
� EJIL 2002

* Associate Professor, Duke Law School. I am grateful for helpful comments from Robert Keohane, Claus
Kress, Madeline Morris, Georg Nolte and Brad Roth, and for excellent research assistance from Hadley
Ross (JD/LLM, Duke University, 2003).

1 W. Grewe, Epochen der Völkerrechtsgeschichte (1984); available as W. Grewe, The Epochs of International
Law (translated and revised by M. Byers) (2000).

..............................................................................................................................................................
EJIL (2002), Vol. 13 No. 1, 21–41

.............................................................................................

The Shifting Foundations of
International Law:
A Decade of Forceful Measures
against Iraq

Michael Byers*

Abstract
Many of the authors who have written on the legal issues arising out of the United States’
armed actions against Iraq in the decade following Operation Desert Storm have disagreed
on the interpretation of the relevant Security Council resolutions and the United Nations
Charter, on the possible emergence of a right to unilateral humanitarian intervention, and on
possible extensions to the right of self-defence. But the same authors have shied away from
considering the root causes of their disagreements: i.e., their sometimes starkly divergent
views on foundational aspects of international law. What are the general rules concerning the
interpretation of Security Council resolutions? What are the general rules concerning the
interpretation of treaties? How are rules of customary international law, in general, made
and changed? How does customary international law interact with treaties? These are
important questions, not only because our approach to them is likely to determine our
analyses of substantive rules, but also because the considerable influence of the United States
in this post-Cold War epoch might in fact be changing the answers, with profound
consequences for all of international law.

1 Introduction
Wilhelm Grewe, in his Epochen der Völkerrechtsgeschichte, examined the influence of
successive dominant states on the evolution of the international legal system.1 In
particular, he traced changes to a number of foundational aspects, as the Middle Ages
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gave way to the Spanish Age, the Spanish Age to the French Age, and so forth. The
foundational aspects that he examined included legal personality, recognition,
dispute settlement, enforcement, title to territory and the law of the sea.

Grewe devoted considerable attention to the ‘sources’ of international law. For
example, he traced the decline of natural law conceptions and the rise of
consent-based positivist approaches from the 15th century through to the early 20th
century. He then described the subsequent turn towards a secular natural law and a
‘frenzy’ of codification during the years following the First and Second World Wars.
These changes, Grewe explained, could only be understood against the backdrop of
shifting power relations amongst leading states.

The 1990s were the first decade of a new epoch, which Grewe characterized as ‘an
international community’ dominated by a ‘single superpower’ — the United States.
Grewe, writing an epilogue for the English version of his book in 1998, expressed
surprise that ‘the radical shift that occurred in world politics in 1989–91 did not
produce new legal concepts or institutions in the field of international peace and
security’. But he also expressed optimism that ‘such developments may gradually
occur in years to come’, given the general trend of new ideas ‘to strengthen the
authority of the international community vis-à-vis national sovereignty and its
disastrous effects on the world’s natural resources, on its environment and climate,
and, last but not least, on the peaceful co-existence of nations’.2

Much has been written on the legal issues arising out of the United States’ armed
actions against Iraq in the decade following the Gulf War.3 Many authors have asked
whether the various attacks were justified under existing international law.4 And in
many instances, they have disagreed on the interpretation of the relevant Security
Council resolutions and the United Nations Charter, on the possible emergence of a
right to unilateral humanitarian intervention, and on possible extensions to the right
of self-defence.

But international lawyers have shied away from considering the root causes of their
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disagreements: i.e., their sometimes starkly divergent views on foundational aspects of
international law. What are the general rules concerning the interpretation of
Security Council resolutions? What are the general rules concerning the interpret-
ation of treaties? How are rules of customary international law, in general, made and
changed? How does customary international law interact with treaties? These are
important questions, not only because our approach to them is likely to determine our
analyses of substantive rules, but also because the considerable influence of the United
States in this post-Cold War epoch might be changing the answers to these questions.
As with the ‘battle of the books’ between Hugo Grotius and John Selden, which at one
level was about the freedom of the seas and at another level about the future shape of
the international legal system, debates over the rules governing the use of force raise
profound questions about the shifting foundations of international law.5

2 Interpretation of Security Council Resolutions and
Treaties
When it comes to interpreting Security Council resolutions, the following passage
from the 1971 Namibia Advisory Opinion is one of the very few authoritative guides:

The language of a resolution of the Security Council should be carefully analysed before a
conclusion can be made as to its binding effect. In view of the nature of the powers under
Article 25, the question whether they have been in fact exercised is to be determined in each
case, having regard to the terms of the resolution to be interpreted, the discussions leading to it,
the Charter provisions invoked and, in general, all circumstances that might assist in
determining the legal consequences of the resolution of the Security Council.6

