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From the Editor
Welcome to the first issue of cii – the Centre for 
International Intervention – e-bulletin. This bulletin is 
intended to be a platform for those interested in the  
field of international intervention to share their 
experiences, express their views and participate in policy 
and academic discussions. The current issue includes an 
essay by Lou Perrotta that outlines the key aims of cii.  
It also includes a commentary by Ciaran Gillespie on the 
recent intervention in Libya. The Media Review by Mike 
Aaronson looks at some interesting articles produced 
by different media outlets related to the topic of 
international intervention published between August  
and October 2011. 

The cii bulletin welcomes contributions from its readers 
on any aspect of international intervention. cii does 
not solely focus on the political or military aspects of 
intervention and contributions examining interventions 
from all relevant points of view are welcome. Readers 
are also welcome to write a ‘letter to the editor’ to 
express their views on any contribution in this bulletin or 
any other issue related specifically to the work of cii or 
international intervention in general.  

Dr Wali Aslam Email: m.aslam@surrey.ac.uk
Editor 03 November 2011

Dr Wali Aslam is Visiting Fellow at the Centre for 
International Intervention.

“Hitting the Target?”  
How New Capabilities Are 
Shaping Contemporary 
International Intervention
Dr Tom Dyson

cii – the Centre for International Intervention – is 
pleased to announce the success of its application 
for funding from the University of Surrey’s Institute 
of Advanced Studies to organise a workshop titled 
‘‘’Hitting the Target?’’ How New Capabilities are 
Shaping International Intervention’ in July 2012. 
The workshop will examine a topic of increasing 
public policy interest: how new capabilities driven 
by new technologies have been changing our 
understanding of global security and are reshaping 
international intervention in pursuit of political, 
security, or humanitarian objectives (or various 
combinations of all three)? These technologies 
include the capacity to mount precision military 
strikes from high-level bombing campaigns – and 
more recently the selective targeting of individuals 
from Unmanned Aerial Vehicles – together with the 
highly sophisticated communications infrastructure 
needed to support them. The workshop will bring 
together policy-makers, practitioners and academics 
from a variety of disciplines to consider the ethical, 
legal, political, and behavioural implications of this 
new, selective, precision strike capability. It will 
examine the way in which technological changes 
are affecting how decisions about intervention 
are reached, and how advances in precision-strike 
capabilities impact on those who intervene, as well 
as those affected on the ground.     

Dr Tom Dyson is a Lecturer in International Security 
and Defence at the School of Politics, University of 
Surrey.
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The establishment of cii – the Centre for International Intervention – comes at an important time in the development 
of international affairs. There is increasing interest in the challenges which characterise unstable and conflict affected 
spaces. Humanitarian concern for populations’ welfare combines with the recognition that chronic conflict often 
threatens domestic, regional and international security. On a shrinking planet with more instant communications, there 
is increasing demand ‘to do something’, and the international community shows increasing willingness to intervene in 
order to protect civilians, prevent genocide or other forms of systematic human rights abuse. Fear of another Rwanda 
or Srebrenica increasingly overwhelms reluctance to interfere in the internal affairs of sovereign states. Traditionally 
‘neutral‘ peacekeeping is complemented by more willingness to take sides in ongoing conflicts and insurgencies, and 
external engineering of ‘regime change’ is not the taboo it once was.  

Although much blood, treasure and political capital have been invested in a broad range of interventions, there has 
been only sporadic evaluation of their actual impact or of the long term effects of these interventions. The ‘theories 
of change’ which underwrite interventions have not been subject to scrutiny and there is a tendency to assume 
that ‘good intentions’ translate automatically into ‘good effect’. Although there is much monitoring of delivery at 
the tactical level, this is rarely complemented by a more strategic analysis which draws lessons from comparative 
perspectives. Given that many interventions entail a measure of urgency, there is often insufficient time devoted to 
assessment and analysis, increasing the risk that interventions are planned and executed on the basis of weak – or false 
assumptions and understandings. Crises are invariably characterised by instability and unpredictability, further reducing 
opportunities for careful risk mitigation. The nature of the circumstances which attract international intervention 
actually increases the risk that well-intentioned interventions do inadvertent harm.  There is therefore an urgent need 
for better understanding of crisis prone contexts, of the international institutional architecture of intervention and of 
the processes which trigger or constrain action or inaction.

This centre will enable the development of a more systematic approach to our understanding of interventions. 
Exploiting the many and varied assets of academics from a broad range of disciplines and backgrounds, policy makers, 
humanitarian and development professionals, diplomatic and military actors will ensure that research is subject to 
multi-disciplinary critique. Prioritising the lived experience of those who have experienced intervention at first hand will 

The New Centre for International Intervention
Dr Lou Perrotta
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ensure that analysis is rooted in the special knowledge 
which comes from practical experience.

