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1

Introduction

Edel Hughes, William A. Schabas and Ramesh Thakur

The notion that there should be some form of accountability for state-
sponsored atrocities is one that is posited within discussions of the
broader transitional justice framework. Its function, it is argued, is to
reverse the tradition of official impunity so often prevalent in societies
emerging from conflict, and perhaps deter future violators of human
rights. Although the first Human Security Report, published in 2005,
points to a decline in the number of violent conflicts,1 the scale of those
witnessed over the past two decades has been brutally evident, due in no
small part to improvements in mass media communications.

Rebuilding societies where conflict has occurred is rarely a simple pro-
cess but where conflict has been accompanied by gross and systematic
violations of human rights the procedure becomes a good deal more
fraught. Emerging societies may experience the same problems, such as
a weakened economy and weakened political institutions, but where
there have been widespread abuses of rights there is the additional prob-
lem of ensuring that there is some form of accountability, be it prosecu-
tions or otherwise, for the perpetrators. Accountability, and the form it
takes, may be affected by a number of issues, including the intensity of
the former conflict and abuses, the current status of political institutions
and societal desire for some form of acknowledgement of the past.

Inherent in the accountability process is the idea that there are a num-
ber of practical concessions that must be made. It is not always possible
to punish all those responsible for human rights violations (it would, for
example, have been impossible to try everyone responsible for massacres
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in Rwanda as the number may have been as high as 300,000), nor indeed
is it always possible to punish even those who bear the greatest respon-
sibility, as society may demand an accountability process that does not
involve criminal prosecutions. Indeed the form that the accountability
process may take is a much-debated subject among scholars of transi-
tional justice. The traditional argument revolves around the peace versus
justice paradigm and whether there can be justice without criminal sanc-
tions, and accordingly peace without this form of ‘‘justice’’. Whereas
retribution and justice are often attributed to trials, reconciliation, the
argument goes, may be better achieved in the form of a truth and recon-
ciliation commission.
The trials versus truth commission debate, however, can sometimes be

usurped by the official functioning of some sort of independent inquiry.
In Argentina, for example, the National Commission on Disappeared
Persons was not given prosecutorial powers but had sufficient resources
to complete a comprehensive investigation, culminating in a report,
Nunca Más!, which was later relied on in the trials of some military
leaders. The chapters in this collection all look in some way at how the
law responds to political change in post-conflict societies and how it holds
perpetrators of mass atrocity accountable. Transitional justice issues are
no longer solely the preserve of individual countries; the international
community through its sponsorship of prosecutions and other account-
ability processes has become increasingly involved in restoring order
and dealing with human rights violators. This is a development that is
not welcomed by all; in fact Jeremy Rabkin argues that the idea of global
justice is both undesirable and unattainable; to embrace some form of
international criminal justice, it is asserted, one must accept both a new
understanding of international law and a new understanding of criminal
justice.
If this book tells us anything about societies in transition, it is that there

can be no blanket solution in terms of the form accountability is to take.
As much as each conflict varies, so too do the mechanisms engaged to
deal with it – legal and moral concerns must be balanced with political
reality in determining the appropriate reaction to atrocities. In Chapter
2, Peter Baehr sets out the various procedures, ranging from vengeance
to truth commissions, used by societies in coming to terms with the past.
He identifies a major problem in dealing with the past may be that the
‘‘guilty’’ ones may often be those who are needed for the rebuilding of
society, without whose knowledge and expertise it may be more difficult
to move forward. Baehr concludes the chapter by noting the importance
of giving the past some sort of official recognition, although he is sceptical
about the extent to which societies can learn from past experience. The
collective memory, he notes, is short.
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Chapters 3 and 4 look at the timing, nature and form that transitional
justice must take. Rama Mani examines some of the core questions that
concern the search for justice, reconciliation and the rule of law in post-
conflict societies. These include issues that must be resolved before the
decision to pursue transitional justice is taken and the processes and
measures of reconciliation and transitional justice embarked upon after
conflict. Mani concludes that peace and justice are irrevocably inter-
connected, interdependent and mutually reinforcing and can and must
be pursued in tandem. Reparative justice, she asserts, underscores the
requirement of a broader, more realistic framework to respond to the di-
verse needs in post-conflict societies. Helena Cobban looks in particular
at transitional justice and conflict termination in Mozambique, Rwanda
and South Africa in Chapter 4. Although the three countries underwent
markedly different experiences, Cobban stresses that this does not mean
that one cannot extract general lessons from them, rather it points to
which kind of conflict termination and post-violence policies can make
the most constructive approach to building a sustainable peace.

In Chapter 5, Jorge Heine examines some of the dilemmas of dealing
with the past in new democracies and gives an insightful account of the
trials of Augusto Pinochet. Heine looks at the idea of truth and recon-
ciliation commissions as a compromise between blanket amnesties and
special prosecutions, using the examples of Argentina, Chile and South
Africa, and concludes that they are the product of the need of statesmen
and politicians more generally to come to terms with the past. The theme
of justice and reconciliation is explored further in the context of East
Timor in Chapter 6. Jeff Kingston outlines the process of dealing with
human rights abuses in East Timor and attempts at pursuing justice and
holding perpetrators accountable. Kingston explains that justice in East
Timor remains elusive and signs of progress toward achieving it are neg-
ligible, mainly due to Indonesia and an apathetic international commu-
nity. Discovery of the truth alone does not bring reconciliation in the
East Timorese context and the postponement of publication of the report
of the Commission of Reception, Truth and Reconciliation in December
2005 generated dismay. Kingston also considers the establishment of the
Commission for Truth and Friendship in 2005 and whether this will ulti-
mately provide any solace given that its establishment has been criticized
as providing impunity to perpetrators and denying victims future access
to justice.

If the idea that criminal punishments are necessary still dominates the
transitional justice landscape, then the case of Sierra Leone presents an
interesting example of the peace versus justice dichotomy, having experi-
enced both a truth commission and a special court, which were held si-
multaneously for a time. Whilst the truth commission concluded with the
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dissemination of its final report in October 2004, in Chapter 8 we are
given an interesting insight into the workings of the Special Court by
Prosecutor David Crane, who outlines succinctly the practical challenges
of investigating and indicting those allegedly responsible for massive
human rights violations. The Special Court for Sierra Leone is vested
with trying those who bear the greatest responsibility for war crimes,
crimes against humanity and other violations of international humanitar-
ian law committed during the conflict in that country. The fact that not
everyone responsible can be tried is central to the idea of prosecutorial
discretion, which has existed in international criminal justice since the
Nuremberg trials. Matthew Brubacher explores this concept in Chapter
9 and evaluates what it means in practice at the international tribunals
and the International Criminal Court. Brubacher argues that whilst the
International Criminal Court must maintain its independence in pursuing
accountability, the jurisdictional and admissibility criteria of the Court as
well as the need to obtain effective cooperation requires it to pursue a
process of international consensus building.
Where prosecutions are neither possible nor desirable, alternatives

may be sought. These are investigated by Gerald Gahima in Chapter 10,
who looks in particular at the gacaca court system utilized in Rwanda fol-
lowing the 1994 genocide. An exploration of this alternative court system
is an especially useful one, given the fact that there is also a United
Nations-sponsored international criminal tribunal dealing with issues
arising from the horrific events of 1994. Gahima examines the structure
and jurisdiction of the gacaca system as well as the relevant procedures
and penalties, and provides a critical evaluation of the system. The
Rwanda tribunal and its counterpart, established to prosecute those re-
sponsible for atrocities committed in the former Yugoslavia, have natu-
rally come under close scrutiny from the international legal community.
The following two chapters deal with the vexed issue of the impartiality,
or lack thereof, of international criminal judges. Diane Amann uses the
term ‘‘impartiality deficit’’ to describe how demands for fairness and jus-
tice centre almost exclusively on victims, with scant regard to the corol-
lary rights of alleged perpetrators. In order to achieve a justice system
free of impartiality deficit, therefore, its founding charter must allude to
the defence function, equal in status, resources and respect to the judi-
cial, administrative and prosecutorial functions. Amann concludes by ad-
vocating that international criminal justice proceed alongside efforts to
confront and correct errors inherent in it. In Chapter 12, William Schabas
addresses the question of independence and impartiality of the judiciary
in the ad hoc tribunals for the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda and Sierra Le-
one as well as in the International Criminal Court. The chapter analyses
the independence and impartiality of judges by examining issues related
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to their qualifications, selection, training and conditions of service. Scha-
bas concludes that there are structural weaknesses in the system, albeit
that judicial independence and impartiality has been better protected by
the International Criminal Court than by the ad hoc tribunals.

In the transitional justice arena it is perhaps fair to say that no issue
provokes more division and controversy than that of amnesties. Whilst
the major international non-governmental organizations and numerous
legal scholars argue that amnesties are illegal under international law, if
not for all crimes then at least for the most heinous, they have been used
to great effect in some transitional societies, South Africa being a case in
point. Because of the controversial nature of amnesties, it is often forgot-
ten that they can allow for some measure of accountability and do not
have to be mechanisms behind which perpetrators of human rights
abuses can shelter with impunity. The final two contributions address
the vexed issues arising from amnesty, exile and the duty to prosecute.
Leila Sadat argues that the legal effect of any particular grant of amnesty
or exile will be determined, in part, by the forum before which the am-
nesty is invoked. Michael Scharf concludes the collection of essays with
a look at the contemporary debates surrounding the idea of relinquishing
criminal prosecutions in the attempt to guarantee sustainable peace.

The long-held view that there should be a permanent forum where in-
ternational justice would be ‘‘seen to be done’’ received a huge boost
with the establishment of the International Criminal Court. The complex
issues arising from international criminal justice and accountability for
atrocity remain, however. This collection brings together contributions
from some of the leading scholars in the transitional and international
justice legal field. It is hoped that the theoretical analysis and pertinent
case examples will be of assistance to both practitioners and scholars
alike.

Note

1. A. Mack, ed. (2005) Human Security Report (Vancouver: The Human Security Centre:
17) states ‘‘. . . in terms of battle-deaths, the 1990s was the least violent decade since the
end of World War II. By the beginning of the 21st century, the probability of any country
being embroiled in an armed conflict was lower than at any time since the early 1950s.’’
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2

How to come to terms with the past

Peter R. Baehr

The truth is something that trials can acknowledge, but not something that legal
processes are needed to discover.1

The moral consideration . . . is one of amending historical injustices.2

All national societies tend to remember – if not glorify – their past. Na-
tional history is taught in school in order to make the young people
aware of what happened to the nation in its past. It is seen as a contribu-
tion to the creation and upholding of a national identity, in addition to
such symbols as the national flag, the national anthem and, in some cases,
the national language – all of which should be treated with respect. This
applies both to the distant past as well as to more recent events. Organiz-
ing days of remembrance is one way of emphasizing what happened in the
past.3 In the Netherlands, a small Western European country that was
occupied by Nazi Germany between 1940 and 1945, ‘‘the war’’ is the sub-
ject of national commemoration – on the fourth of May, when a period of
two minutes of silence is observed4 in commemoration of the war dead,
while the day after is celebrated by many people as a national holiday. It
has been suggested by some that such celebrations tend to die out when
there are no more survivors who have personal memories of what has
happened. That need not be necessarily so. In the United Kingdom, for
instance, to this very day, the dead of the First World War are widely
commemorated on Armistice Day by people wearing paper poppies5 on
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their lapels, and (mainly British) schoolchildren continue to tend war
graves in France and Belgium.6

All this refers to the glorious past. But what about less glorious events?
In the Netherlands, which tends to glorify its World War II resistance
fighters, a higher percentage of its Jewish population was killed than in
any other Western European country.7 Historians have suggested that
this was not only due to greater German efficiency, but also to the activ-
ities of Dutch collaborators.8

Such a less glorious past is of particular relevance to persons accused
of having been guilty of gross violations of human rights and interna-
tional humanitarian law. They have committed international crimes such
as genocide; torture; cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment or punish-
ment; disappearances; wanton killings; abductions; death in detention;
rape; ‘‘ethnic cleansing’’; robbery; and ill-treatment of civilians –
practices with which we in this day and age have become well familiar.
The question of accountability for such acts arises whenever a change of
regime has occurred, either because of internal political developments
or by means of international intervention: Argentina, Cambodia, Chile,
Guatemala, Germany after reunification, Czechoslovakia after the fall of
the Communist regime, the former Yugoslavia, South Africa after the
end of apartheid, Peru, Sierra Leone – to name just a few. In some cases
such persons are tried by domestic courts, in other cases international
criminal tribunals are established, as with the former Yugoslavia and
Rwanda. In other cases a process of ‘‘lustration’’ is established: a system
of inspection to determine whether such persons are qualified to hold of-
ficial positions under the new administration. In almost 30 countries, so-
called ‘‘truth and reconciliation commissions’’ have been established.

In some of these cases, actual punishment of the culprits is at issue,
while in others it is mainly the gathering of information about what has
happened in the past. In many cases, such as that of the so-called ‘‘dis-
appearances’’ in countries such as Argentina and Chile, the relatives and
friends of the victims more or less knew already or at least had strong
suspicions about what had happened. The famous ‘‘Mothers of the Plaza
de Mayo’’ in Buenos Aires, who held their weekly silent demonstra-
tions,9 harboured little hope that they would ever see their loved ones
again. But what they and others who ask for truth-finding want is official
confirmation of what has happened: on the part of the government, the
courts, other public officials or, for that matter, a truth and reconciliation
commission. Such official confirmation may take the form of financial rep-
arations, though full financial compensation for what has happened is in
itself impossible. How could a mother who lost her son, a wife who lost
her husband, be financially compensated?
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The most extensive financial reparations have been paid by the Ger-
man government to the victims of the Nazi-regime: Wiedergutmachung.10
All in all, almost DM 100 billion have been paid out to the victims and
their surviving relatives. Not all former victims were willing to accept
such reparations, but what is important is that the German government
in this way acknowledged its involvement in what had happened in the
period 1933–1945. This in itself was more important than the actual size
of the financial reparations. The term Wiedergutmachung (‘‘making good
again’’) deserves some special attention. Obviously, the Nazi crimes can-
not be made good again. What has happened has happened. As Nicholas
Tavuchis, in his book about apologies, has rightly observed, ‘‘An apology
no matter how sincere or effective, does not and cannot undo what has
been done.’’11 What the post-World War II West German government
meant, by using that term, was to do their utmost to show its distancing
from what had happened in the past by its willingness to pay damages to
the victims and their next of kin.
A special form of recognition of guilt that has received much attention

in recent years is the offering of ‘‘apologies’’ for what has happened in
the past.12 This can happen in the form of an official statement by the
newly created government. Thus, President Patricio Aylwin of Chile has,
on behalf of the state, offered apologies to the victims of the misdeeds of
the Pinochet regime and to their relatives. The United Methodist Church,
a few years ago, offered its apologies for the slaughter of more than 200
Native Americans in 1864 by an army unit that was commanded by a
Methodist lay preacher. The Argentine Roman Catholic Church, at the
request of the Pope, had asked for forgiveness for the involvement of
priests in the ‘‘dirty war’’ during the military dictatorship that lasted
from 1976 to 1983. There is, however, always the problem of the extent
of responsibility of today’s governments for misdeeds committed by its
predecessors. Should the present US government be held responsible for
the slaughter of Native American tribes and should it apologize to their
descendants? Should the Clinton administration, or the Bush administra-
tion for that matter, have apologized to the people of Viet Nam? Should
the government of President Nelson Mandela have apologized to the vic-
tims of apartheid (Mandela being one of these victims himself)? When
Queen Beatrix visited Indonesia in 1995, the matter of apologies came
up in public discussions in the Netherlands. The Dutch government was
not in favour of letting her offer apologies to the people of Indonesia as
had been suggested. Apologies for what? For three hundred years of co-
lonial domination? The bloody subjection of Aceh by Dutch troops at the
beginning of the twentieth century? The military actions of 1947 and
1948? It is certain that some form of symbolic action may be more effec-
tive than the offering of formal apologies. When German Chancellor
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Willy Brandt kneeled down in front of the monument for Jewish victims
in Warsaw in 1970, it made a strong impression on many people all over
the world.

A major problem when dealing with these matters is that the guilty
ones are often persons who are also needed for the rebuilding of society.
They command knowledge and expertise that is hard to do without.
Sometimes, they are politically important persons who still hold impor-
tant political positions and are not willing to go before a court or commis-
sion. Or they may hold information that they can use by way of blackmail
against the new leaders. Moreover, there are such considerations as ‘‘we
have to move on’’, ‘‘let bygones be bygones’’, ‘‘forgive and forget’’,
‘‘clear the decks’’. This explains the efforts to move from ‘‘truth’’ toward
‘‘reconciliation’’. The German sociologist Theodor Adorno has spoken in
this connection of ‘‘false reconciliation’’: ‘‘The attitude that it would be
proper for everything to be forgiven and forgotten by those who were
wronged is expressed by the party that committed the injustice.’’13 A
precondition for any form of investigation of what has taken place in
the past is that the regime that was responsible for such acts has been
replaced. After all, it is not very likely that the guilty ones, as long as
they are still in power, will be prepared to cooperate in such investi-
gations. After the change of regime, a period of transition takes place
during which society must decide how to deal with the past. This paper
deals with alternatives to adjudication: vengeance, denial and truth and
reconciliation commissions. The latter are discussed somewhat more at
length.

Vengeance

A simple way of dealing with the past is vengeance or the taking of
revenge.14 During the German occupation of the Netherlands, the idea
of a Bijltjesdag (day of reckoning) was often discussed. Such a process
of unsystematic overall revenge was fortunately avoided, but there was
something called ‘‘Special Criminal Procedures’’ (Bijzondere Rechtspleg-
ing), which is nowadays looked upon with somewhat mixed feelings.
Under those procedures, the death penalty, which had not been practised
in the Netherlands for a great number of years, was reintroduced and war
40 criminals (35 of Dutch nationality and 5 Germans) were executed.15
The death sentence of four German war criminals was commuted to life
imprisonment. Repeated calls for their release caused considerable
public uproar. It took until 1989 – that is, 44 years after the war had
ended – until the last two remaining prisoners were released.
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Directly after the war, the heads of Moffenmeiden, women who had
had sexual relations with German military men, were shaved and publicly
exhibited. It took until the end of the 1980s before children of Dutch
national-socialists dared to publish their personal post-war experiences.16
Reading such memoirs leaves one with a sense of embarrassment about
the way in which innocent children of guilty parents were treated after
the war.
Acts of vengeance – however understandable against the background

of the crimes that were committed – do not fit with the rule of law. If
people take the law in their own hands, justice is not served but rather
becomes personal revenge or ostracism. Under the rule of law, there is
supposed to be an independent court whose members, while not being
personally involved with the case, sift the evidence and apply general
rules of evidence to individual cases. Under fair trial procedures, the ac-
cused has the right to a defence of his choice, who is given sufficient time
and opportunity to examine the evidence. When a trial is no more than
an act of vengeance, the system is fundamentally flawed. The secret trial
of the Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceauşescu and his wife, at the end of
1989, which led to their execution, is notorious. That ‘‘trial’’ was in
fact pure revenge. Human rights organizations such as Amnesty Interna-
tional, who held no sympathy whatever toward the accused, rightly pro-
tested against the unfairness of that trial. Similarly, the early genocide
trials in Rwanda failed to meet elementary international standards of jus-
tice. Some defendants had no legal representation; others had lawyers
without time to prepare. ‘‘The trials themselves were revenge.’’17 Many
people are questioning the way justice is being served on alleged terror-
ists imprisoned in the US naval base at Guantánamo, Cuba. It took until
very recently for the US Supreme Court to rule that procedures under
US law are applicable at Guantánamo.

Denial

In contrast to revenge, there are those who deny that in the past anything
wrong has taken place,18 or that, if such was the case, that the people of
the present have anything to do with it. The most far-reaching are those
that deny the existence of Nazi extermination camps (‘‘Holocaust de-
nial’’). Until quite recently, such thinking could be dismissed as only
that held by a few neo-Nazi freaks, but one can no longer close one’s
eyes to such ideas, since highly respected persons such as Abbé Pierre
expressed sympathy for them.19 In Germany, the expression of such
ideas is a criminal offence, which raises of course important problems
such as the limits of freedom of expression. The case of the British histo-
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rian David Irving, who lost a court case in 2000, after he had accused a
fellow historian, Deborah Lipstadt, of libel is a well-known one. She had
described him as a shoddy historian who had suggested that the Holo-
caust had never taken place.20 There are more examples of such denial.

In Japan after the Second World War, war crimes trials were held, as
in Nuremberg, by an international tribunal, entirely composed of non-
Japanese, dealing with the trial of individual war criminals. Different
from post-war Germany, in Japan no official recognition of any form of
‘‘war guilt’’ has been expressed.21 On the contrary, to the great irritation
of other Asian countries, such as China and Korea, which had suffered
strongly from Japanese atrocities during the war, Japanese leaders
tended to deny any form of guilt or complicity with violations of human-
itarian law during World War II. Repeatedly, protests were lodged
against the presentation of the war in Japanese schoolbooks, which ap-
parently showed little understanding for Japanese guilt.22 This denial of
guilt has frequently arisen in the cases of the so-called ‘‘comfort women’’,
about 200,000 mainly Asian women who during the Japanese occupation
where forced into prostitution with Japanese military men. The Japanese
government has apologized for this behaviour and helped to set up a pri-
vate fund to compensate the women. Most of the survivors have refused
the money, saying they wanted direct compensation from the Japanese
government itself. In January 1997, Japan’s chief government spokesman
was quoted by Japanese news media as saying that the Asian women sent
to front-line brothels were simply trying to make money and were no dif-
ferent from Japanese prostitutes who were operating legally in Japan at
the time. In early 2007, the matter came up again when the United States
Congress considered a draft resolution demanding a formal apology by
Japan for the wartime brothels. Prime Minister Shinzo Abe denied the
charges, stating, ‘‘There is no evidence to prove there was coercion, noth-
ing to support it’’. The Chinese Foreign Minister, for his part, urged Japan
to accept responsibility for its use of sex slaves during World War II. The
Japanese Government did not show great eagerness to do so.23

The situation in Communist East Germany, the German Democratic
Republic (GDR), was quite different. There, the Nazi past was recog-
nized, but dealt with as if the GDR had nothing to do with it. The com-
munist state of peasants, workers and soldiers was founded on the ruins
of the Third Reich, but any involvement with that past was systematically
denied. It looked almost as if history had started anew on 7 October 1949,
when Walter Ulbricht and Otto Grotewohl began to function as party
leaders in the new Soviet-dominated state. That is also the reason why
the GDR has never been involved in any kind of Wiedergutmachung.
There was nothing to compensate, as all involvement with the Nazi past
was systematically denied.
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Later, after the demise of the GDR, the German situation offered an-
other model for dealing with the past, with the opening of the Stasi (East
German secret police) files. It gave victims of the secret police the oppor-
tunity to read about what had happened to them and who the perpetra-
tors were.24 However, there is also the danger that individual reputations
can be tarnished without due process – a danger of witch hunting and in-
vasion of privacy. While making information available should be judged
positively, there is the danger of the improper use of such information.
This is especially the case if it is accompanied by a system of ‘‘lustration’’,
as in the former Czechoslovakia, where former government officials were
denied the right to serve in the government, because of their involvement
in the criticized conduct of the prior regime, without due process.
Ignoring the past comes close to denying it. For example, for many

years what happened during the civil war in Spain was widely ignored.
The Franco regime had of course reasons of its own not to stress
the atrocities committed by its soldiers, but even after the ending of the
Franco regime little was done by the Spanish government to reveal the
truth. Only recently, stronger voices are heard to deal with that past. An
Association for the Recovery of Historic Memory was founded that is
trying to create an independent truth commission and has asked the
United Nations to request that Spain open its archives to help citizens to
locate the bodies of family members that were killed during the civil war
and dumped in mass graves by Franco’s military forces.25 A book pub-
lished in April 2004 – that is, 65 years after the civil war ended – called
The Silent Graves, by Montse Armengou and Richard Belis, compared
the killings to the Holocaust and criticized Spanish politicians and jour-
nalists for paying too little attention to the killings.26 In September
2004, it was reported that the Spanish government had decided to rebury
the Republican victims of summary executions and to rehabilitate these
victims ‘‘juridically and morally’’. A presidential commission was set up
to deal with these matters.27
Other governments may, on the contrary, have political reasons to

keep the past alive. For instance, the Tutsi-dominated government of
Rwanda has turned places where acts of genocide occurred in 1991, such
as churches, where Tutsis and moderate Hutus had fled and where they
were cruelly murdered, into sites of commemoration. Heaps of skulls
and the belongings of the victims are put on display to remind the citizens
of Rwanda of what happened in the past, perhaps in the hope that it thus
may not happen again.
It should be clear from the illustrations provided above that there may

be political reasons both for denying (or forgetting) as well as for reveal-
ing the past. It is thus clearly not solely a matter of keeping a straight and
reliable historical record.
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International adjudication

After the international tribunals of Nuremberg and Tokyo of 1946, it took
until 1993 before a decision was reached to set up a comparable tribunal:
the one on the former Yugoslavia, followed by that on Rwanda. Surpris-
ingly enough, these tribunals came into being by decisions of the UN Se-
curity Council, a body whose mandate it is to look after the maintenance
of international peace and security, which does not necessarily include
finding ways of dealing with culprits of violations of human rights and
international humanitarian law. It was mainly for political reasons that
the cases of the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda were singled out for
judgement. There is certainly no legal reason why human rights in these
countries should be dealt with and similar events in countries such as
Burundi, Cambodia, Somalia, Liberia or Zaire/Congo (to name only a
few of the more notorious ones) not. Since 1948, the International Law
Commission had studied the possibility of setting up a permanent inter-
national criminal court, but it took until 1994 for the Commission to sub-
mit a full, elaborate proposal, leading to the acceptance of the Statute of
the International Criminal Court in 1998, which has now set up its offices
in the Hague. Major powers, such as the United States, China and India
have refused to become parties to the Statute. The United States has on
various occasions expressed its opposition to the notion that US citizens
were to be tried by the Court.28 It has put considerable pressure on other
states not to extradite US citizens to the Court. This attitude is somewhat
surprising, given the fact that the mandate of the Court is of a supple-
mentary nature; the Court may only act in the absence of action by the
national courts of the state concerned.

The decision by the Security Council determined the political character
of the two tribunals. Though staffed by eminent jurists of a high moral
character, certain decisions remain clearly outside its mandate, for po-
litical reasons. So far it has appeared impossible to arrest two persons
who have been indicted by the Yugoslavia Tribunal: the Bosnian Serb
leaders Radovan Karadžić and Ratko Mladić, although allied soldiers
serving with the NATO-led forces in Bosnia encounter the two of them
regularly. This brings us to the general problem of peace versus justice,
which has been discussed at length in the literature.29 There is a perma-
nent fear that pursuit of criminal prosecutions could interfere with po-
litical agreements that were necessary to end, and keep ended, both
the fighting among combatants and the more numerous attacks on and
abuses of civilians. This clearly diminishes the authority of the Tribunal.
According to the Belgian sociologist Luc Huyse, the crucial challenge
consists in finding a balance between the call for justice and the need for
political prudence, ‘‘or in other words, to reconcile ethical imperatives

HOW TO COME TO TERMS WITH THE PAST 13



and political constraints’’.30 However, this problem has by no means been
resolved. Will the pronouncements of such a tribunal be accepted? Will
it, in other words, fit the sense of justice of the population concerned?
The strength of the international criminal tribunals is that they help to

serve to individualize guilt. However, one may pause to wonder to what
extent this is indeed an advantage, if one considers Daniel Goldhagen’s
thesis that most of the German people were to a greater or lesser extent
involved in the extermination of the Jews.31 Should all Germans have
been punished then? Or only some of them? And by whom? One may
well agree with the idea of the lowest common denominator as formu-
lated by David Forsythe: ‘‘Perhaps the best that can be said of the Court
in the light of the Dayton peace agreement is that once created the Court
generated pressures that diplomats could not ignore.’’32
The activities of the criminal tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and

Rwanda and the establishment of the International Criminal Court all
point in one and the same direction: present and would-be perpetrators
should be aware that there may come a day of reckoning in the not so
distant future. The case of former Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet
shows that national courts also have become more active than in the past
in prosecuting such criminals.33

Truth and reconciliation commissions

Truth and reconciliation commissions are a relatively new phenomenon.
They appear on the scene after a change of regime, when those who have
been engaged in gross violations of human rights have given up their po-
sitions of power and been replaced by another, often democratic regime.
The chairman of the South African truth and reconciliation commission,
Bishop Desmond Tutu, has addressed the main function of his commis-
sion as follows:

‘‘So how important is it that the Commission addresses these scars?’’
Bishop Tutu: ‘‘Absolutely crucial. You see there are some people who have

tried to be very facile and let bygones be bygones: they want us to have a na-
tional amnesia. And you have to keep saying to those people that to pretend
that nothing happened, to not acknowledge that something horrendous did
happen to them, is to victimise the victims yet again. But even more important,
experience worldwide shows that if you do not deal with a dark past such as
ours, effectively look the beast in the eye, that beast is not going to lie down
quietly; it is going, as sure as anything, to come back and haunt you horren-
dously. We are saying we need to deal with this past as quickly as possible –
acknowledge that we have a disgraceful past – then close the door on it and
concentrate on the present and the future.
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‘‘This is the purpose of the Commission; it is just a small part of a process in
which the whole nation must be engaged.’’34

Priscilla Hayner, who has done a major study on the subject, defines
truth and reconciliation commissions as ‘‘bodies set up to investigate a past
history of human rights in a particular country – which can include viola-
tions by the military of other government forces or by armed opposition
forces.’’35 The main objective of such commissions is to reveal the facts
of human rights violations under the previous regime. They explicitly do
not have the objective of adjudication, but of reconciliation after the facts
have been revealed. Especially the truth commissions that were set up in
Chile, after the fall of the Pinochet regime, and the one in South Africa
have received a great deal of attention. Similar commissions have oper-
ated in Argentina, Chad, El Salvador, Guatemala and, most recently,
Peru.

The composition of such commissions requires a great deal of care, in
order to avoid the impression that they have been established with cer-
tain political objectives in mind or in order to whitewash the past. Its
members must have the confidence of the public. This may or may not
be stimulated by including foreign nationals in the commission, as hap-
pened, for instance, in the cases of El Salvador, Guatemala and Sierra
Leone.36 Their independence must be guaranteed. Independence, that
is from the government. Therefore, José Zalaquett, who was a prominent
member of the Chilean Commission, has argued that the commission
should be financed by the state, not by the government: ‘‘It is impor-
tant that the government secures the necessary funds before the com-
mission begins its work. It should not reserve the right to suspend
funding.’’37

Some of these commissions have considerable powers. The one in
South Africa had the authority to compel witnesses to appear and to
hear them under oath. It could even offer a perpetrator indemnity (‘‘am-
nesty’’) for the human rights violations he disclosed, provided he per-
formed them with political motives and disclosed full information on
who was involved, who gave the orders, what was the objective of the
action and so on. The Commission must decide whether the violation in
question constituted such a political act.

