 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1
The rhetoric of anti-intervention in Darfur
Michael Kevane

Department of Economics

Santa Clara University

Santa Clara, CA 95053

mkevane@scu.edu
Draft: November 28, 2006

The position of "non-consensual humanitarian intervention by force" to satisfactorily resolve the conflict and humanitarian emergency in Darfur has recently been advocated by a broad range of actors, including the United States government, some European governments, civilian activist organizations in the United States and Europe, citizens in Darfur and Sudan, and some African states.  


Alex de Waal, author of two well-known books on Darfur, a fellow at the Harvard Initiative for Global Equity, and advisor to the African Union mediating team during part of the peace talks in Abuja, has objected to the position of forcible intervention.  De Waal’s critique has been influential in public debates about Darfur, as Darfur activists struggle with the important moral and practical dilemmas of responding to the continuing catastrophe.  In this essay, I examine the rhetoric of the critique that de Waal is mounting against the intervention position.  I use two sources where de Waal presents cogent versions of his critique: an opinion piece that de Waal published in The Guardian on September 29, 2006, available at:

http://www.guardian.co.uk/sudan/story/0,,1883574,00.html; 

and an interview of de Waal by Jerry Fowler, of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, posted on September 14, 2006, available at:

http://www.ushmm.org/conscience/analysis/details.php?content=2006-09-14.


De Waal makes six claims: (1) intervention is not a solution; (2) intervention will not happen; (3) intervention rhetoric does harm; (4) the motives of those calling for intervention are questionable; (5) a peace agreement achieved through negotiation is likely at the end of a 7-10 year process with tolerable levels of civilian casualties during the period; (6) expert negotiators have an important role to play in bringing about an eventual peace agreement.


De Waal’s strategy in public debate is to present himself as an expert who knows the answers to important questions.  My strategy is to present myself as an expert who knows that experts do not know the answers to important questions.  Both of our claims are easy to verify, but I cannot do that for you.  De Waal’s claims, I will argue, suffer a little bit of logical incoherence.  If they are all true then we do not really know what conclusion to draw.  My claim is uncomfortable; if experts do not know answers to important questions, what should guide an activist?

(1) Intervention is not a solution.  
Three quotes from de Waal express variants of the claim that intervention is not a solution: "UN troops will not only fail but will make the plight of Darfurians even worse."; "There is no real military solution to these kinds of complicated ethnic wars.";  "When has a peacekeeping force actually been the answer to any problem, anywhere, other than a standoff between two neighboring sovereign states with well disciplined armies?"  
There are two variant claims being made.  One variant is that an international force in Darfur would have to engage in significant combat, confronting an organized local insurgency and possibly the armed forces of the northern military regime.  De Waal suggests that no likely-sized force would be able to successfully contain such an insurgency or government opposition.  Implicit in de Waal's claim is that such an insurgency would attack civilians, or that civilians would inevitably be caught in crossfire, and so civilian suffering would be likely to increase rather than decrease.  A second variant claim is that non-consensual military intervention generically does not succeed; the first quote suggests de Waal believes it does not succeed in complicated ethnic wars, the second suggests de Waal believes that intervention has never succeeded in resolving any civil war.


The second variant claim is easy to dismiss, since it is phrased as an absolute claim ("When has...?", "There is no...").  For the claim to be verifiable, two empirical issues have to be agreed upon.  First, an operational measure of "solving" or "answering" would have to be proffered.  De Waal does not proffer a measure.  Instead, he characterizes the solution set he has in mind as meeting a criterion of being “real.”  A minimal “real” solution might involve significant reduction of violence against civilians for a two year period and no intensification of underlying co-factors that led to war in the first place.  A maximal “real” solution might be the end of belligerencies and disarmament for an extended time (say ten years).  Second, a method for attributing causality to the military intervention, as opposed to other confounding and possibly causal events, would have to be agreed upon.  


There certainly are examples where a social scientist or historian might plausibly claim that an outside military intervention resolved a civil war by some measure of a resolution.  The Korean civil war comes to mind.  Kosovo, Bosnia, Kurdistan and East Timor are recent cases where some scholars evaluate favorably the military interventions and attribute the favorable outcomes to the military interventions.  In West Africa, three military interventions (Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Côte d'Ivoire) have led to plausible solutions by at least some measures.  Again, without a measure of what constitutes a solution, nor a method to attribute causality to the military component to a solution, the honest approach is to admit that social scientists and historians cannot know, to any degree of satisfaction, whether intervention is or is not a solution to civil wars.


