Internatial law is weak
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The role of international law in international relations and American foreign policy has received a great deal of attention since the end of the Cold War, and even more attention since 9/11. The end of the Cold War generated extraordinary optimism about the ability of international law to prevent war, preserve peace, and regulate economic and cultural relations among states. The UN Security Council became much more active and, notably, authorized the use of force against Iraq in the first Gulf War. Nations entered new, ambitious treaties governing the environment, human rights, and economic relations, including the creation of the World Trade Organization. These treaties created the first major international criminal tribunals since World War II, including tribunals to resolve cases arising out of civil war in Yugoslavia and the genocide in Rwanda; and, then, a permanent International Criminal Court with jurisdiction over a broad range of international crimes. Europe made great strides toward integration, thanks in part to the successful operation of its European Court of Justice. As the twentieth century ended, optimism about international law was as high as it had ever been—as high as it was at the end of World War I and World War II, for example. We can conveniently use 9/11 as the date on which this optimism ended, but there were undercurrents of pessimism even earlier. The UN played a relatively minor role in bringing the conflicts in the Balkans to the end. Members of the Security Council could not agree on the use of force in Kosovo, and the NATO intervention was thus a violation of international law. The various international criminal tribunals turned out to be cumbersome and expensive institutions, they brought relatively few people to justice, and they stirred up the ethnic tensions they were meant to quell. Aggressive international trade integration produced a violent backlash in many countries. Treaty mechanisms seemed too weak to solve the most serious global problems, including environmental degradation and human rights abuses.
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