The centre will provide a focal point for the full range 
of stakeholders, with their many and varied interests in 
intervention.  This will help reduce the distance between 
the disparate sources of knowledge and experience and 
the demand for better evidence to inform policy and 
refine plans. Enabling those on the receiving end of 
interventions to gain and share knowledge, experience 
and lessons will increase their capacity to influence how 
intervention plays out on the ground, reducing the ever 
present risk of unintended consequences.

The centre will encourage use of a range of research 
methodologies to investigate how different socio-
economic, ethnic, political and religious groups perceive 
and experience intervention, and how different groups’ 
perceptions vary between locations and over time. 
Considerable use will be made of new media and social 
networking technologies to collect, analyse, share and 
refine findings, enabling ‘real time’ analysis. Use of 
‘action research’ will both empower indigenous voices 
and ground truth in the observations of independent 
researchers.

The centre recognises the risk that all and any 
international interaction could be interpreted as an 
intervention: students volunteering to improve education 
in Indonesia during their gap year; befriending Yemeni 
youth activists on Facebook; boycotting goods from 
states whose activities offend the sensibilities of the 

conscientious consumer – all of these and more could 
be interpreted as interventions as they certainly have 
intended – and doubtless unintended effects – in other 
people’s environments.  Given the nature of the noun, 
there are also risks associated with setting random 
boundaries to the concept of intervention. But in the 
spirit of free and open investigation, we have decided 
not to worry about the fuzzy edges of the definition of 
intervention. If a case can be made for investigating a 
surprising instance of intervention, then we will welcome 
whatever light it may shed on the concept and practice 
overall.

We also recognise that interventions may be driven by 
a complex set of domestic, regional and geo-political 
interests and incentives. Explicit rationales may sometimes 
mask more covert intent. Objectives may even contradict 
one another – as responses to immediate circumstances 
affect longer term opportunities. There may in some 
circumstances be a broad international consensus about 
the need for an intervention – but much more commonly 
there will be a broad range of perspectives, with some 
of these in violent opposition to one another.  Again, 
bringing together the full range of perspectives will shed 
light on the complex relationship between explicit and 
implicit objectives, different perspectives and interests. 
Most importantly, the centre will provide a forum where 
the too often silenced voices of those intervened upon 
may be heard.

And finally, the centre is committed to improving the 
impact of intervention on people’s lives and on the 
prospects for peace and prosperity. Whilst remaining 
committed to independent research and the development 
of a sound base of evidence, the centre will seek to 
take into account the institutional and political factors 
which shape policy and practice in the real world. We 
will invest not only in the collection and analysis of 
information, but also in the development of innovative 
mechanisms for making findings accessible to a broad 
range of potential consumers, official and unofficial, 
professional and practical, civilian and military, in the UK 
and internationally. We look forward to collaboration with 
all those who share these aspirations.

Dr Lou Perrotta is an associate of the Centre for 
International Intervention. She has a wide experience 
of conflict and stabilisation, and led the UK Stablisation 
Unit’s Lessons Facility for a number of years. Her research 
interests include examining indigenous populations’ 
experiences and perceptions of external civil and military 
interventions.
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NATO’s Libyan Intervention
Mr Ciaran Gillespie

How fast things move in a week. I initially started writing this commentary while following coverage of the fall of Sirte, one 
of the largest remaining strongholds for Gadaffi loyalists. Before long I had to change the start again as news began to 
filter through on Twitter that a NATO airstrike had hit a convoy of suspected ‘big fish’. Minutes later more tweets started 
to indicate Muammar Gaddaffi may have been a passenger in the fleeing convoy and was now either dead or captured by 
Transitional Council Forces.  Then the pictures and video began to filter through. In the space of an afternoon, I watched 
the death throes of a brutal despotic regime spasm and end; the most brutal end imaginable if reports are to be believed. 

It is going to take a little before we can get our hands on the inevitable academic analysis that will deconstruct NATO’s 
action and help us examine its effects on both Libya and the international community. Luckily for us though, professionals 
in the field are not known for keeping their thoughts locked up for that long and there are many thinkers on the topic 
who will give us a flavour of the perspectives to come.

The aftermath of the conflict will be of vital importance to those in the international affairs research community and as 
the smoke clears, some worrying developments speak to fears about Libyan stability. Not least of Human Rights Watch’s 
report that more than 50 bodies had been found in a hotel in Sirte with indications that they had been executed. 
Libyan newspaper Qurynanew also featured unconfirmed reports that even larger grave sites have been uncovered on 
the outskirts of the town. 

