. These laws govern interrogation, detention,
drones, special operations, private security contractors, and the Responsibility
to Protect. The challenge going forward is how to clarify these rules, and to
make them more formal, transparent, and subject to external oversight.
In modern war, the laws do not fall silent, simply because the tools of conflict
are evolving. A great deal of emerging law must be developed, applied, codified, and enforced to become the translated law of 21st century war.
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