The first and foremost task of the commission is to present the true
facts, or rather to recognize those facts. After all, often the true facts are
already well known among the people involved, but they ask for an offi-
cial recognition. Hayner has called this ‘‘sanctioned fact-finding’’. She
quotes then-director of Americas Watch, Juan Mendez: ‘‘Knowledge that
is officially sanctioned, and thereby made ‘part of the public cognitive
scene’ acquires a mysterious quality that is not there when it is ‘truth’.’’38
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Michelle Parlevliet has listed the following useful list of objectives to be
attained by truth commissions:
� The rehabilitation of victims and the restoration of their dignity;
� The assertion of the rule of law and the building of a human rights
culture;

� The legitimization of the State and its institutions;
� The establishment of an authoritative record of the past that can pre-
vent future manipulation and distortion;

� The creation of a so-called ‘‘collective memory’’ that should contribute
to a moral revival and provide the basis for national unity; and

� The education of the population and the deterrence of potential perpe-
trators.39

Not all of these objectives will be equally reached by each and every truth
commission. It would seem that the establishment of an authoritative rec-
ord of the past is common to all of them. Whether, as Parlevliet suggests,
that will help to ‘‘prevent future manipulation and distortion’’ will de-
pend on the particular circumstances of the case.
The recognition of the facts should help such events from occurring

again in the future. It was therefore that the report of the Argentinian
National Commission on Disappeared Persons was given the title Nunca
Más! (Never Again!). Establishing a truth and reconciliation commission
is often rather controversial.40 On the one hand, there are those who pre-
fer a policy of ‘‘forgiving and forgetting’’ and who are of the opinion that
this process may be harmed by the establishment of a truth and reconcil-
iation commission. Opposite to this is the idea that true forgiveness is
possible only after the recognition of the facts. Also, the former perpetra-
tors are, for obvious reasons, not very enthusiastic about the idea, unless
of course it is accompanied by a process of amnesty, as in South Africa.
There remains always the danger that a truth and reconciliation commis-
sion will contribute to the whitewashing of the misdeeds of a previous
regime. See for example the following statement by Ntsiki Biko, widow
of the slain South African anti-apartheid activist Steve Biko:

To me it is an insult [to be asked to testify before the South African Truth and
Reconciliation Commission], because all that is needed is to have the perpetra-
tors taken to a proper court of justice. . . . I doubt very much whether they can
convince me that this Truth Commission is going to bring us reconciling: one
would think of reconciling after justice, but justice must be done first.
It can never be easy. To me, really, it is just opening the wounds for nothing.

Because these people are going to go to the Commission – I suppose they have
applied or their names have been taken. But if they go there, are they going to
tell the truth? Or are they going to lie so they will get amnesty?41
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Another question is whether, next to members of the governing re-
gime, the military and the police, members of the opposition should also
be called to account before a truth and reconciliation commission. The
relative success of the operation in South Africa can only be understood
against the background of the towering presence of President Nelson
Mandela, who saw to it that the truth commission received a considerable
amount of public trust. This included his appointment of Bishop Des-
mond Tutu, who was seen as a man of great personal integrity, as chair
of the commission, as well as his insistence that the misdeeds of the
African National Congress were also explicitly included in the investiga-
tion. In neighbouring Namibia, the government of President Sam Nu-
joma has remained adamantly opposed to the whole idea of a truth
and reconciliation commission. As the former leader of the South West
African People’s Organization, which itself was responsible for torture
and disappearances during its fight for independence, he did and does
not want such practices to be officially acknowledged. In contrast, in
South Africa there was a powerful political consensus, created by Presi-
dent Mandela, for setting up such a commission; this was obviously lack-
ing in Namibia.

If one wants to establish such a commission, a number of questions
must be answered regarding the scope of its mandate, the time period to
be covered, the question of whether its activities should be published,
and the question of whether the names of the culprits should be made
public.42 The question must also be answered whether it should begin
its activities as soon as possible after the change of regime or whether it
is wiser to have some time elapse.43 In favour of starting quickly is that
public attention may wane after too much time has gone by. On the other
hand, this may also be an argument to wait a little, so that emotions have
cooled down and the commission can do its work in an atmosphere suit-
able for quiet and dispassionate analysis.

Finally, there is the important aspect of transparency of the process,
which received special attention in the case of South Africa. The South
African writer Antjie Krog, who has written a moving account of what
happened at the South African truth commission, has made a powerful
plea for openness of the process:

It is crucial to us that the Commission and its narratives be captured as fully as
possible on ordinary news bulletins. Even people who do no more than listen to
the news should be given a full understanding of the essence of the Commis-
sion, and hear quite a few of its stories. This means that the past has to be put
into hard news gripping enough to make bulletin headlines, into reports that
the bulletin-writers in Johannesburg cannot ignore. To do this we will have to
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use the full spectrum of hard news techniques and where necessary develop
and reform them according to our needs.44

Conclusion

Human beings are able to commit all kinds of ‘‘inhuman’’ acts. This ob-
servation is true for all times and for all places.45 What we like to call
‘‘humanitarian’’ is a thin layer of civilization, which is ruptured time and
again. The atrocities committed by the Nazis and their accomplices and
the ethnic cleansing operations in the former Yugoslavia serve to demon-
strate that this observation applies also to the western world as well.
These are violations of international rules of human rights and humani-
tarian law. Fortunately enough, after a longer or shorter period the viola-
tions always come to an end. Then the question must be faced: what next?
How does one find a proper balance between the call for justice and po-
litical prudence? One thing is clear: most of the victims, their relatives
and survivors, consider revelation of what has really happened of the ut-
most importance. This fact contains an assignment to society: to chart the
past as well as possible and give it official recognition.
Two of the approaches discussed must, for obvious reasons, be rejected

out of hand: acts of revenge and denial of the past. Vengeance is uncon-
trollable, violates the rule of law and holds no guarantee whatever that
the guilty will be punished or the truth revealed. The same is true of
denying the past. Offering financial reparation or other forms of com-
pensation are at least gestures toward the victims and their relatives,
and thus an official recognition of the past, which therefore is of great
importance. It need not necessarily contribute toward revealing the past.
The latter objective can be served either by adjudication, whether na-

tional or international, or by the establishment of a truth and reconcilia-
tion commission. It is difficult to say which of these should be preferred.
If adjudication according to the rules of fair trial is possible and the guilty
ones can be caught and convicted, this should be preferred. But political
circumstances do not always allow this procedure. In the absence of the
proper preconditions for fair trial and in the absence of a permanent in-
ternational tribunal, the establishment of a truth and reconciliation com-
mission may be helpful. It should be added, however, that it remains for
the time being an open question whether finding the ‘‘truth’’ will always
contribute to reconciliation. Truth finding may also reveal feelings of
resentment and open old wounds. In such cases ‘‘truth’’ and ‘‘reconcilia-
tion’’ do not necessarily go together. However, in the end, one has to start
finding the truth first and then see whether or not it will lead to reconcil-
iation. It should be clear that reconciliation is a long-term process for
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every society. It has been suggested that true reconciliation requires a
focus on social justice and a concern with socio-economic conditions.46
However, whether or not the process of reconciliation turns out to be
successful, leaving war crimes unpunished is worse: it leaves the cycle of
impunity unbroken. The process of truth finding and truth telling may be
as important as its actual outcome.

Truth commissions tend to emphasize the role of the victims, while
criminal trials focus on the perpetrators.47 The former is a quasi-judicial
process, whereas the latter is a real judicial process. In this context, it will
be quite revealing to observe the further development of the process in
Sierra Leone, which is one of the few countries that has experienced
both a truth commission and an ad hoc criminal court.48 It may be wise
to set one’s sights not too high and to be satisfied with whatever one can
achieve. In this context, it is fitting to cite Michael Ignatieff, who has de-
scribed the potential achievements of a truth and reconciliation commis-
sion as follows: ‘‘All that a truth commission can achieve is to reduce the
number of lies that can be circulated unchallenged in public discourse. . . .
The past is an argument and the function of truth commissions, like the
function of honest historians, is simply to purify the argument, to narrow
the range of permissible lies.’’49

There is reason to be somewhat sceptical about the extent to which
societies are able to learn from past experience. Nunca Más is a noble
objective, but the question remains whether it can be realized and, if so,
for how long. The collective memory of society is short. Nevertheless, to
try to reveal the truth is better than to do nothing at all.
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Does power trump morality?
Reconciliation or transitional
justice?

Rama Mani

Introduction

This chapter addresses some of the core questions that lie at the heart of
the search for justice, reconciliation and the rule of law in the aftermath
of conflict. The first section consists of a brief examination of the vexed
issues that must be debated and resolved before the very decision is
taken to pursue transitional justice (TJ) and to design and implement a
transitional-justice policy. These are questions about the timing of
transitional-justice measures and the ripeness of the situation for such
justice and about achieving the problematic balance between politics and
ethics. It also raises the question of what kind of justice we wish to pursue
and the remit and scope of this justice. It underscores the need for a
broader definition of justice that includes the social and distributive and
the legal or rule of law dimensions.

The second section turns its attention to the processes and measures of
reconciliation and transitional justice embarked upon after conflict. Start-
ing from an understanding of the original intent and current standing of
reconciliation, some of the problems of pursuing reconciliation through
TJ are explored. The chapter examines why, paradoxically, transitional-
justice measures may often fail to deliver the kind of reconciliation
sought after conflict. It then seeks to make some practical recommen-
dations for future practice, structured around the concept of reparative
justice.

Atrocities and international accountability: Beyond transitional justice, Hughes, Schabas and

Thakur (eds), United Nations University Press, 2007, ISBN 978-92-808-1141-4
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Timing and ripeness: Remarrying peace with justice

Here I address three key questions briefly: first, does power always trump
morality and law, that is, will political ‘‘pragmatism’’ always win over the
moral and legal argument to pursue transitional justice, and, therefore,
will peace and justice always be in tension? Second, is it always politics
that is paramount, or are there other factors in the tension between
peace and justice? And third, is transitional justice a matter of timing,
and when is the best time to implement it?

Does power trump morality?

There is an age-old tension between the political reality of ending costly
conflict and bringing violators to justice.1 While, on the one hand, there
is the imperative of ending war’s abuses or removing brutal dictators as
soon as possible by getting warlords to the negotiating table and offering
them sweeteners; on the other hand there are the moral and legal re-
quirements and the public demands to bring them to justice. Today, the
former political imperative seems all the more pressing because conflict
is so brutal in human terms and devastating in material terms that there
is urgent pressure to terminate conflict in order to save lives and limit
damage. Furthermore, the violence and insecurity that continues long
after conflict and the continuing military power and weaponry in posses-
sion of warlords mean that the threat of a return to hostilities is very real.
This is no empty threat but a reality, as experienced with Jonas Savimbi
in Angola, with Charles Taylor in Liberia and with Afghan warlords as-
sociated with the US-led coalition in Afghanistan.
Nevertheless, offering war criminals political power ensures that this

new ‘‘peaceful’’ dispensation will be discredited in public eyes and seen
as illegitimate if old war criminals continue to enjoy power with impunity.
It is impossible to build an independent and fair rule of law and obtain
security and legitimate governance in such conditions. The population
will lack trust and confidence in leaders who are the very persons that
abused them during war. This was the clear opinion of the majority of
the population in Afghanistan following the forced departure of the Tali-
ban, when warlords allied with the Coalition forces were given governor-
ships and Ministries as compensation for their alliance.2 Offering a safe
exit, such as exile in a third country in exchange for relinquishing power,
as with Charles Taylor of Liberia and Bertrand Aristide in Haiti, is not
ideal either because such charismatic and powerful leaders continue to
manipulate the political situation even from afar. The population remains
gripped by uninterrupted fear of a violent return and reversal of peace,
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and continued public distrust and a climate of fear persist. In many cases,
groups that have pressured for justice against violators undergo a last
minute volte-face during peace negotiations and adopt a policy of total
or conditional amnesty. This was the case with the South West Africa
People’s Organization in Namibia, the Hun Sen government in Cambo-
dia and the rebel Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity movement.

Trends today are ambivalent. On the one hand, we have an unprece-
dented situation with three heads of state and one senior genocide leader
undergoing or likely to undergo trial: Slobodan Milošević, Saddam Hus-
sein, Augusto Pinochet and possibly Khieu Sampan. Yet, Charles Taylor’s
free exit and the lack of justice measures in certain recent transitions, as
in East Timor and Afghanistan, suggest a continuing accommodation of
political power and a negation of both law and public demands for justice.

Economic motives alongside political ones

The trends noted above would suggest that politics often if not always
trumps ethics. However, this may not be the whole answer: Economic ra-
tionales have a larger role to play than is publicly acknowledged. While
political motives for the tension between peace and justice appear para-
mount, there are often other tacit factors and motivations, primarily eco-
nomic, behind such a volte-face in the rhetoric and policy of parties to
a conflict or the reluctance to pursue war criminals. In many countries
where TJ was not pursued or was ‘‘softened’’, this decision was not only
politically but also economically motivated. More specifically, the intent
was to avoid a displacement of economic resources through emigration
of the economic élite and to appease international investors and the fi-
nancial community. While such policies are presented by the political
leadership as being in the interest of ‘‘national unity’’ or ‘‘national
reconciliation’’ – which are indeed real and legitimate motives – an eco-
nomic motive of stability, growth and investment is often underlying or
even predominant. This was the case in Namibia, Mozambique and South
Africa.3

Unfortunately, sometimes the economic causes of conflict are over-
looked in the eagerness to satisfy international donors and the demands
of the global economy. For example, much needed land reform and
economic redistribution is not undertaken in societies emerging from
conflict, for fear of creating economic destabilization and scaring off in-
vestors. However, ignoring these continued grievances that underlied the
war for too long could lead to a backlash later on. In some cases, it could
also become a factor that is open to manipulation and exploitation by po-
litical forces, leading to conflict, as in Zimbabwe.
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These economic factors underlying the decision to pursue or ignore
justice claims are even more important today as the issue is not just about
economic inequality and exclusion but about gross economic crimes and
war economies. The exploitation of natural and precious resources in
the Democratic Republic of Congo by a host of national, regional and
international interests is a vivid case in point. These entrenched war
economies often persist well after conflict is resolved and lead to criminal
violence and organized crime in the volatile post-conflict environment.4
There is a pressing need in this context not only for political accountabil-
ity but also for accountability of internal and international actors for eco-
nomic crimes and war economies.

Is timing of the essence?

There is no doubt that the timing of transitional justice can determine its
success. However, history and experience since 1945 teaches only one
lesson about timing: that it is entirely unpredictable and case-specific, or
sui generis. In Latin American transitions from dictatorship, which took
place primarily during the 1980s, it is only now, two decades later, that
some measure of justice is being pursued against Pinochet and Argentine
generals who benefited from an amnesty at the time of transition.5
In some cases, there is no doubt that justice has to be pursued in the

immediate aftermath and cannot be postponed. This was the case in
Rwanda, due to the sheer enormity of the crimes committed there, and
in Sierra Leone. In some cases, as in Cambodia, all early attempts, in-
cluding by international actors, met with failure in the immediate after-
math of the Khmer Rouge bloodbath, due to insurmountable political
obstacles and lack of political will. However, now, as Khmer Rouge vet-
erans die of old age, the United Nations is continuing to pursue painstak-
ing negotiations with the Cambodian leadership to establish a hybrid trial
within Cambodia, three decades after the deadly events.
Notwithstanding the uncertainty and unpredictability of the time factor,

only one thing is certain: the pulse of the public. In the chaotic aftermath
of divisive conflict, ‘‘public opinion’’ will not be a uniform, homogenous,
consensual single answer that is easy to uncover. Inevitably, there will be
wide differences in opinion among different sectors of the local popu-
lation, particularly on the extent, scope and type of justice desired, and
several will insist on pursuing no accountability at all. However elusive, in
all cases, there is a discernible, perceptible groundswell of public opinion
that is audible to those who care to pay careful attention without leaping
to conclusions or making sweeping generalizations.
It is not easy to conduct the kind of thorough investigations necessary
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to establish the thrust and diverse directions of local opinion in situations
where great insecurity continues after conflict. Yet, there are almost al-
ways ways and means, especially through local civic networks, to identify
this pulse and its direction(s). In Afghanistan, despite persistent insecu-
rity and lack of access to many areas, the Afghan Independent Human
Rights Commission conducted thorough investigations and consultations
across the country on the subject of transitional justice.6

This groundswell of domestic opinion either demands justice – as in
Sierra Leone – or aches for reconciliation that is not retributive – as in
Mozambique. In some cases, this throbbing pulse of public opinion is so
overwhelming that to ignore it and try to do away with transitional justice
for political or economic reasons is to compromise the process of peace-
building itself. While a violent backlash must be averted, tolerating the
impunity of warlords and war criminals is not a guarantor of security ei-
ther. Furthermore, crimes against humanity, war crimes and genocide
should never be seen to be tolerated or condoned by the United Nations
as this erodes the hard-won gains of international and human rights law.7

This does not imply that the most confrontational and divisive means
of transitional justice be adopted immediately in the name of pursuing
justice. Rather, it suggests that a sagacious, timely and contextually ap-
propriate use of the right mix of justice measures be undertaken to en-
sure that some measure of justice, peace and reconciliation could ensue,
rather than derailing the process entirely. It is, in effect, a call for an in-
clusive, flexible, sensitive, survivor-oriented form of reparative justice,
rather than one-shot, politically-charged and emotive single mechanisms,
i.e., either truth and reconciliation commissions (TRCs) or trials alone, as
will be elaborated later.

Can peace and justice cohabit, or is tension between them
inevitable?

Often, the clash between pursuing peace and justice is presumed to be in-
evitable. However, the answer to this question depends largely on what
we mean by ‘‘peace’’ and what we mean by ‘‘justice’’. If peace is taken
to mean only a cessation of hostilities, and if justice is taken to mean
only formal legal measures such as prosecution of all responsible, then it
is likely that the two will clash. In the heat of battle and during tense ne-
gotiations, peace and justice are often reduced to these limited meanings.
It is often the fear of warlords about their personal future, and the fear of
third party mediators that negotiations will collapse if warlords are pres-
sured, that leads to this tension between the two. However, if we are in-
tent on pursuing lasting peace and deeper and broader justice, it becomes
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clear that the two are inseparable and interdependent and cannot be ad-
dressed in isolation. If justice is taken in its full expression to encompass
not only the rectification of violations but also legal justice, or the rule of
law, and social justice, or the fair and equitable distribution of economic,
political and social resources, power and opportunities within society,
then this clash is neither inevitable nor insurmountable.
Unfortunately, this may not lead necessarily to less resistance to a

policy pursuing a broader vision of justice than to a more narrowly de-
fined version of justice that highlights prosecution, for example. A case
in point is the El Salvador government’s utter refusal in early years to
comply with rule of law reforms recommended by the international Truth
Commission, despite its binding commitments under the peace agree-
ment. The same could be said of Guatemala’s stubborn recalcitrance on
security sector reform.8 Likewise, El Salvador’s government’s willing-
ness to make surprising concessions on human rights was matched by
utter unwillingness to concede any ground on economic reforms and re-
distribution of wealth, which had been the principal original cause of
war.9
However, this broader approach to justice and the concern with peace

beyond the cessation of hostilities opens a new array of options for nego-
tiating the way out of the traditional tension between ‘‘peace’’ and ‘‘jus-
tice’’ narrowly conceived, as also for dealing with the problems of timing
raised above. When there is a concurrence between palpable local opin-
ion, political powers and international actors that traditional transitional
justice in terms of trials and truth commissions cannot feasibly be con-
ducted in the immediate aftermath of conflict, there is still room to begin
immediately with other justice reforms in the rule of law and social
justice arenas. These reforms will create the conducive space for account-
ability issues to be addressed later when the timing is more suitable.
Particularly important at this stage are reforms of the rule of law, to over-
turn impunity, to hold all actors including political leaders equal before
the law, to hold the state to account, and to develop the capacity within
an independent judiciary to provide fair trial to its war criminals over
time. Also important at this stage are security sector reforms: civilianiz-
ing and democratizing the all-powerful military, demilitarizing society
and reintegrating ex-combatant populations. Most important – though
least often undertaken – are social and economic reforms that will begin
to redress the grievances and feelings of exclusion and marginalization of
certain groups of the population that led to the conflict in the first place.
This alone will recreate an inclusive political community where all are
treated as equal and given a fair share of opportunities and resources.
This inclusive political community is the touchstone of reconciliation
and a lasting and just peace.
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Reconciliation or transitional justice?

In this section, we turn our attention to the actual questions of reconcili-
ation and transitional justice.10 This section examines the meaning of rec-
onciliation and the mechanisms, intent and consequences of transitional
justice. Thereafter, it puts forward an alternative approach of reparative
justice that would more appropriately fulfil the multiple and diverse needs
of post-conflict societies seeking to transit from a violent past to a peace-
ful future.

Understanding the meaning and intent of reconciliation

The definition and meaning of reconciliation merits re-clarification de-
spite the increasing use of the term. It is not apparent that there is clarity
about its meaning or original intent and whether current practices, partic-
ularly of transitional justice, actually fulfil or forward the aims of recon-
ciliation.

The complexity of ‘‘reconciliation’’ is understandable given the many
meanings and contexts in which the term is used, its manifold dimensions
and implications. In dictionary terms, reconciliation has three meanings:
first, reconciling differences; second, resignation or acceptance; and third,
restoring relationships after estrangement or conflict. All three are rele-
vant in post-conflict contexts but convey entirely different meanings and
intent.

If attention is given to the aspect of restoring relationships after es-
trangement or conflict, even here, there are two primary and distinct
levels: individual reconciliation and national reconciliation. The two
would require entirely different processes and approaches, and it is not
guaranteed that promoting one would automatically lead to the other.
While the emphasis in politically driven post-conflict processes is laid on
national reconciliation, this does not bring about individual reconciliation
and may even run counter to it. Yet, national unity and reconciliation are
entirely dependent on individuals within society feeling reconciled with
each other and with the new state authorities and institutions, as well as
being able to reinvest their trust in the state.

Reconciliation creates ambiguity due to its diverse dimensions. For
many, it is a theological concept, as used for example by Archbishop
Desmond Tutu in the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion. For conflict resolution practitioners, it is a psychological and social
concept concerning rebuilding fractured relationships.11 One author
identifies four separate dimensions of reconciliation: psychological, theo-
logical, cultural and political.12

DOES POWER TRUMP MORALITY? 29



Another conundrum for the policymaker and practitioner operating in
a post-conflict setting is whether reconciliation is understood as the
‘‘end’’ to be achieved or as the ‘‘process’’ through which it is achieved.
The frequent rhetoric is ‘‘it is both a process and an outcome’’. Even
more confounding for the pragmatic time-constrained practitioner, it is a
process that is deemed to require a long time and whose timing cannot be
determined, forced or paced.13 A shorthand definition of the term that
seeks to eschew these various areas of confusion is proposed in the Inter-
national Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance Reconciliation
Handbook: ‘‘it is a process through which a society moves from a divided
past to a shared future’’.14
The fundamental nexus to transitional justice and to post-conflict

peacebuilding is this bridging function between past and future. This fea-
ture at once links and separates transitional justice and reconciliation:
both seek to make this bridge. The former is weighted more heavily in
the past as its main locus is resolving the burden of past violations; the
latter is weighted more heavily in the future as its main locus is making
normal life possible in the future.
This brief examination of the ambiguous term reconciliation brings to

light the critical question we have to answer here: does transitional jus-
tice as currently practised enable this bridge to be crossed from past to
future? Does it facilitate the central intention of reconciliation, which is
to rebuild fractured relationships, whether between individuals, between
individuals and their national institutions or at the level of national insti-
tutions and entities? Experience to date would seem to suggest that it
does not, for the reasons examined below.

Can transitional justice deliver reconciliation?

The field of transitional justice has come a long way, especially since the
end of the Cold War, building on the earlier experiences with transitions
from dictatorships in Latin America and from authoritarianism in Central
and Eastern Europe. Transitional justice has now become a household
term in the lexicon and practice of post-conflict peacebuilding and raises
little confusion about its intent or mechanisms. While its mechanisms
were earlier largely confined to trials and truth commissions, now it is
generally understood to include (a) a range of different kinds of trials –
international, hybrid and national, (b) different kinds of truth commis-
sions, (c) non-legal measures such as vetting and (d) institutional re-
form.15 Some also acknowledge a wider range of measures such as
commemoration, acknowledgement, reparation, restitution and educa-
tion to be within transitional justice’s scope.16
Despite acknowledgement of this broad scope, in international practice

and in public understanding, the main mechanisms continue to be trials

30 RAMA MANI



and, with increasing frequency, truth commissions. These are considered
to be ubiquitously good, or at least so clearly well intentioned and mor-
ally and legally soundly grounded that it is presumed by proponents that
their outcome cannot but be positive. However, there is now a body of
evidence that suggests some caution, as well as a need to look more
closely at the way in which TJ is conducted and what its unforeseen
consequences might be. More specifically, for our purposes, it leads to
questions as to whether transitional-justice measures can or do lead to re-
conciliation and inclusion after the division and exclusion created by
violent conflict.

The shortfalls of trials

For several decades, despite the precedent-setting Nuremberg and Tokyo
trials after World War II, impunity seemed to be the standard response
to war crimes and crimes against humanity committed in most wars.17 In
recent years, this trend has finally changed, and a new wind of account-
ability through trials seems to be sweeping past at least some countries
emerging from conflict. The ad hoc international tribunals for the former
Yugoslavia and Rwanda and more recent innovations of hybrid tribunals
in Sierra Leone and, potentially, in Cambodia have accompanied more
traditional national trials.

Notwithstanding this much-needed and long-awaited swing from impu-
nity to accountability, questions about the efficacy of trials in promoting
reconciliation after conflict have been raised for some time now.18 While
a full discussion of each of these shortcomings is not possible here,
enumerated succinctly, these include: the problems of political will; the
danger of a backlash and relapse into violence; the adversarial and con-
frontational nature of trials, which exacerbates hostility and reifies divi-
sions between victim and offender; the further victimization of victims
through cross-examination; the destruction of evidence in conflicts; the
difficulty of finding and providing evidence in chaotic post-conflict envi-
ronments that will stand up in a court of law; the weakness or outright
destruction or corruption of the judiciary and non-existence or paucity of
lawyers to provide fair trial; the difficulty of providing adequate witness
protection; the corruption or weakness of law enforcement officials to
apprehend suspects; and the need for a functioning penal system to keep
suspects in safe custody under decent conditions. The recent experiences
in Sierra Leone and East Timor and the difficulties in Cambodia in even
establishing a hybrid tribunal – despite decades of sustained efforts by the
United Nations, international diplomats and human rights advocates –
expose some of these difficulties.19

Additionally, there is the troubling question of financing trials,
amidst all the other financial demands of post-conflict reconstruction.
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The International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia and the
International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda have cost an average of
US$100 million a year over the last several years while locally run hybrid
trials are not that much cheaper at an estimated US$100 million for three
years for Sierra Leone and the proposed Cambodian trial.20
Each of the problems listed above merits serious attention. Over and

above them, however, there is a more troubling question that besets trials
and which so far has drawn little debate or discussion in transitional-
justice and peacebuilding circles: that of punishment itself. Notwithstand-
ing the many trials of prominent war criminals, including former heads of
state, the questions are: even if trials are successfully conducted, what
kind of punishment will be proportionate and fitting to the crimes? And
how and where will these sentences be carried out? The only part of this
broad and vexed debate that has been played out is that over death sen-
tences. This debate was provoked by the ideological clash that arose
between Rwanda’s insistence on the death penalty for génocidaires in its
national trials and the United Nations’s opposition to the death penalty
as applied to the International Criminal Tribunal. However, even if the
UN standard against the death penalty is upheld, this does not resolve
the problem of how to mete out ‘‘just desserts’’ to war criminals. On a
practical and logistical level, some countries have come forward on an
ad hoc basis to propose their prison facilities and services in certain cases.
This, however, only addresses the logistical and practical angle, but not
the philosophical and moral questions that lie at the heart of rectificatory
justice and punishment theories.
There has thus been little debate or discussion in the international

transitional-justice and peacebuilding community about the question
that philosophers, criminal psychologists and prison reformers have spent
centuries debating: why punish and how to punish? Aristotle, Kant, Hegel
and innumerable other philosophers have debated alternative rationales
for punishment: whether utilitarian, that is, for the overall good of soci-
ety; retributive; duty-based; or, more recently, alternative or informal,
for example, through community or restorative justice.21
In terms of why to punish, today, despite all the well-intentioned moral

indignation about impunity and its consequences for fragile societies,
there is neither clarity nor consensus on whether we wish to punish Sad-
dam Hussein or Slobodan Milošević to reform them, to make them re-
pent, to deter future war criminals, for the broader national or planetary
good or simply because we feel a deontological Kantian imperative to do
so because they ‘‘are evil’’ or ‘‘did wrong’’. Furthermore, in terms of how
to punish, we are well aware of the deep crisis in prison systems in lead-
ing democracies, notably the United States, the United Kingdom and
France, despite significant penal reform movements in places like Wales,
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Scotland and Canada. Leading contemporary philosophers and penal re-
formers acknowledge ruefully that all available rationales, methods and
types of punishment practised in our societies today are deeply unsatis-
factory. Furthermore, they note that the social systems in which we live
are themselves responsible, due to the marginalization and exclusion
they cause, for creating the conditions for violent crime.22 As legal phi-
losopher R. A. Duff puts it, ‘‘there is no course of action available to us
that is completely justifiable or free from moral wrong’’. He concludes,
‘‘the radical imperfection not only of our existing legal institutions but
also of our own moral capacities . . . should induce a salubrious humility
and restraint in our treatment of, and our attitudes towards, those who
break the law’’.23

If this is the state of affairs in developed long-established legal systems,
we can imagine how much more troubled the situation is in post-conflict
countries with devastated judicial systems. In international tribunals, the
bitter complaint from locals, as in the Rwandan case, has been that sus-
pected war criminals were living better lives in their UN-standard prisons
than the victims back home – hardly conducive to reconciliation between
them. This bitterness will be all the deeper once these people are tried
and their guilt proven beyond reasonable doubt, yet sentenced in the rel-
ative ‘‘luxury’’ of Western or international prisons.

The outstanding conundrum of why and how to punish will continue
to plague us, however successful prosecutions might be. Alternatives
such as non-custodial sentences or community service have been experi-
mented with in Rwanda and elsewhere. Such appropriate alternative
forms of punishment that might be more socially constructive and might
help rebuild fractured societal relations should be pursued further if the
option of trials is to serve as a means of reconciliation and societal regen-
eration.