The passage suggests an approach similar to that codified in Article 31(1) of the
1969 Vienna Convention on the Law of Treaties, i.e. ‘A treaty shall be interpreted in
good faith in accordance with the ordinary meaning to be given to the terms of the
treaty in their context and in the light of its object and purpose’.7

Two Security Council resolutions are central to any discussion of the use of force
against Iraq during the decade following the Gulf War: Resolution 678, which
explicitly authorized the use of force, and Resolution 687, which set out the terms of
the ceasefire.8 The United States, and some authors from the United States, have
argued that Resolution 687 suspended but did not terminate the authorization
provided by Resolution 678. Therefore, they claim that the United States is entitled to
use force in response to Iraqi violations of Resolution 687 without further
authorization from the Council, on the basis that the violations constituted a ‘material
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breach’ that reactivated the earlier authorization.9 This argument has been advanced,
with differing degrees of explicitness, to justify the 1991 intervention in northern
Iraq,10 the establishment and enforcement of the no-fly zones, and defensive or
retaliatory actions taken in response to Iraqi efforts to shoot down warplanes
enforcing those zones.11

The argument relies on an interpretive approach that, unlike the passage from the
Namibia Advisory Opinion, accords considerably more weight to the supposed
purposes of the resolutions than to the ordinary meaning of their terms. Paragraph 34
of Resolution 687 clearly states that the Council: ‘Decides to remain seized of the
matter and to take such further steps as may be required for the implementation of the
present resolution and to secure peace and security in the region.’12 On the basis of the
ordinary meaning, individual states would be precluded from engaging in enforce-
ment action without further authorization from the Council.13

In an even more purposively-oriented interpretation of Resolution 687 and
subsequent resolutions, the United States, and some authors from the United States,
have gone on to argue that explicit authorization of the use of force is in fact not
required, that all one needs is a determination by the Council that a situation
constitutes a threat to international peace.14 Should the Council fail to adopt a further
resolution explicitly authorizing force, the determination of a threat to the peace may
be taken as an implied authorization. This argument has been relied upon, not only
vis-à-vis Iraq, but also to help justify the 1999 intervention in Kosovo.15

The implied authorization argument, it should be noted, also depends upon a
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purposive interpretation of certain provisions of the UN Charter, the ordinary
meanings of which would seem to preclude such authorizations. For example, Article
39 reads:

The Security Council shall determine the existence of any threat to the peace, breach of the
peace, or act of aggression and shall make recommendations, or decide what measures shall be
taken . . . to maintain or restore international peace and security.16

Yet the combined use of these two arguments — of material breach and implied
authorization — attracted widespread support, particularly from Western govern-
ments, when used to justify the 1991 intervention in northern Iraq and the 1992
establishment of the no-fly zones.17 The implied authorization argument also met with
a degree of acceptance when deployed to help justify the Kosovo intervention.18 This
raises the question, at least, whether the rules concerning the interpretation of
Security Council resolutions — as well as the rules concerning the interpretation of
treaties — are perhaps in the process of changing.

Differing views as to the rules governing interpretation have been expressed by the
United States on previous occasions. At the 1968–1969 Vienna Conference on the
Law of Treaties, Myres McDougal, the head of the United States delegation, proposed a
purposive approach that emphasized a comprehensive examination of the context of
the treaty aimed at ascertaining the common will of the parties — as that common
will has evolved over time.19 This proposal generated considerable opposition and was
rejected in favour of the textually-oriented, hierarchical series of rules now set out in
Articles 31 and 32 of the Vienna Convention.20 And in 1971 the United States
acknowledged that the Vienna Convention was an accurate codification of customary
international law.21

Today, however, the United States, and increasing numbers of United States
authors, are reasserting a preference for a broadly-gauged purposive approach. For
example, in June 2000, lawyers from the State Department, the Defense Department
and the National Security Council concluded that the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile
Treaty between the United States and Russia (as the successor to the Soviet Union’s
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treaty obligations) could be interpreted so as to allow construction work, including the
pouring of concrete, to be carried out on a proposed anti-ballistic missile radar station
in Alaska.22 They came to this conclusion notwithstanding the terms of Articles 1(2)
and 2(2)(b) of the Treaty, which read:

1.(2) Each Party undertakes not to deploy ABM systems for a defense of the territory of its
country and not to provide a base for such a defense, and not to deploy ABM systems for defense
of an individual region . . .
2.(2) The ABM system components . . . include those which are: (b) undergoing construction;
. . . 23