The first variant claim is plainly unverifiable and unknowable to any degree of certainty or agreement.  That is, thoughtful people might disagree on the matter.  Romeo Dallaire famously asserted the opposite in the Rwanda case, that 4,000 troops under a U.N. mandate would have prevented the Rwanda genocide.  


One of the obstacles to a careful examination of the claim is that de Waal does not indicate what kind of military intervention he claims will fail.  Would a no-fly zone over Darfur fail and made the plight of Darfurians worse?  Would a significant strengthening of the mandate of the African Union troops also fail and make the plight of civilians worse?  Or is his claim only about a straw man intervention of a large 20,000 troop army slowly marching, á la Hicks Pasha in 1885, across the desert of Darfur from Chad. If the Security Council voted to allow gradual non-consensual deployment, with full backing of China and Russia, would not such an effort have a reasonable chance at resolving the civil war?


Let me append a quick note on de Waal’s rhetorical device of equating non-consensual intervention with regime change:  "One [strategy, of two possibilities that de Waal presents as the possible strategies, the other being negotiating] is to go for regime change, and regime change by force is almost certainly not going to work; it is almost certainly going to either fail or it is going to make the situation worse."  An intervention in Darfur is not the same thing as regime change.  To imply that it is the same thing is to either believe that the regime in Khartoum is so fragile that intervention in Darfur would inevitably result in regime change (and not just a palace coup) or to believe that intervening entities will not be able to commit themselves to restraint.  The presence of 10,000 United Nations troops in southern Sudan as part of the peacekeeping mission there suggests that United Nations member states have no difficulty engaging the military regime in Khartoum diplomatically while simultaneously protecting the civilian population of the south from the regime’s clear pattern of violations of human rights and the ordinary rules of war.


In sum, the honest approach is to say that intervention might be a solution, it might be a fiasco, and it might be a disaster.

(2) Intervention will not happen.
De Waal observes: “Sudan's President Omar al-Bashir knows that US and British saber-rattling is moralistic hyperventilation, and he has called their bluff.”  The paradox of making the assertion is that if everyone knows that intervention rhetoric will not lead to intervention, there seems to be little reason to engage in public polemics with the interventionists.  Cheap talk is cheap.


De Waal might be arguing that cheap talk is costly in a different sense, that the interventionists could be using their rhetoric to better effect.  His call for negotiations mediated by experts, however, and the general tenor of his position, suggests a dismissal of the interventionist movement and rhetoric.  (See claim (4) below.)


If de Waal acknowledges that there is some probability that the rhetoric might actually induce intervention, so that the bluff is not transparently empty, then the claim is really that rhetoric of outside military intervention cannot induce the intervention because the structural causes of intervention are not present.  So the claim is a statement about an implicit model of what causes states to intervene, and implies the model predicts no intervention.  Intervention is outside the confidence interval, to use the statistical phrasing: there is less than 5% chance, say, that states will intervene.


Here the claim is vulnerable to two remarks.  Since no attempt is made to suggest that there is an empirical basis for believing that citizen’s movements cannot alone move states to intervene, there seems no reason to give credence to the claim.  Did the anti-Vietnam war movement not induce a withdrawal?  Did the ceaseless clamor of the British press in the 1890s not contribute to the eventual invasion of the Mahdist Sudan in 1898?  The point is that states do sometimes follow the hearts of their citizens, and not the interests of the foreign service elite or the dictates of a regression model of underlying factors.


Moreover, if the underlying circumstances in Darfur, Sudan, and the world were different, the model might generate a prediction of intervention and the rhetoric would not be a “fantasy,” to use a word that de Waal sometimes uses in his discussions of intervention.  Seven massacres of 100-200 internally displaced persons in the camps in Darfur presumably would generate a high level of rhetoric and a high probability of intervention.


To briefly conclude, intervention could happen, even with no change in structural circumstances and with greater likelihood should the security situation deteriorate in a media-spectacular way.