The Achilles’ heel of truth commissions

Truth commissions have been strongly supported as an alternative mech-
anism, to compensate for all the failings or weaknesses of trials noted
above. They now have a long and well-documented history, with each
truth commission generating a veritable library of research and analysis
into its every aspect and its comparative advantages and disadvantages
over previous attempts.24 Truth commissions certainly seem to gain in
popularity with every passing year, with commissions springing up not
only in recently concluded conflicts but also long-concluded transitions
like Peru’s. However, the chinks in the armour are also beginning to be
revealed through these years of enquiry. The leading scholar of truth
commissions, Priscilla Hayner, is also their most candid critic.25 What-
ever its assets, she asserts that if certain critical pre-conditions are not
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met, a truth commission will be unable to fulfil its mandate and, more-
over, the high expectations it elicits. And a poorly executed truth com-
mission may be worse than no truth commission at all as the opportunity
for justice will be lost and is unlikely to be repeated. These pre-
conditions include a broad and clear mandate; political support during
and after the enquiry, including political will and a commitment to carry
through reforms and recommendations; sufficient resources; and full
access.
In the conditions that prevail after conflict and given the frequent hos-

tility of political and military élites toward truth commissions, it is rare
that these pre-conditions are fully met. The greatest failing has been that
even when truth commissions have been able to do remarkable work de-
spite serious political and financial constraints, there has simply not been
the political will to carry through reforms, and international pressure has
not been present or sufficient. This was true of Haiti’s truth commission,
whose report was ignored by the very President Aristide who had insti-
tuted the commission on his return to Haiti in 1994. It was also largely
true of the internationally lauded reports of the commissions in El Salva-
dor and Guatemala, where the government and ruling élite circumvented
the reports’ recommendations. What many see as the most positive long-
term legacy of truth commissions – their recommended institutional and
structural reforms – is often still-born due to this lack of political will to
enact the reforms.
The most concrete and vaunted asset of truth commissions is their pur-

ported contribution to reconciliation. This is why most truth commissions
since South Africa’s have also incorporated ‘‘reconciliation’’ in their title.
The reason offered is that truth is seen to be a fundamental and central
component of reconciliation. However, this is open to dispute. First, it is
debatable whether a TRC’s version of the truth will be acceptable to all
sections of society. Indeed, questions have been raised as to whether a
‘‘single’’ truth should be favoured or if in fact multiple truths should be
allowed to surface. If a TRC tries to present these multiple truths, it will
only confuse people and become the object of controversy; yet if it fails
to do so, it will be dismissed by those who do not see ‘‘their’’ truth re-
flected in the report.
The more specific question is whether truth does indeed promote

reconciliation. The answer unfortunately is not a clear affirmative or
negative, but rather the unhelpful ‘‘it depends’’. While several have expe-
rienced or documented the vaunted ‘‘cathartic’’ effect of expressing long-
suppressed loss and grief to a truth commission, and thus having their
pain vindicated in a more public way, for many others it has fuelled the
desire for revenge. As sociologist Mahmood Mamdani observed in South
Africa, for many, TRCs simply lay bare the extent of the egregious impu-
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nity granted to violators by exposing their violations in full detail for pub-
lic consumption.26 The desire to forgive and reconcile with one’s enemy
or wrongdoer is individual and cannot be preached or imposed. There-
fore, the reconciliatory effect of truth commissions cannot be either pre-
dicted or presumed.

Even if the truth could be considered to be cathartic and reconcilia-
tory, this would depend on the extent to which both the process of accu-
mulating and distilling the truth and the process of dissemination and
consumption of the truth, through the report thereafter, are broad, inclu-
sive and participatory of the wider population and especially victims. Yet,
while some commissions, like South Africa’s TRC, were very broad in
their reach during inquiries and dissemination, this has not been true of
each commission. Often, either due to deliberately restricted mandates,
like with Guatemala’s Truth Commission (TC), or due to the lack of ac-
cess or funds, like with Haiti’s, outreach to, and participation of, the local
population is limited and the dissemination of reports has been erratic
and incomplete. For example, Haiti’s TC report was not distributed at
all, while the lauded El Salvador report had only limited dissemination.
The Sierra Leone TRC made a specific, strong recommendation in its
report for deep and wide dissemination to ensure it would have these
broader effects. However, given earlier difficulties with financing the
TRC’s work, it remains to be seen whether sufficient funding will be se-
cured to ensure this potential benefit of reconciliation through its dissem-
ination.

The desire to know the full truth is not and cannot be presumed to be
ubiquitous. In Mozambique, there simply was not this desire to remem-
ber. The greater public urge was to forgive and move on. In Rwanda, de-
spite the huge emphasis on retributive justice through trials, there has not
been a deep desire, at least on the part of the victimized Tutsi popula-
tion, to make a faithful and full accounting of the historical truth. It has
been noted that history has not been taught in Rwanda since 1994. Ap-
parently, ‘‘truth’’ is not the commodity being sought in Rwanda despite
the heavy emphasis in political discourse about national reconciliation.27

It is important not to overload a single official mechanism with so many
demands and expect it to produce reconciliation. In some ways, TRCs
have been victims of their own success by generating such high and un-
realistic expectations. It is perhaps misleading to include ‘‘reconciliation’’
in the title of truth commissions as it overcharges and ‘‘ups the ante’’ on
these bodies to deliver far more than just the truth. This was the Achilles’
heel of the TRC in South Africa, which was expected to deliver the mir-
acle of reconciliation at all levels for every one. Though it is without
doubt the most significant and ‘‘successful’’ experiment so far, the very
definition of ‘‘success’’ is being debated, and there is huge divergence
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among different South Africans on its outcome and reconciliatory im-
pact.28 In conclusion, a linear correlation between truth and reconcilia-
tion cannot simply be presumed.

Transitional justice: Mechanisms that divide more than they
(re-)unite

The intent here is not to discredit the gains of these mechanisms, particu-
larly in restoring some measure of justice and dignity to victims. Most im-
portant, the need for countering impunity and restoring accountability
must not be underestimated and is central to restoring security in the
aftermath of conflict. To the extent that transitional-justice measures,
especially trials, further accountability and signal to war criminals and
warlords that their days of impunity are numbered, they are essential
for security and longer term peace. Here, however, we are looking more
specifically at the impact of transitional-justice measures as currently
pursued on reconciliation and the regeneration of an inclusive political
community after conflict, and here the evidence is more mixed.
The two primary transitional-justice mechanisms and processes, that is,

trials and TRCs, have the inadvertent side-effect of being divisive, al-
though their stated or aspired-to outcome is to reconcile. Trials sharpen
the divide between perpetrators and victims, while focusing on the guilt
of perpetrators. They alienate perpetrators by putting them on the
defensive, but they also alienate victims through the harrowing cross-
examination procedure. Furthermore, they alienate the vast majority of
the society’s population that suffered through conflict but is left outside
the courtroom. Truth commissions seek to bridge this divide by focusing
more on silenced victims. But in doing so, they again alienate perpetra-
tors. And rarely do they raise the role and participation of those who
were beneficiaries of the system or mere bystanders to evil, again alien-
ating a vast part of the population.
Neither trials nor truth commissions can aspire to meet the goals of

either individual or national/societal reconciliation for two reasons: first,
they divide rather than unite victims and perpetrators; second, they ex-
clude rather than include bystanders, beneficiaries and populations struc-
turally and indirectly rather than directly affected by war. They fail to
move from the divided past of perpetrators versus victims to a united fu-
ture of all survivors of conflict, whatever their past role. Reconciliation
can stem only from a form of justice that is inclusive and uniting rather
than exclusive and dividing; that is survivor-oriented rather than slanted
toward either perpetrator or victim; that is permanent and incremental
rather than transitional, that is, by implication, temporal and incomplete.
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The concept of ‘‘reparative justice’’ is proposed as a response to the
complex and shifting realities of societies torn apart by conflict and the
varied and often contradictory claims for justice that arise therein. It rec-
ognizes that categories such as ‘‘victim’’ or ‘‘perpetrator’’ are fluid in sit-
uations of dynamic conflict and can change over time. Victims can and do
become aggressors and often have been in the past, just as former perpe-
trators may become victimized: Rwanda, the former Yugoslavia and Is-
rael being cases in point. As noted by Marie Smyth on Northern Ireland,
‘‘The acquisition of the status of victim becomes an institutionalised way
of escaping guilt, shame or responsibility’’.29 She also notes that victims
often become political tools used by politicians to gain moral authority.30
All individuals living in a society after conflict must be included in the
form of justice pursued and must be treated in common with ‘‘survivors’’
of conflict, while taking into due consideration their different roles in the
past.

Reparative justice is ‘‘survivors’ justice’’ rather than ‘‘victors’ justice’’
or ‘‘victims’ justice’’. As truth commissioners have found in South Africa,
Sierra Leone and elsewhere, despite the trauma they have undergone,
many victims prefer to be identified as ‘‘survivors’’, to connote that they
are not passive beings who lack agency and the capacity to act. They wish
to be identified in a forward-looking, active way. As one woman testified
to the South African TRC, ‘‘I resent being called a victim; I have a choice
in the matter. I am a survivor.’’31

Mahmood Mamdani notes, ‘‘Only social justice that underlines the em-
pathy between a community of survivors can lay the foundation of a new
political community based on consent’’.32 The concept of ‘‘reparative jus-
tice’’ rather than transitional justice provides this, and its application
could pave the way toward reconciliation with justice and peace. As I
have elaborated the conceptual sources and main features of reparative
justice elsewhere at length,33 here I allude only to its main practical char-
acteristics as relevant to this discussion.

Reparative justice is a broader, flexible and sensitive concept drawing
its dual origin from both the legal practice and the psychological concept
of reparation. In law, ‘‘Reparation must, as far as possible, wipe out all
the consequences of the illegal act and re-establish the situation which
would, in all probability, have existed if that act had not been com-
mitted’’.34 In psychology, the concept of reparation was developed
by Freud’s disciple, the famous psychoanalyst Melanie Klein. ‘‘In Klein,
guilt stimulates attempts at reconciliation with the object: ‘The urge to
undo or repair this harm results from the feeling that the subject has
caused it, i.e., from guilt. The reparative tendency can, therefore, be con-
sidered as a consequence of guilt.’ ’’35 Thus, reparation encompasses
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both the legal harm and the psychological harm suffered during con-
flict and recognizes and responds to the need to address both of these
dimensions.
Reparative justice validates the full range of rights identified in the

United Nations’ draft ‘‘Basic Principles and Guidelines on the Right to
a Remedy and Reparation for Victims of Violations of International
Human Rights and Humanitarian Law’’. This document defines victims’
right to remedy as follows:

Remedies for violation of international human rights and humanitarian law in-
clude the victims’ right to:

1. Access justice;
2. Reparation for harm suffered;
3. Access the factual information concerning the violation.36

However, rather than treating them as passive, reparative justice helps
victims regain agency as survivors and build a ‘‘bridge’’ toward their fu-
ture, and it seeks to reintegrate them actively into society.
While enshrining victims’ rights, reparative justice does not focus only

on victims to the exclusion of other groups, as truth commissions tend to
do. Nor does it focus on perpetrators exclusively, as trials do. Rather,
it extends to all parts of society. It includes neglected economic cate-
gories, such as beneficiaries, and neglected structural categories, such
as those suffering systemic injustice, that is, discrimination, in seeking
therefore to address or redress not only the direct abuses perpetrated
in conflict but also its social, economic and cultural consequences and
ramifications.
Several other concepts have become popular in the ongoing debate, of

which transformative justice and restorative justice are perhaps the most
established. Both these concepts are worthy additions to the field and are
backed by an extensive, rich and valuable literature and an emerging
field of practice. However, a clear and personal preference is expressed
here semantically for the term ‘‘reparative justice’’, without seeking to
contradict or undermine the parallel and complementary notions of
transformative or restorative justice, whose aims and approaches are
largely similar to those described here. This is because reparative justice
puts the emphasis on ‘‘reparation’’, that is, repair, which is realistic and
modest but honest. This is a more realistic choice of term in a post-
conflict situation than ‘‘restoration’’ or ‘‘transformation’’. It acknowl-
edges the real harm committed and suffered and recognizes that this
harm may never be fully restored or transformed. However, it makes a
committed attempt to repair the harm done, recognizing that the scars
may always remain.
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This concept of reparative justice provided here is not an attempt to
replace or ‘‘overthrow’’ transitional justice. Rather, it seeks to provide a
broader conceptual and contextual framework for the mechanisms and
processes currently described by the generic term ‘‘transitional justice’’.
This exposition seeks to describe and delineate an alternative, broader
and more flexible concept that may be more applicable to the post-
conflict context than the current more thin term of transitional justice,
which is descriptive rather than analytical and lacks these contextual no-
tions and conceptual underpinnings.

Conclusion: Reconciliation and lasting peace through
reparative justice

We concluded earlier that peace and justice were not in opposition or
contradiction if taken in their full meaning to represent more than simply
the cessation of hostilities, on the one hand, and retributive justice
through trials, on the other. Rather, taken in their full broad sense, peace
and justice are irrevocably interconnected, interdependent and mutually
reinforcing and can and must be pursued in tandem. Reconciliation, not-
withstanding its multiple meanings, represents a bridge between peace
and justice, between past and future. Reparative justice as presented
here provides a path toward reconciliation that eschews the exclusive tri-
umph of either politics or morality and avoids the pitfalls of transitional-
justice mechanisms.

Reparative justice would not discard current practices of transitional
justice and seek to reinvent the wheel by spewing forth a new series of
justice mechanisms and processes. Reparative justice in practice would
include all existing methods of transitional justice, including trials and
TCs. It would also, and importantly, reinvigorate broader social practices
of commemoration, healing, education, meaningful apologies, acknowl-
edgement and restitution. Importantly, it would insist upon reparation,
which is now the neglected element of transitional justice in most situa-
tions. The International Criminal Court’s championing of reparation and
victims’ rights would provide a lead in this respect. Reparative justice
would explore the ignored debate on punishment, and it would under-
take punishment in wider community-defined and socially beneficial
ways, in addition to incarceration. It would return attention to the ne-
glected dimensions of trauma and healing. It would try to find ways to
elicit, and give expression to, meaningful apologies backed by commem-
orative action by political leaders.

In conclusion, reparative justice provides a broad conceptual frame-
work and a practical, applicable matrix for achieving reconciliation and
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laying the foundation for the regeneration of an inclusive political com-
munity after the violent divisions of conflict. It underscores the require-
ment of a broader, more realistic reparative framework to respond to the
diverse and often overlooked needs in most post-conflict societies. In this
reparative approach, transitional-justice mechanisms would be pursued in
alignment with this wider requirement of reconciliation between, and in-
clusion of, all survivors of conflict to achieve a more durable and stable
peace.
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4

Transitional justice and conflict
termination: Mozambique, Rwanda
and South Africa assessed

Helena Cobban

In the short period between October 1992 and July 1994, Mozambique,
South Africa and Rwanda all made significant attempts to end deep-
rooted and violent inter-group conflicts that had been marked by the
commission of serious atrocities. At the time, each country’s leadership
adopted a distinct and different approach to the challenge of dealing
with the legacies of the recent atrocities; now, some 12 years later, it is
possible to go back and assess the effectiveness of those approaches. As
I have undertaken this task, I have looked in particular at the ability of
these three countries in the years since those conflict-termination at-
tempts to escape from the climate of conflict itself, as well as to achieve
key tasks in the good-governance agenda such as could be expected to
make any collapse back into violent inter-group conflict far less likely in
the future. One of my major underlying assumptions throughout has
been that the vast majority of acts of atrocity are committed in situations
of violent inter-group (that is, political) conflict, whether this is confined
within one nation’s boundaries or transcends them. This assumption
seems borne out by both observation and common sense. It is also
strongly enshrined in the underpinning of modern-day ‘‘atrocities law’’,
which grew, after all, out of the body of law known as the ‘‘laws of war’’.
The three countries studied all went through markedly different

experiences as they moved to and through their moments of hoped-for
conflict termination in 1992 to 1994. This means that making direct com-
parisons among their experiences and drawing out general lessons there-
from are tasks that need to be done with great care. Nevertheless, the
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fact of these differences need not deter us from undertaking the tasks at
hand. Indeed, many of these differences can themselves helpfully suggest
which kinds of post-violence policies – as well as which means of conflict
termination – can be expected to make the most constructive contribu-
tion to long-term peacebuilding and thus to the general wellbeing of citi-
zens of countries wracked by atrocious violence.

Comparing the burdens of conflict and atrocity

The kinds of atrocities with which this study is concerned – nowadays
generally understood as war crimes, crimes against humanity and
genocide – are acts that are nearly always associated with significant po-
litical conflict. I have traced and sought to understand the political con-
text of atrocity perpetration in the countries studied, as well as the nature
of the atrocities themselves.

Regarding the political context of atrocity commission, in Rwanda, the
conflict between Hutu-power extremists and those Tutsis and Hutus who
challenged their views had continued at some level for more than 30 years
(and the Hutu-Tutsi cleavage was exploited and exacerbated by the
Belgian colonial regime prior to 1959, as well). The atrocities of 1994
occurred in the more immediate political context of the war between the
returning, armed exiles of the Rwandan Patriotic Front (mainly Tutsis)
and the Hutu-dominated government that had ravaged much of north-
western Rwanda since 1990. There was little direct involvement by out-
siders in that war, though Rwanda remained vulnerable to many strong
influences from Uganda, France and other outside actors.

In South Africa, the conflict between African nationalists and the
country’s white colonial regime had lasted 350 years and taken many
forms, though by the second half of the twentieth century most of the
internal opposition to the minority regime was not armed. In 1973, the
General Assembly determined that South Africa’s apartheid system itself
constituted a crime against humanity. In 1976/77 and again from 1985 on,
there were serious upturns in the anti-apartheid movement inside the
country and in the very violent measures that the government adopted
in response. From the late 1980s on, the apartheid regime also success-
fully enrolled the South African Zulu party Inkatha in fighting against
the African National Congress (ANC). There was very little involvement
by outsiders in the conflict in South Africa.

In Mozambique, the armed conflict between the Frelimo government
and the Renamo insurgents started in the late 1970s and was almost
purely political. It had some regional and ethnic dimensions but these
were relatively insignificant. There was significant involvement by white
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Rhodesia and then South Africa in launching and sustaining Renamo’s
anti-government insurgency.
Regarding the profiles of the atrocities committed during these

conflicts, the three countries’ experiences were similarly divergent. In
Rwanda, starting in early April 1994, the paroxysm of extreme violence
in which the Hutu-extremist militias killed between 800,000 and one mil-
lion people – Tutsis and pro-coexistence Hutus – lasted for only 100 days.
The organizers of the genocide had aimed for and won a high level of
popular participation in this violence from the Hutu communities. There
was also some retaliatory violence against Hutus at and after the end of
the 100-day genocide.
In South Africa, the regime used massive administrative violence and

significant direct physical violence against its opponents for 350 years,
and the levels of this violence were ratcheted up in the years after the
‘‘Soweto Uprising’’ of 1976. The regime’s African nationalist challengers
pursued their goals mainly by using tactics of mass organizing (which in-
cluded some violent coercion of fellow blacks viewed as collaborators);
they also undertook some small armed operations against regime-linked
targets, some of which killed or harmed non-combatants.
In Mozambique, Renamo used a large amount of extremely atrocious

violence over a period of 15 years in an attempt to terrorize communities
into cooperation or acquiescence. The Frelimo government generally
tried to abide by the laws of war, but it also committed some excesses,
including the use of ‘‘villagization’’ programmes and other coercive
methods that starved some communities of food and other basic needs.
Finally, at the time that the three countries attempted to end these

conflicts in 1992 to 1994, they faced widely varying situations of basic de-
mography and socio-economics. Of these differences, the most distinctive
was that between South Africa’s relatively larger population and high
per-capita GDP, in comparison with the much lower figures registered in
both spheres by Rwanda and Mozambique.1 Table 4.1 summarizes some
of the basic facts about the three countries at the time of conflict termina-
tion.

Ending the conflicts

The ways that the three countries’ conflicts were terminated diverged
markedly. The most evident difference in this regard was that in Rwanda,
the conflict that ravaged the country in 1994 was ended through the mili-
tary victory won by the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) while in both
South Africa and Mozambique the conflicts were ended through lengthy
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negotiations among the contending parties. Both of those negotiation
processes lasted roughly four years. In the course of them, the relation-
ship between the contesting parties moved from one of extreme distrust
marked by the frequent voicing of charges that the other party was ‘‘not
even a legitimate interlocutor’’, through a phase of wary intention-
testing, to a situation of conditional cooperation marked by agreement
on the ground rules for further reciprocal engagement on non-violent,
purely political terms and the eschewal of further violence. In South
Africa, these negotiations were conducted purely among the concerned
national-level parties. In Mozambique, outsiders played a larger role:
the original mediation had been undertaken by national-level church
leaders who later brought in mediators from elsewhere (Sant’Egidio);
and these mediators in turn brought in the Italian government and the

Table 4.1 Basic country data at time of conflict termination, 1992–1994

Rwanda South Africa Mozambique

Population: size,
1992a

7.4 million 38.8 million 14.7 million

Estimated
population mix

85% Hutus,
14% Tutsis,
1% Twa

77% black, in 12
or so language
groups; 11%
white, in two
language
groups; 11%
‘‘coloured’’ and
Indiansb

nearly all black
Africans in
around 24
language
groups

Real GDP per
capita (PPP$)

352 (1994)c 4,291 (1994)c 380 (1992)d

Basic strategic
geography

a small,
landlocked
country in a
region
dominated by
the chronic
instability of
neighbouring
behemoth
Zaire (DRC)

a large country,
able to
dominate or
influence many
neighbouring
states

a large, sprawling
country that
has always
faced much
pressure from
South Africa
and other
neighbours

aAll population sizes in this row are from Human Development Report 1995, New
York: UN Development Programme, Table 16, pp. 186–187.
bThese were roughly the proportions existing in 2001.
cHuman Development Report 1997, New York: UN Development Programme,
Table 1, pp. 147–148.
dHuman Development Report 1995, Table 2, p. 159.
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United Nations. Finally, as the Mozambique peace talks neared their
conclusion, the United Nations’s role in underpinning the peace agree-
ment became quite significant. In Rwanda, meanwhile, outside actors
played almost no direct role in the RPF’s attainment of its military vic-
tory in June/July 1994. But as the RPF’s government struggled to rebuild
the country after the genocide, the role of outside aid donors became very
large indeed.
There were significant differences among the states of the three coun-

tries’ national infrastructures at the time of conflict termination. In 1994,
South Africa had a relatively highly developed physical infrastructure that
had been little dented by the conflict (except in some parts of KwaZulu-
Natal). The country’s socio-political infrastructure, which included many
of the institutions of a functioning – though until 1994, strictly segregated
– democracy, likewise remained largely in place. One consequence of this
was that the new South African government could express a ‘‘threat’’ to
prosecute perpetrators of earlier atrocities that had some degree of cred-
ibility with those individuals – though not, as it turned out, very much.
In Rwanda, the country had had a fairly well developed physical infra-

structure prior to the genocide. That infrastructure was then badly
damaged by the violence of spring and summer, 1994; but Rwanda’s
socio-political infrastructure suffered far, far more from the violence. Its
cadres of experienced administrators were shattered first by the genocide
and then by the mass exodus of Hutus that followed. Equally impor-
tantly, basic social trust among Rwandans had also been shattered, and
this affected all the country’s institutions without exception.
In Mozambique, the physical infrastructure, which was still very under-

developed at the time of independence in 1975, received further blows
during the years of civil strife and almost did not exist by late 1992.
Many millions of Mozambicans had been displaced by the fighting and
were near starvation; millions of acres of arable land were contaminated
with land mines; a large proportion of the country’s already poor stock of
roads, bridges, schoolhouses and health posts had been destroyed. But
Mozambique’s socio-political infrastructure proved much more resilient;
some of the key pre-colonial underpinnings of its society managed to sur-
vive the decades of liberation war and civil war.
The content of the peace differed greatly among the three countries,

depending mainly on the means used to end the conflict. Since conflict
termination had not been the subject of any negotiation at all in Rwanda,
the government that took power there in July 1994 was under no contrac-
tual obligation whatever to take the kinds of ‘‘peacebuilding steps’’ –
holding elections, offering amnesties, demobilizing former fighters – to
which the post-conflict governments of South Africa and Mozambique
were, by contrast, obligated, as shown in Table 4.2.

46 HELENA COBBAN



The post-conflict era

It was within the context of these broader peacebuilding efforts that the
three post-conflict governments chose policies to deal specifically with the
legacies of the conflict-era atrocities. In this regard, it was Mozambique
whose path was most markedly different from those of the other two.
The post-General Peace Agreement (GPA) government in Maputo had
already enacted a blanket amnesty for all civil-war-era political violence;
that amnesty resonated widely in a national culture that placed a lot of
emphasis on forgiveness, social reintegration and ‘‘not dwelling on the
hurts of the past’’. Additionally, there were many evident infrastructural
constraints on the country’s ability to undertake any form of ‘‘account-
ability’’ project that would require the processing of individual cases in
any significant numbers. The government therefore made no attempt to
enact any kind of an ‘‘individual accountability’’ project; and nor did it
undertake any memorialization efforts with respect to the civil-war-era
atrocities. It received wide public support for those decisions – then, and
through today.

By contrast, both Rwanda and South Africa did try to pursue policies
based on the concept of ‘‘individual accountability’’ and the processing of
individual cases in significant numbers, though this approach took a very
different form in each place. In Rwanda, the initial stress at both the na-
tional and international levels was on prosecutions in regular criminal
courts of all suspected génocidaires. At the national level, in 1996 the par-
liament adopted legislation that established special Genocide Courts to
try cases related to the 1994 genocide, as such. (Meanwhile, the govern-
ment notably refrained from launching equally vigorous prosecutions
against those from the pro-RPF side who were accused of committing
the other two kinds of generally recognized atrocities – war crimes and
crimes against humanity – but not of committing genocide.) At the inter-
national level, at the end of 1994 the Security Council established the
International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR), headquartered in
Arusha, Tanzania. The ICTR operated with procedures that mirrored
those of its sister-court for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), and like
the ICTY it has tried cases of genocide, war crimes and crimes against
humanity. The ICTR’s judges and prosecutors saw its role as being to
try the highest ringleaders and organizers of the atrocities of 1994. By
2005 it had issued indictments against some 60 individuals; but these
notably did not include any pro-RPF individuals and it looked very un-
likely that any such indictments would be issued. The ICTR is scheduled
to finish its work in 2008, 14 years after the genocide.

At the national level the sheer administrative unmanageability of the
strict insistence on prosecuting all suspected génocidaires became clear
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within a few years; and by 1998/99 the government dominated by Paul
Kagame started moving (very slowly) to establish the new (neotradi-
tional) ‘‘gacaca courts’’ to handle the majority of these cases.2 The ga-
caca courts finally started operating in March 2005, almost 11 years after
the genocide. Early views of their achievements were mixed, and in Sep-
tember 2005 it was still far too early to make any settled assessment
of their work: they were still, very conservatively, expected to take an
additional three to five years to get through their caseload. (Regarding
memorialization, the Rwandan government has invested heavily in pre-
serving and refurbishing the sites of several large genocide-era massa-
cres, and in maintaining them as prominent public memorials; it also
started sponsoring a month of nationwide genocide commemoration in
April each year.)
In South Africa, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) was

established primarily to process the amnesties previously promised to the
apartheid-era security bosses, but its procedures were designed also to
provide dignity, a voice and valuable public acknowledgement to victims
and to establish a full historical record of the ‘‘gross human rights viola-
tions’’ of the apartheid era. The TRC’s work proved noticeably speedier
than the mechanisms used by, and with respect to, Rwanda. It started its
work in late 1995; the main part of its work was finished in October 1998,
but the Amnesty Committee continued through August 2002 – just over
eight years after the country’s landmark 1994 elections. Only a handful of
TRC-related cases still dangled after 2002. Regarding memorialization,
the government made some, fairly half-hearted, efforts in this regard but
it saw its main priority in the cultural sphere as being to implement a se-
ries of much broader language, renaming and re-education projects that
would transform the entire cultural content of what it meant to be a
‘‘South African’’.
The direct outcomes and achievements of these post-atrocity policies

differed widely. In Rwanda, the total number of genocide suspects, each
of whose cases had to be considered individually, rose swiftly in the mid-
1990s to above 140,000. By 2004, the regular national court system had
completed the processing of only around 1,000 of these cases. By then,
many of those suspected only of ‘‘lower level’’ crimes related to the geno-
cide had been released, and their cases transferred to the gacaca courts.
However, once the gacaca courts started working they themselves
generated – through their encouragement of full confessions – new cases
in which additional suspects would need to have their actions formally in-
vestigated, too. Inside Rwanda, the case-processing, in general, contin-
ued to be chaotic even 11 years after the genocide. Regarding the budget
for the gacaca courts, one September 2003 report estimated that the
whole, multi-year gacaca project would cost around US$75.5 million,
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with nearly all of this sum expected to be met from foreign donors.3 (For
resolving 140,000 cases, this would result in a per-case cost of US$540.)

As for the ICTR, in its first ten years of operation the court had com-
pleted the first-instance trials of only 23 suspects (and the appeals in sev-
eral of these cases were still outstanding). The ICTR’s budgets are hard
to figure out accurately because some foreign governments gave a lot of
support to it in the form of ‘‘special’’ supplementary and in-kind aid. But
by 2004, the ICTR had evidently consumed more than US$1 billion of in-
ternational funds, giving a per-case processing cost of more than US$43.5
million.

In South Africa, throughout the total, seven-year life of both the main
TRC and its Amnesty Committee (1995 to 2002), the TRC accepted
21,000 victim statements, processed 7,116 amnesty applications and pro-
duced a seminal seven-volume report of the gross rights violations of the
apartheid era. Its main budget for the years 1995 to 2000 totalled 244 mil-
lion rand (c. US$30.5 million).4 This was all met from the national bud-
get, though some foreign donors gave small amounts of in-kind aid for
supplemental programs. It is hard to give a good picture of the propor-
tions of TRC spending that went into each of its areas of activity. But if
we were to say that the whole of that US$30.5 million of TRC spending
went only into processing the cases of suspected rights abusers (which
was, after all, the most lawyer-heavy and therefore expensive portion of
its budget), then we could say that the per-case processing cost for each of
those cases came to around US$4,290 – that is, one ten-thousandth part
of the ICTR’s per-case processing cost.5

Outcomes

Some 10 to 12 years after the ending of these atrocity-laden conflicts it is
possible to assess the broad socio-political outcomes attained by these so-
cieties as a result of the mix of policies – including the atrocity-response
policies – pursued by their governments in the post-conflict era. Regard-
ing the situation in Rwanda, long-time Rwanda-affairs analyst René Le-
marchand noted at the end of 2004 that the country enjoyed a high level
of general stability. But he added, ‘‘What lies at the heart of the country’s
stability [is] the ever present threat of repression. The Tutsi-dominated
state has successfully eliminated all forms of organized political opposi-
tion.’’6 In late 2003, Rwanda held its first multi-party elections since
1993. They were widely judged to be neither free nor fair.