Applying Article 31 of the Vienna Convention, the ordinary meaning of the term
‘under construction’ includes the pouring of concrete.24 Yet a White House
spokesman felt able to assert:

The treaty, itself, does not provide a definition of what constitutes a so-called ‘breach,’ but it’s
prudent for us to examine what the possible interpretations of the ABM Treaty would be as we
continue with our development effort. There are a range of interpretations available, but we
have made no decision.25

A similar example of purposive interpretation involves the attempt, by a few United
States authors and, somewhat surprisingly, the Belgian government, to argue that
unilateral humanitarian intervention does not contravene Article 2(4) of the UN
Charter because it is not directed against the ‘territorial integrity or political
independence of any State’.26

Tom Farer has described the selection of interpretive approach as involving a choice
between a textually-oriented ‘classical view’ and more malleable approach which he
labelled ‘legal realism’. As Farer explained, the classical view presumes that the parties
to a treaty ‘had an original intention which can be discovered primarily through
textual analysis and which, in the absence of some unforeseen change in circum-
stances, must be respected until the agreement has expired according to its terms or
been replaced by mutual consent’.27 In contrast, supporters of the ‘legal realist’
approach regard

explicit and implicit agreements, formal texts, and state behavior as being in a condition of
effervescent interaction, unceasingly creating, modifying, and replacing norms. Texts
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Development of Collective Security: The Delegation by the UN Security Council of its Chapter VII Powers (1999).

themselves are but one among a large number of means for ascertaining original intention.
Moreover, realists postulate an accelerating contraction in the capacity and the authority of
original intention to govern state behavior. Indeed, original intention does not govern at any
point in time. For original intention has no intrinsic authority. The past is relevant only to the
extent that it helps us to identify currently prevailing attitudes about the propriety of a
government’s acts and omissions.28

The interpretation of Security Council resolutions presents even more scope for the
advancement of differing views than does the interpretation of treaties. Council
resolutions are adopted by an executive organ rather than contractually agreed, the
academic literature concerning their interpretation is extremely thin, and the Vienna
Convention does not apply, at least not directly.29

There being no treaty on this issue, the rules concerning the interpretation of
Council resolutions are rules of customary international law,30 as are the rules
concerning the interpretation of treaties for those states, such as the United States,
that have not ratified the Vienna Convention. How other states react to these efforts to
advance a purposive approach therefore matters in terms of evaluating the content of
these rules. And it is true that the majority of states have not evinced support for new
interpretive rules. But it also matters a great deal how one evaluates these reactions —
or lack of reactions — from various states; in other words, whether the accepted
approach to evaluating different kinds of state practice, and the state practice of
different states, is itself undergoing change. For if the rules concerning the formation
of customary international law have changed, the rules concerning interpretation
might also have changed — perhaps without some states even knowing.

3 Formation of Customary International Law
Some authors point to the 1991 intervention in northern Iraq and the establishment
and enforcement of the no-fly zones as important precedents for a right of unilateral
humanitarian intervention, i.e. a right to intervene for humanitarian purposes
without the authorization of the Security Council.31 The same authors also point to
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35 ICJ Reports (1986) 14, at 134 (para. 268).

the Kosovo intervention as a further instance of supporting state practice for what,
since it would exist outside the scope of the UN Charter, would be a new rule of
customary international law. Suggestions by the United States that such a right exists,
and explicit claims to this effect by several of its allies, are seen as evidence of an
accompanying opinio juris.32

A traditional analysis of the issue, however, would focus on a broader array of state
practice and opinio juris. One would weigh the interventions in Iraq and Kosovo,
together with any accompanying claims to legality and any similar interventions and
claims elsewhere, against the responses of other states to these interventions, and
against the responses to humanitarian crises more generally over a considerable
number of years.

The putative right of unilateral humanitarian intervention does not fare well under
such an analysis. For example, the Kosovo intervention provoked an unequivocal
statement from the G77 group of 133 non-industrialized states that unilateral
humanitarian intervention is illegal under international law.33 And the history of
humanitarian crises more generally is predominantly a history of non-intervention,
with most of the relatively few examples of humanitarian intervention having been
conducted under explicit Security Council authorization.34 As recently as 1986, the
International Court was able to state, in the Nicaragua case, that ‘while the United
States might form its own appraisal of the situation as to respect for human rights in
Nicaragua, the use of force could not be the appropriate method to monitor or ensure
such respect’.35

Nevertheless, the question again arises as to whether the rules concerning how
customary international law is made and changed have themselves changed, or are in
the process of changing. For example, are acts, as compared to statements, today
accorded more weight than previously? Does the practice of the powerful now count
more, as compared to the practice of the weak? Or does a lower threshold now exist
with regard to the development of customary rules of a humanitarian or human rights
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36 See Madeline Albright’s statement, as reported in ‘Raid on Baghdad; Excerpts from U.N. Speech: The Case
for Clinton’s Strike’, NY Times, 28 June 1993, A7.
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For supportive commentary, see Condron, supra note 4. On purposive as compared to textually-based
approaches to interpretation, see discussion supra text at notes 6–29.