(3) Intervention rhetoric is harmful. 
De Waal believes that discussion of non-consensual military intervention is harmful to prospects for peace and humanitarian efforts: "A political settlement has been completely overlooked or downplayed by the U.S." [because]..."The whole debate has gone off on a red herring—UN troops." He also asserts that, "...one of the reasons why the negotiations process did not succeed was the concern that there needed to be a protection force now."  Brad de Long (http://delong.typepad.com/) recently blogged (in another context) that this kind of argument was “a version of what Albert Hirschman calls ‘the argument of the perverse effect’ in his little book on The Rhetoric of Reaction: the claim that one's intellectual adversaries, are not just directing their efforts at low-value targets, but are doing positive harm.”  Not only is the intervention talk cheap, per claim (2) above, but harmful.  


As suggested, the paradox of saying that intervention talk is cheap but also harmful is that it ascribes lots of weight to rhetoric that any sensible person (de Waal) knows has no weight.  So the argument de Waal seems to be making is this: Everyone in the U.S. and U.K. governments knows that they will never intervene, and the military regime in Khartoum knows this. (Claim 2 above)  The U.S. and U.K. government nevertheless engage in lots of rhetoric about intervention.  They do not engage in substantive talks.  There de Waal stops.  What is missing? The logical causality between the statements.  Four competing or complementary causal connections are possible.  One: the empty rhetoric takes up all the diplomats’ time and they cannot then negotiate.  Two: Without empty intervention rhetoric diplomats would have no excuse not to engage in negotiations.  So by encouraging intervention rhetoric, the interventionists unwittingly provide clever diplomats with the cover they need.  Diplomats could not come up with another spin for why they do nothing?  Three: Diplomats are really, really stupid in that they cannot simultaneously pursue strategies of empty public rhetoric and private full-on negotiations.  Four: Diplomats are incredibly stupid in that they don’t realize that their rhetoric of intervention is empty.  They really think that intervention might happen, and only clever analysts (de Waal) understand that it will not happen.  None of these four implications is persuasive, though all are plausible.


The correct conclusion to draw then: there either is no relationship at all between empty rhetoric of intervention and the harm of not reaching a solution or there is some probability of intervention emerging from the rhetoric and so the rhetoric is not empty.


Establishing that there is indeed a possibility of intervention, it therefore follows that reasonable persons think it might actually succeed (unless everyone in government is unreasonable).  Hence the rhetoric of intervention is not prima facie harmful, and the focus of discussion on intervention is not necessarily a red herring.  What evidence is presented, if there is in fact a credible possibility of intervention, that such a bargaining chip held by one side of the table is invariably a bad thing for the civilians in the crossfire?  None.  Would a reasonable person think that in negotiating with a very, very bad group of actors, one should forswear the use of force, and respect their sovereignty? Maybe, maybe not. Since de Waal presents no evidence suggesting that intervention rhetoric is harmful, his claim has the status of a simple hypothesis, competing with the other reasonable hypothesis that intervention rhetoric may be vital to bring about a solution, 


One final note.  Some other commentators of the anti-intervention ilk suggest that the principal harm is to the civilians in the camps.  They do not know, it is argued, that the intervention talk is empty rhetoric.  They think the Americans might actually intervene.  Their disappointment, and possibly misguided boldness, may prove tragic.  The onus of responsibility for the tragedy would then be on the cheap talkers.  Such a position, in my view, directly contradicts other statements frequently made by de Waal extolling the hardscrabble resilience of the people of Darfur.  They cannot be dupes and con artists at the same time.  Reporters in the displaced persons camps are fond of pointing out that when victims are asked whether intervention means U.S. or European troops are coming, they invariably say yes.  They rarely ask what the person thinks the probability of intervention actually is and what they are doing to anticipate the intervention before it actually happens.

(4) The motives of those calling for intervention are questionable.  
De Waal writes, "Finding a solution hinges on a sober assessment of what is practical, not on making Darfur a guinea pig for "the duty to protect" or a test case for a new global moral consciousness."


Is this observation a reasonable excoriation of unreasonable interventionists who are not sober and who use intervention in Darfur as a means to an end?  First, I do not believe that framing the Darfur conflict as a conflict in need of expert solution is adequate.  Certainly, experts have roles to play, but the solution to Darfur does not hinge on finding (by experts) a solution.  That is one way to read the “sober assessment” phrase.  Who is most capable of sober assessment?  Experts.  The solution does not hinge on creativity?  It does not hinge on building up a strong bargaining position?  A big coalition?  A citizen's movement?