At the international level, meanwhile, Rwanda’s RPF government con-
tinued to pursue a highly militarized and often escalatory policy inside
the neighbouring Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). In December
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2004 it launched a new, very destructive military incursion there that bla-
tantly flouted its previous commitments.7
In South Africa, democratic elections that were judged free and fair

were held at both the national and the provincial level in 1994, 1999 and
2004. In November 2003, the Cape Town-based Institute for Justice and
Reconciliation reported that 83 per cent of all South Africans – including
67 per cent of the country’s whites – agreed that, ‘‘It is desirable to create
one united South African nation out of all the different groups who live
in this country.’’8 In contrast to the record of the country’s apartheid-era
governments, South Africa’s democratic governments launched no mili-
tary expeditions against any other countries.
In Mozambique, national elections that were judged generally free and

fair were held in 1994, 1999 and 2004. A first round of local elections held
in 1998 had many problems, but local elections held in 2003 were judged
to be free and fair. At the end of 2004, Swisspeace analyst Elı́sio Macamo
wrote of the latest national elections that, ‘‘Compared to the previous
two [national] elections, there were fewer events of a violent or hostile
nature . . . both Renamo and Frelimo appear to have decided to moderate
the tone of their campaigns.’’ He did note that turnout at that poll was
low – estimated at 36 to 43 per cent. But he also noted that political ten-
sions inside the country had been eased by the recent adoption – by a
two-thirds majority in parliament – of significant constitutional changes,
including the introduction of the right of parliament to impeach a pres-
ident.9 Like democratic South Africa, post-GPA Mozambique had
launched no military expeditions against any of its neighbours.
The main dimensions of the socio-political outcomes in the three coun-

tries 10 to 12 years after their conflict-termination attempts can be sum-
marized as in Table 4.3.
What, finally, do we know about the satisfaction of the primary stake-

holders in the policies adopted by their respective national governments
(and, in Rwanda’s case, that adopted by the United Nations) to deal with
the legacies of the earlier atrocities? In South Africa, in late 2000, 68.2
per cent of all citizens, including 76 per cent of black South Africans,
said they approved strongly or somewhat of the TRC’s performance.10
In Rwanda, a February 2002 survey found that only 29.2 per cent of the
Rwandan respondents expressed any degree of approval of the ICTR’s
record, while 56.5 per cent expressed some approval of the work of the
national-level courts.11 Regarding the gacaca courts, it was still too early
in early 2005 to measure Rwandans’ ‘‘satisfaction’’ with their work, but
low rates of participation in the pilot gacacas indicated a low popular in-
vestment in the project’s success and/or low expectations regarding its
achievements. In Mozambique, though there was no survey data to rely
on, my own clear observations during research trips in 2001 and 2003
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were that there was still a very high level of general satisfaction in the
‘‘amnesty, reconciliation and rebuilding’’ approach that the government
adopted in 1992.

Restoring peacemaking

The American legal scholar Diane Orentlicher has written a lot about
what she calls the ‘‘duty to prosecute’’ the perpetrators of atrocities.
She, British attorney Geoffrey Robertson and other legal thinkers work-
ing in prosperous and settled western countries have strongly contested
the notion that offering amnesties during peace negotiations may bring
something of value to men and women living in societies mired in
atrocity-laden inter-group conflict. These influential scholars have argued
that the risk that such amnesties will foster a ‘‘climate of impunity’’ and
thus allow the continued commission of atrocities, or their resumption
after a brief hiatus, is so great that no peace that is won through the
granting of amnesties can be considered valuable – or, indeed, secure –
at all. The evidence I have gathered challenges those arguments. In par-
ticular, the experiences of South Africa and Mozambique in the 10 to 12
years after each country’s conflict termination attempt of the early 1990s
show clearly that an amnesty-reliant peace agreement does not always
foster a ‘‘climate of impunity’’. On the contrary, such a peace agreement
can, if well crafted, mark a clear turning point between the conflict-riven
and impunity-plagued climate of the past and a new, much more peace-
able social climate in which human rights protection can finally be guar-
anteed and the basic norms of the rule of law – including the ending of
impunity for all persons, however powerful – can be respected. (It is
worth restating very forcefully here that in situations of classic warfare
or other grave inter-group conflict none of the human rights of civilians
in the territories affected, including rights as basic as those to life or the
physical integrity of persons, can ever be assured. In conflict zones, in-
deed, the entire panoply of human rights articulated in the Universal
Declaration on Human Rights and its attendant Covenants are under
constant threat. This simple fact about warfare seems to have eluded too
many western-based rights activists in recent years.)

Meanwhile, the experience of Rwanda since 1994 stands in stark con-
trast to those of Mozambique and South Africa. It indicates that pursuing
a rigorously interpreted ‘‘duty to prosecute’’ can all too easily perpetuate
existing social and political cleavages and maintain a situation in which
fundamental human rights continue to be denied and threatened on a
massive scale.

Travelling in Mozambique in 2001 and 2003 I heard over and over,
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from people in many different sections of society, expressions of great
satisfaction with the peace agreement that the political leaders had con-
cluded in 1992, and horror at the thought that anything might happen to
reignite the cleavages of the war years. To them, the post-1992 peace
most evidently was its own dividend. They all seemed to value highly
the fact that the continuing disagreements between their political leaders
could now be addressed through parliamentary mechanisms rather than
armed conflict (though I did hear from some Mozambicans the same
kind of criticisms of the pretensions and alleged corruptibility of their
politicians that one hears from citizens of many other democratic coun-
tries). The principles of the rule of law seemed to be broadly respected
and generally implemented in Mozambique.12 The major problem that
groups such as Amnesty International and Penal Reform International
noted with respect to rights observance in Mozambique in the early
years of the 21st century had much more to do with the continued im-
poverishment of the society, and the accompanying lack in government
institutions, like prisons, of even the most basic tools needed to do an
acceptable job, than with the existence of a ‘‘climate of impunity’’ or the
absence of the rule of law.
Visiting South Africa, also in 2001 and 2003, I found a similarly palpa-

ble (though slightly less universal) sense of relief that the long-running
conflict over human inequality in the country had finally been resolved
in 1993/94. In South Africa, as in Mozambique, a number of important
rights-protection issues remained to be worked on 10 years after the tran-
sition. These issues were particularly in the realm of assuring the basic
economic and social rights of all citizens, and in the prevention of police
brutality.13 Meanwhile, as noted in Table 4.3, the records kept by Free-
dom House showed that in South Africa, as in Mozambique, the aggre-
gated ratings of the country’s political rights and civil liberties had
registered a significant improvement between 1994 and 2004: by a total of
six points (out of a possible seven) in the case of South Africa, and by four
points (out of a possible nine) in Mozambique. In Rwanda, meanwhile,
the Freedom House ratings showed no change at all between 1994 and
2004: they remained mired near the bottom of the charts and earned the
organization’s summary judgment that the country was still ‘‘not free’’.
When I visited Rwanda in 2002 all of the Rwandans whom I met were

unanimous in expressing relief that their country was no longer living in
the maelstrom of violence that had beset it in 1994. But many Rwandans
still seemed extremely fearful – either of a recurrence of violence broadly
similar to that which erupted in 1994, or of the eruption of some other
form of atrocity-laden mayhem.14 Meanwhile, in a situation in which
President Kagame had significantly consolidated the RPF’s hold over all
of the country’s institutions, the norms of the rule of law were not even
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on their way to being respected there. In 2005, Human Rights Watch
noted that,

In 2004, the RPF further reinforced its control by attacking civil society orga-
nizations, churches, and schools for supposedly disseminating ‘genocidal ideol-
ogy.’ Authorities arrested dozens of persons accused of this crime.
Judicial authorities carried out a sham trial of a former president and seven

others, but few other trials. Tens of thousands of persons remained jailed on
accusations of genocide, some of them detained more than ten years. . . .
In the course of reforming the judicial system, authorities obliged judges and

judicial personnel, more than five hundred of them, to resign. Fewer than one
hundred were re-appointed to positions in the new system. During [2004]
nearly half the 106 mayors were also obliged to resign.15

With Kagame’s RPF still able to manipulate, undermine and control all of
the country’s national institutions at will, the climate of impunity reigned
supreme.

An insistence on pursuing a ‘‘duty’’ to prosecute therefore seemed not
to have helped Rwanda to escape from impunity and establish a general
respect for the rule of law. Meanwhile, the two countries that had used
amnesties in 1993/94 ended up with much more significant improvements
in their assurance of and general respect for the rule of law!16 Clearly the
paradigm posited by Orentlicher, Robertson and others needs consider-
able re-examination. I submit that what is wrong with their model is
that it is fundamentally apolitical. By focusing narrowly on only the
‘‘technical-legal’’ aspect of the challenges faced by societies struggling to
emerge from deep-seated inter-group conflict, their approach neglects
the broader political context within which decisions to prosecute or not
to prosecute are always taken. Specifically, it ignores the overarching
need in such societies for an intentional politics of peacemaking and
longer-term peacebuilding.

Prosecutions, opportunity costs and peacebuilding

How can launching (or refraining from launching) criminal prosecutions
of alleged perpetrators of atrocities affect the processes of peacemaking
and peacebuilding? It can do so in a number of ways, at the levels of
both politics and economics. Politically, the offering of amnesties is often,
as in Mozambique or South Africa, the only way that a negotiated transi-
tion out of a deep-seated conflict can be effected. This price is often – in
many countries around the world today, as in Abraham Lincoln’s United
States – seen as one that is worth paying in the broader interest of con-
flict termination. Secondly, and more broadly, amnesties can often be part
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of a process of broadening political inclusion. For example, in both South
Africa and Mozambique, the existing political conflicts were prolonged so
long as the parties in power used the language – and practice – of crimi-
nalization to try to exclude their opponents from exerting any political
influence. (In South Africa, the government excoriated its opponents by
dubbing all opponents ‘‘terrorists’’, with whom negotiation was impossi-
ble. In Mozambique, the government called Renamo’s people ‘‘nothing
but armed bandits’’, and similarly refused to negotiate with them.) Once
these governments were persuaded of the need to negotiate, they had to
end the exclusionary, marginalizing policies they had previously main-
tained against their opponents. Foreswearing the language and practice
of criminalization was a big part of that. In Mozambique, the offering of
blanket amnesties for wartime wrongdoing flowed directly from that. In
South Africa, the amnesty offer was the result of the political bargain
the ANC leaders made with the South African Defence Force security
chiefs on the eve of the April 1994 election.
In Rwanda, by contrast, the fact that even 10 and more years after the

end of the genocide large numbers of genocide-related cases continued
to be tried – in the Rwandan regular courts, the gacaca courts and the
ICTR – meant that a considerable amount of public and media attention
was still being focused on the precise and painful details of those 13
weeks of genocide. The relatively few survivors of the genocide found it
almost impossible – throughout those 10 crucial post-genocide years, and
for many foreseeable years into the future – to escape from the repeated
retraumatizations occasioned by the need to relive and re-describe their
traumas in different judicial settings throughout that period. In addi-
tion, the one-sided (anti-Hutu) nature of the proceedings pursued by
both the ICTR and the Rwandan government had a strong effect in
keeping the Tutsi-Hutu cleavage alive inside Rwanda, despite the best
efforts of the Kagame government to claim that this cleavage no longer
existed.
When the Security Council established the ICTR, as when it established

the ICTY, its members expressed the sincere hope that the work of these
courts could ‘‘contribute to national reconciliation’’ within the territories
that their work covered. However, the veteran Balkan-affairs analyst
Tim Judah reported after a late-2003 visit to Serbia, Croatia and Bosnia
that in those three countries, ‘‘I met virtually no one who believed that
the tribunal was helping to reconcile people.’’17 (Since the ICTY has
launched ‘‘equal opportunity’’ prosecutions against ethnic Serbs, Croats
and Bosniaks, this indicates that it might be the sheer length of the
ICTR’s proceedings, rather than its one-sided nature, that has had the
greatest negative effect on reconciliation inside the country. The Nurem-
berg trials were also, in their day, extremely one-sided. But they were

58 HELENA COBBAN



completed with admirable speed – just eleven months to try all 22 top
Nazi leaders! They were, moreover, embedded in the Western Allies’
broader project of the economic and political rebuilding of West
Germany on a democratic basis. They thus did not lead to any lasting
anti-Allied sentiment amongst most Germans.)

In 2000–2002, Harvey Weinstein and Eric Stover and other colleagues
from the University of California, Berkeley, conducted considerable sur-
veys and other research into the effects that the two ad hoc tribunals –
the ICTY and ICTR – and Rwanda’s national-level courts had had on na-
tional reconciliation in the countries concerned. Weinstein and Stover
concluded that, ‘‘Our studies suggest that there is no direct link between
criminal trials (international, national, and local/traditional) and reconcil-
iation, although it is possible this could change over time. In fact, we
found criminal trials – and especially those of local perpetrators – often
divided multi-ethnic communities by causing further suspicion and fear.
Survivors rarely, if ever, connected retributive justice with reconcilia-
tion.’’18 The aspiration that the Security Council expressed when it es-
tablished the ICTR (and ICTY) a decade earlier, that these courts would
somehow contribute to national reconciliation, has not been fulfilled.

While Judah, Stover and Weinstein report that there is no positive link
between the work of the United Nations (and the Rwandan national)
courts and reconciliation it is also, I believe, possible to make the
stronger case that – certainly in Rwanda – the work of these courts may
well have had a considerable negative effect on the prospects of reconcil-
iation. This is the case not only because of the political effects described
above, but also because of the opportunity costs incurred by the courts at
the economic level. Criminal prosecutions can easily become an incredi-
bly expensive project.

Concerning the Rwandan government’s plans to prosecute all genocide
suspects in the national courts, we can note that for a large portion of the
decade after the end of the genocide the government was holding more
than 100,000 untried genocide suspects (out of a national population
of some 8 million people) in its prisons and lock-ups. Given that nearly
all of these were people of breadwinning age, many with numerous
dependents, the deleterious effects on the country’s economy of their
incarceration at government expense and their separation from normal
productive labour become clearer. Regarding the gacaca courts, these
have also started to impose heavy manpower costs on the country’s local-
ities, since all adult citizens are supposed to devote one day of unpaid
labour per week to their participation in the gacacas, for as long as they
continue their work. (This is in addition to the traditional day of umu-
ganda – unpaid community service – and, for most Rwandans, one day
off for church.)
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But it is in the case of the ICTR that the economic costs of pursuing
a very robust prosecutorial strategy become more visible and more
staggering. Based on the figures given earlier, the per-case cash cost of
pursuing various different kinds of policy toward suspected former perpe-
trators of violence can be roughly calculated as in Table 4.4.
It was not just the per-case cost at the ICTR that seemed wildly dispro-

portionate; the global cost of establishing and running the court – over $1
billion by the end of 2004 – was a sum that, had it been differently used,
could have made a substantial difference to the long-term economic and
social wellbeing of any one of a number of very vulnerable, very low-
income countries, including Rwanda. For example, the entire amount of
overseas aid invested in Rwanda’s 8.3 million people in 2002 was
US$356.1 million, and the amount invested in the DRC’s 51 million
even more deeply impoverished and violence-wracked people was
US$806.7 million. How much more stabilization and how much less
human misery might the citizens of Rwanda and the DRC have known if
the ICTR’s budgets for the preceding years had been spent in supporting
economic and social stabilization programmes in one or both of those
countries, instead? But the very high financial opportunity costs involved
in, in effect, taking $1 billion out of the available international aid budget
and pouring it into sustaining an extremely high-cost and low-efficiency
international court in Arusha have seldom been mentioned in the flood
of articles in Western publications about the court’s ‘‘jurisprudential
breakthroughs’’.19
Meanwhile, study after study of the needs and preferences of people

living in post-conflict, post-atrocity societies shows that economic and so-
cial stabilization has been absolutely their main priority. In Rwanda, an
opinion survey conducted in June 2000 showed that ‘‘Poverty/economic
hardship’’ was the social problem most frequently identified by
respondents – 81.9 per cent of them.20 Eric Stover and Harvey Weinstein
summarized the results of the research they organized in Rwanda, Bosnia
and Croatia in 2000–2002 by noting, ‘‘Our informants told us that jobs,
food, adequate and secure housing, good schooling for their children,
and peace and security were their major priorities.’’21 My own respon-

Table 4.4 Per-case cost of different policies

Each case completed at the ICTR US$43,500,000
Each amnesty application at South Africa’s TRC US$4,290
Each case in Rwanda’s gacaca courts (projected) US$540
Mozambique: each former fighter demobilized/reintegrated US$1,075
South Africa: each former fighter demobilized/reintegrated US$1,066
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dents in Rwanda, South Africa and Mozambique all stressed the central-
ity of economic stabilization to the success of post-conflict peacebuilding
in their countries. (There is a strong resonance here with the record of
peacebuilding efforts in post-World War II Europe and Japan.)

Meanwhile, it is clear that in the early years of the twenty-first century
a high proportion of the atrocities being committed in different countries
around the world occur in the context of conflicts pursued within some of
the world’s most deeply impoverished nations. In many of those coun-
tries, including those sometimes referred to as ‘‘failed states’’, there is an
apparent vicious circle at work in which grave conflict wrecks the social
and physical infrastructure needed to sustain livelihoods, and the dashing
of the expectations of many people – especially young people – that they
might be able to find a sustainable livelihood in the civilian world then
just continues to fuel the conflict and all its attendant lawlessness. The
goal, for everyone who wants to maximize the wellbeing of citizens of
those stricken areas, must be to help them find a way to escape from
that vicious cycle. Very often, ancient indigenous cultures have resources
to do this that are woefully under-recognized by members of western-
based policy elites. For example, in Mozambique the cultural resources
safeguarded by the country’s traditional healers played a significant role
in sustaining the country’s citizens throughout their long years of disaster;
and once the General Peace Agreement had been concluded in 1992, the
practices of forgiveness and community-wide healing embodied in the
country’s indigenous traditions (and also its Christian and Muslim institu-
tions) helped to rebuild shattered communities throughout the land.

Now, in the era of the (very expensive) International Criminal Court
(ICC), will such amnesty-based indigenous practices of forgiveness and
community reintegration still be allowed to proceed? One key indicator
will be to see what comes of the judicial investigation into the atrocities
committed in the civil war inside northern Uganda. This ‘‘situation’’ was
referred to ICC Chief Prosecutor Luis Moreno-Ocampo by Ugandan
President Yoweri Museveni in January 2004. Moreno-Ocampo began
studying the situation and in late July opened a formal judicial investiga-
tion into it – such as can, under the mixed civil law/common law pro-
cedure according to which the ICC works, be expected to result in the
issuing of a number of indictments. Inside northern Uganda, however,
many community leaders had a very different idea of what needed to be
done to end the commission of atrocities there. As New York Times
reporter Marc Lacey wrote,

Some war victims are urging the international court to back off. They say the
local people will suffer if the rebel command feels cornered. They recommend
giving forgiveness more of a chance, using an age-old ceremony involving raw
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eggs. ‘‘When we talk of arrest warrants it sounds so simple,’’ said David Onen
Acana II, the chief of the Acholi, the dominant tribe in the war-riven north. . . .
‘‘But an arrest warrant doesn’t mean the war will end.’’22

In March 2005, Acana led a high-level delegation of northern Uganda
community leaders to the Hague, where they discussed their concerns
with Moreno-Ocampo. At the end of the meeting, the prosecutor issued
a statement, in which he said,

I am mindful of traditional justice and reconciliation processes and sensitive to
the leaders’ efforts to promote dialogue between different actors in order to
achieve peace. . . . I also recognize the vital role to be played by national and
local leaders to achieve peace, justice and reconciliation. We agreed on the im-
portance of continuing this dialogue in pursuit of the common goal of ending
violence.23

A month later, Acana led an even larger delegation to the ICC head-
quarters. This time, unlike in March, the two sides reached agreement
on a joint statement. It read in part:

The Lango; Acholi; Iteso and Madi community leaders and the Prosecutor of
the International Criminal Court have agreed to work together as part of a
common effort to achieve justice and reconciliation, the rebuilding of commu-
nities and an end to violence in Northern Uganda. . . . In working towards an
end to violence, all parties agreed to continue to integrate the dialogue for
peace, the ICC and traditional justice and reconciliation processes.24

The work of the ICC prosecutor was thus emerging as one focusing con-
siderably more on the diplomacy of peacemaking than that of most pros-
ecutors. Indeed, in the Rome Treaty, Article 53, part 2 specifically allows
that, ‘‘upon investigation, the Prosecutor [may] conclude that there is not
a sufficient basis for a prosecution because . . . (c) A prosecution is not in
the interests of justice, taking into account all the circumstances’’. In
addition to the prosecutor being allowed some discretion in his work as
noted there, the treaty also allowed the UN Security Council to request
the deferral of an ICC investigation or prosecution, provided it did so
under a resolution adopted under Chapter VII of the UN Charter; and
Article 16 stipulates that when faced with such a request the court must
totally halt any work on the relevant investigations or prosecutions.
As of September 2005, Moreno-Ocampo had still not launched any

prosecutions. There thus seemed to be a good chance that northern
Uganda’s traditional, non-punitive methods of conflict resolution would
be given a chance to work. Human rights activists everywhere should
rejoice.
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1. In South Africa, the raw GDP figures masked extremely serious inequalities between
the incomes and wealth enjoyed by the country’s white and its non-white (especially
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2. The most serious genocide cases – those in ‘‘Category 1’’ – would still be tried in the
regular courts.

3. Penal Reform International (2003) Research on the Gacaca, London: Penal Reform
International, p. 68, available from http://www.penalreform.org/download/Gacaca/
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Report for Rwanda’’, available from http://www.swisspeace.org/uploads/FAST/updates/
Rwanda%20Update%204_2004%20final.pdf, pp. 3, 5.

7. Ibid., p. 6.
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10. J. L. Gibson and H. Macdonald (2001) Truth – Yes, Reconciliation – Maybe: South Afri-
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Table 10.5, line 1, in Timothy Longman, Phuong Pham and Harvey M. Weinstein (2004)
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onciliation in Rwanda’’, in E. Stover and H. M. Weinstein, eds, My Neighbor, My En-

emy: Justice and Community in the Aftermath of Mass Atrocity, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, pp. 214, 216.

12. For example, in November 2000 a noted local journalist was murdered while research-
ing a story about large-scale fraud at a state-run bank; but in 2003 two businessmen and
a former manager of the bank were convicted for having contracted the killing, and
three other men for having carried it out; all received lengthy prison terms. Amnesty In-
ternational (2004) ‘‘Mozambique’’, in Report 2004, available from http://web.amnesty.
org/report2004/moz-summary-eng.

13. For example, Human Rights Watch reported about South Africa that, ‘‘From April 2003
to March 2004 . . . a statutory oversight body received reports of 383 deaths in police
custody’’. Human Rights Watch (2005) ‘‘South Africa’’, in World Report 2005, avail-
able from http://hrw.org/english/docs/2005/01/13/safric9886.htm. The report judged that,
‘‘While it is encouraging that the reporting mechanism is in place, the increasing num-
ber of deaths, particularly in police custody, is worrying.’’

14. The general fearfulness inside Rwanda was most likely also fuelled in part by the sense
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that many Rwandans have that their tiny country is very vulnerable to violent influences
from its neighbours, particularly from massive and violence-wracked DRC. But the
Rwandan government seemed trapped in a classic ‘‘security dilemma’’ with respect to
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All the truth but only some justice?
Dilemmas of dealing with the past
in new democracies

Jorge Heine

Without truth and acknowledgement, reconciliation is not possible.
José Zalaquett1

How do newly established democracies come to terms with the human
rights violations that are such a prominent feature of the dictatorships
that preceded them?2 How does a democratic dispensation deal with an
evil past? Although we have had representative democracies (or polyar-
chies, in Robert Dahl’s expression)3 for a little over two centuries now,
the established practice, whenever such regime changes took place, was
either to engage in ‘‘victor’s justice’’ tout court, or simply ‘‘let bygones
be bygones’’, with the deposed dictator taking the next plane to some off-
shore paradise to enjoy his ill-gotten riches, and his acolytes either fol-
lowing him or quickly adapting to the new political dispensation.

It is only over the past 60 years or so, starting with Germany and Japan
after the Second World War, that attempts have been made to deal with
past wrongdoings in any systematic fashion, and this is especially true of
the past 30 years, during what Samuel P. Huntington has referred to as
the ‘‘Third Wave’’ of democratization, which started in the mid-seventies
with the Portuguese ‘‘Carnation Revolution’’.4

Recent developments in ex parte Pinochet

Two of the most emblematic transitions of the nineties were the South
African and the Chilean.5 To illustrate the very real and ongoing
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statecraft dilemmas the management of these processes entail, it is useful
to examine developments in the trials and tribulations of the former dic-
tator, General Augusto Pinochet, as this throws light on the very delicate
and fine balancing act democratic leaders must accomplish in order to
come to terms with the past.6
In February 2005, Judge Juan Guzmán, then a member of Santiago’s

Court of Appeals, and in many ways the man who almost single-handedly
brought General Pinochet to court in Chile after the latter’s arrest in a
London clinic, indicted two former Home Affairs ministers of the military
government, Air Force General Enrique Montero and Army General
César Benavides. The reasoning was that, given their positions and re-
sponsibilities, they must have been aware what was being done by Chile’s
infamous secret police, the Directorate of National Intelligence, in the
killings, ‘‘disappearances’’ and extensive torture practices of the regime’s
political opponents. Both were promptly arrested, albeit subsequently re-
leased on bail.
Contrary to what is normally thought abroad, much progress has been

made in Chile not only in uncovering the truth about what happened in
those dark days of dictatorship, but also in meting out a measure of jus-
tice. Some 40 military personnel (including, perhaps for the first time
anywhere, the former head of the secret police, General Manuel Con-
treras) have served time behind bars for crimes committed in those years,
and another 250 are facing trials. The latter, of course, include General
Pinochet himself, whose lawyers are handling some 200 criminal lawsuits
against him, and who is now in even greater difficulties after US$27 mil-
lion in secret bank accounts under his name were uncovered by a US
Senate investigation.
In indicting Generals Montero and Benavides, Judge Guzmán actually

raised the political stakes, going one step further. Guzmán’s reasoning in
this case was not based on specific evidence that linked each of the for-
mer Pinochet ministers to any human rights violations, but, rather, on the
assumption that, given their responsibilities as Home Ministers (in Chile,
the Cabinet’s most senior members, and traditionally in charge of law
and order and the national police) they must have known what was going
on at a time of high levels of repression and when, at any one time, tens
of thousands were being imprisoned and mistreated, or worse, for their
political views.
In a country where, even today, sixteen years after Pinochet handed

over power, the heads of the two main opposition parties are men who
served in high-level positions in the military government, this was seen as
the opening of a Pandora’s box. If ministers of the military regime could
be indicted on such assumptions, where would you draw the line in the
future? Was anybody who worked for that government criminally liable?
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Other former Home Affairs ministers of the General became especially
nervous, including then-Senator Sergio Fernández, who made a public
statement to the effect that he was ready, ‘‘as he had always been’’ to
take on his ‘‘political responsibility’’ for his duties as Cabinet minister,
but that he did not see why he should be criminally liable for any human
rights violations, particularly since the security services did not report to
him, and he had no way of knowing what they were doing.

Under the circumstances, the then-Home Affairs minister, José Miguel
Insulza, responded by way of a newspaper article in which he reiterated
the established government policy:7
1. In matters pertaining to events occurring during the military regime, a

clear-cut distinction between criminal and political responsibility is
made, in the understanding that political responsibilities will not be
prosecuted.

2. A second principle has been to consistently pursue truth and justice in
matters of past human rights violations, including the commissioning
of various reports and the payment of compensation for those killed,
disappeared, tortured and exiled.

3. Justice is administered only by the courts.
4. Criminal liability is individual and specific. No trials of institutions, or

of individuals because they are part of them, can take place.
Still, this did not preclude at least one Socialist party MP, Sergio Aguiló,
from suing Fernández for his involvement in Aguiló’s arrest, imprison-
ment and torture.

The nature of the problem

This excursion into the saga of Judge Guzmán and its repercussions illus-
trates the very real (and current) challenges faced by democratic regimes
even decades after the initial transition from authoritarianism, and the fu-
tility of pretending they do not exist in the hope that doing so will make
them go away. They will not, and the only way to deal with them is to
confront them. What does this involve? The democratization wave that
started in southern Europe in the mid-1980s (in Portugal, Spain and
Greece), moved on to Latin America and East Asia and Central and
Eastern Europe in the 1980s and early 1990s, and southern Africa in the
early 1990s. This has become one of the (if not the) most significant polit-
ical trends in world affairs.8 How to manage these transitions from dicta-
torial rule to more participatory forms of government rapidly became one
of the central challenges faced by political leaders throughout much of
the developing world. The fact that, in many cases, this process involved
multiple and overlapping transitions (in both the political and the

ALL THE TRUTH BUT ONLY SOME JUSTICE? 67



economic sphere, as largely closed economies open up) made them par-
ticularly complex and challenging.
In terms of the political transitions, many analysts distinguish between

at least three phases:
1. The abertura, or opening, in which the old regime, often under severe

pressure from below (a mobilized civil society) and/or abroad (such as
in the case of the international boycott against the apartheid regime in
South Africa) starts to liberalize, allowing greater manoeuvring room
to the opposition and democratic forces.

2. The transition per se, that is, the actual process whereby the ancien
regime, realizing the irreversible nature of the political change, and
under varying circumstances such as military defeat or the death of
the dictator, or a negotiated compromise, hands power over to the
democratic opposition.

3. The consolidation of the newly established democratic regime, in which
the danger of an authoritarian regression gradually recedes, the newly
crafted institutions take hold and democracy takes root.9

Despite the smooth and seamless progression these categories and this
scheme seemingly entail, there is, of course, nothing automatic or pre-
ordained about it. Democratization will often proceed in fits and starts,
there is an escalation effect (Namibia’s rather smooth decolonization in
1990 had a positive impact on South Africa’s white regime and popula-
tion, which realized that black rule in southern Africa did not necessarily
mean chaos) and there is nothing guaranteed about it all. But these fea-
tures, in turn, highlight the key role played by the leadership of the newly
elected ruling coalition in the management of it all.
Under the many conditions that affect this process will be the type of

transition that took place, and whether it entailed a ruptura (a total break
with the ancien regime), such as took place with the Sandinista victory in
Nicaragua in 1979 or the military defeat and humiliation of the dictator-
ship (as happened with the Greek colonels in 1973 or the Argentinean
junta in the Malvinas/Falklands in 1982), or whether it was a pacted tran-
sition.10 In the latter, and given a relative equilibrium of forces, both sides
(the leaders of the outgoing regime and those of the democratic opposi-
tion) realize they would be better off avoiding what can potentially de-
generate into a bloody civil war, and thus reach an agreement designed
to give certain guarantees to the members of the ancien regime and estab-
lish a more or less even playing field for the next phase.
Paradoxically, many observers have noted that it is out of such pacted

transitions, in which the democratic forces quite self-consciously limit
their own margin of manoeuvre, that consolidation is more likely to
emerge. The vertigo of close-to-absolute power that can arise out of the
total collapse of the previous regime can leave the new coalition with the
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heady feeling that they can ‘‘start from a blank slate’’ and this is often
the source of much trouble, political conflict and polarization.

Yet there is little doubt that, in addition to the many tasks of
institution-building, reshaping foreign relations, paying back the coun-
try’s ‘‘social debt’’ and otherwise giving a new impetus to economic
growth, one of the key challenges facing the newly installed democratic
regime is what to do about the human rights violations committed by its
predecessor.