40 The UK, Italy, Germany and Russia expressed support for the June 1993 attack; Egypt, Sudan, Jordan and
the Arab League voiced opposition. See Whitney, ‘Raid on Baghdad: Reaction; European Allies Are
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character? The widespread acceptance among many Western governments and
authors that the intervention in northern Iraq, the establishment of the no-fly zones
and the Kosovo intervention were not clearly illegal suggests that, at least from the
perspective of one sector of international society, changes of these kinds may indeed be
underway.

Similar questions arise concerning the right of self-defence, which has been invoked
by the United States in two distinct contexts to justify measures against Iraq in the
decade following the Gulf War. First, it was invoked to justify attacks on Baghdad in
June 1993, two months after the discovery of an assassination plot directed against
former President George Bush Sr.36 Second, self-defence has been used to justify
actions to protect warplanes enforcing the no-fly zones.37

In both instances, the invocation of the right of self-defence raises certain issues of
treaty interpretation, since Article 51 of the UN Charter limits self-defence to
situations where ‘an armed attack occurs against a Member of the United Nations’.
Traditionally, this provision has been interpreted so as to allow self-defence only when
an attack has occurred upon the territory of the state exercising the right.38 But the
United States has applied a purposive approach to the interpretation of Article 51, and
has even gone so far as to rely upon that provision to justify attacks against Iraqi
targets, such as communications facilities, linked to air defences but located outside
the no-fly zones.39

Claims of self-defence would also seem to raise issues of customary international
law, for Article 51 states: ‘Nothing in the present Charter shall impair the inherent
right of individual or collective self-defense . . .’. For this reason, a traditional analysis
of the United States’ invocations of the right of self-defence also requires an
examination of state practice and opinio juris over time.

The responses of other states to the June 1993 attacks on Baghdad hardly reflected
a preponderance of support for the United States’ claim.40 Efforts to employ the right of
self-defence in respect of warplanes have met with a similarly mixed reaction,
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particularly when used to justify attacks outside the no-fly zones.41 The February
2001 strikes were even condemned by a number of the United States’ closest allies in
the Middle East and Europe.42

And yet, in 1993 Dino Kritsiotis wrote of self-defence that ‘it could be said that the
United States is engaged in the progressive development of this area of international
law’.43 In 1994, Christine Gray identified that the different approaches to the question
of an extended right of self-defence indicated a division between industrialized and
non-industrialized states, with industrialized states pushing for a more extended right
through their physical acts, and non-industrialized states resisting such moves
through their statements in the UN General Assembly.44 In 1998, Marc Weller
observed that the justifications advanced by the United States ‘either appeared to
extend existing justifications for the threat or use of force, or to create a new one’.45

These statements indicate, not only that the right of self-defence might itself be
changing, but that important underlying issues of law formation are at stake.

The development of customary international law has long been a matter of some
disagreement among states — and among academic international lawyers. One
contested issue concerns the character of state practice. Some writers, such as
Anthony D’Amato, Mark Weisburd and Karol Wolfke, have insisted that only physical
acts count as state practice, which means that any state wishing to support or oppose
the development or change of a rule must engage in some sort of act, and that
statements or claims do not suffice.46

Numerous authors have opposed this position.47 One reason for their opposition is
that, in so far as this approach concerns the change of rules, it would seem to require
violations of customary international law. In short, acts in opposition to existing rules
constitute violations of those rules, whereas statements in opposition do not.
Consequently, this approach is, in Michael Akehurst’s words, ‘hardly one to be
recommended by anyone who wishes to strengthen the rule of law in international
relations’.48 But this approach does more than reduce the space for diplomacy and
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peaceful persuasion; it also provides a substantial advantage to powerful states in
developing customary international law.