The news is all the more troubling as we know that a certain portion of the population of Libya supported the Gaddafi 
regime up until the end (figures of up to 30-40% float around). While it is impossible to know how active any of this 
support now remains, it would be fair to say that many in Libya do not fully support the National Transitional Council 
(NTC) and in this transition period, the violence with which the final resistance at Sirte was stamped out is unlikely to 
do much to aid post-war Libyan stability.

www.surrey.ac.uk
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But perhaps this perspective is too negative. Marc 
Lynch has decried the many responses such as mine for 
lamentably dwelling on failures in the face of a successful 
intervention. Marc argues that 

…[T]he intervention in Libya should be recognized as 
a success and real accomplishment for the international 
community.  The NATO intervention  did  save Libya’s 
protestors from a near-certain bloodbath in Benghazi. 
It  did  help Libyans free themselves from what was 
an extremely nasty, violent, and repressive regime. It 
did not lead to the widely predicted quagmire, the partition 
of Libya, the collapse of the NTC, or massive regional 
conflagration. It was fought under a real, if contestable, 
international legal mandate which enjoyed widespread 
Arab support.

Indeed much of the early debate in the intervention 
centred on UN Resolution 1973 and the extent to which 
it has authorised the actions we have seen throughout 
the conflict. UK Attorney general Dominic Grieves was 
confident in his appraisal of the document that NATO had 
been granted authority to take all necessary measures 
to protect civilians from attack, excluding an occupying 
ground force. He had much support from some of the 
country’s most prominent international legal experts. 
Malcom Shaw and Phillipe Sands have both made 
public statements that the ambiguity of 1973 provided 
cover for attempts on the lives of high-ranking personnel 
in the regime. Ambiguities however, provide cover for 
some more than others and UCLA Law Professor Asli 
Bali has given a fantastic analysis of the alternative paths 
that might have been followed, including the deployment 
of peace keepers. 

Beyond the legal argument, political analysts were for the 
most part cautious in their assessment of the likelihood 
of success both at the start of the campaign and indeed 
now. Foreign Policy’s Realist in residence, Stephen Walt 
had expressed his desire to see the Obama administration 
place restraints on the extent of American involvement 
as the obvious imbalances in the distribution of military 
capability within NATO would leave the US much of 
the heavy lifting in the operation, although he greets 
the apparent success with guarded optimism. Walt 
interestingly states that time will tell how damaging 
NATO’s actions will prove to be in terms of the Security 
Council relationship with Russia and China, as he sees 
NATO as effectively having run ‘roughshod’ over 1973 
and the norms set out in Responsibility to Protect (R2P).  

For David Chandler however, the clashes between a 
legal and moral framework are exactly what the ideas 
set out in R2P allow the intervening parties to transcend. 
Observing that while much of the language surrounding 

the justification for action was steeped in reference to 
the ‘good’ humanitarian wars of the 1990s, unlike those 
situations R2P had provided NATO exactly the exit strategy 
its leaders so desperately required before committing. 
R2P imbues states with the impetus to act to protect 
endangered populations, to enable to those populations 
to better build the capacity of their own state to represent 
them. But by placing the protected party at the forefront 
of their own destiny it excuses the interveners from 
further responsibility i.e. the responsibility to rebuild as we 
like talking about here at cii.  It is exactly the shadow of 
colonial distrust which places the European interveners in 
such a great position to walk away once the bombing has 
ended. This is a very interesting development in the syntax 
of humanitarian intervention.  

While the pro-interventionists have had disputes amongst 
themselves as to what constitutes a success it would seem 
that they have reached varying degrees of satisfaction 
with current outcomes. What has been more interesting 
is the debates between those who are renowned for 
their staunch anti-interventionist backgrounds and who 
saw Libya as an exception worth the risk. Scholar and 
prominent anti-war activist Gilbert Achar produced one 
of the most fascinating and widely read rationalisations 
for intervention. In a written statement on ZNet, Achar 
supported the imposition of a no-fly zone and the 
defence of the rebels by NATO air support on the simple 
premise that in all likelihood it was either this or the 
acceptance of a massacre. His vision is certainly not rose 
tinted as he describes the motivation for most European 
powers as being born out of a desperation to minimize 
the effect of the inevitable embargo on Libyan oil. 

We at cii appreciate that there is a wealth of differing 
perspectives on the question of ‘what just happened?’ and 
look forward to creating an environment where thinkers 
from many different backgrounds can come together and 
discuss those ideas. This year has seen our  international 
environment changing at extraordinary speed and we are 
determined to aid in the understanding of these changes 
by providing space for rational analysis.