The choice is by no means an easy one. On the one hand, there is so
much to do on so many fronts that the last thing the new leaders may
want is to ‘‘frontload’’ their own political agenda. If, as is often the case,
the possibility of authoritarian regression is very much there, this only
compounds the problem. Is it worth sliding back to the dark days of dic-
tatorship for the mere sake of revisiting and reopening old wounds, about
which nothing much can be done anyway?

On the other hand, the very legitimacy of the incoming coalition will
often be based on their moral superiority over the outgoing elites. It was
the new order’s denunciation of those human rights violations that con-
tributed so much to depleting the political capital of the ancien regime
and impelled them to the opposition frontlines. To do nothing about
them now that they are safely ensconced in office would seem to many
the height of cynicism. Moreover, the pressure from the relatives of the
dead and ‘‘disappeared’’ will not abate, and may make for further radi-
calization and polarization.

Whatever the case, the problem cannot be ignored, and governments
have dealt with it in different ways. One way has been to pass an amnesty
law that effectively pardons all human rights violations committed under
the previous regime, thus ‘‘sweeping them under the rug’’. Another, very
different approach, has been to set up special courts to try the top rung of
the leadership of the outgoing regime, largely on the model of the Nur-
emberg and Tokyo trials after World War II. Yet, the unsatisfactory
results of both of these approaches have been instrumental in the devel-
opment of a third option – that of the Truth Commission, or TRC (for
Truth and Reconciliation Commission).

TRCs as a middle way between blanket amnesties and
special prosecutions

TRCs are officially appointed (although usually independent) bodies
tasked with investigating human rights violations during a specific period
(often that of the previous authoritarian regime). Their powers vary, but
they are generally made up of respected personalities who are supposed
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to produce within a specified time period (ideally not more than six
months to two years) a report that documents those violations for the
record and establishes a factual truth about what actually happened.
They are not tribunals, and they may be formed by nationals (the general
rule), foreign citizens (in cases where nationals dare not tread) or both.
They are not necessarily incompatible with pre-existing amnesty provi-

sions (the Chilean military regime passed one such self-amnesty law in
1978), nor do they preclude subsequent prosecutions by the courts, but
they have increasingly emerged as the policy tool of choice for new de-
mocracies eager to heal the wounds of the body politic, in the under-
standing that ‘‘there is no tomorrow without yesterday’’.11
Argentina’s TRC (headed by noted novelist Ernesto Sábato) produced

a report, suggestively titled Nunca Más! (Never Again!), which became a
national bestseller. Since then, twenty-four countries in Europe, Asia,
Africa and Latin America have established such commissions, with vary-
ing degrees of success. One can disagree about their impact, but it is dif-
ficult to dispute the fact that they are considered an attractive option. The
United Nations Development Programme, with offices in some 140 coun-
tries, is actively considering the funding of TRCs as part of its regular
nation-building programs.
Since the end of the Cold War, and given the rise in internal conflicts

and civil wars, there has been a growing need to bring reconciliation to
post-conflict societies, and TRCs have emerged as one of the critical tools
in the policy kit of peacebuilders. In political science over the past two
decades ‘‘transitology’’ (i.e., the study of the transitions from authoritar-
ianism to democracy) has been one of the fastest growing subfields within
Comparative Politics.12 Since the mid-1990s the study of ‘‘transitional
justice’’, in some ways itself a subfield of ‘‘transitology’’, has also seen a
veritable explosion, with new institutes being set up to study the subject
and a steady stream of monographs, symposia volumes and journal ar-
ticles being published on its many facets and dimensions.13 The study of
transitional justice is of a much more interdisciplinary nature, and one in
which (in addition to politics) the law, sociology, psychology, anthropol-
ogy and religious studies, among other disciplines, blend into a seamless
web.
The reasons for this sudden eruption of ‘‘truth-commissioning’’ are

complex, but they reflect both the changing nature of the international
system and the increasing significance of human rights within it. The end
of the Cold War, of course, has meant that superpowers are less con-
cerned with protecting ‘‘their own’’ tyrants and their record as a way of
avoiding giving an advantage to ‘‘the other side’’. Globalization, on the
other hand, and its expression in both the information technology and
the telecommunications revolutions, has led to a much quicker spread of
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information and awareness in international public opinion about human
rights violations, something that goes a long way toward explaining de-
velopments in Kosovo in 1999, as European public opinion was simply
not ready to accept ‘‘another Bosnia’’.

Within the human rights field itself, TRCs reflect in many ways a
‘‘coming of age’’ of the struggle for such rights.14 It has been pointed
out that the field has gone through three distinct stages; first, in the im-
mediate post–World War II period, with the establishment of the United
Nations, the drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and
the establishment of international human rights law and humanitarian
law with governments and international organizations as key players. A
second phase emerged in the 1970s, as non-governmental, citizen organi-
zations (NGOs) such as Amnesty International took centre stage in the
struggle to defend human rights on a worldwide basis, and became in-
creasingly effective in it, even as they were joined by other like-minded
NGOs such as Human Rights Watch. Finally, the 1990s saw the coming
together of both governmental and citizen initiatives in bodies like TRCs
– officially established, but manned by independent citizens, often inter-
nationally funded, but whose main purpose is to give post-hoc ‘‘voice to
those without voice’’, that is, to the victims and relatives of the victims of
those who suffered the most under authoritarian rule and need to ‘‘regain
their feet’’ in the new democratic dispensation.

Why not simply move on, and let bygones be bygones, thus letting
‘‘sleeping dogs lie’’? The conditions for successfully setting up TRCs –
and there is some evidence now to be able to make some tentative
generalizations – are not always present.15 Many observers agree with
the proposition that they are most appropriate after a significant regime
change, in which major human rights violations were committed pri-
marily by one side, and when there is still a certain balance between the
democratizing forces and those of the outgoing coalition. Under such cir-
cumstances, and when there is often some dispute about what actually
happened under the ancien regime, the need to have a common national
narrative about those facts is especially acute if a nation is ever to over-
come those past divisions and forge a solid, prosperous future.

The parallel has been made with the needs of patients suffering from
post-traumatic stress disorder. People who have undergone major trau-
mas in their lives often find themselves disoriented and in acute need of
‘‘telling their story’’ to someone who will take it seriously and is able to
help them overcome those symptoms. It should not be surprising to
realize that individuals who lost their loved ones and/or were themselves
submitted to torture, and were even then publicly denounced as ‘‘subver-
sives’’ or ‘‘enemies of the state’’ should suffer from all sorts of psycholog-
ical (often, of course, also physical) difficulties that demand attention.

ALL THE TRUTH BUT ONLY SOME JUSTICE? 71



For a wife whose husband was taken by the security forces and then
made to ‘‘disappear’’ (as was often the established practice in many Latin
American countries), then to be told that no such thing happened, but
that he had instead simply left her for another woman and gone abroad
(‘‘absconded with a blonde’’ was a favourite phrase) was, needless to say,
to add insult to injury. The notion that such tragic situations could simply
be ignored or papered over is, of course, difficult to sustain, and that is
precisely the purpose of TRCs.
Beyond individual grief and the imperative to overcome it, however,

looms a larger issue, one to which José Zalaquett has referred as the
‘‘cathartic function’’ of TRCs. This means that, after the collective
trauma of repressive dictatorships, nations need a moment of ‘‘rebirth’’
or ‘‘regeneration’’ of their sense of identity and being, one that provides
a clean break with that oppressive past and thus provides them with the
necessary impetus to forge ahead and build a better future. If done prop-
erly, TRCs can perform that function very well, and the experience of the
South African TRC, to which we shall return, which in its two-and-a-half
years of existence (1995–1998), and under the able leadership of Arch-
bishop Desmond Tutu and its vice-chair, Alex Boraine, engaged in one
of the most extraordinary exercises in national soul-searching perhaps
ever undertaken, remains a prime example of that. The public hearings
held during these years, often in churches, with strong religious under-
tones and amply covered in the media, made the country come to terms
with the legacy of apartheid in a way that perhaps no other mechanism
could have.16
If the process of the TRC is an important part of its contribution to na-

tional reconciliation, so is the final product, as a rule a report that sum-
marizes the findings of the Commission, puts them into a proper context
and otherwise makes the facts of human rights violations, such as they
were uncovered by the Commissioners and staff, available to the public.

The Chilean TRC and its aftermath

The Chilean experience is widely considered to be one of the most suc-
cessful, despite its many limitations. Upon taking office on 11 March
1990, Chilean President Patricio Aylwin found himself in a curious pre-
dicament, one perhaps not faced by any other head of state before him.
His predecessor, General Augusto Pinochet had kept, to shield himself
from any eventual litigation and through his own, tailor-made Constitu-
tion, the position of Commander-in-Chief of the Chilean Army for an
eight-year term.17 The notion of a dictator who had exercised almost un-
bridled power for 17 years that would now stand guard as head of a

72 JORGE HEINE



highly autonomous Army over the succeeding democratic government
was not exactly one that enhanced the sense of self-assurance of Chile’s
newly elected leaders, and many warned President Aylwin to tread care-
fully, since the military were ready to engage in some ‘‘sabre-rattling’’ if
they were to feel threatened in any way.

Yet, and much to his credit, Aylwin took on as one of his first tasks the
creation and official launch of a Truth and Reconciliation Commission. A
lawyer and professor of administrative law, who had been a Senator and
seven-time president of the Christian Democratic party (long Chile’s
largest party) and one of the opposition leaders who had been involved
in the last-minute negotiations to forestall the 11 September 1973 coup
against President Salvador Allende, Aylwin saw his main task as one of
securing a successful transition, for which a TRC would be critical. Both
the instrument itself and the modus operandi that he devised for it re-
flected both his centrist, moderate leanings, very much in tune with
Chile’s political climate at the time, and his legal training and back-
ground.18

A key element in his consideration was the experience of two neigh-
bouring countries, Argentina and Uruguay, which had undergone similar
periods of dictatorial rule in the 1970s and 1980s, but had dealt very dif-
ferently with their respective pasts. In some ways, Chile had the advan-
tages of late democratization – if it is possible to state such a thing – as
it was the last country in South America to return to democratic rule. Uru-
guay had passed a blanket amnesty law that evoked considerable oppo-
sition and even led to a subsequent referendum designed to abrogate it.
Argentina, in addition to its own TRC, had also set up a special tribunal
to prosecute the members of the military junta, and had in fact convicted
and imprisoned them. Yet, a number of military uprisings only a few
years later pressed President Raul Alfonsı́n into revoking their sentences
and letting the generals go.

Against this background, and especially given the rather special posi-
tion in which the Chilean Armed Forces found themselves, not only had
they not lost a war – as their counterparts across the Andes had in 1982
in the Falklands/Malvinas, thus leaving their national prestige and stand-
ing at rock bottom levels – but they had effected an orderly transfer of
power according to the military regime’s own constitutional stipulations
and had left a growing economy in place. Aylwin took a different course.

The great advantage of the TRC approach was that it meant taking
action on one of the most significant issues facing Chile at the time, but
doing so in a non-confrontational manner. And this was true not only of
the TRC in itself, but also of the specific shape it took in Chile. It was
highly balanced (four of the eight Commissioners had supported the mili-
tary regime – one of them, Gonzalo Vial, had even served as Education
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Minister – and four had opposed it; seven of them were lawyers); it
had a very limited mandate (to inquire solely into human rights viola-
tions that ended in death); it had no subpoena powers (as it was created
by executive decree, since it was unlikely that a Parliament with nine
Pinochet-appointed Senators would approve legislation on the subject);
its proceedings were to be held in camera, thus excluding public hearings;
and it was given a bare six months to file its report.
With a professional staff of 60 and an austere budget,19 it quickly took

up its duties, in which it was immensely helped by the fact that in Chile
many of the human rights violations had already been carefully and me-
thodically documented by various NGOs, most prominently the Catholic
Church-affiliated Vicarı́a de la Solidaridad.20 In the end, even if some-
what hampered by its limitations (with no obligation to testify, no active-
duty military officers did so, although several retired officers did) the
Commission went about its work rather quietly, asked for a three-month
extension to produce its report, and ended up producing a massive,
three-volume document in February 1991. A month later, the report was
presented to the nation by a visibly distraught President Aylwin, who
publicly asked for forgiveness for the crimes committed by state agents
(although he himself bore no responsibility for them) meticulously docu-
mented in the so-called Rettig report (after the chair of the Commission,
former Senator Raúl Rettig).
The report indicated that some 3,200 people had been killed and/or

forcibly made to ‘‘disappear’’ by the security forces between 11 Septem-
ber 1973 and 10 March 1990 (the period of the military government); it
listed their names, and gave the details as to how they came about their
fate, as well as the Armed Forces units responsible. It did not, however,
give the names of the presumed culprits, although some of that informa-
tion had been made available. It was, in many ways, a victim-oriented,
rather than a culprit-driven, undertaking. Although no lump-sum repara-
tion payments were considered, pensions and scholarships to the relatives
of the victims were recommended, tasks to be taken up by a follow-up
Reparations Commission.
Needless to say, the Armed Forces strongly objected to the report –

albeit mostly on matters of interpretation and context rather than on
any factual grounds. One of the immediate effects of the report (none of
whose facts has been successfully challenged to this day) was to change
the national discourse on the subject – talk of the ‘‘so-called disap-
peared’’ or ‘‘presumed detained-disappeared’’, gave way to straightfor-
ward references to the ‘‘disappeared’’.
Yet, ultimately, the national debate that was supposed to have been

triggered by the TRC report was nipped in the bud by the 31 March
1991 assassination of Senator Jaime Guzmán, a close confidante of Gen-
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eral Pinochet and one of the main drafters of the 1980 Constitution that
rules Chile to this day. Apparently undertaken by left-wing extremists, its
very occurrence was given as proof that repression of such elements
under the military had actually been necessary to save the country from
‘‘communism’’ and revolutionary violence.

South Africa’s TRC: Setting a new standard

Just three years later, with the election of Nelson Mandela to the South
African presidency, the country of Oliver Tambo faced a predicament
not dissimilar to Chile’s. Apartheid had left deep wounds in the South
African psyche and body politic, wounds that desperately needed heal-
ing. Nelson Mandela was determined to bring about national and racial
reconciliation, very much in the spirit of the African National Congress
Charter. Yet, this could not be done under false pretences. How to go
about it?

Professor Kader Asmal, one of South Africa’s leading legal minds, and
later Water Affairs Minister in Nelson Mandela’s Cabinet (1994–1999)
and Education Minister in President Thabo Mbeki’s first term (1999–
2004), was the first to suggest, as early as 1992, that South Africa should
have a close look at the Latin American TRCs, especially Chile’s, and
seriously consider setting one up to come to terms with the legacy of
apartheid.21 A number of seminars, with the participation of one of the
Commissioners and a driving force behind the Chilean TRC, José Zala-
quett, as well as with by-then-former Chilean President Patricio Aylwin,
took place in February and July 1994, putting the issue of the creation of
a TRC in South Africa squarely on the agenda. This was taken on with
special zeal and verve by Justice Minister Dullah Omar.

By then the Chilean TRC was widely considered to have ‘‘set the stan-
dard’’ for such Commissions, and it was a significant source of inspiration
and information for South Africans. Yet, characteristically, the latter went
about setting their own such body in a much more systematic and thor-
ough fashion, casting a wide net in their search for other relevant experi-
ences, bringing in civil society and even opening a national dialogue of
sorts as to the precise nature the TRC should take (this process, which
lasted some 16 months, alone took longer than the whole period of exis-
tence of its Chilean counterpart, from inception to the delivery of the
report).

Not surprisingly, the net result, while keeping the same name, was a
much more ambitious and powerful body. To start with, it was a statutory
body, approved by Parliament, with all that entails. It also had subpoena
powers, making it possible to force relevant parties to testify before it.

ALL THE TRUTH BUT ONLY SOME JUSTICE? 75



Intriguingly, and innovatively, it was also invested with the power of am-
nesty. To elicit relevant information about human rights violations from
1960 to 1994 (the period covered by its mandate), it could dangle the
‘‘carrot’’ of full amnesty, under appropriate conditions, for those who
came forward. The ‘‘stick’’ was that those who did not come forward
could later be prosecuted sine die. Moreover, it was authorized to hold
public hearings, something that no other TRC had done before. This
raised some concerns about the dangers of ‘‘grandstanding’’ in front of
the television cameras this could entail.
Accordingly, it was also a much larger body than anything that had

been seen until then, with seventeen Commissioners, a staff of 400, offices
in Cape Town, Johannesburg and Port Elizabeth and a generous budget,
sourced both nationally and internationally. In marked contrast to the
Chilean TRC, there were relatively few lawyers, but many priests. Nobel
Peace Prize winner Archbishop Desmond Tutu, the Anglican prelate for
South Africa, was appointed as chair, giving it instant credibility, and
Alex Boraine, a theologian and former Democratic party MP, one of the
driving forces behind the whole endeavour, as vice-chair.
The very process of setting up the South African TRC had taken so

long, the parliamentary debates had been so extensive and the expecta-
tions had been raised so high that many observers, including this writer,
had serious apprehensions if not outright misgivings about how the whole
thing would play out. The strong religious undertones in what were, after
all, matters of state, were not particularly reassuring either.
For two and a half years, the South African TRC went about its busi-

ness, taking the country by storm. Public hearings were held all over the
country, from churches surrounded by the skyscrapers of Johannesburg
to the spaces under big trees in villages in KwaZulu-Natal. Many hear-
ings were covered live by radio and television, and the lead item on
many newscasts would often be provided by the TRC. A large number
of women testified, and many said it was the first chance they had to tell
their side of the story. For much of this period, the TRC was the national
story, and emblematic stories of the apartheid era that captured not only
South African but also world attention, like those of Steve Biko and, to-
ward the end of the hearings, Amy Biehl, allowed South Africans to once
again come to terms with their past.
After all this veritable national catharsis, the massive report itself, re-

leased in October 1998, was almost an afterthought. In the case of South
Africa, the TRC process itself became much more important than the
report; that is, the process was the product. This was very different from
the Chilean case, in which the low-key, behind-closed-doors work of the
TRC had meant that much of the onus of the impact of the Commission’s
work fell on the report itself – a national debate on which was then pre-
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cluded by the assassination of Senator Guzmán a month after the report’s
release. Although it started from the ‘‘baseline’’ provided by Chile’s TRC
in 1994, South Africans took it much farther, effectively setting a new
standard for TRCs worldwide, and one that also generated a consider-
able literature, much of it written by TRC members themselves, but
some also by outsiders.22

On TRCs and politics

The considerable ‘‘success’’ of the South African TRC contributed also
to the growing popularity of them worldwide. Among others, East Timor,
Nigeria and Peru have established them subsequently. Departing from
the Latin American practice of having only in camera hearings, Peru
adopted the public hearings approach to ‘‘dealing with the past’’, with
fruitful results.

As was to be expected, TRCs do not command universal approval.
From the Right, they are often criticized as thinly veiled attempts at
witch-hunting, whereas from the Left they are sometimes disparaged as
nothing more than ‘‘whitewashing’’: the South African TRC report was
criticized both by the National Party and the African National Congress.
Not surprisingly, there is also now a ‘‘revisionist’’ school, which questions
many aspects of the functioning of TRCs.23 Other scholars have called
for greater rigour in the assessment of TRCs and draw attention to the
relative ‘‘incestuousness’’ of the field of transitional justice, in which the
roles of practitioner, theorist and commentator are often difficult to dis-
entangle, making objective, quantitative evaluations difficult to under-
take.24 TRCs are neither panaceas nor magic wands that by themselves
can heal deeply divided societies. Quite a few of them have failed abys-
mally in their assigned task, in some cases not even turning in a report of
their findings, presumably their main duty. In the end, TRCs, with all
their limitations but also with all their virtues, are the product of the
need of statesmen and politicians more generally to come to terms with
an imperfect world as best they can.

As has been pointed out, Max Weber once wrote about two very dif-
ferent approaches to the exercise of the craft of politics, one based on
the ‘‘ethics of conviction’’ and another on the ‘‘ethics of responsibility’’.
For the first, what matters is ‘‘to do the right thing’’, no matter what the
cost or the consequences. ‘‘What is right is right’’, and if the cost is civil
war, a coup d’état or the breakdown of democracy, so be it. Après moi, le
déluge. The mass appeal of such an approach is considerable, and history
is replete with leaders who followed it. Intellectually, it is very attractive,
since it seems to be based on high principles and uncontaminated with
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the ‘‘give and take’’ and compromise of political management. Yet, the
‘‘ethics of responsibility’’ advocated by Weber, that is, measuring the
consequences of one’s actions and acting accordingly, rather than plung-
ing head on into whatever seems to be the ‘‘politically correct’’ thing to
do, would in the end seem to be the wiser course. It is, of course, very
important ‘‘to do the right thing’’ but if, like shouting ‘‘fire!’’ in a
crowded theatre, that may lead to the deaths of hundreds or thousands
of people, it may be advisable to think twice before doing so and consid-
ering alternatives courses of action, including one more moderate.
Chile and South Africa represented two of the most emblematic transi-

tions of the 1990s. In establishing TRCs, and in giving them the sort of
mandate that they gave them, their distinguished leaders – Patricio Ayl-
win in Chile and Nelson Mandela in South Africa – chose a middle-
course between the extremes of blanket amnesty and Nuremberg-style
tribunals to deal with the human rights violations of the past. They re-
ceived their share of criticism from both sides of the political spectrum
for doing so, and in neither country has the book on past human rights
violations been closed. But, in the end, most observers would agree that
both societies are better off for the leaders’ chosen courses. It is not a
mere coincidence that both countries are today among the most politi-
cally stable and economically prosperous in their respective regions, de-
spite their highly divided and polarized recent pasts.
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6

East Timor’s search for justice,
reconciliation and dignity

Jeff Kingston

Written laws are like spiders’ webs; they will catch, it is true, the weak and
poor, but would be torn in pieces by the rich and powerful.

Anarchis, sixth century BC

The outbreak of violence in East Timor in 2006 and the return of inter-
national peacekeepers was a powerful reminder that the government re-
mains vulnerable and that a descent into political chaos is far more than a
distant rumor. For a society just emerging from a prolonged nightmare,
the bloody clashes demonstrate just how tenuous peace is and how de-
pendent East Timor remains on international support. These events sug-
gest that the hasty downsizing of the UN mission in 2002, after only two
years of nation building, and withdrawal of UN peacekeepers in 2005 was
premature and that many urgent tasks of nation building remain unfin-
ished. The eruption of gun battles on the streets of Dili, coinciding with
the fourth anniversary of independence, powerfully evokes the legacies
of Indonesian repression, the unfulfilled yearnings of the East Timorese
and the international community’s responsibility. Widespread corruption
and the authoritarian tendencies of the ruling party threaten a fragile de-
mocracy. Reconciliation has become an even more pressing, and difficult,
priority.

East Timor has been plagued by violence that erupted at the end of
April 2006. These clashes claimed 37 lives and left 155,000 homeless.
Former Prime Minister Mari Alkatiri is widely blamed for mismanaging
a grievance by soldiers into a full-blown crisis. Protests by dismissed
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soldiers escalated into conflict within and between the military and police
forces, and sparked widespread looting and arson by roaming gangs of
young men who have found little to cheer since the nation became inde-
pendent in 2002. Unemployment and poverty are a fuse waiting to be lit.
The new Prime Minister is Dr. José Ramos-Horta, a Nobel Peace Prize

laureate. He is an affable, accomplished and charismatic diplomat who
was handed recently one of the biggest challenges of his life. On 10 July
he became this young nation’s second prime minister amidst high expec-
tations that he can restore political stability, reconstitute the security
forces, promote development, eradicate corruption and revive public
faith in this fledgling democracy. Although conditions remain bleak in
East Timor, he is widely viewed as the best man for promoting reconcili-
ation and restoring hope. At considerable personal risk, he crisscrossed
this island during the height of the violence to negotiate with rebel
groups, reassure the public, stop looting and stem unrest. This is the sort
of brave and engaged leadership that is needed. In addition to accept-
ing mission impossible, he put aside his personal ambitions by with-
drawing his name from the shortlist of candidates vying to succeed UN
Secretary-General Kofi Annan.
In his inauguration speech, PM Ramos-Horta made clear that his pri-

orities are restoring stability based on the rule of law, re-housing refu-
gees and giving the public reasons to regain faith in the government. He
candidly spoke of the government’s failures: ‘‘We failed in the area of
internal security, we failed in the dialogue with the people, we stand
accused of insensitivity and arrogance, and corruption started to invade
institutions of the state.’’1 In his nine-month term before elections, he
promised that there would be no ‘‘excuses for inertia’’, and that he would
lead, ‘‘the fight against poverty. We are going to use existing money to
dignify the human being, give them hope, give them food, clothing and
give them a roof.’’
The swearing in ceremony under tarpaulins in the ruins of an adminis-

trative building was a stark reminder of the lingering scars of prolonged
oppression under Indonesian rule. The collective trauma remains vivid
and the challenges of nation building enormous. There is a consensus
that the recent violence is symptomatic of a more fundamental problem.
PM Ramos-Horta noted that it is impossible to make a small business
viable in two years, let alone a nation. Fast tracking the process of nation
building is, as we see, a short cut toward creating a faltering state.
East Timor and the international community are now facing steep re-

pair bills for the quick fixes and expedient compromise approach to na-
tion building that prevailed under UN auspices. Recently, the United
Nations compiled a needs assessment, and an expanded mission of large
scope and long duration is expected. The nation’s military and police
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forces desperately need to be reconstituted, a huge undertaking requiring
considerable time and resources. This means that the 2,500 interna-
tional peacekeepers currently deployed, mostly from Australia, will play
a critical role for some time.

It is worth recalling that East Timor is only beginning the process of
coming to grips with the horrible experience precipitated by Indonesia’s
invasion of 7 December 1975. For 24 years, East Timor was occupied by
Indonesia, a time when an estimated one-third of the population – nearly
200,000 people – died from conflict-related causes. In 1999 the Indone-
sian government agreed to allow the United Nations to administer a ref-
erendum permitting the East Timorese to choose between independence
and continued rule by Jakarta. Despite widespread voter intimidation by
militia groups backed by Indonesian security forces, almost all of East
Timor’s eligible voters cast ballots, and nearly 80 per cent chose indepen-
dence. This result was announced on 3 September 1999, sparking a widely
predicted rampage by Indonesia’s militia groups, which claimed over
1,000 lives and involving countless rapes and beatings, destruction of
some 80 per cent of all buildings and the forced exodus of one quarter
of the population to Indonesian-controlled West Timor. On 20 Septem-
ber, under UN auspices, an Australian force was dispatched to restore
law and order.2

From October 1999 until May 2002, the United Nations governed East
Timor while preparing it for independence. This was an ambitious chal-
lenge amidst unfavorable circumstances. East Timor had been reduced
to ‘‘ground zero’’ and an array of government institutions was created
from scratch, under a tight timetable.3

Given the systematic infringement on human rights under Indonesian
rule, and the especially spiteful and brutal denouement unleashed by
Indonesian-backed militia groups, there was an understandable interna-
tional concern about pursuing justice and holding perpetrators account-
able.

The United Nations and the Indonesian Human Rights Commission
produced reports recommending the establishment of an ad hoc interna-
tional tribunal to prosecute the perpetrators.4 The United Nations, how-
ever, ignored these recommendations and instead accepted the promises
of the Indonesian government that those responsible for the outrages
would be held accountable.5 These promises have not been kept. Since
then, East Timorese with wavering international support have been pur-
suing justice with scant success.

International justice is under fire because it has been elusive, time con-
suming and expensive. Helena Cobban succinctly states the case against
international tribunals, raising important questions about whether such
courts facilitate peace, justice and human rights, and if they deter future
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war crimes.6 This essay examines East Timor’s experience, focusing on
why attempts at justice have failed and why the leadership favors recon-
ciliation over retribution despite popular preference for accountability.

Experimenting with justice

UN attempts to build a functioning judiciary in East Timor were ham-
pered from the outset by insufficient resources and the dire need for
capacity building.7 Due to Indonesia’s scorched earth policies, the pre-
existing legal infrastructure had been destroyed and there were no expe-
rienced lawyers or judges to serve in a new justice system. Ground zero,
thus, meant a rule of law vacuum that severely compromised efforts to-
ward transitional justice.
A fair and effective judicial system is a priority for post-conflict nations

because it is important to restore the rule of law, rebuild trust, promote
accountability and prevent resort to extra-judicial retribution. However,
what everyone agrees needs to be done did not happen in East Timor be-
cause of insufficient resources and political will.8
In this context, how could justice be achieved in East Timor? Given

the expense and slow course of justice associated with the international
tribunals in Yugoslavia and Rwanda, there is no support within the UN
Security Council to create similar bodies in other post-conflict societies.9
Summarizing widespread scepticism about these courts, Helena Cobban
writes, ‘‘Criminal tribunals in places such as Rwanda and the former Yu-
goslavia were supposed to bring justice to oppressed peoples. Instead,
they have squandered billions of dollars, failed to advance human rights,
and ignored the wishes of the victims they claim to represent. It’s time to
abandon the false hope of international justice.’’10
In response to such criticisms, the United Nations developed hybrid

tribunals that would share judicial functions between the United Nations
and the national government.11 These tribunals combine UN authority,
funding, resources, judges and prosecutors with local participation, cre-
ating a process that is potentially more meaningful to the victims, less po-
litically divisive and more effective in capacity building. However, East
Timor’s hybrid tribunal never realized this potential.
This is principally due to Indonesia’s failure to cooperate with extradi-

tion requests or assist in investigating crimes. In addition, there was in-
sufficient financial support. For example, the UN budget for the hybrid
tribunal in East Timor amounted to US$6.3 million in 2001, compared
to US$178 million for the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda
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and US$223 million for the International Criminal Tribunal for the for-
mer Yugoslavia in 2002/03.12

Aside from not holding those most responsible for the crimes account-
able, the hybrid tribunal also failed to provide minimum standards of due
process in the cases that it did try. In general, defenders did not get fair
trials or competent defense and, now that the tribunal has been shut
down, prospects for appeals are uncertain.

The experiment in East Timor has undermined the United Nations’s
reputation; the sense of outrage at crimes against humanity that pro-
pelled support for justice at any cost was superseded by a penurious
approach that casts doubt on the entire enterprise.13 Is such tainted jus-
tice worth pursuing? If those most responsible for these crimes are not
held accountable and only those from the lower echelons are prosecuted
without competent defense, what messages are being sent and what les-
sons learned? This sorry state of affairs has stoked justified and wide-
spread scepticism about pursuing justice in the courts and undermined
efforts to restore respect for the rule of law. The Jakarta sham trials
have further eroded trust in the courts as a means to achieve justice.
There, the theater of justice has facilitated a whitewashing of the mili-
tary’s role in orchestrating and carrying out crimes against humanity.
And the Indonesian government has flouted its agreements with the
United Nations with impunity, confident that in the post–11 September
world pressures to pursue accountability are trumped by desires to
cultivate Jakarta as a moderate Islamic ally in the war on terror. Con-
sequently, this promising experiment in promoting the rule of law and
transitional justice never had a chance, doomed by shifting political
realities.