The polarization between those authors who think that only acts constitute state
practice and those who support a broader conception is perhaps most evident in the
debate about whether, and how, resolutions of international bodies such as the
General Assembly contribute to customary international law. Traditionally, most
international lawyers considered that resolutions were only able to contribute as
expressions of opinio juris, with some writers suggesting that they cannot even
constitute reliable evidence of opinio juris because state representatives frequently do
not believe what they themselves say.49

Yet many non-industrialized states and a significant number of writers have
asserted that resolutions are important forms of practice which are potentially
creative, or at least indicative, of rules of customary international law.50 In the 1986
Nicaragua case the International Court reinforced this view by accepting that a series
of Assembly resolutions played a role in the development of customary rules
prohibiting intervention and aggression.51

These assertions have in turn been resisted, with a degree of success, by a number of
powerful states and many writers, most of them from the United States.52 Today,
General Assembly resolutions play a markedly less important role in debates over
customary international law than they did just 20 years ago. The recent literature on
the use of force in Iraq and Kosovo contains relatively few references to the relevant
resolutions, including the 1970 United Nations Declaration on Friendly Relations.53

Statements by individual states or groups of states are also accorded significantly
less weight. During the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, the views of the G77 group of
non-industrialized states were considered of considerable relevance to any assessment
of customary international law. The same cannot be said of the statement issued by
that same group following the Kosovo intervention, expressing the view that
unilateral humanitarian intervention is illegal.54 A review of the subsequent literature
turns up scarcely a mention of that statement, especially in articles and books
published in the United States.55

However, it is possible that we are witnessing something more than just a
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continued effort to degrade the influence of resolutions and the relative weight of
statements as opposed to acts. The United States, and some authors from the United
States, may also be seeking a degree of formal recognition for the greater influence of
the actions and opinions of powerful states in the formation of customary
international law. It is true that powerful states have always had a disproportionate
influence on customary law-making, in large part because they have a broader range
of interests and activities and consequently engage in more practice than other states.
In addition, their practice is often better documented than that of relatively weaker or
poorer states, and is nowadays more likely to be available electronically and in
English, and thus readily accessible to a larger and more diverse group of international
lawyers.56 However, when it comes to statements such as that by the G77 on
humanitarian intervention, none of these explanations pertain. The adoption of this
particular document was reported in the press and the document itself is easy to find,
in English, on the Internet.57

Moreover, paying less attention to some states is one thing; having a legal
justification for paying less attention is another. And it is possible that the legal
principle of sovereign equality is now, quietly but resolutely, under attack. Today, in
the United States literature in particular, in analyses and arguments concerning
customary international law, one increasingly encounters references to ‘leading’ and
‘major’ states or nations — words that imply directly that some states matter more
than others in a formal rather than informal way.58

Ian Brownlie identified this tendency in his 1995 General Course at the Hague
Academy:

The modus operandi for the formation of customary law supposes an equality of States and also a
principle of majoritarianism. A certain amount of contracting out is possible but the generality
of States are permitted by their conduct to develop customary rules. On the same basis, more or
less, new States and new régimes, like the Soviet Government of 1917, are subject to existing
rules of general international law.

This approach to international law creates problems for those who hold that inequalities of
power between States should be reflected in the way in which the law is made and applied, and
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this involves what may be called the hegemonial approach to law-making. The hegemonial
approach to international relations may be defined as an approach to the sources which
facilitates the translation of the difference in power between States into specific advantages for
the more powerful actor. The hegemonial approach to the sources involves maximizing the
occasions when the powerful actor will obtain ‘legal approval’ for its actions and minimizing
the occasions when such approach may be conspicuously withheld.59

And it is clear that, as the number of less powerful states increases and the economic
and military gap between the weak and the strong grows, powerful states, and
authors from powerful states, do have an interest in altering the principle of sovereign
equality — a principle which operates, in a multitude of contexts, to constrain the
law-making influence of the powerful.60

We may also be witnessing efforts to reduce the time necessary for the development
of customary international law. Much of the literature concerning unilateral
humanitarian intervention focuses on the decade following the end of the Cold War.
There is an assumption, implicit in this literature, that the geopolitical shifts of
1989–1991 rendered previous practice of little relevance to determining the
contemporary balance of influence and interests — and thus the current state of
customary law. This assumption is made notwithstanding the fact that the interests of
most states have not changed on many issues, including the use of force in
international relations. As the G77 made clear after the Kosovo intervention, weak
states still attach considerable importance to the existence of legal protections against
the use of force.61 Since the capacity of the United States to influence law-making is
much greater today than it was just 10 years ago, a reduction in the time involved in
the formation of customary international law, by discounting long-established
practice, disfavours weak states and favours the single superpower.

