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as Fabian Klose points out in the introductory section of this metic-
ulously researched and closely argued study, the late twentieth and
early twenty-first centuries have generated a considerable body of
scholarship on the past and future of humanitarian intervention.
Much of this was prompted by the ‘arrival’ in (or return to) europe
of conditions of brutal civil war and genocide in the 1990s, particu-
larly in the balkans, which resonated in international public opinion
with the Rwandan genocide and were followed closely by the chain
of wars and civil conflicts in the Middle east and north africa
touched off by the ‘War on Terror’. These events provoked new re -
flection on the whole range of categories of human rights and crimes
against humanity established in law and practice since 1945. They
also invited new scrutiny of the terms on which individual states or
groups of states have claimed the right to take action on the territory
of others ‘in the cause of humanity’: to protect civilian populations
threatened by (usually) physical abuse of some kind. starting from
the observation that much of this scrutiny has lacked a historical per-
spective, this book locates the origins of that claim at the beginning
of the ‘long’ nineteenth century, and traces the emergence of a mod-
ern practice of humanitarian intervention through key episodes over
the century.

Klose’s central argument is that the notion and practice of human-
itarian intervention proper began with the movement against
transatlantic slavery in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. an
object of popular campaigns that was finally brought about through
joint actions by the european powers, the abolition of the slave trade
would become the ‘humanitarian gold standard’ (p. 303) for future
international relations and a precedent for subsequent interventions.
For Klose, ‘humanitarian intervention’ is to be distinguished from the
defence of co-religionists that drove conflict in europe in the century
before the Peace of Westphalia. similarly, while humanitarian inter-
vention may aim to end certain kinds of war (most often civil wars)
and to relieve their consequences, it is different from intervention to
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preserve or restore peace itself—the rationale for counter-revolution-
ary and anti-liberal interventions under the post-napoleonic settle-
ment. it is also distinct from action to protect human rights, in that the
objects of intervention are people whose very humanity has been vio-
lated through bodily abuse and/or the forcible denial of the power to
dispose over their own bodies, and whom ‘we’ are obliged to rescue
by virtue of our common membership of the human race. They need
not be perceived as having a claim to rights equal to those of their res-
cuers. enslaved africans, whose post-emancipation claims to citizen-
ship or self-determination were widely denied even by abolitionists,
can thus be seen as the paradigmatic objects of humanitarian concern.

Klose follows a well established historiographical consensus in
identifying humanitarianism as a new and characteristic moral dis-
course of late enlightenment europe. its motivating force was gener-
ated and sustained by emerging media with new powers to mobilize
public sentiment, and the abolitionist movement was its first and
most characteristic political expression. in what is essentially a deft
and detailed study of international relations with humanitarian
objects, Klose proceeds to trace the legacy of the foundational anti-
slave trade actions and arguments through subsequent episodes in
which intervention was called for and carried out ‘in the cause of
humanity’.

Following a general introduction, the book opens with a relative-
ly short section establishing the preconditions for concerted human-
itarian action in international law and the conventions of inter-state
relations. Klose elaborates a vision of the nineteenth century as the
‘age of internationalism’, offering an account of the development of
rationales for interventionism in legal opinion and treaty practice in
the wake of the Congress of Vienna. Here, he lays down an important
marker for the subsequent discussion by pointing out that the pre-
miss for this internationalism was a distinction between the civilized
peoples who were the proper subjects of international law and those
still awaiting civilization. He goes on to explore the conditions for the
growth of a humanitarian sensibility and its deployment as a ration-
ale by the abolitionists—‘the first to construct a bridge between the
two concepts of emerging humanitarianism and the state practice of
interventionism’ (p. 82).

The historical account that follows is organized into two substan-
tial sections marking key phases in the development of humanitarian



intervention. The first section focuses on the beginnings of the fight
against the trade in enslaved africans. it opens with a study of the
origins of the abolitionist movement in britain and follows the pro -
gress of abolitionism from the mobilization of public opinion to its
installation as a central concern for the british state. Culminating in
domestic politics with the legal prohibition of the trade in 1807, his
narrative of the british commitment to abolition continues at the level
of international relations in the search for multilateral agreements to
end the trade (initially in the form of a series of bilateral treaties) and
the commitment of naval resources to active intervention against it.
increasingly, this is a story of the working out of the tension between
a pan-european moral consensus against the trade, expressed in
principles elaborated at Vienna in 1815, and the varying interests and
capacities of states in their enforcement. What often features in the
historiography of slavery and abolition as ‘aftermath’ appears here as
an originary and breakthrough moment in international relations—a
test bed for future international co-operation.

The second substantive section is tellingly entitled ‘the consolida-
tion of humanitarian intervention as an imperial and colonial prac-
tice’. it begins with an account of the operational next steps entailed
by the commitment to abolition, driving a dynamic by which the
european powers penetrated the continent of africa and the fight
against slavery became a rationale for empire. The actions of the
european powers—still primarily britain—first to control the
transatlantic trade through naval action on africa’s west coast and
then, from the 1860s, to end the intra-african trade from its hub in the
sultanate of Zanzibar, produced the combination of treaties with
african political actors and armed interventions that would come to
define modern imperialism. notoriously, the berlin agreement of
1885, which temporarily settled the ‘scramble for africa’ by confirm-
ing the continent as a space for european empire, committed all par-
ties to ending the slave trade. 

This section also explores the resonances of the campaign against
the slave trade in other episodes of humanitarian intervention during
the period. The model and discourse of humanitarian obligation
forged there informed intervention in defence of Christian minorities
in the ottoman empire, beginning with the Greek War of
independence (1821–27) and the mobilization of international senti-
ment around the massacre on Chios. That first, and successful, inter-
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vention on european territory in turn became a precedent for other
interventions over the century—yet Klose’s key point here is that it
should not be seen as originary in itself, but rather as a continuation
of discourses and practices tested and proven in the (still ongoing)
fight for abolition. 