Justice on trial

The verdict on justice for East Timor is one of disappointment. The East
Timorese have demanded accountability and are frustrated that the inter-
national community has not helped them to achieve it.14 The main
obstacle to accountability is Indonesia, aided and abetted by an inter-
national community that seeks its assistance in the war on terror.15 Calls
for an international tribunal are not welcome in the United Nations and
thus, left to their own devices, East Timor’s leaders have opted for recon-
ciliation and restorative justice while advocating good governance and al-
leviating pressing socio-economic needs.16

As the initial international outrage over Indonesia’s rampage in 1999
has faded, so too has political and financial backing for mechanisms of
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justice to hold ranking perpetrators accountable. Indonesia’s high-
ranking officers and their goons are evading justice because there has
been insufficient political will in Indonesia to hold them accountable.
The ad hoc tribunal established by Jakarta did conduct trials and there
were some convictions, but all but one of these convictions have been
overturned on appeal. Not only did the big fish get away, even the desig-
nated scapegoats have walked.
On 20 May 2005, when the United Nations pulled the plug on the hy-

brid tribunal, it sent a clear message that in the pursuit of justice East
Timor is on its own.

Truth and consequences?

We are charged to unearth the truth of our dark past, to lay the ghosts of our
past, so that they will not return to haunt us.

Bishop Desmond Tutu

East Timor’s 924,000 citizens are finding that the truth does not set them
free or promote justice and reconciliation. The final report published
by East Timor’s Commission for Reception, Truth and Reconciliation
(CAVR is the commonly used Portuguese acronym) at the end of 2005
estimates that there were as many as 200,000 conflict-related deaths dur-
ing Indonesia’s brutal occupation between 1975 and 1999.17 Responsi-
bility for this carnage, in addition to widespread torture and rape, rests
largely with the Indonesian military.
Citing credible and extensive evidence that planning for and knowl-

edge of the post-referendum scorched earth campaign in 1999 extended
to the highest echelons of the Indonesian military, the CAVR report calls
for reparations and judicial proceedings.
Jill Jolliffe, an Australian journalist who has covered East Timor since

the mid-1970s, understands the need for justice expressed by those who
testified to the CAVR, saying, ‘‘There has been no rule of law in East
Timor for the life of an entire generation. It is important to restore peo-
ples’ faith in the rule of law by pursuing justice.’’18 In her view, the vic-
tims have not been served by the discredited efforts toward justice and
accountability described above but it is not too late to redeem the pro-
cess through an international tribunal.
East Timor President Xanana Gusmão criticizes the CAVR report for

embracing what he terms ‘‘grandiose idealism’’ and for the insistence on
prosecution, retribution and reparations.19 He believes that rigorous
prosecution may perpetuate cleavages and place human rights and peace
at risk. He also maintains that it is not possible for the government to
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pursue justice given the absence of international support for such an en-
deavor. Dwelling on this agonizing past carries the risk of finding reasons
in old grievances for renewed violence. In his view, the priority must be
on a process of reconciliation and healing the wounds of a traumatized
society.

Prime Minister José Ramos-Horta shares President Gusmão’s emphasis
on reconciliation. He rhetorically asked me, at a time when he was serv-
ing as Foreign Minister, ‘‘Why didn’t the UN establish a tribunal here
back in 1999 when they had 7,000 PKO [peacekeeping operation troops]
here who could have arrested the culprits in West Timor? There is not
much we can do to bring Indonesians to trial by ourselves. This isn’t
only pragmatism. I sincerely believe that Indonesia is making progress
on democratic reforms and strengthening the rule of law. However this
takes a long time and the situation is fragile. SBY [Indonesian President
Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono] is weak and does not fully control the mili-
tary and can’t challenge them in this way without risking that his oppo-
nents would gang up on him. It is important that we do not destabilize
the slow process of democratization in Indonesia because it is our best
guarantee. They have shown the courage to accept our independence.
Knowing that the situation is so difficult and that the UN Security Coun-
cil doesn’t want an International Tribunal it doesn’t make sense for us to
pursue it.’’20

Eduardo Gonzalez, Senior Associate at the International Center for
Transitional Justice (ICTJ), observes, ‘‘The geopolitical setting has
changed dramatically since 9/11. Now Indonesia is a valued ally in the
global war on terror. Because of that there is little inclination in the inter-
national community to press Indonesia hard on what happened in 1999.
Sadly, such geopolitical considerations create double standards of jus-
tice.’’21 Unlike East Timor’s leaders, he strongly supports prosecution of
perpetrators, arguing that the failure to do so erodes the quality of inde-
pendence and democracy in East Timor.22

Although highly critical of attempts to secure international justice,
Helena Cobban correctly insists that it is important to listen to the survi-
vors of atrocities and address their concerns rather than imposing inter-
national agendas. In East Timor, the people have made their wishes clear
both in front of the truth commission and in media polls – they want for-
mal prosecution of those suspected of serious crimes against humanity.

President Gusmão thinks this is unwise and told me that he is inspired
by the example of South Africa where amnesty was exchanged for truth.
Truth commissions may facilitate impunity but they do guard against col-
lective amnesia. Moreover, they can induce a healing catharsis, but only
if the testimonies are forthright and accepted by the victims as a credible
account of what they experienced.
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The CAVR report represents a start, giving voice to the victims and
establishing a historical record for this horrible epoch. However, it is an
incomplete record because those most responsible for orchestrating the
atrocities have not yet testified.

Commission of Truth and Friendship

In an attempt to get Indonesian perpetrators to add their testimony to
the record, the Commission of Truth and Friendship (CTF) was launched
in the summer of 2005. There is widespread concern among East Tim-
orese that the CTF emphasizes reaching closure, has no judicial mandate
and only ensures impunity for ranking perpetrators.
The President favours getting at the truth of what happened, granting

amnesty where appropriate and turning the page on this dark chapter. In
contrast, the Catholic Church, civil society organizations and many vic-
tims emphasize breaking the cycle of impunity and prosecuting those re-
sponsible for committing crimes.
The Catholic Church in East Timor held a workshop on 10 December

2005 that pilloried the CTF because it was established without public
consultation and offers scant prospects of truth or justice for the victims.
One organizer told me that the CTF is a doomed effort to promote col-
lective amnesia.23 It is seen as a deeply flawed process aimed at burying
the past and heading off recourse to justice. I was told that only the Indo-
nesian generals who committed crimes welcome the CTF.
There are also concerns that the CTF’s terms of reference are inade-

quate. Unlike the process in South Africa where there were very specific
criteria for granting amnesty – in the end, a relatively small number of
applications was approved – the CTF criteria are vague and permit a
wide range of discretion. In the court of public opinion, the CTF lacks
credibility and seems more likely to fan antagonisms than improve bilat-
eral relations or promote reconciliation.
The President counters that Indonesia should be given another chance

to come clean, doubts that amnesty will be granted for serious crimes and
emphasizes that the CTF does not prejudice any future judicial initia-
tives. He takes a long-term view, arguing that progress in seeking justice
and accountability for crimes committed by Germany and Japan is an
ongoing process and not yet fully resolved. In his view, the time is not
yet ripe for formal legal justice, but this could change depending on the
international community. In the meantime, he says that it is his duty to
promote reconciliation and devote scarce resources to the more pressing
needs of the Timorese that are all too evident.
Father Martinho Gusmao, the Director of the Justice and Peace Com-

mission in the Catholic Diocese of Bacau told me, ‘‘There is no need
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for reconciliation between Indonesian and Timorese people, we have no
problems. The problem is that Indonesian security forces committed
crimes here and they need to be held accountable. This is also part of the
process of building democracy here. We need to see that nobody is above
the law, and the victims in our country need to see that the victimizers –
whoever they are – are prosecuted. Amnesty is meaningless and will
not promote reconciliation, only resentment. Victims want their day in
court.’’24

He condemns the CTF as ‘‘just a cosmetic exercise’’ that won’t
lead to the truth. He termed it a ‘‘Commission of Forgetfulness’’ that
seeks to bypass justice. In his view, ‘‘Amnesty without confession and
taking responsibility is meaningless. Forgiveness without accountability
is illogical.’’25 In his opinion, the CTF is a political exercise that is not
relevant to the real process of reconciliation that occurs at the grassroots
level.

Reverend Agustinho de Vasconselos, a Presbyterian who served as
a commissioner on CAVR, contends that in dealing with crimes against
humanity an international tribunal is needed, arguing that such problems
cannot be resolved bilaterally through the CTF.26 He points out that the
CTF lacks international legal standing to handle such serious crimes. He
admits that the CAVR commissioners know that the international com-
munity opposes an international tribunal, but says that their guiding prin-
ciple has been, ‘‘No reconciliation without justice’’. However, he raises
the question of what constitutes justice and points out that the needs
and demands of the victims vary. ‘‘We have lots of victims’ statements
requesting a tribunal but others ask for help with housing, medical care,
education, et cetera. There are many paths to justice.’’

As of October 2006, the CTF has succeeded neither in gathering
testimony from those most responsible for the most serious crimes nor
in digging out the truth about the events in 1999. Therefore, it is hard to
imagine that it will quell public demands for justice. The wounds are too
fresh and the pain remains poignant for the victims and survivors. There
is no enthusiasm for closure and no point in rushing the healing process.

Judicial romanticism and realpolitik

Ramesh Thakur, regarding East Timor, refers to the concept of judicial
romanticism. This involves the problem of overestimating the capacity of
courts to resolve issues of justice and accountability and taking a purely
judicial approach to transitional justice. He argues that the insistence on
formal legal justice by civil society activists and the international com-
munity risks preempting the prerogatives of elected political leaders,
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a sensitive issue in East Timor where the government’s attempts to
balance justice and reconciliation has drawn heated criticism.
Regarding ‘‘judicial romanticism’’, Thakur writes that it is, ‘‘the idea of

always looking to courts for a solution to every problem. In the commit-
ment to justice at any price, the romanticists discount political and diplo-
matic alternatives. Not everyone in South Africa was happy with the
amnesty granted to some apartheid-era criminals by the Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission. Some in Britain would like to see IRA terrorists
brought to book even at the cost of imperiling the peace accords. And we
see it within East Timor in calls for no compromise with the murderers of
1999.
‘‘Romanticism turns into judicial colonialism with demands that the

political and diplomatic decisions made by democratically elected gov-
ernments of other countries be subordinated to ‘international’ judicial
processes that reflect the values of the most dominant countries of the
day. It is based in moral imperialism: Our values are so manifestly supe-
rior to theirs that we have the right to impose it on them.’’27
This concept of judicial romanticism is implicit in President Gusmão’s

use of ‘‘grandiose idealism’’ in describing the CAVR report. He says that
the time is not ripe for seeking what he calls ‘‘formal justice’’, arguing
that the people are better served by the government concentrating its
meager resources on achieving economic and social justice and consoli-
dating peace. Cultivating a working relationship with Indonesia is a pri-
ority for East Timor both in terms of its security and economic interests.
Seeking justice now without any international backing and political cover
could imperil bilateral relations. The President is well aware of public
yearning for justice, but argues that it is not the most pressing concern
for people living in impoverished villages without electricity, clean water,
decent housing or medical care. He also is concerned that the pursuit of
justice will lead to a destabilizing settling of scores among Timorese while
Indonesian perpetrators remain beyond the reach of prosecutors.
Gusmão’s dilemma is being caught between high public expectations

for justice and accountability, and insufficient international support to
make this happen. Indeed, the United Nations has grown increasingly
ambivalent about promoting international justice and more circumspect
in its ambitions to pursue accountability. As the failures and costs mount,
the United Nations advocates shifting responsibility and implementation
to national authorities.28 This is especially problematic in war-ravaged
societies where the capacity to administer justice is clearly inade-
quate and the ‘‘need’’ for convictions overshadows impartiality and due
process.
Gusmão’s pro-reconciliation views have drawn criticism from various

domestic and international civil society organizations that fear he is be-
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traying justice. Is justice postponed justice betrayed? Do ongoing recon-
ciliation efforts preclude future initiatives?

Gusmão pointedly draws attention to traumatized nations such as South
Africa and Mozambique that have gained a measure of social stability by
treading softly on the question of justice. He also cites the examples of
Pinochet, ongoing Nazi hunting and Sino-Japanese disputes to suggest
that postponing justice need not preclude justice. It is clear that at the
moment, he does not see the pursuit of justice as a viable option because
international support is lacking. He is acting in what he believes to be the
national interest now, but this does not mean his successors won’t have
other options. Clearly, he does not oppose pursuing such options at some
later date.

Thakur sees ‘‘hope for a permanent reduction in the phenomenon of
impunity. In 1990, a tyrant would have been reasonably confident of es-
caping international accountability for any atrocities. Today, there is no
guarantee of prosecution and accountability, but not a single brutish
ruler can be confident of escaping international justice. The certainty of
impunity is gone. Fifteen years is a very short time in the broad sweep
of history for such a dramatic transformation of the international criminal
landscape.’’29

Perhaps, but there are those who argue that such dramatic gains
have been achieved precisely because principle has trumped pragmatism.
Professor Yozo Yokota, one of the UN experts who prepared the 2005
report on East Timor cited above, understands the concept of judicial ro-
manticism as a critique of human rights activists who assert their agenda
with disregard for prevailing political realities.30 Such critics, he explains,
complain that the activists feel a self-congratulatory satisfaction by insist-
ing on justice and invoking international laws and principles whether or
not it is pragmatic or a viable course of action. These critics advocate a
judicial pragmatism that is rooted in political reality and national self-
interest. Rigorously applying such constraints, he argues, would necessar-
ily limit reform, accountability and further improvements in international
criminal justice.

The problem with judicial pragmatism is that powerful perpetra-
tors will understand that they need not be worried about accountability.
This approach thus condones a continued cocoon of impunity for those
from influential countries and reserves justice for those who are not. In
Yokota’s opinion, it is idealistic challenges to prevailing political realties
and the pervasive disregard for human rights that have promoted
greater accountability. He also dismisses the issues of judicial or moral
colonialism, arguing that in calling for accountability, the Commis-
sion of Experts voiced the justified and explicit demands of the East
Timorese.31
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According to Joseph Nevins, the cost of realpolitik for the interna-
tional community in East Timor is the high-profile reneging on promises,
fleeing from commitments and betrayal of principles – in short, the accep-
tance of a double standard that ensures scant accountability for those who
victimize the relatively weak.32 In the space of five years the interna-
tional community has swung from outraged condemnation of Indonesia
and demands for justice to averting its eyes for the ‘‘common good’’; par-
ticipating in the war on terror exonerates sins past.
As for judicial colonialism, the evident desire of East Timorese for

accountability indicates that this is a homegrown yearning and not a
question of standards and practices imposed from without. According to
Augustus Vasconselos, a CAVR Commissioner and Presbyterian Minis-
ter, the 8,000 witnesses who testified expressed a strong desire for jus-
tice.33 He sees this as a normal human desire rather than the agenda of
civil society organizations or a reflection of judicial colonialism. Sugges-
tions to the contrary are, in his view, condescending to the Timorese
and the appeal they made in Chega! In his view, retributive justice is not
the answer for all victims and other avenues beyond judicial processes
are necessary, but it remains important for many victims still coming to
terms with their agonizing experiences.
Professor Yokota expresses disappointment that the Secretary General

and the Security Council have effectively buried the report he and his
colleagues submitted in mid-2005 largely due to realpolitik. He still
thinks it is possible and advisable to revive the hybrid tribunals and still
hopes that the dictates of justice will ultimately prevail, and soon. Speak-
ing for many in the activist community, he asserts that justice postponed
is justice lost.34
Yokota, along with Eduardo Gonzalez of the ICTJ, both assert that the

United States has lobbied on Indonesia’s behalf to dissuade the Security
Council from acting on the Commission’s recommendations. Aside from
losing Indonesian assistance in the war on terrorism, there is an addi-
tional geo-strategic concern that pressing accountability for human rights
violations might push Indonesia toward China as has happened with
Myanmar.

Regaining dignity

We have to see what we can do, not what we wish to do. Now we need recon-
ciliation and we have to think of socio-economic rather than formal justice.
That is our priority.

Xanana Gusmão, 16 December 2005
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Our mission was to establish accountability in order to deepen and strengthen
the prospects for peace, democracy, the rule of law and human rights in our
new nation.

Chega! (CAVR report), December 2005

These statements frame the ongoing debate in East Timor. Justice or
reconciliation? Principles or pragmatism? Accountability or impunity?
These are the major questions facing the international community and
the people of East Timor as they cope with the trauma of Indonesia’s
brutal occupation and departure. In realizing justice, reconciliation and
democracy the United Nations reminds us that there is a virtue in a sen-
sible sequencing of these processes and in finding a middle ground.35
Given that East Timor’s 24-year struggle for independence is an object
lesson in the value and rewards of idealism in the face of impossible
odds, some critics are baffled by the government’s pragmatism in its pur-
suit of justice.

President Gusmão is making a calculated gamble. He seeks to draw a
line under the past and postpone a reckoning in favor of reconciliation
and recovery in his war-ravaged nation. He hopes the people will follow
him. For him, the potential of independence cannot be realized by trying
perpetrators in a courtroom, especially when there are so many more
pressing problems. The complex political calculus of the President’s
choice involves, inter alia, weighing the costs and benefits of pursuing jus-
tice at a time when East Timor is poorly prepared to do so, the inter-
national community is indifferent and Indonesia remains recalcitrant,
unrepentant and unencumbered by international pressures. He sees no
benefit in antagonizing dangerous neighbors with quixotic gestures that
are bound to fail and likely to boomerang.

The CTF process may indeed be a dead-end, but at least East Timor
can say it gave the Indonesians a second chance to make up for the sham
trials. If Indonesia fails to deliver yet again, they can blame only them-
selves while East Timor can gain credit for acting in good faith with pa-
tience.

President Gusmão is risking his substantial political capital in defying
public opinion on justice. Like Nelson Mandela, he wants to shape public
expectations and steer them away from retribution and toward peaceful
and democratic development. He is demonstrating leadership and prod-
ding the people to embrace reconciliation. Few doubt that this revered
and charismatic national hero can sway public opinion. He emphasizes
that reconciliation also means reintegrating Timorese who committed
crimes while serving Indonesian interests. This tricky process has gone
better than anyone expected and owes a great deal to his emphasis on
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healing. This remains a difficult process in many local communities and
does not involve those guilty of serious crimes, but does mark a step for-
ward out of the nightmare.
East Timor’s demonstration of reasonableness is a significant

confidence-building measure and an important step toward influencing
hostile Indonesian attitudes toward its tiny neighbor. Especially in light
of Jakarta’s recent success in negotiating a deal with separatist rebels in
Aceh that preserves Indonesian territorial integrity, there are widespread
regrets, and recriminations, about East Timor’s independence. While the
threat of renewed hostilities with Indonesia may well be exaggerated,
fence mending with Indonesia and mollifying the Indonesian military
could pay dividends. There is no shortage of potential bilateral rifts.
Whether or not justice postponed is justice lost remains to be seen. The

Church and civil society organizations will continue to give a voice to the
victims and lobby for justice. They are keeping the issue of accountability
alive and preserving an option important for many traumatized victims.
While national leaders follow the dictates of realpolitik, and embrace
alternative forms of justice, other actors usefully promote what the
leaders cannot. In this sense, there is a symbiotic relationship between
the state and civil society/international organizations. Leaders can con-
solidate peace and build trust while such organizations maintain pressure
for retributive and restorative justice.36
These parallel efforts contribute to what could be a gradual, incre-

mental and often sputtering process of accountability and reconciliation.
Understandably, victims will be disappointed by what portends to be a
frustratingly slow and fitful process, but total satisfaction for them is
impossible. Modest satisfaction entails recognition of their suffering,
acceptance of responsibility by Indonesia, clear signs of contrition and
atonement, and cultivating a common historical memory of what hap-
pened in East Timor in the final quarter of the twentieth century.
Reconciliation is difficult because the aggressor nation must humble it-

self by acknowledging wrongdoing and demonstrating sincere contrition
in ways that confront national pride and identity.37 Germany demon-
strates this is possible and beneficial, Japan that it is difficult, but decid-
edly problematic if neglected. The onus is on Indonesia; reconciliation
will depend on its political choices and actions. However, the East
Timorese must also be ready to accept meaningful, symbolic gestures of
responsibility and atonement that will fall short of a full reckoning.38
Reconciliation thus also requires the wronged nation to act with restraint
such that the victimizing nation can atone while retaining its dignity.
Ultimately, the ongoing failure of justice in East Timor and the recent

violence serve as an indictment of the international community and be-
stow a responsibility to facilitate both reconciliation and justice. As else-
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where around the world, those who bear the greatest responsibility for
human rights violations are the least likely to face accountability. This is
not an encouraging basis for reconciliation and unlikely to address even
the most modest needs of victims. It is important to recognize that it is
not too late – the evidence has been gathered and is available – and that
the window of opportunity remains open.39 Targeted prosecution of those
who orchestrated excesses can send a powerful message to perpetrators
and victims. A collective shrug of the shoulders is equally eloquent.

Helena Cobban dismisses efforts at international justice as a ‘‘false
hope’’, and certainly East Timorese know all too well what it is like to
be forsaken, but they patiently await a reckoning. Why not? For 24 years
these people nurtured a ‘‘false hope’’ against the odds and in the end
managed to prevail over pragmatism and power. Perhaps these initial ef-
forts at reconciliation will serve as a confidence-building measure, facili-
tating reciprocal gestures. As both nations consolidate democracy and the
rule of law, the basis for such a reckoning may improve. This trend merits
sustained and generous international support.40 The failures of justice in
East Timor are obstacles to reconciliation among a people hungry for jus-
tice and do not justify abandoning efforts to get it right. Regaining dignity
for Indonesia and the East Timorese hangs in the balance.
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7

No substitute for sovereignty:
Why international criminal justice
has a bleak future – and deserves it

Jeremy Rabkin

Perhaps no aspect of American foreign policy in recent years has been
so widely dismaying to traditional friends and allies of the United States
as America’s opposition to the International Criminal Court (ICC). Of
course, the war against Saddam Hussein, in the spring of 2003, aroused
more intense passions for a time. But after Saddam was ousted, no gov-
ernment urged that he be returned to power. Meanwhile, Australia and
Britain and half the governments in the European Union actually en-
dorsed the resort to war in 2003. Yet even these US partners in the sec-
ond Gulf War continued to deplore the US refusal to embrace the ICC.
In fact, the American position was not quite as isolated as it appeared

from Europe. Russia and China also remained aloof from the ICC, con-
stituting (with the United States) a clear majority of permanent members
on the UN Security Council. Major regional powers such as India and Pa-
kistan, Japan and Indonesia also remained aloof, along with dozens of
other, smaller nations. A majority of the world’s nations – representing
a clear majority of the world’s population – remained uncommitted to
the ICC at the end of 2004.
Still, the extent of opposition or scepticism about the project testifies,

in a way, to the political appeal of the idea behind it. An interna-
tional project, aspiring to universality, does not usually get beyond initial
discussions if the world’s foremost military power, and so many other
powers, decline to support it. As it is, proponents of the ICC can argue,
with some truth, that even the United States and other powers that have
been sceptical of the ICC were, some years earlier, willing to support
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international tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and for Rwanda, thus
indicating at least some general sympathy for the background idea. Pro-
ponents of the ICC therefore express hope that, in time, the United
States and other sceptical powers will finally come around to embracing
the ICC.

It is easy to see the appeal of the underlying idea. If justice is good,
than more justice is better and universal justice might seem to be best of
all. Without global institutions to ensure minimal standards of justice – at
least for the most terrible atrocities – the worst offences will remain un-
punished and perpetrators will be tempted to proceed to new outrages,
threatening not only the security of their own peoples but the peace of
their regions. To challenge this vision almost seems to require sceptics
to embrace injustice or at least to affirm that it is acceptable for terrible
crimes to remain unpunished.

Hard as it is, the challenge is worth making – or rather, it is worth
spelling out. I do not think anything like global justice will ever be attain-
able. But I think the argument against it is not simply the ‘‘realist’’ claim,
that nations are too selfish or too jealous of other nations to submit to in-
ternational controls. Rather, the civilized world has for many centuries
agreed on a moral barrier to the demand for universal justice. That bar-
rier is summed up in the word ‘‘sovereignty’’. And the argument for
sovereignty is, at least in part, a moral argument.

Of course, talk about ‘‘the civilized world’’, though a standard feature
of nineteenth century treatises on international law, now leaves many
people quite uncomfortable. There are good reasons for this, as well as
bad reasons. In the past century, European nations, including some re-
garded as among the most civilized, participated in crimes beyond the
imagination of any barbarian. The determination to resist a recurrence
of such terrible crimes is understandable and even praiseworthy.

But if we have learned to distrust even the governments of civilized
peoples, we have no more reason than the people of previous ages to
think that a universal authority – claiming to speak for all the different
peoples of the world – will be more trustworthy. We have no more rea-
son to think that force can be entrusted to one body, claiming to act for
all peoples in the world. And we have no more reason to think that jus-
tice can be achieved without force. So we have, after all, as much reason
to respect the principle of sovereignty as did previous generations. Given
the horrors perpetrated in recent generations by nations that disdained
the principle of sovereignty, we have rather more reason to embrace
that principle. And if sovereignty means anything, it means very sharp
limits to any serious notion of international criminal justice.

In what follows I will argue, first, that nothing in previous history could
serve as precedent for the projects set in motion in this area during the
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1990s. So, far from building on past practice, the efforts at genuine inter-
national criminal justice in that decade proceeded by disregarding all
earlier notions about the limits of international legal authority. Second,
whatever the hopes of that very hopeful decade, we have since learned
that the end of the Cold War, even the collapse of the Soviet Union, did
not produce an end to the underlying challenges of international rela-
tions. So the world still cannot dispense with sovereignty as the basic,
organizing principle in international affairs. Third, even if internal strife
or extreme human rights abuses within particular countries may justify
international responses, it will rarely be a serious or promising response
to send international prosecutors to restore decent government. Fourth,
the practical objections to international criminal justice are not merely
regrettable complications to an otherwise inspiring ideal. Even as a
theory, the notion of justice to which international criminal tribunals ap-
peal is quite unsatisfactory. At some level, it is altogether repellent.

Flight from history

The association between criminal justice and sovereign authority is very
old. It is, in fact, at least as old as the idea of sovereignty itself. Jean
Bodin’s great treatise, Six Livres de la République, generally taken to be
the first systematic elucidation of sovereign authority, was first published
(in French) in 1576. Bodin was already quite emphatic that the enforce-
ment of criminal justice is one of the special prerogatives of sovereignty.
Nor did Bodin claim to be setting out a novel theory at the time. He de-
picted sovereignty as a well-recognized principle of his time and treated
the highest elements of criminal justice – the power to add or remove
criminal prohibitions and penalties from the law, the power to determine
final appeals, the power to grant reprieves or pardons – as ‘‘marques’’ or
indicators of where true sovereignty resided.1
The idea seems to have been well-rooted by the sixteenth century,

even while modern ideas of statehood or nationhood were still in their
infancy. To find a genuine precedent for the extension of criminal
jurisdiction to the world at large, one must go back to 1533, when the
Spanish conquistador Francisco Pizarro organized a trial of the Inca
king Atahualpa – and then carried out the resulting death sentence – for
committing murder and adultery before the arrival of the Spaniards in
Peru. Even this early instance of something that looks like an assertion
of universal jurisdiction, however, was viewed as discreditable, even
by Spanish writers of the immediately following generation.2 The most
distinguished Spanish legal commentators, such as the Jesuit Francisco
Suárez, writing at the very beginning of the seventeenth century, did not
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endorse such grandiose claims of Spanish jurisdiction to punish wrong-
doing throughout the world – let alone endorse the notion that all gov-
ernments could claim such universal jurisdiction.3

Many commentators in recent decades have claimed that the historic
treatment of piracy is a precedent for contemporary claims of universal
jurisdiction. At least since the seventeenth century, pirates were regarded
as hostis humani generis (‘‘enemies of mankind’’) and subject, as such,
to punishment by all nations. Commentators thus argue that in allowing
nations to assert universal jurisdiction for the punishment of modern
enemies of mankind, such as perpetrators of mass murder or organizers
of systematic torture, the world would simply be extending a well-
established practice. This argument may inspire contemporary human
rights advocates, but it is not well-grounded. Certainly, it is not well-
grounded in history.

Pirates were not regarded as enemies of mankind because armed rob-
bery on the high seas was viewed as the most heinous offence. They were
enemies of all mankind because they did not even respect the laws of
their home nations. But since they plied their trade in the no-man’s-land
of the high seas and did not dare to return to their home nations, they
could not easily be punished by their home governments. Their own gov-
ernments were quite content to let them be punished by any power able
to seize them, especially when (as was usually the case) they were seized
on the high seas.

Far from being regarded as an unpardonable offence, sea-borne
robbery was routinely authorized by governments prior to the mid-
nineteenth century. The framers of the US Constitution thought it pru-
dent to grant Congress the power to authorize such attacks on enemy
shipping with ‘‘letters of marque’’. In the international law of the day,
such official licenses exempted the holders from charges of piracy, even
if the raiding ship was privately operated (as a ‘‘privateer’’, authorized
to keep some of the cargo seized from enemy ships), even if the raider’s
crew were subsequently seized by naval forces of the enemy nation
whose ocean commerce they had been seizing. The essence of piracy
was not that it was contrary to international morality but that it was not
authorized by any government.4 Even when governments abandoned the
authorization of private raiders, naval seizures of enemy cargoes – or
their outright destruction at sea – remained a standard instrument of
war and a quite important military factor in the two world wars of the
twentieth century. As it happens, the United States declined to subscribe
to the 1855 convention that sought to outlaw privateering and has never
officially endorsed it.5

There were, to be sure, other restrictions on the conduct of war, both
at sea and on land, the violation of which was subject to punishment. But
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even someone guilty of breaking the customary rules – as by executing
prisoners who had surrendered – was not subject to punishment by all
other nations. If captured by the victimized nation, the perpetrator might
be subject to its military justice. More often, the victimized nation might
demand that the home army of the perpetrator should punish perpetra-
tors. But such demands were hard to enforce between nations already at
war and were not often insisted upon as conditions of peace, where the
belligerents were otherwise disposed to make peace. So, despite all the
passions stirred by the long wars against Napoleon Bonaparte, the victo-
rious allies did not think to organize war crimes tribunals. Napoleon him-
self remained in British custody (or at least, under British supervision in
his remote island exile) for more than a decade after his defeat at Water-
loo, but the British did not subject him or any of his marshals or generals
to formal trials.
After the First World War, the victorious Allies demanded trials of

German war criminals but were content to leave these trials to German
officials. They did not give serious thought to organizing an international
criminal tribunal to pursue such trials, even at a time when they were
organizing the League of Nations. The so-called Permanent Court of
International Justice, the judicial organ of the League, was restricted in
its jurisdiction to the traditional domain of international arbitration, the
assessment of claims by one state against another – and then only with
the consent of both states. The International Court of Justice, established
with the United Nations in 1945, was organized on the same lines. No-
body imagined that either of these international courts could impose
criminal justice on individual human defendants.
The International Military Tribunal (IMT), organized at Nuremberg

after the Second World War, is often taken to be the most pertinent pre-
cedent for contemporary ventures in international criminal justice. The
Nuremberg tribunal was indeed established to impose criminal justice on
individuals. Nearly half the original defendants were hanged pursuant to
sentences handed down by the tribunal.
But if this were criminal justice, it was not in any real sense interna-

tional justice. The four occupying powers in Germany organized the
tribunal on their own initiative, without consulting any other nations.6
The status of the tribunal was emphasized in its very first ruling. When
German defence lawyers moved for the inclusion of judges from neutral
powers, to accord with the traditional practice in international arbitra-
tion, the judges dismissed the motion out of hand. The IMT, the judges
explained, was an instrument of the new sovereign power in Germany,
which had reverted to the occupying powers upon the unconditional sur-
render of the Nazi state. The terms of the tribunal made no provision for
judging crimes that might have been committed by Allied nations. The
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prosecutors, accountable to their home governments, would not have
considered such charges, in any case. After the initial trials of some two
dozen defendants before the four-power tribunal, each of the occupying
powers simply organized its own tribunals in its own occupation zone and
proceeded to impose justice on thousands of war criminals unilaterally.