It is true that technology has accelerated the process of information gathering, and
thus one aspect of the formation and dissemination of state positions on international
legal issues. But governmental policy-making, and especially inter-governmental
policy-making on fundamental issues, still takes considerable time. For example, it has
taken nearly a decade for France, Germany and a number of Arab States to decide to
oppose publicly the United States’ continuing policy of force against Iraq.62 A
reduction in the time involved in customary international law would constrain or
obviate these sorts of deliberative processes, especially those involving coordination
among groups of states.

The United States’ actions in Iraq raises a host of additional issues concerning
customary international law and, more particularly, possible changes to the manner
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in which customary rules are made and changed. To begin with, what weight should
be accorded to arguments in the alternative as potential contributions to the
development of customary rules? For example, a right of unilateral humanitarian
intervention was hardly the principal justification advanced by the United States
when it intervened in northern Iraq, imposed the no-fly zones and then intervened in
Kosovo; in fact, such a claim was advanced by the United States in only ambiguous
terms.63 In contrast, the United Kingdom did clearly articulate such a claim — which
raises the additional question of whether one state, in this case a partner in the
relevant act, can express the opinio juris for another state’s practice.64

A related issue concerns the weight to be accorded to academic writing that
advances legal arguments to justify governmental actions that the governments
themselves have not articulated clearly, if at all. Most of the support for a right of
unilateral humanitarian intervention has been generated by authors who have
attached legal arguments to policy decisions that may in fact have been made in
disregard — if not conscious violation — of international law. Similarly, what weight,
if any, should be accorded to expressions of opinion by the media and non-
governmental organizations on this and other legal issues?

Another question concerns the degree of significance, if any, that should be
accorded to inconsistencies in the application of measures justified by the putative
rule. For example, with regard to the right of unilateral humanitarian intervention,
what weight should be accorded to the 1996 decision to strike at targets in southern
rather than northern Iraq in response to renewed persecution of the Kurds,65 or the
refusal to take risks with pilots’ lives in the Kosovo campaign?66 Do these decisions
demonstrate a lack of focus on the humanitarian justification claimed, and thus
provide evidence that opinio juris did not in fact exist, or was at best limited? Or does the
making of the claim together with a demonstrated willingness to act, in whatever
manner, provide both the opinio juris and state practice necessary to contribute to the
new rule?

Is it the case, also, that a lower threshold now exists with regard to the development
of customary rules of a humanitarian or human rights character? Suggestions to this
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effect have certainly appeared in the literature,67 and may be bolstered by recent
debates concerning possible differences between human rights and other rules with
regard to their effects on reservations to treaties,68 and on the law of state succession.69

And finally, if the law concerning force is changing, are we seeing the end of the jus
cogens character of the prohibition on the use of force, given the higher threshold that
would traditionally have been accorded that rule with regard to any such change?70

All of these potential changes to the underlying process of customary international
law matter greatly because their effect would be to favour disproportionately one
particularly powerful international actor. Although law is necessarily the result and
reflection of politics, law nevertheless retains a specificity and resistance to short-term
change that enables it to constrain sudden changes in relative power, and sudden
changes in policy motivated by consequentially shifting perceptions of opportunity
and self-interest.71 As Grewe recognized, the geopolitical changes that occurred in
1989–1991 will, eventually, result in substantial changes to the international legal
system. But the question of the moment concerns whether those changes will occur
slowly and deliberately enough to reflect accurately the complexity of relationships
and interests, amongst states as well as non-state actors, that constitutes the
international community of the early 21st century; or whether those changes will be
implemented so quickly and forcefully that they instead reflect little else but the
particular interests of the newly dominant state.

A few authors have responded to these developments by advancing new
approaches that would work in favour of the less powerful states. For example, Nigel
White and Robert Cryer have taken issue with those who ascribe legal significance to
the refusal of many states publicly to object to the armed actions of the United States:

It is true . . . that deficiency of condemnation is an unfortunate fact of international relations in
the post-Charter era, but it is over-simplistic to equate this with a change in the law. For a new
customary norm to have emerged, absence of condemnation itself is not enough. There must
also be an intention for that failure to condemn to amount to an acceptance of the legality of
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the threat or an alteration of the pre-existing law, in other words, opinio juris. This has been
conspicuous by its absence. Reluctant tolerance does not evidence opinio juris.72