Mr Ciaran Gillespie is a PhD student at the School of 
Politics, University of Surrey. His current research looks  
at the effect of foreign military assistance on the severity 
of civil conflicts. 

See also ‘Was the International Intervention in Libya a 
Success?’ by Sir Michael Aaronson on the cii blog.
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Media Review (August-October 2011)
Sir Michael Aaronson

This section of the cii bulletin includes a media review 
of five major issues related to international intervention 
across the globe. These issues include: analysing US 
foreign policy and determining whether it is changing 
under President Obama; studying new forms of war 
and seeing whether there are reasons to be optimistic 
about the results; examining the idea of ‘Responsibility 
to Protect’ in the context of the Libyan intervention; 
the casualties of war and the reasons why they are not 
counted properly; and addressing the Israeli/ Palestinian 
question. 

The ‘Arab Spring,’ the NATO-led intervention in Libya, 
and the Palestinian bid for statehood at the UN have all 
prompted comment in the global media on US foreign 
policy: what shapes it, whether it is changing under 
President Obama, and in particular whether US power 
is in decline. Some stories have also debated whether 
new technology-based capabilities signal a new form 
of hegemony. Away from the stream of daily comment, 
however, some more reflective articles stand out. Two 
of them include a blog post by Stephen Walt entitled 
‘What I told my APSA panel’ commenting on John 
Ikenberry’s book Liberal Leviathan and a reply to Walt’s 
comments from Ikenberry himself. This exchange offers 
two distinct views of the nature of international order and 
of US power. The title of a further offering from Walt – 
‘Coming Up Empty – Why Obama’s Foreign Policy is 
not a Success’ speaks for itself.

There has been much debate on the web about new 
forms of warfare and whether there are reasons to be 
optimistic about them. As concerns these new tactics, 
a key question raised is whether or not new ’smart‘ 
technology – as used during the Libya campaign and 
elsewhere – offers improved prospects for US power. 
A claim in support of this assertion is made by Julian 
E Barnes and Adam Entous in their Wall Street Journal 
article entitled ‘NATO’s Air Strategy Gains Renewed 
Praise.’ However, a contrary view entitled ‘Seeing Limits 
to “New” Kind of war in Libya’ comes from Thom 
Schanker and Eric Schmitt in the New York Times. Further 
comment, this time from Jason Ralph, on ‘the killing 
of Anwar Al-Awlaki in Yemen and the continuing 
use of military commissions to prosecute alleged 
terrorists’ is also relevant to this theme. 

The Libyan intervention has unsurprisingly provoked 
a great deal of commentary on the concept of the 
‘Responsibility to Protect’ (R2P). Some see the NATO 

operation flowing from United Nations Security Council 
Resolution 1973 as evidence of the growing acceptance 
of R2P as a new international norm, while others 
argue that that the way NATO has interpreted the UN 
mandate – in particular its avowed intent to see Gaddafi 
go - has discredited R2P and made it less likely that it 
will be invoked successfully in future. The EIR website 
has published a collection of articles on R2P. One of the 
contributions by Alex Bellamy identifies the central 
dilemma as follows: “in situations where a state is 
responsible for committing genocide, war crimes, ethnic 
cleansing and/or crimes against humanity, how can the 
international community exercise its responsibility to 
protect populations without imposing regime change?”  
Another dimension of the Libyan conflict, covering how 
adequately (or not) the human damage is measured, 
is explored by Paul Roger’s contribution for the Oxford 
Research Group ‘The Casualties of War: Libya and 
Beyond.’

Finally, and on a different tack, there has been a flurry 
of comment on the Palestinian bid for statehood at the 
UN. However, some aspects of the Israeli/Palestinian 
conflict involve war in the US blogosphere. An attack 
on John Mearsheimer by Jeffrey Goldberg illustrates the 
difficulty of conducting rational debate on this subject. 
Mearsheimer’s response, with a link to the original 
piece, is well worth reading.

Sir Michael Aaronson is co-director of the Centre for 
International Intervention.
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Autumn Seminar Series at cii

‘BIOGRAPHY, MEMOIRE, EXPOSE AND INQUIRY IN THE SECRET WORLD’
Speaker: DR DAVID LANGLEY
Date: 26 OCTOBER 2011

‘INTERNATIONAL LAW, LIBERAL INTERVENTIONISM AND CENTRE-LEFT BRITISH FOREIGN POLICIES AFTER IRAQ’
Speaker: PROFESSOR JASON RALPH 
Date: 9 NOVEMBER 2011
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