It is true that some commentators at the time hoped the Nuremberg
trials would prove a precedent for a more encompassing scheme of inter-
national criminal justice. The Convention on the Prevention and Punish-
ment of the Crime of Genocide, endorsed by the UN General Assembly
in 1948, makes vague reference to an international tribunal that might be
subsequently established. For decades thereafter, the International Com-
mission of Jurists – an advisory body of legal scholars – debated various
proposals. All seem to have assumed that the jurisdiction of a permanent
international criminal tribunal would be established by the consent of a
defendant’s home state to each particular prosecution. But all such plans
had no serious prospects while the world remained so divided by the
Cold War between the superpowers.

The prospects began to change only in the early 1990s, after the col-
lapse of the Soviet Union. In Yugoslavia, the collapse of communism
brought a disintegration of the multi-ethnic nation into separate national
states, the largest of which, Serbia and Croatia, then sponsored ethnic mi-
litias to carve territory from multi-ethnic Bosnia. The UN Security Coun-
cil responded, in 1993, by establishing a special International Criminal
Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY). It was the first international
criminal tribunal since Nuremberg and, properly speaking, the first ever.

Unlike the Nuremberg tribunal, the ICTY not only owed its existence
to a fully international body, but also was organized on fully international
terms. The decision to prosecute would be left to an independent prose-
cutor, not accountable to any particular government. The Security Coun-
cil adopted the same model a year later, when it established a special
tribunal to punish perpetrators of genocide in Rwanda. Only four years
thereafter, a 1998 United Nations-sponsored conference in Rome drew
up detailed plans for a permanent, free-standing International Criminal
Court.

Almost immediately thereafter, new theories of international justice
were put into practice when a Spanish judge demanded the arrest of Au-
gusto Pinochet, former president of Chile, for crimes committed after the
military coup that had brought him to power 25 years earlier. Pinochet,
who had travelled to Britain on a diplomatic passport, was arrested by
British police while recovering from back surgery in a British hospital. Pi-
nochet spent the next year and a half in an unsuccessful battle to defeat
the Spanish arrest warrant as an improper interference with Chilean
sovereignty. Over the objections of the Chilean government, the House
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of Lords finally determined that the Convention against Torture had,
without explicitly saying so, established a right of all signatories to try
former heads of state from all other signatory states, for violating its gen-
eral prohibitions. The British Home Secretary then allowed Pinochet to
return to Chile, ostensibly because he was too feeble to stand trial. But
human rights advocates celebrated the ruling of the House of Lords as a
milestone in the evolution of international law – which it certainly was.
As with the ICC and the special tribunals for Yugoslavia and Rwanda,
the assertion of universal jurisdiction in the Pinochet case had no sub-
stantial precedent over the previous five centuries.
The best that can be said for these innovations is that they were

launched in an era when many people genuinely believed the world had
entered an entirely new era. It was, after all, an era in which a book spec-
ulating about ‘‘the end of history’’ became a best seller and a worldwide
topic of discussion. But it should have been obvious, even in the 1990s,
that the ending of the Cold War did not mean that all international con-
flicts had ended or that all the world had become a single, global polity.

The persistence of international relations

The attempted prosecution of Pinochet was widely applauded, at least in
western Europe. There was no real precedent for the trial of a former
head of state in another country for offences committed in his own coun-
try against his own nationals. But the groundbreaking character of the
prosecution simply stoked enthusiasm for the venture. Before Pinochet’s
return to Chile, several European countries offered to host a Pinochet
trial, if Spain had second thoughts. The European Parliament passed a
resolution encouraging such offers. The trial would prove that dictators
no longer enjoyed immunity for their crimes.
But Pinochet was a very minor figure in the horrors of the twentieth

century. When Pinochet agreed to step down, in 1991, the new demo-
cratic government organized a Commission on Truth and Reconciliation
to clarify the record of his dictatorship. That Commission concluded that
the Pinochet government was responsible for some 3,000 extra-judicial
killings. Almost all of the victims were adult males associated with leftist
opposition forces and almost all were killed in the first two years after the
1973 coup, when the new military government still feared violent resis-
tance. The crimes of Pinochet barely register against the scale of mass
murder perpetrated by a Hitler or a Stalin.
True, there had been justice, of some sort, for many top officials of the

Nazi regime. What about the victims of Stalin, who numbered in the

104 JEREMY RABKIN



millions? There was no possibility, of course, that Soviet crimes could be
prosecuted at Nuremberg. The Soviet government would never have
agreed to participate in a tribunal that exposed Russians as well as Ger-
mans to prosecution. For that matter, the other participants – the Ameri-
cans, the British and the French – would not have agreed to expose their
own wartime policies to an international tribunal. There were many rea-
sons for this resistance on the part of the western powers, not the least of
which was the recognition that, even if their misdeeds paled beside those
of the Soviet Union, they had relied upon Soviet assistance to defeat Nazi
Germany and still hoped for Soviet cooperation in the postwar world.

The enthusiasts for the Pinochet prosecution often talked as if the
world had left behind all need for such moral compromises. Power poli-
tics would no longer restrain the moral imperative for justice. It was
not enough to ease dictators out of power, as Pinochet had been eased
from power. It was not enough to achieve transitions to more democratic
and law-bound governments for the future, as had happened in so many
countries in Latin America during the same period when Chile made its
transition. Human rights activists insisted that those guilty of terrible
abuses must be personally held to account.

And what of those who perpetrated vast crimes on behalf of Stalin or
his less murderous but still quite brutal successors? While the communist
regime remained in power, such prosecutions were unthinkable in the So-
viet Union. Even after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the new regime
in Russia did not pursue justice for past atrocities. It did not even orga-
nize a truth commission to document the precise details of the terrible
crimes committed under the communists. Europeans, who were so insis-
tent on justice for victims of Pinochet, made no effort to demand justice
for the millions of victims of the Soviet government.

It was not that European governments were unwilling to make any de-
mands on the successor government in Russia. In the early 1990s, Russia
sought to join the Council of Europe and take part in its monitoring of
compliance with the European Convention on Human Rights. The exist-
ing members of the Council pressed for a number of reforms, such as the
abolition of capital punishment in Russia. They made no effort at all,
however, to urge accountability for the crimes of the communist regime.
Nor does this passivity seem to have aroused any controversy among hu-
man rights activists. For Russia, the past could be left in the past.

What was true of Russia was also true of China. European govern-
ments urged liberalizing reforms in China, as did the United States.
There was no serious demand that China bring to justice those responsi-
ble for terrible atrocities during earlier periods of communist rule. The
government of China made no effort at all to make an accounting for
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such crimes, let alone bring perpetrators to justice. Even human rights
advocates, demanding much more extensive reform in China, did not
demand a full accounting for past crimes.
Why such different treatment of Russia and China, compared with

Chile? A number of factors may have influenced attitudes. But surely
the overriding difference was that Russia and China remained large and
important countries. Western governments were anxious to bury Cold
War tensions and cultivate friendly and cooperative relations with these
countries for the future. In Russia and China, there were good grounds
to hope that future governments would not repeat the horrors inflicted
on their own peoples by their predecessors. But relations between the
new governments and the rest of the world remained uncertain. Precisely
because the foreign policies of new governments in China and Russia
remained uncertain, there was a prevailing eagerness not to stir unneces-
sary disputes. Justice for past victims in these countries was among the
very lowest priorities. In this respect, the world of the 1990s was not,
after all, so removed from the difficult tradeoffs in justice that western
powers had accepted in 1945.
Only by tacitly exempting Russia and China could one pretend, as so

many people tried to do in the 1990s, that the world was now ready for
a scheme of universal justice. But it should have been obvious that these
were not the only exceptions required. Demands for reliable, universal
justice would impose unacceptable strain on many other aspects of inter-
national relations.
Within three years after the attempted prosecution of Pinochet, Bel-

gian prosecutors, working on a similar program of universal jurisdiction
for extreme human rights offences, announced that they would begin
proceedings against Ariel Sharon for the killing of Palestinian refugees
during the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982. Sharon, who had been
Defence Minister in 1982, had, in the meantime, become Prime Minister.
It was, in a way, quite logical to say that if former officials should be held
accountable, those who had remained in office or ascended to higher of-
fices should be even more open to prosecution. After all, officials still in
office had the opportunity to do more harm. But at the very time Belgian
prosecutors sought to hold Sharon to account, the European Union was
pressing for a renewal of peace negotiations between Israel and the Pal-
estinian Authority. How could the European Union expect to play a role
in peace negotiations when a pending prosecution would prevent the
Israeli prime minister from setting foot in Brussels, both the European
Union capital and the site of the attempted prosecution?
Sharon was blamed for not exerting himself to prevent a massacre of

Palestinians which was actually perpetrated not by Israeli forces under
his direct command but by Lebanese Christian militias, cooperating at
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the time with the Israeli Defense Forces. By that standard, Yasser Arafat
and other top leaders of the Palestinian Authority could all be blamed
for decades of terrorism, culminating in the wave of suicide bomb attacks
unleashed on Israel starting in the summer of 2000. Whatever their per-
sonal involvement in particular terror attacks, Arafat and his top aides
had not seriously exerted themselves to prevent or punish such atrocities.
Still, if there were ever going to be peace, there would have to be painful
compromises on both sides. Would it help to move the parties toward
peace – or help to maintain a fragile peace – to insist that leaders on
both sides (or on either side) would still have to be punished?

There is no easy way of separating demands for criminal accountability
from other demands that are typically entangled in international conflicts.
Both sides usually believe that they are fighting on behalf of just claims –
for territory or security or sovereign rights – which the opposing side has
wrongly denied them. It is not easy to see how demands for criminal jus-
tice regarding particular perpetrators can be separated from other de-
mands or war aims. If conflicts are settled by compromise, it is hard to
see why there should not be compromise in this area, too. At the very
least, it is hard to see why it is sensible to insist that some sort of amnesty
or waiver of criminal accountability may never be part of the negotia-
tions. But it can only be part of the negotiations if jurisdiction is, to begin
with, limited to the immediate parties. The whole point of universal juris-
diction is that any third country can intervene, with its own prosecution,
whenever it chooses to do so.

Perhaps universal jurisdiction will not be much invoked in the future.
Belgian prosecutors went far to discrediting the idea of universal jurisdic-
tion when they moved from investigating complaints against Sharon to
investigating complaints against President George H. W. Bush and his
Secretary of Defence, Richard Cheney, for supposed abuses committed
during the 1991 war against Iraq. It was a particularly ill-timed initiative
in 2002, when President Bush’s son, George W. Bush, had succeeded him
in the White House, with Cheney as his Vice President. The United
States responded by threatening to seek the relocation of NATO head-
quarters from Brussels, if US officials were to be subject to Belgian
subpoenas whenever they attended NATO meetings. The Belgian govern-
ment quickly persuaded its parliament to rescind claims to universal
jurisdiction in Belgian criminal law.

But in some ways, the theory behind universal jurisdiction had already
been institutionalized in the new international criminal tribunals. The
charters of the Yugoslav and Rwandan tribunals, like the statute of the
ICC, presuppose that justice must go forward. They make no explicit pro-
vision for amnesty or pardon, let alone for political considerations for
withholding prosecution in particular circumstances.
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From the standpoint of international relations, these tribunals risk
many serious problems. The history of the Yugoslav and Rwandan tribu-
nals vividly illustrates one of the problems, which might be termed the
‘‘moral hazard’’ of treating gestures as serious responses. Insurance ana-
lysts use this phrase to describe the common tendency to ignore continu-
ing dangers, once one has purchased an insurance policy – so that, for
example, people often become more careless about piling flammable
items in a building that has fire insurance. The tendency has obvious
counterparts in international affairs. Governments routinely delude them-
selves into thinking that, because they have signed a treaty, they no
longer need to worry about defence preparations for threats they might
face if the treaty breaks down. The problem of moral hazard is particu-
larly great when governments are not all that concerned about the ulti-
mate threat – because, let us say, it involves a fire in someone else’s
house. Even if one is concerned about human rights, perhaps especially
if one is concerned about human rights, one must acknowledge the possi-
bility that, in a particular case, mass atrocities can be stopped only by
outside forces. Establishing an international tribunal is a way of avoiding
recourse to force. For the victims, however, it is not an adequate sub-
stitute for outside force.
In Rwanda, the United Nations stood by while some 800,000 people

were massacred. Actually, the United Nations did not simply remain in-
ert. Rather, the Security Council stirred itself to order the withdrawal of
existing peacekeeping forces so that they would not be entangled in the
conflict. So, the United Nations effectively denied whatever protection it
might have offered the victims – which might well have been considerable
– at the outset of the genocide. The Security Council moved to intervene
only after a force of Tutsi rebels, sponsored by neighbouring countries,
had overthrown the genocidal Hutu government and put a stop to the
slaughters. Then the United Nations hastily established a tribunal to
punish perpetrators of the genocide. It would not send troops, but was
prepared to send lawyers. They were not, of course, much compensation
for the failure to send troops.
In the Balkans, too, sending lawyers became a substitute for sending

troops, or at least for sending serious military forces when they were seri-
ously needed. The most notorious massacre, the killing of some 8,000
Muslims in Srebrenica, took place after the establishment of the ICTY.
The UN peacekeeping forces, which were charged with protecting civil-
ians, remained utterly passive while Serb militias forced their way into
the city and took Muslim males out to be executed. It is probably not
mere coincidence that these UN troops were supplied by the Nether-
lands. The Dutch do not seem to have imagined that they might be called
on to risk the lives of their own troops to protect Bosnian civilians. After
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all, they were already hosting the ICTY in the Hague. What is certain is
that the Dutch government, proud of its contribution to the extension of
international law, did not make any serious effort to prepare its troops to
engage in actual combat when innocents could be protected only by fight-
ing back.

The point is not simply that there is much hypocrisy in international af-
fairs. The more important point is that establishing criminal tribunals is
no substitute for serious responses. The novelty of these tribunals is pre-
cisely that, for the first time in history, criminal jurisdiction was asserted
by courts that were not organs of actual governments. That is, these tri-
bunals were not backed by armed force, as the organs of every govern-
ment are backed by police and military forces. No government in the
world would claim that it did not need police because it had set up judges
and prosecutors to deter criminals with the mere moral authority of law.
That is literally what the Yugoslav tribunal was asked to do. No one had
any right to be surprised that the court did not establish peace and jus-
tice. It could not even get its hands on many of those it indicted, since
it had no police of its own to capture them. International troops in the
region, charged with peacekeeping responsibilities, did not want to
threaten cease-fire agreements by chasing after popular local leaders
who happened to be subject to indictment by that faraway tribunal in
the Hague. Some governments contributing troops seemed to have other
sorts of diplomatic distractions.7

If anything, the existence of the ICTY creates perverse incentives for
nations that have contributed peacekeeping troops. The charter does not
provide jurisdiction on the basis of nationality, much less on the basis of
actual consent to prosecutions by the home country of the defendant.
Rather, the Security Council decided that anyone operating in the terri-
tory of the former Yugoslavia should be subject to the ICTY’s scrutiny.
There is no liability for failing to take action – so nobody seemed to think
the shameful dereliction of Dutch commanders should generate a prose-
cution. But there is liability for acting with excessive force. And the deci-
sion on whether force has been excessive would be left to the prosecutor
and judges in the Hague – hundreds of miles from the scene of conflict
and much further than that, perhaps, from the moral dilemmas facing
actual commanders operating in that territory.

The problem was dodged by the ICTY following the NATO war
against Serbia on behalf of the persecuted Albanian minority in Kosovo.
NATO chose to fight its war by bombing from the air. There were
civilian casualties in Belgrade. The ICTY went through the motions of
questioning NATO commanders before concluding that no prosecution
was warranted. Perhaps a prosecutor appointed by the Security Council,
where NATO members hold three of the five permanent seats, was
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bound to be especially solicitous of NATO campaign tactics. But it is fair
to wonder whether the prosecutor’s authority would have been more ac-
ceptable even if more insulated from politics. Rules of war have never
previously been enforced by independent monitors.8 There is a bit too
much at stake.
The ICC threatens to make the problem more pervasive and enduring.

Following the war against Saddam Hussein in 2003, lawyers in Europe
urged the ICC Prosecutor to undertake investigations of British tactics,
some of which may have violated rules in the ICC Statute. There was, of
course, much bitterness about the war, because it was not authorized by
the Security Council and because its principal justification – that Saddam
was violating his obligations and threatening other nations by stockpiling
weapons of mass destruction – seemed much more questionable when no
such weapons were subsequently found in Iraq.
Still, the premise of the ICC is that in a war between a western democ-

racy and a monstrous tyranny, the ICC Prosecutor would adhere scrupu-
lously to the rules. In this case, since Hussein had (predictably) declined
to endorse the ICC Statute, while Britain had actually done so, only Brit-
ish commanders or government officials would be exposed to prosecu-
tion. Those who presided over Hussein’s torture centres or mass killing
sites were exempt from ICC investigation. In the aftermath of the war,
respectable bodies of European jurists actually did urge the ICC Pros-
ecutor to commence proceedings against British commanders and offi-
cials for improper war tactics in Iraq.9
Perhaps the threat of prosecution would not deter a western country

from undertaking military operations it thought absolutely necessary.
But what about interventions that do not really contribute to the security
of the intervening powers? In the summer of 2004, the US Secretary of
State went so far as to invoke the word ‘‘genocide’’ in regard to massa-
cres in the Darfur region of Sudan. Agreement that terrible things were
happening in Sudan did not prompt any country to offer troops to protect
the victims. But will it be easier to mobilize support for such interven-
tions if, in addition to other risks, the intervening forces have to worry
about the second-guessing of their tactics by international lawyers in the
Hague?
The United States had raised this issue two years earlier. It urged the

Security Council to make an exception from ICC jurisdiction for interna-
tional peacekeeping forces. The Security Council declined to do more
than suspend the ICC’s investigative authority for a year at a time, as
the ICC Statute itself authorizes. To do anything more, European ambas-
sadors insisted, would undermine the moral authority of the ICC. By
2003, the Council was not even prepared to continue the one-year defer-
rals. International humanitarian interventions, even when authorized by
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the United Nations, must be exposed to the ICC, just as much as any
other activities under the ICC’s jurisdiction.

The posture makes sense only if one thinks that upholding the moral
authority of the ICC is more important than advancing the goals the
ICC was supposed to serve – such as deterring or stopping the most mur-
derous practices by the most abusive governments. Of course, there is
disagreement in the world about which governments are most abusive.
Mere body counts do not settle the matter. If it did, the United Nations
might have been more reluctant to rely on sanctions against Iraq, when
sanctions imposed far more civilian fatalities (according to estimates ac-
cepted by the United Nations) than resulted from the 2003 war, which
Secretary-General Kofi Annan insisted on decrying as ‘‘illegal’’. For
good reasons and bad reasons, other considerations necessarily enter
into international disputes, beyond the most abstract calculation of likely
death tolls from one course or another.

But in a world where there is still conflict – not to mention murderous
oppression within nations – it is very strange to suggest that a court,
operating in abstraction from strategic or diplomatic calculation, not to
mention in abstraction from force, can make the proper determinations
about where and when and how much to invoke its prosecutorial author-
ity. If such judgments involve too many diplomatic subtleties to be left
to statisticians or economists, totalling up ‘‘costs’’ on each side, why sup-
pose that they can be safely left to mere lawyers, juggling mere legal
abstractions?

Yet the architects of the ICC Statute actually did aspire to establish a
court that could render impartial judgments in apportioning blame for
international conflicts. The opening section stipulates that the Court will
have jurisdiction not only over genocide, war crimes and crimes against
humanity but also over the crime of ‘‘aggression’’ – that is, wrongful re-
sort to war. The Rome Conference imagined that the most sovereign of
sovereign prerogatives, the decision to take a nation to war, could be
constrained by standing rules that would be interpreted and enforced by
a detached cadre of international civil servants in the Hague. Presum-
ably, the idea was to stigmatize aggressors in order to deter resort to
aggression.

The ambition might seem to be a logical extension of the Nuremberg
indictments, where Nazi leaders were tried for this crime (‘‘conspiracy to
commit aggressive war’’). But the Nuremberg tribunal was authorized
to invoke this charge only against the defeated Germans. The terms of
the Nuremberg charter relieved the tribunal from the awkwardness of
examining the unprovoked Soviet attack against Finland in 1939. Stalin
seemed to have decided upon a pre-emptive invasion of Finland, from
fear that the Finns would otherwise endanger the Soviet Union by allying
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with Germany – which they did indeed do, when the Germans turned on
the Soviet Union in 1941. At the time, the League of Nations condemned
the Soviet attack on Finland but in 1940 members of the League were too
preoccupied with the existing war with Germany to contemplate any sort
of military response to the Soviet action. The ICC would, in principle, be
licensed to make such judgements without regard to political context.
One could say, in a similar way, that the ICC’s jurisdiction over ‘‘ag-

gression’’ was a logical extension of the UN Charter’s underlying concern
to preserve peace by restraining aggression. But again, the association is
misleading. The Charter authorized the Security Council only to make
binding determinations about particular threats to peace. And the Char-
ter scheme provided that no resolution of the Council could be adopted if
any one of the five great powers, the five permanent members, opposed
it. What the framers of the UN Charter were unwilling to submit even to
a majority of great powers on the Council, with all their combined mili-
tary strength for enforcing Council determinations, the ICC Statute pro-
poses to entrust to a handful of independent international officials in the
Hague, operating with no military or police backup at all.
But the Rome conference found that, having embarked on this scheme,

it could not actually agree on a definition of ‘‘aggression’’. That is, the
conference could not even agree on the most general characterization of
the difference between improper ‘‘aggression’’ and legitimate acts of self-
defence. The conference was not willing to abandon its vision of a court
that would bring peace to the world by the mere say-so of judges. In-
stead, it simply bracketed the provisions on ‘‘aggression’’ and announced
that the necessary definitions would be supplied at some future time by
the nations that had already ratified the Statute in the meantime.
There may have been a technical reason for this reticence. The provi-

sions defining genocide were adopted from existing provisions in the 1948
Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Geno-
cide. Provisions on war crimes and crimes against humanity were taken
over, in the main, from language in the 1976 Additional Protocol I to
the Geneva Conventions of 1949. The Rome conference was not troubled
by the fact that these treaties did not actually describe the subsequent
conduct of nations – neither in their response to mass slaughter in other
countries nor in their own tactics in war. It did not faze the Rome confer-
ence that none of the permanent members of the Security Council had
actually ratified the Additional Protocol at the time of the conference
(Britain and France did so only after the conference, while Russia, China
and the United States still have not done so). It was enough that other
nations had given formal assent to these treaties, so they could be treated
– at least in the legalistic reckoning of lawyers – as ‘‘international stan-
dards’’. There was no comparable document offering specifications of
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the crime of ‘‘aggression’’, so given their usual legalistic approaches to
standards, the Rome conference had little material with which to work.

This technical difficulty may, in itself, have reflected the underlying
problem. The world could not agree on definitions for ‘‘aggression’’
even in a nominal or formalistic or fundamentally non-binding treaty
like the Geneva Protocol. The reticence of the Geneva conference prob-
ably reflected, in turn, the recognition of most national delegations that
when one comes to such ultimate questions, there is not much hope that
nations will be bound by rules. Certainly this was the traditional attitude
of statesmen and commentators toward international arbitration. Trea-
ties could insist that many questions be submitted to arbitration but it
would be futile to try to impose arbitration in disputes touching funda-
mental questions of national security. Accordingly, neither the Covenant
of the League of Nations nor the UN Charter made provision for manda-
tory international arbitration of disputes.

But the ICC Statute suggested this was merely a matter of time. Ques-
tions on which even democratic nations had been prepared to send men
to their deaths could now be decided by merely consulting a set of stand-
ing rules – as soon as the parties to the Rome Statute agreed on the
wording of those rules. And when these rules were in place, the Court
would punish anyone who ordered armies into action in violation of these
rules. The highest prerogative of sovereignty could then be transferred to
international civil servants.

Or could they, really? Perhaps the parties to the ICC will find it much
harder to agree on such rules than the existing text implies. Perhaps a
Court entrusted with these rules will find it even harder to enforce them.
Perhaps this aspect of the project is merely a gesture. If it could work, it
would mean that the ultimate attributes of world government – ultimate
control over the deployment of force in the world – had been delegated
to a handful of lawyers in the Netherlands. So perhaps the Rome Statute,
in contemplating future ICC jurisdiction over ‘‘aggression’’, was simply a
gesture of piety – a ceremonial bow to a vision that inspires many com-
mentators, but which few governments will ever take quite seriously.

Yet perhaps it is wrong to treat the uncompleted provisions in the ICC
Statute as mere gestures. The same sort of piety may be necessary to
sustain those provisions of the Statute which are supposed to be already
in effect. If decisions about ultimate resort to war are too momentous
for sovereign states to entrust to bystanders in the Hague, why should
nations let these same bystanders determine what tactics they may use
when they do go to war? If one takes the completed provisions of the
Rome Statute at face value, they imply that the conduct of war has no
connection with the tactics used by the opposing side, just as they have
no connection with the actual strategic implications of any particular

NO SUBSTITUTE FOR SOVEREIGNTY 113



tactic. An attacking army must never, for example, direct attacks against
churches or mosques or hospitals – even if the defending army violates
traditional rules by using these sites as hiding places for snipers. An at-
tacking army must never mount a siege of a civilian population centre,
even if a successful siege would put an end to the enemy’s overall capac-
ity or will to resist. Taken at face value, the Rome Statute suggests that
some practices, even very traditional military practices, must now be
seen as unlawful, regardless of other circumstances, if that is how lawyers
come to view them. There is a binding legal obligation to refrain from
such practices – even if such restraints are not observed by the opposing
forces, even if such restraints risk more casualties in a longer war, even if
such restraints risk ultimate defeat for the nation that accepts them. As
the Rome Statute envisions such contests, it is more important to fight
fairly than to win – or to win at acceptable cost. It is a compelling vision
for sporting contests. It is not very credible that nations will feel this way
about war.
It is more realistic to think that bystanders may embrace this view of

war – when they do remain bystanders. Those not engaged in a war may
feel it is more important to fight fair than to win. Their refusal to join the
war may be already a sign that they do not care strongly about the actual
outcome but perhaps it is simply a sign that they do not have military
resources to offer. In practice, the rules of the ICC offer the chance for
non-fighting nations to pass judgment on the tactics employed by nations
that may actually have to engage in combat operations. It is not obvious
why this arrangement should appeal to fighting nations. So, nations that
can imagine themselves at war (Russia, China, India, Pakistan, Japan, Is-
rael, Egypt, the United States, etc.) have refused to submit themselves to
the judgments of the ICC.
The calculus may look different for nations that rely on others for their

security – as most European nations relied on the United States for their
protection for so long. Nations that rely on others for security often find
it convenient to abandon their own defence preparations, as most Euro-
pean countries did in the last decades of the Cold War and, even more so,
afterwards. If all they have to contribute to potential security partners is
advice, they are apt to find that their advice is not taken too seriously.
The ICC is a way for bystanders, who contribute only advice, to insist
that their opinions be heeded by those nations still equipped to fight
wars.
But it still requires an astonishing leap of faith to suppose that those

nations that actually do the fighting will agree to be bound by the judg-
ments of those who sit on the sidelines, offering only impartial advice.
It only made sense for European enthusiasts during that happy period
when Europeans imagined they would never again feel threatened by
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outside forces – so their relations with the United States could be sub-
ordinated to ‘‘international law’’. It was to be expected that, even when
the majority of European governments endorsed the American-led war
against Saddam Hussein in 2003, only Britain was able to provide signifi-
cant numbers of troops. Most Europeans had decided they could be ade-
quately protected by ‘‘international law’’.

National reconciliation – by foreign lawyers?

It may be that the parties to the Rome Statute will never be able to agree
on actual definitions for the crime of ‘‘aggression’’. It may be that this re-
served provision of the ICC Statute will never come into effect. Perhaps
the stated intention to extend the ICC’s jurisdiction to all international
conflicts will remain a distant hope, always receding over the horizon, as
new complications impress actual governments with the actual difficulties
involved in implementing this vision.

The more substantial hope, many people think, is that international
justice will provide a useful service for societies trying to recover from in-
ternal abuses, especially from the most severe or brutal governmental
abuses. That is the main argument advanced by one of the most widely
acclaimed recent books on international criminal justice, the aptly titled
Stay the Hand of Vengeance by Canadian political scientist Gary Bass.10

At first glance, this seems far less grandiose and absurd than the idea
that civil servants at the Hague will be referees for all future wars be-
tween states. Cannot international judges at least supplement interna-
tional election monitors by providing some sort of backstop to efforts at
corrective justice in transition regimes? But the idea is actually far less
plausible than it may at first appear. Indictments are not likely to have
much effect on reigning tyrants, since they will not turn themselves in
for trial. International tribunals, without forces of their own to appre-
hend the worst perpetrators of abuse, without even the resources to
impose any sort of sanction beyond the indictment, must rely on cooper-
ation. That means, in the immediately affected country, they must deal
with a government that is somewhat inclined to cooperate. That means,
in practice, that international justice will come into play only when the
tyranny has been replaced by a more decent government.