Identifying evidence of opinio juris when a state does not respond is a notoriously
difficult problem that has led international lawyers traditionally to presume its
existence when a state does nothing in the face of another state’s clear and concerted
effort to change customary international law.73 In 1981, Brigitte Stern identified that
acquiescence on the part of relatively weak states is often a result of the dynamics of
power rather than a freely given consent, and that opinio juris thus means different
things for weak and powerful states.74 Nevertheless, this insight did not lead Stern to
suggest changes in the relevance accorded to acquiescence, nor is there any evidence
of such a change having occurred. But the argument advanced by White and Cryer
represents two authors’ effort to engineer precisely such a change, altering the process
of customary international law so as to better protect — in one small but significant
way — the weak against the powerful.75

Current evidence suggests that the customary process is in fact changing in the
opposite direction, weakening those aspects of the law that disfavour the powerful
while maintaining and strengthening those aspects, such as the rules concerning
acquiescence, that operate in their favour. The early results of these developments are
reflected in the following passage from the report of the Independent International
Commission on Kosovo:

One way to analyze the international law status of the NATO campaign is to consider legality a
matter of degree. This approach acknowledges the current fluidity of international law on
humanitarian intervention, caught between strict Charter prohibitions of non-defensive uses
of force and more permissive patterns of state practice with respect to humanitarian
interventions and counter-terrorist use of force.76

This passage bears more than a passing resemblance to the following lines from an
article written by Michael Reisman on the June 1993 attacks on Baghdad:

If one believes, as I do, that law is not to be found exclusively in formal rules but in the shared
expectations of politically relevant actors about what is substantially and procedurally right —
which may diverge sharply from the written rules — then a prerequisite for appraisal of the
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lawfulness and implications of an incident such as the Baghdad raid is an identification of the
yardstick of lawfulness actually being used by relevant actors.77

Reisman’s use of the term ‘politically relevant’ is noteworthy, as is the fact that his
writings are cited with expressed approval in the Commission’s report.78 Here too, in
the field of customary international law, Myres McDougal and the ‘New Haven
School’ are staging a comeback.

4 Customary International Law and Treaties
It was explained above that a number of the claims advanced by the United States to
justify its policy of force towards Iraq contradict traditional interpretations of the UN
Charter.79 This raises at least three different kinds of questions. At one level, questions
arise as to whether the interpretations of these and other Charter provisions have
changed as a result of the subsequent acts and claims of the United States, and the
responses of other states.80 At another level, questions arise as to whether the rules
concerning treaty interpretation have themselves changed or are in the process of
changing.81 And at a third level, the question arises as to whether the influence of
subsequent practice has extended beyond interpretation into the actual modification
of treaty obligations, or the desuetude of those obligations and their replacement by
rules of customary international law. This is certainly a plausible, if unlikely scenario
with regard to the putative right of unilateral humanitarian intervention.

The desuetude of treaties is a recognized process.82 However, it usually takes a
lengthy period of time and is unlikely to occur in areas, such as the use of force, where
considerable practice occurs under the umbrella of the relevant treaty. The
modification of treaties by way of subsequent practice would also seem to occur from
time to time.83 However, the mechanisms by which such modifications occur are
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unclear and, at the least, a considerable amount of state practice of a relatively
uniform character would seem to be required, over a lengthy period of time.

The question therefore arises whether the processes by which treaties may be
modified through subsequent practice are themselves undergoing change. The
question takes on a particular sharpness in respect of the use of force, where violations
of the Charter are not uncommon, and where the Charter has traditionally been
accorded, not only primacy in this area, but also a quasi-constitutional status vis-à-vis
other treaties.84 At what point, if ever, does a pattern of non-compliance alter or
render inapplicable the treaty rule? Does the quasi-constitutional status of the Charter
create a higher threshold for the replacement or supplementation of its provisions by
new rules of customary international law?85 Does the Charter apply in situations
where the decision-making processes that it created have become inoperative due to
political differences between states, and urgent action is needed to prevent gross
violations of fundamental rules of customary international law?86

The response to certain claims advanced by the United States would suggest that
change is indeed underway with regard to at least some of these issues. The
intervention in northern Iraq, the creation of the no-fly zones and the Kosovo
intervention were all supported, at least initially, by most Western states notwith-
standing the apparent constraints of the Charter.87 And this support becomes all the
more relevant if one accepts the related suggestion that powerful states count more
than weak states in the development of customary rules, for the rules governing the
interaction of customary international law and treaties are themselves customary in
character.88

5 A sui generis Set of Rules for the United States?
It is widely accepted that a state may choose persistently to object to a change in a rule
of customary international law, and that the United States has successfully — though
never indefinitely — persistently objected to a few rules on previous occasions.89

However, it is difficult to see how the United States could now become a persistent
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objector to the customary rules governing the use of force, given the long existence of
those rules — unless the rules concerning persistent objection have themselves
changed, or are in the process of changing.