I resent the slight that Mrs. Jellyby's telescope is now deployed to bounce off Africa and focus instead on a land of inference and validation. Notice something odd about the sentence.  Do not make Darfur a guinea pig.  Do not make Darfur a test case.  Are they not the same thing, in the end?  The rhetorical force of repetition masks a claim with limited basis.  It is true that many activists do indeed think of the intervention in Darfur as a test case (though certainly not of the guinea pig variety) of an important moral principle.  De Waal needs to make an argument that using Darfur as a means to an end is reprehensible (as using guinea pigs is).  But the argument founders: most arguments are that one should not do something reprehensible in order to achieve something laudable.  Here, activists are doing laudable things in order to achieve something more laudable.  Is de Waal’s argument that the activists willingly want to fail in Darfur in order to show the world the horrific catastrophe of failure to protect?  Or that activists are overly eager to establish the principle in their lifetimes that they risk with high probability a spectacular failure that will set the movement back twenty years?
(5) A peace agreement is likely at the end of a 7-10 year process with tolerable levels of civilian casualties during the period.
A pertinent quote from de Waal is this: "Over the past two decades we have learned enough about both peacekeeping and ending African civil wars to know that there is a workable alternative to philanthropic imperialism. They're called peace talks...The immediate root of today's crisis in Darfur is the breakdown of the political process." 


A reasonable scholar might think it was a fantasy to think that parties representing ethnic groups that had committed mutual massacres, extreme violence, routine rape and torture, and crimes against humanity would negotiate their way to a settlement.  An academic literature argues for the low likelihood of success of such negotiations; and more importantly suggests that these kinds of settlements are extremely vulnerable to recurrence.  


It is instructive to view the anti-colonial and anti-settler movements in this light.  Consider the Portuguese colonies: Guinea-Bissau, Mozambique and Angola.  Consider Zimbabwe and South Africa.  There was no outside humanitarian intervention to stop the conflicts, instead there was active collaboration by parties in prosecuting the civil wars, wars between a colonial elite (like the Khartoum regime?) and insurgents.  All of them had one side plainly in the wrong.  None of them had peace negotiations succeed in a reasonable period of time, with tolerable civilian casualties by any interpretation of tolerable.  The argument that peace negotiations are an acceptable workable alternative is not something “we know”.


The experience of southern Sudan forces one to wonder where the optimism in peace negotiations could possibly come from?  Resolving the second round of the civil war took 22 years and perhaps millions of lives.  The first round took 17 years before a peace agreement was reached.  The basic grievances of the people of southern Sudan are not dissimilar from those of Darfur.


One last dig at this assertion that we know that peace negotiations are workable alternatives and that there is no room for skepticism.  De Waal observes, "But the very fact of reopening discussions, reopening the political process will allow for ceasefire de-escalation, confidence building measures, the implementation of simple measures like the comprehensive ceasefire that have been agreed to." It is ironic to note that the casual trigger of the Rwanda genocide was the successful conclusion of the peace negotiations between President Juvenal Habyarimana and the rebel RPF movement that was conducting an effective insurgency.

(6) Expert negotiators have an important role to play in bringing about an eventual peace agreement.
The claim is that experts can exert important influence because the parties want a deal and because there is a solution to be found.  Two quotes suggest the situation in Abuja during the peace negotiations: "The outstanding differences between him [Abdelwahid Nuur] and Khartoum were small and could have been accommodated with modest flexibility on both sides."; "We came agonisingly close to an agreement - had we found a formula for providing an additional $100m for immediate compensation for victims of the violence, I believe we might have closed the deal."  Again, we see the language of experts finding a clever solution as the hinge to solving the conflict.


At one level this is just a tautology.  Every successful solution involves a “correct” solution being implemented.  One imagines a package of proposals that are essentially similar except in the details (a formula here, modest flexibility there) then eventually one of them will be acceptable to both sides.  Clever mediators come up with those quickly.  Bad mediators take, well, 7-10 years.  


A perfectly reasonable alternative is that the parties to conflicts are engaged in wars of attrition.  In wars of attrition, there is no solution waiting to be found by experts.  Instead, parties are willing to continue fighting (or disagreeing at great cost) because they do not know the strength, bargaining power, and reserves of the other.  Negotiations might help reveal those qualities to the two sides, but they also might obscure those qualities.  