The subsequent cases of intervention against the ottoman empire
discussed by Klose are the intervention in lebanon (1860–61) and the
response of the european powers to the Great eastern Crisis of
1875–78 and the ‘bulgarian Horrors’. The Great eastern Crisis ended
with a political reordering of the balkan territories based on an inter-
national treaty (berlin, 1878) which enshrined the principle of pro-
tection from religious discrimination. Klose characterizes this princi-
ple as ‘humanitarian’; it might equally be characterized as part of a
package of now familiar practices of justice, truth-seeking, peace-
keeping, and stabilization in the wake of humanitarian interventions,
which he also shows us emerging in these crises. These included early
proposals for the separation of contending communities through
forced population exchange. The balkan interventions also generated
new discussions about humanitarian intervention among scholars in
international law, with an emerging (though not complete) consen-
sus in its favour. 

The last substantive chapter focuses on the case of the united
states. The initial response of the new republic to the emerging prac-
tice of interventionism was to adopt a defensive position in respect of
european interventions in the americas—what would come to be
called the Monroe Doctrine (1823)—while maintaining a principle of
non-intervention in its own international relations (increasingly in
the face of the counter-mobilization of public sentiment, for example
in the Greek case). Via a process in which the Monroe Doctrine came
to be interpreted as an exclusive licence to intervene in the affairs of
Central and latin america, the century ended with the spanish–
american War, legitimized as humanitarian intervention in favour of
Cuba’s civilian population and resulting in america’s no less brutal
annexation of the Philippines. What this story traces is, of course, the
shift in the status and self-image of the united states from newly
post-colonial state to aspiring empire—first continental and then
trans-oceanic. Here, too, Klose provides evidence of the continuing
legitimizing power of the abolitionist model over the course of the
century, even in the antebellum period.
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each of these episodes has been studied by other scholars, as
Klose’s very full references and bibliography acknowledge. What
Klose does here is to identify them as constituent phases in a contin-
uous development, in which rhetorics and practices mobilized to
serve one campaign were adopted in the next and at the same time
adjusted or extended in response to the new circumstances, such that
each became a precedent for the next. on the central question of the
shifting relationship between humanitarian motivation and colo-
nial/imperial ambitions in that trajectory, his position is in line with
that of much contemporary scholarship, but he effectively signposts
the switchbacks and dead ends as well as the direction of travel.
beyond the convincing evidence he offers that the (anti-)slavery
topos continued to recur as a leitmotiv, Klose’s contribution is in teas-
ing out and elaborating very concrete connections between one
episode or phase and the next, drawing on his own investigations in
british, French, spanish, austrian, and american archives and pub-
lished sources. even examples of innovation or repurposing in strate-
gic practice (blockade, boycott, and sanctions) or ‘mission drift’, like
the move in campaigns on both african coasts from capturing slavers
at sea to pursuing them inland, add an important dimension to our
understanding of the genealogy of today’s practices and dilemmas.

The legacy of this history for contemporary developments is ad -
dressed in an epilogue, which summarizes the emergence of new
frameworks for humanitarian intervention in the twentieth century.
at its centre are initiatives for global governance, the failed experi-
ment of the league of nations, and the united nations’ shift away
from non-intervention towards the principle of the Responsibility to
Protect (R2P) in the wake of the Rwandan and balkan genocides.
Klose concludes in sceptical mode; underlining how the experience
of the nineteenth century demonstrates the unmanageability of
humanitarian intervention, he cites ulrich beck’s warnings against
‘human-rights colonialism’ and ‘military humanism’ (p. 441).1

in this context, Klose reminds us that Global south states are sim-
ilarly sceptical about principles like R2P, and in so doing, he pro-
vokes a question which a study of this kind cannot answer, but which
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1 ulrich beck, Der kosmopolitische Blick, oder: Krieg ist Frieden (Frankfurt am
Main, 2004). on manageability, see Gary J. bass, Freedom’s Battle: The Origins
of Humanitarian Intervention (new York, 2008).



nevertheless haunted this reviewer’s reading of it: the question about
the identity and agency of those who have historically been the
objects of humanitarian intervention. one development that Klose
illustrates, but could hardly unpick in a study of international rela-
tions, is the shifting racialization of victims and perpetrators over the
century, from african victims of european slavers to black african
and White Christian victims of ‘off-White’ Muslims (with the
Catholic spanish in Cuba occupying a similarly intermediate posi-
tion for american Protestants).2 at one level, this is so familiar as to
need no further analysis, but it actually goes to the heart of what con-
stitutes ‘humanitarian’. What is the force of the claims of universal
‘humanity’, as public opinion becomes sensitized to multiple inhu-
manities and needs to prioritize between them? and does this par-
tially explain the compulsive recurrence to the abolitionist narrative,
with its ostensibly self-evident discourse of absolute dehumaniza-
tion? The question extends beyond representations to concrete actors:
humanitarian intervention was invented in europe, and as Klose
points out, its origin in the self-acknowledged crime of europe
against africa still prejudices its conception in international relations.
in all its ambivalence, though, it is now ‘owned’ by a global commu-
nity. in this account of intervention’s past, non-european actors who
are not victims to be rescued generally feature as the european prin-
cipals saw and treated them: as second-class allies at best, and as
objects rather than subjects of policy. How would this story read if it
were told from their perspective too—as genuinely global history?

2 see Maria de Guzmán, Spain’s Long Shadow: The Black Legend, Off-Whiteness,
and Anglo-American Empire (Minneapolis, 2005).
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