But maybe what we are seeing is not so much an effort by the United States to resist
change as an attempt to create new, exceptional rules for itself alone. Similar
exceptional rules have been created by other states in the past, albeit on a more limited
basis. In 1984, the Federal Republic of Germany abandoned its claim to a three-mile
territorial sea within the specific confines of the German Bight and claimed a new limit
on the basis of a 16-mile box defined by geographical coordinates.90 The new claim,
which was explicitly designed for the limited purpose of preventing oil spills in those
busy waters, met with no public protests from other states. This was perhaps because
the balance of interests in that situation was different from that which existed more
generally — different enough that other states were prepared to allow for the
development of a prescriptive right as an exception to the general rule.

The same might be said of the position and interests of the single superpower in the
post-Cold War period, in which case the development of exceptional rules would
depend on the responses of other states to the exceptional claims. And given the
potentially substantial political, military and economic costs of opposing the United
States in any particular law-making situation, acquiescence might well occur — at
least with regard to those claims that are not substantially contrary to the most
important interests of other states. Most importantly, acquiescence may also be likely
with regard to the United States’ preferred approaches to the interpretation of at least
some Security Council resolutions and treaties, the identification and assessment of at
least some forms and instances of state practice, and the relationship between
customary international law and at least some treaties. And it is this pattern of
assertion and acquiescence in exceptional claims that might, in turn, eventually lead
to changes in the underlying rules concerning interpretation and law-formation, if
not generally, then at least in so far as they concern the United States. The end result
could be that one set of legal processes pertain to the single superpower, and another
set to all other states.91

In short, although international law is what states choose it to be, the power
dynamic behind the law may, in fact, leave relatively less powerful states believing
that they have little choice but to allow the United States to reshape international law
into such an exceptional regime.

Conclusion
This article has used the United States’ policy of force against Iraq as an opportunity to
consider the potential for change in three foundational areas: the rules concerning the
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interpretation of Security Council resolutions and treaties; the rules concerning how
customary international law is made and changed; and the rules concerning the
interaction of customary international law and treaties. It concludes that change may
already be occurring in each and every one of these areas.

If such changes are indeed occurring, this could have a number of important
consequences. For example, states could become significantly more cautious about
supporting any Security Council resolution that might subsequently be interpreted so
as to justify the use of force, and permanent members of the Council would probably
exercise their vetoes more often.92 This in turn could result in an increasingly
diminished role for the Council, and more frequent unilateral applications of force.93

The trend towards greater unilateralism could be accelerated further by the
increasingly flexible character of customary international law, and all of these
changes could together contribute to a weakening of the entire international legal
system, as the development of rules favouring the powerful strengthens the sense of
disenfranchisement that is already felt by many states, particularly in the non-
industrialized world.94

Grewe, however, recognized that the logical conclusion of his thesis — an
international legal system shaped by and for the dominant state — is not a necessary
conclusion in the unique environment that has emerged in the years following the
Cold War.95 Grewe accepted that the United States would dominate law-making in the
new epoch, but he also expressed hope that the ‘international community’ would play
a substantial role in shaping the new international law, thus constraining the single
superpower substantially more than would otherwise have been the case. Grewe
understood that, although the United States is the most powerful single state, it is not
more powerful than groups of other states — if those groups are large enough, act in
concert, and speak with one voice. Nor, in a world in which non-state actors occupy
an increasingly influential role, is the influence of any state necessarily as great as it
would otherwise have been.

After a decade-long period of adjustment and learning, during which time the
United States has on numerous occasions successfully exploited its law-making power
to its own ends, other states, and non-state actors, seem to be responding to the efforts
of the single superpower in ways that, at times, serve broader community interests.
Developments such as the 1997 Land Mines Convention and the 1998 Statute for an
International Criminal Court suggest that a greater coherence in approaches to
law-making may be emerging outside the United States, as other international actors
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96 See: �http://www.un.org/law/icc/statute/romefra.htm�; �http://domino.un.org/MineBan.nsf�.

recognize the possibility of a new balance of power in the making of international
law.96

And yet, although these developments are promising, the critical differences remain
unresolved — and largely unaddressed. The future shape of the international legal
system will depend, above all, on how we interpret Security Council resolutions and
treaties, on how we create and change rules of customary international law, and on
how we understand the relationship between customary international law and
treaties. These are contested issues, and likely to become more so. It is here that the
strengthened authority of the international community will be most severely tested by
the considerable power and law-making influence of the United States.