But how do decent governments come to power? One way is through
rebellion, which often requires a prolonged struggle – itself a sort of war,
even if a civil war. Sometimes the threat to pursue rebellion or civil
war is enough to pressure a tyrant to open negotiations for reform or
transition to a new government. In either case, there may not be such
great difference between domestic conflict and international conflict. As
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international conflicts are often settled by compromise, so domestic con-
flicts are often settled by compromise. Even when conflict is settled by the
victory of one side, the victor often finds incentives to make conciliatory
gestures in order to strengthen the peace. The same is true in domestic con-
flicts. Just as international conflicts have rarely in the past been followed
by international war crimes tribunals, the usual practice after the demise
of a hated tyranny within a country has been some form of compromise.
Almost every country that made a transition from dictatorship to

some more democratic government in the 1980s and early 1990s tried to
conciliate adherents of the previous regime by providing broad amnesty
for past misdeeds. This was true in Eastern Europe, when decades of
communist brutality ended. It was true in Latin America when military
dictatorships were replaced by democratic governments. It was even
true in South Africa, where the white minority government gave way to
a government based on full multiracial democracy. In South Africa, as in
many other places, amnesty was accepted by rebels (or opponents) of the
old government as the price for cooperation in a peaceful transition. In
all cases, new governments were concerned to rally broad support and
avoid reopening old wounds. Many countries established truth commis-
sions to investigate and publicize the actual record of abuses under the
old governments and provide at least public acknowledgement to the
victims. There were very few prosecutions and many versions of amnesty,
official and unofficial.
One of the most notable facts about the ICC is that it makes no provi-

sion for amnesty or pardon. In this it follows the charters for the ad hoc
tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and for Rwanda. We do not yet know
how prosecutors will actually deal with amnesties approved by new de-
mocracies but the ICC Statute virtually flaunts its determination to estab-
lish a higher form of justice than national states can sustain on their own.
More than five years after South Africa’s peaceful transition from apart-
heid to multiracial democracy – by coupling reform with amnesty and a
truth commission – the drafters of the ICC Statute thought it proper to
include, among unpardonable crimes, the resort to ‘‘apartheid’’. It could
not affect the settlement in South Africa, since the Statute does not have
retroactive reach. But it was a way of signalling that the ICC would not
accept compromise. It would be more principled than the people who
actually had fought and won the struggle against apartheid in South Af-
rica and achieved a multiracial democracy without further violence.
Human rights activists have argued that, even with truth commissions,

amnesty provisions or other devices for ‘‘forgetting’’ past abuses (the lit-
eral meaning of ‘‘amnesty’’) are a danger for the future, leaving the sense
of injustice to continue rankling or the perception of impunity to encour-
age new crimes. But given the actual historical record, it is strange that

116 JEREMY RABKIN



anyone should pretend to know how much justice is required to heal
a society. After the Second World War, the victorious Allies organized
more extensive trials of German war criminals than any society has done
on its own. Was this effort a success? Barely four years after this effort
began, as soon, in fact, as Germans were allowed to elect a new govern-
ment of their own in the western occupation zones, the new Bundes-
tag clamoured for amnesty and a repeal of the war crimes prosecution
program – on the ground that it had been so excessive that it was discred-
iting the notion of justice. The prosecution was indeed scaled back by
the western Allies in order to conciliate German opinion at a time when
German cooperation seemed vital in the gathering confrontation with the
Soviet bloc in the east.

In Japan, the United States helped to secure Japanese surrender by
promising not to interfere with the Emperor, and subsequent war crimes
tribunals did not touch the Emperor. As in Germany, this was a political
decision. Perhaps it was mistaken. The Japanese have not fully acknowl-
edged their wartime offences. But then, Germans have also come to view
themselves as victims in the Second World War – victims of a common
European tragedy, as German leaders now say – more than uniquely
guilty perpetrators. On the other hand, there has been no resurgence of
fascist sentiment in Germany and no resurgence of militarist or imperial-
ist sentiment in Japan.

The enthusiasm of contemporary Europeans for assuring full justice is
not based on an accurate recollection of what happened after the war.
Certainly, it does not reflect the decisions of their own governments,
which, in all countries occupied by Germany, decided after the war to
make token gestures of retribution against prominent collaborators but
no extensive investigations into the true scale of wartime betrayals. Sub-
stituting a few show trials for a genuine accounting, most European coun-
tries launched a mythical history in which almost everyone had really
resisted German-directed atrocities. Nobody bothered to inquire how
such very small German police units had managed to round up hundreds
of thousands of people for murder camps, if they had not received exten-
sive assistance from local police and bureaucracies. French officials di-
rectly involved in genocide in France were found decades later to have
resumed high-level careers in the French bureaucracy.

Whether or not the minimal gestures by post-war European govern-
ments were sound policy, no one can say that Europeans have reverted
to racism – or at least to the murderous intensity of racism they displayed
in the 1940s. Certainly democracy and civil liberty have been more se-
cure in post-war Europe than they were in earlier times. During the
Second World War, Europeans perpetrated more systematic horror than
almost any nations now likely to be judged by the ICC. It is, to say the
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least, not obvious from the historical record why Europeans now demand
a more impartial accounting from other nations than they demanded
from themselves in the aftermath of the Second World War.
The fundamental problem with international justice is not that it is too

severe, however. The absence of provision for amnesty or pardon is
merely symptomatic of a wider problem. The underlying problem is the
indifference of the relevant international justice schemes to hard political
choices in the affected countries.
The experience in Rwanda is particularly revealing. Simple numbers

tell the heart of the story. Some 800,000 Tutsi civilians were slaughtered
in an orchestrated campaign of genocide. Five years after the United
Nations established its special tribunal, it had still not convicted a single
person for the crime; ten years later, it had convicted a mere twenty per-
petrators.11 Those actually convicted, moreover, were not always those
most responsible for mass killings. The prosecutors selected a number
of cases to establish new precedents, to prove, for example, that sexual
humiliation should be regarded as a war crime even if it did not result in
direct physical injury or even involve direct physical contact.12
A poor country, still recovering from the devastation of civil conflict

and full-scale war, Rwanda could not, of course, provide comfortable or
efficient support for an international institution. But the international tri-
bunal avoided this problem by conducting its trials in neighbouring Tan-
zania. This meant that such justice as the tribunal provided would not be
readily accessible to people in Rwanda – all the more so as the common
language of Tanzania is English, while Rwanda is (apart from native lan-
guages) Francophone. Operating out of Arusha, Tanzania, made things
more comfortable for UN officials. It does not seem to have done any-
thing to speed the proceedings. It did not help things that the same
prosecutor was in charge of the legal efforts in Arusha and the otherwise
unrelated prosecution efforts of the Hague-based tribunal for the former
Yugoslavia. Even when the UN Secretary-General insisted on appointing
a separate chief prosecutor for Rwanda, the pace of activity in Arusha
remained torpid.
The Security Council finally became so impatient with the dragging

pace of proceedings that it demanded, in a resolution passed in August
2003, that the Rwandan tribunal (along with the comparably slow-paced
companion tribunal for Yugoslavia) should plan on finishing all its
trials by 2008. The international prosecutor for Rwanda subsequently
announced that more than forty individuals it had been holding for possi-
ble future trials were actually ‘‘medium to low level participants’’ in
the genocide, who could properly be transferred to ‘‘national jurisdic-
tions’’ (that is, presumably, the Rwandan government) for less elaborate
trials.13
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Meanwhile, it turned out that extended trials afforded lucrative remu-
neration for UN-funded defence lawyers. So a number of foreign lawyers
induced defendants to select them as official defence counsel by agreeing
to split legal fees with the defendant or his family.14 When the Interna-
tional Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) did turn to perpetrators of
the most horrible crimes, then, it not only shielded them from quick jus-
tice but made them beneficiaries of international funding.

And no one was executed – at least not by the ICTR. By the terms of
the tribunal’s charter, the death penalty had been ruled out. At the time
the tribunal was established, a majority of permanent members on the
Security Council still provided for capital punishment in their own crimi-
nal justice systems, as many other respectable nations, such as Japan, still
did (and do). But European governments and human rights organizations
had become strongly opposed to capital punishment by the 1990s.

In the aftermath of the Second World War, European governments
were content to single out only a few collaborators for public trials,
but these trials often produced capital sentences. Precisely because they
were not prepared to examine the full scope of their own contribution to
the wartime genocide, European governments pursued exemplary execu-
tions to prove that, at least in some abstract moral sense, Europeans did
take these crimes seriously. What had been acceptable punishment for
those who assisted in mass murder in Europe, however, was now unac-
ceptable for perpetrators of mass murder in Africa.

All in all, the ICTR did not give the impression to Rwandans that the
United Nations was very concerned about winning their respect. The
ICTR has, in fact, been the subject of persistent protest in Rwanda.15
Five years after the tribunal was organized, the government of Rwanda
was so exasperated with the conduct of the tribunal that it refused to
provide a visa for the chief prosecutor of the ICTR to visit the country
supposed to be tribunal’s special concern.

The Balkan tribunal also became entangled in procedural refinements
and has not compiled a much better record than that of the Rwandan
tribunal. There was a similar pattern of delay, similar questions about
priorities and similar concerns about justice at a distance, answering to
its own bureaucratic imperatives.16 The Security Council was, accord-
ingly, no more sympathetic to pleas for more time from the Yugoslav tri-
bunal than from its counterpart in Rwanda. The most celebrated trial,
often cited as a sign of the tribunal’s great achievement, has been the
trial of former Serbian president Slobodan Milošević. But the Milošević
trial actually reinforces doubts about the tribunal’s effectiveness.

Milošević was indicted in the spring of 1999, in the midst of a NATO-
led war on Serbia. The war was not authorized by the Security Council
and was controversial in many countries, even in Europe. The timing of
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the indictment made it easy for Milošević to claim that he was the victim
of a political manoeuvre – all the more so because the prosecutor who
filed the indictment was a prominent jurist in a NATO nation, who was
soon after honoured by her home government with an appointment to
its Supreme Court. Eighteen months later, Milošević was forced from
power when the Serbian military refused to support his efforts to dis-
regard the electoral success of the Serbian opposition. But the new presi-
dent, a former law professor, argued that extraditing Milošević to the
Hague would violate Serbian law and this position was endorsed by
the Serbian Supreme Court. When foreign governments (including the
United States) insisted that the new Serbian democracy would forfeit
outside financial assistance if it did not extradite Milošević to the Hague,
the Serbian prime minister disregarded the objections of the Serbian
president, court and members of his own cabinet to arrange a hand-over
of Milošević in the spring of 2001.
The trial was still dragging on almost four years later, amidst com-

plaints from western journalists that the prosecutors were not even
making a very compelling case.17 In the meantime, the prime minister
who arranged the midnight delivery of Milošević was assassinated –
apparently at the behest of conspirators in the Serbian military who
feared further extraditions. The trial gave Milošević a platform to defend
his past policies and stir nationalist feeling in Serbia. At the next elec-
tions, Milošević’s party gained seats in the Serbian parliament – with
one set aside for Milošević, himself. Rather than strengthening Serbia’s
path to democracy, the trial seems to have deepened old wounds and
exacerbated political divisions.
Regardless of its impact on Serbia, the trial ground on and on and on.

At Nuremberg, representatives of the Allied powers had agreed on in-
dictments in June of 1945, commenced the formal trial three months later
and finished the entire proceeding, down to the rejection of appeals and
the carrying out of death sentences, within another twelve months. Even
this was considered too long at the time and home governments seem to
have pressured prosecutors to speed up the proceedings at the end. Some
national governments proceeded with much more speed. In France, for
example, the trial of Pierre Laval, the minister who designed and imple-
mented French wartime collaboration with the Nazis, lasted a mere four
days. The former prime minister was then executed the following week.
National governments in the aftermath of World War II were quite

focused on the political effects of trials on European opinion. Whatever
else one might say of the ICTY, it was not focused on Serbian opinion.
Perhaps it was focused on justice. But for whose benefit? The ultimate
objection to international criminal justice is that it does not even seem
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to be concerned with this fundamental political question. It is, in a way,
premised on the notion that such questions need never arise.

Not even appealing in principle

To embrace international criminal justice, one must accept not only a
new understanding of international law but a new understanding of crim-
inal justice. For many centuries, the administration of criminal justice
was thought to be the exclusive responsibility of sovereign governments
– indeed, a defining attribute of sovereignty. At the bottom of this tradi-
tional view was the assumption that criminal justice is inherently con-
nected with wider responsibilities of government. To separate criminal
justice from wider governing authority, one must look at criminal justice
in a different way. It is highly questionable whether it is a better way.

The absence of any provision for pardon or amnesty is a good illustra-
tion of this shift in perspective. Every country with a serious legal sys-
tem makes some provision for overriding the normal legal system with a
scheme for granting pardons. The power to grant pardons (or commuta-
tions of sentences) is usually vested in the executive. Legislatures usually
have some parallel capacity to enact general amnesties. These powers are
entrusted to political or politically accountable officials because the ulti-
mate decision is assumed to reflect judgment and discretion rather than
fixed rules. The whole point is to authorize exceptions from the normal
rules when circumstances seem to justify exceptions.

Neither the ad hoc tribunals for Yugoslavia and Rwanda, nor the new
ICC, make any provision for pardon. To acknowledge such a power in
these institutions, it would be necessary to acknowledge that they do
exercise some form of political authority. But why should individuals
appointed by the UN Security Council or by a random list of govern-
ments participating in the ICC be entrusted with such political discre-
tion? Would they make their decisions with an eye to the benefit of the
particular nation most affected – the home state of victims, for example,
or the home state of perpetrators? But it is not easy to explain why law-
yers operating in the Hague are equipped to judge what is in the best in-
terests of affected countries. Neither the judges of the various tribunals
nor the prosecutorial staffs have been selected for the sake of their exper-
tise in the politics or culture (or even the language) of the affected nations.
Legal service in the Hague does not necessarily provide opportunities for
acquiring such background mid-career.

The ad hoc tribunals were imposed without the consent of the affected
nations and are not in any way accountable to national governments in
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these countries. No one has any good reason to think that those staffing
these tribunals will have special insight into the best interests of the af-
fected nations. With over 100 nations now eligible in principle to have
their nationals prosecuted by the ICC, it is hopeless to imagine that the
staff of the ICC will have special understanding of all these nations or
even a large number of them. Perhaps the courts are supposed to serve
the best interests of humanity as a whole? But what does that really
mean? How does legal training equip lawyers in the Hague to judge the
best interests of humanity?
All these insoluble challenges can be readily evaded if one simply

refuses to ask whose interests are served by these institutions. The inter-
national courts will enforce the relevant international law. There is no
political choice to make, because the international rule of law overrides
political choice. The law is the law and must be enforced.
There is a political tradition behind this outlook. The Prussian philoso-

pher Immanuel Kant insisted that adherence to formal rules was the es-
sence of morality – and quite consistently with this philosophy, he argued
that pardons were always improper. Kant’s motto, fiat justitia, pereat
mundus (‘‘Let justice be done, even if the world perish’’), was suitably
globalist but not exactly humanitarian. Kant’s strictures against com-
promise or exceptions were not so much animated by a demand for love
of others or sacrifice on behalf of others. It is more accurate to say that
the Kantian identification of moral duty with abstract rules was meant to
efface any distinction between oneself and others – to establish, as Kant
himself explained, the standard of conduct for an abstract ‘‘rational be-
ing’’ rather than an actual human being, living out his destiny in this
world in a particular human body with a particular human soul.18
Kant was the first great philosopher whose intellectual efforts were

financed, through his entire career, by a regular salary, supplied by a
government ministry. Kant’s sponsors in the Prussian state were, in their
way, patrons of science and learning – at least, of approved sorts of
science and learning, since the Prussian state was not exactly committed
to free inquiry. Prussian authorities were also great patrons of adminis-
trative order and standardization – in a word, of bureaucracy. And the
Kantian ethic has, at least, much in common with the bureaucratic ethic,
with the notion that adherence to the rules is the highest duty, for the
official and even for the citizen.
It hardly needs saying that this ethic could lend itself to very sinister

ends. The most common defence offered by German war criminals, after
the Second World War, was that, whatever horrors they may have perpe-
trated, they were ‘‘only following orders’’. Those who invoked this de-
fence were not pleading that they were too frightened to resist but rather

122 JEREMY RABKIN



claiming – in a way that seemed honourable in their understanding – that
they had acted from adherence to duty. At his trial in Jerusalem, Adolf
Eichmann not only repeated this well-worn defence but explicitly in-
voked Kant’s authority in explaining that he was bound to do his duty
and not let his personal feelings interfere with his work. Judges at his
trial (who happened to be trained at German universities before the
war) demanded that the defendant explain how his actions could possibly
have been consistent with ‘‘Kantian’’ morality. No less a philosophic
authority than Hannah Arendt, who was present at the trial, acknowl-
edged that Eichmann gave a reasonably competent summary of Kant’s
doctrine.19

Advocates of international criminal justice will certainly deny that their
project has anything at all in common with such a demented extreme of
legalism – of the doctrine that following rules is a good in itself. But
the prosecutors in contemporary international tribunals regularly defend
their decisions by claiming that they have no other criterion for decision
except what the rules command. One must presume that they do mean to
be taken seriously when they say such things. The claim, of course, is
quite ludicrous. Even the ad hoc tribunals for Yugoslavia and Rwanda
lack the resources to pursue more than a tiny fraction of those perpetra-
tors who would, by consulting the rules alone, be eligible for prosecution.
When it comes to the International Criminal Court, the disproportion
between possible assertions of jurisdiction and actual resources for pros-
ecutions is staggeringly vast. With a hundred countries subject to the
court’s jurisdiction, with the definitions of relevant ‘‘crimes’’ so detailed
that routine abuses in almost every country’s prison system might qualify
for prosecution, each year will bring hundreds, perhaps even thousands
of cases eligible for prosecution. The ICC Prosecutor has announced
that his staff will actually attempt less than a dozen prosecutions in the
Court’s first five years.

On what basis, then, do prosecutors in international tribunals exercise
their inevitable discretion to focus on a few cases and disregard the rest?
It is absurd to claim that these decisions rest entirely on legal analysis of
what the rules require. Yet international prosecutors cannot say that they
exercise political judgment to determine which cases would be most ben-
eficial to pursue. The prosecutors have no particular qualifications to
determine what would be in the best interest of the states most affected
by prosecutions. They have no particular qualifications to determine
which prosecutions would best serve the interests of international stabil-
ity or peaceful future relations among the largest number of states in the
international community. Certainly there is no requirement that prosecu-
tors and their staffs have any background in diplomacy, international
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relations, comparative politics or actual government service. The one
thing the ICC Statute specifies is that the prosecutor should have some
background in criminal law – as if ‘‘criminal law’’ were a universal
science, essentially the same in all nations.
It may be more plausible to insist that the actual judges in international

tribunals will attend only to the rules. But the claim is plausible only in
comparison with the utter absurdity of the claim for prosecutors. The
judges operate with a set of rules that are largely drawn from interna-
tional treaties. Whatever patina of respectability this may give to the
rules, however, it does not supply them with a well-established case law.
Precisely because international criminal courts are such an innovation,
the treaties they invoke do not have much history as actual criminal law
standards. Even if one believes judges may, over time, be constrained in
their decisions by the accumulating precedent of case law, there is not
much precedent for international criminal courts to work with. And the
judges do not, in fact, all come from countries where judicial precedent
is an accepted authority for criminal courts. The procedure followed by
these courts is an improvised synthesis of common law and civil law sys-
tems, something unique to the settings of these courts. Even the most
conscientious and legalistic judge will often face decisions where there is
little guidance from pre-existing rules, precedents or traditions. The
judges are supposed to be experts in ‘‘criminal law’’ – again assumed to
be an abstract, universal science.
There are many reasons to doubt that this view of criminal law is

widely accepted. Among other things, one might notice no country cur-
rently appoints foreign judges to its own criminal courts. Many countries
are prepared to entrust managerial responsibilities to gifted foreigners.
The current head of the London transit system, for example, is an Amer-
ican. If criminal justice were simply a matter of abstract expertise, like
managing a transit service, one would expect distinguished jurists from
countries rich in legal experience – such as the United States – to be re-
cruited to national courts in countries with less extensive experience in
this field. But it never happens. Indeed, in an era when international
agreements sponsor cross-border traffic in specialized services, as well as
raw materials and manufactured goods, most countries still maintain con-
siderable restrictions on legal services, even when it comes to appearing
as defence counsel in the courts of another country.
The structure of international criminal courts really assures only one

thing – that prosecutors and judges will have no direct connection to the
countries most affected by their decisions (except in unusual cases). So, if
the authority of international prosecutors and judges can’t be justified by
the empty pretence that they are merely following rules, it must fall back
on the claim that they are, at any rate, not influenced by political con-

124 JEREMY RABKIN



cerns. They may not be bound by pre-existing rules in every decision they
make, but at least they might be thought of as impartial. Of course, that
was the real point of Kant’s insistence on rigid adherence to rules. Any
deviation from the rules might be motivated by self-interest or some per-
sonal passion. The international tribunals exalt the notion of impartiality
without the actual legal constraint supposed to assure it.

It may seem another empty pretence. Judges and prosecutors are likely
to be influenced by the preferences of their home countries, where they
have launched their careers and may expect to resume such careers –
if their own governments approve of their performance at the Hague.
Even when a government is not directly affected by an international pros-
ecution, it may have preferences or expectations about the proper out-
come, depending on its own foreign policy aims. (Were the abuses at
Abu Ghraib prison a deplorable exception or a sign of systematic Amer-
ican disregard for human rights? Nationals of countries most opposed to
the American war might see the question rather differently from nation-
als of countries more generally sympathetic to the American effort.) In
any case, the personnel of an international tribunal always have some in-
terest in protecting or promoting the prestige of their institution, which
may often influence their sense of whether it is proper to go forward
with an unpopular prosecution or refrain from action when media outlets
in powerful countries demand ‘‘justice’’.

Still, as questionable as it is likely to be in practice, the international
tribunals do seem to rest on this premise – that impartiality is a good in
itself. Otherwise, it is hard to understand why an outside tribunal is em-
powered to second-guess the decisions of a national government. In the
extreme case, the national government may determine that amnesty will
best serve the interests of that country. But the ICC is empowered to dis-
regard this judgment – presumably in the interest of humanity at large.
The ICC’s one claim to better decision-making is that it is not affected
by political pressures in the most effected country. One can, with only a
bit of legal training, smile at the naive presumption that judges are really
bound by nothing more than ‘‘the law’’. One cannot get past the insistent
premise of the ICC that impartiality is a good in itself.

But why is it a good? Of course, it is advantageous in many ways to
separate law from immediate political pressures or merely partisan sym-
pathies. That is why every country with a serious legal system tries to
insulate judges from immediate political pressures. But in the United
States, a country with rather more experience with the rule of law than
most participants in the ICC – and a much longer and more honourable
experience of protecting human rights than almost any country in Europe
– it is accepted that prosecutors exercise political judgment. In most US
states, prosecutors are directly elected by voters, and even the federal
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prosecutors are appointed by the president and must expect to be re-
placed when a new president (particularly a new president of a different
party) assumes office. In most American states, even judges are elected
for limited terms and in some states are subject to recall by special voter
initiatives. Even appointments to federal courts, where judges have life
tenure, are often the occasions for partisan contention, blocking confir-
mation of a judge who strikes the majority of senators as having ques-
tionable views.
Europeans are more comfortable with the pretence that judges and

even prosecutors can be seen as absolutely impartial servants of the state.
But even Europeans, with their authoritarian and statist traditions, do
not pretend that appointments to the highest judicial or legal posts can
be severed from political judgments of politically accountable cabinet
members or parliamentarians. As one moves higher up in the system,
the claims of political discretion have more weight even in European na-
tions. And no country, even in legalistic, bureaucratic Europe, actually
fails to make provision for a pardon power or amnesty power, vested
entirely in the hands of political organs.
In practice, it is an astonishing innovation to claim that the ultimate

legal authority should reside in the authority with most claim to ‘‘impar-
tiality’’ – with whatever content one chooses to pour into that amorphous
category. It is not merely an innovation in institutional practice but in po-
litical philosophy. It is, of course, contrary to any previous understanding
of democracy. It says that the highest and most important determinations
of the state – those dealing with justice – can, in principle, be entirely re-
moved from any sort of accountability to the electorate of that state.
True, no modern democracy entrusts its justice system to citizen assem-
blies or even popular referenda. But even indirect means of accountabil-
ity are lost in the international criminal justice scheme. The improvised,
haphazard interventions of the international court then demand to be ac-
corded higher authority than decisions of national governments, even
those with long proven records of respect for law and justice.
Democracy is not well established in most countries. Even in Europe

it has proven quite fragile and elected governments have been quite will-
ing to cede authority to supranational institutions. Still, the more telling
point is that the exaltation of ‘‘impartiality’’ is not merely contrary to
the liberal democratic ideals of countries, such as the United States,
that have preserved democracy for much longer periods. The exaltation
of ‘‘impartiality’’ is also contrary to the long history of natural law teach-
ing nurtured and sustained by Catholic thinkers since medieval times. In
the older version of natural law, the law was seen as the guardian or
instrument of the common good. It was taken for granted, by Thomas
Aquinas in the thirteenth century, as by Francisco Suárez in the seven-
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teenth century or Jacques Maritain in the twentieth century, that differ-
ent nations inevitably will have different legal systems because what can
be seen as the ‘‘common good’’ in one nation may reasonably be seen as
not serving the ‘‘common good’’ of a different political community, which
faces different circumstances with different traditions.

One may well believe that there is a higher law that rightfully claims a
higher moral authority than the positive law that happens to have been
enacted in any particular state. One may believe the version of the argu-
ment advanced by followers of Thomas Aquinas or the version advanced
by followers of John Locke or Thomas Jefferson. But what makes this be-
lief credible is the understanding that the higher law – whether one calls
it natural law or natural rights or human rights – is not something that
can be reduced to minute specifications, binding in all circumstances.
Whether in the medieval natural law tradition or in the modern liberal
tradition, the state was always seen as the necessary instrument of justice
– precisely to give precision and reliable enforcement to law, in the here
and now. In the alternative understanding, which seems to be the prem-
ise of international criminal law, it is enough for an international author-
ity to pronounce the law for everyone to accept it. In this view, the higher
law is a law for obedient slaves or programmable robots, not a law for
human beings, endowed with reason and perception and the free will to
follow different understandings.

The argument for entrusting the ICTY with the trial of Milošević or
the ICTR with the trial of chief perpetrators of the Rwandan genocide is
that only such tribunals will have ‘‘credibility’’. If the trials drag on and
do not please the people in the affected countries, they still have more
‘‘legitimacy’’. Why? Because the legal technicians say so.

The claim is silly, but also revealing. In the United States, with a long
established legal system, it is taken for granted that trials and trial results
may remain controversial. Americans do not imagine that public scepti-
cism can be answered by pointing to the credentials of the judges or the
prosecutors or the architects of the relevant rules of criminal procedure.
In the end, the justice administered by the state will not be perfect jus-
tice. Certainly, it cannot be expected that all citizens will see it that way.
One does not even hope for such a thing, because it would imply that
most citizens had lost their capacity to think – or think critically – and
simply remained in awe of state authorities. God provides perfect justice.
No state should aspire to be trusted, let alone venerated, as the ultimate
Author of Justice.

The international tribunals, which have less reason to claim reliable
justice, nonetheless have no fall-back except some claim to perfection.
In a national state, one can argue that rulings must be accepted because
the alternative is chaos. The alternative to the rule of international crim-
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inal courts is not chaos but the world as it has been for centuries – a
world with many deficiencies, to be sure, but habitable for those with
the discipline to maintain free and lawful government in their own coun-
tries. What to do about countries that have failed to master this political
discipline is a serious question but sending judges and lawyers to tame
them – or rather, messages from judges and lawyers in the Hague – is
not a serious answer.
There is much to be said for the idea that all nations are bound by

some higher authority, which rightly inhibits them from attempting ev-
erything they might otherwise be capable of doing. But there is, as has
been noticed, much disagreement about the source of this authority –
whether it is, for example, vouchsafed to us by Christian or by Islamic
revelation or by the reasoning of the Stoics and the Church or by the En-
lightenment and the eighteenth century revolutions. It is not visionary to
hope that international dialogue may help to widen consensus. But it is
likely that such consensus would never be so detailed and precise as the
definition of crimes in the ICC Statute.
It is necessary for a functioning legal system to have precision. At least,

it must have more precision than the conclusions of philosophers or reli-
gious visionaries, when it comes to precise definitions of precise crimes.
That is why, until recently, it was always assumed that criminal justice re-
quired a state. It does not demonstrate the contrary that the UN Security
Council or a conference in Rome can draw up detailed specifications for
crimes when there is no capacity at the international level to enforce
them, in any reliable sort of way, and no disposition, in reality, even to
act as if international prosecutors deserved the same respect as actual
authorities in actual states.
It is probably enough to say that the vision behind international justice

is not realistic. But we should also acknowledge that it is not, even as an
ideal, particularly appealing. It is, at some level, a vision of authority that
is – like the Kantian philosophy and its various extensions in twentieth
century Europe – not designed for human beings. Older and sounder
political philosophies recognized that human beings may not always be
entirely rational, at least as a philosopher might assess rationality. But
they also recognized that human beings have a natural tendency to be
political. No earlier political philosophy imagined that justice could be
entirely separated from the common good of the particular community
seeking to establish justice.
The philosophy that seems to animate contemporary visions of interna-

tional criminal justice starts with a presumption that the highest justice,
the most reliable justice, is that which is most removed from the common
good of any particular political community. This philosophy may appeal
to Europeans, because it echoes traditional authoritarian impulses. Per-
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haps it developed stronger appeal after the Second World War, as Euro-
peans sought to ensure against a recurrence of their own worst political
impulses by placing more and more political authority in the hands of
technical experts, guiding a new, transnational ‘‘construction’’. It may be
true, as some commentators claim, that Europeans support international
criminal justice because they are now determined to safeguard the world
at large from horrors that Europeans carried to the most systematic ex-
treme in the twentieth century. But if guilt over past crimes does haunt
Europeans, they seem, at least, very determined to abstract from the dif-
ference between countries that perpetrated such horrors (or collaborated
in these crimes) and those countries with the strength and resolve to de-
feat the perpetrators of such crimes. On the premise of international
criminal justice, all countries are potentially guilty, all stand in need of
international correction and only those entities incapable of fighting or
enforcing anything can be fully trusted – namely, the impartial legal staffs
in the Netherlands.

It should not be surprising that many countries continue to reject this
vision. Not all countries have the same need to escape from their own
history. Not all countries have the same capacity to deny evident real-
ities. Not all countries are so easily seduced by empty abstractions. If
the world is not likely to accept the ongoing guidance of countries that
have a better history, that indicates not that all countries must submit to
common authority, but that each country should be left to come to terms
with its own understanding of justice, given its own experience. That is
what sovereignty offers. If it is sometimes necessary to make exceptions,
as for humanitarian intervention against the most extreme abuses, the ex-
ceptions should still be seen as exceptional. The point of the Interna-
tional Criminal Court is to present the exceptions as somehow normal,
because, after all, draped in the trappings of legality. The premise again
is that all countries are in need of outside correction, because all coun-
tries may be partial to their own understandings and the highest and
most reliable understanding is the most impartial – the most removed
from any concrete experience, any concrete understanding, any concern
for concrete consequences.

There is nothing in this vision that can appeal to Americans. There is
very little in it that should appeal to any country that still has self-respect
as an independent nation. The best that can be said for most countries
that have embraced this project is that they do not really believe in it for
themselves, but assume that it will be focused entirely on lesser nations,
standing more in need of correction. The saddest thing about the project
is that many countries that view it in this light actually believe they have
done something valuable for the benefit of others – those others who
need only outside lawyers to set them straight.
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8

Dancing with the devil: Prosecuting
West Africa’s warlords – current
lessons learned and challenges

David M. Crane

It was a warm day in March 2003. As a part of our town-hall program be-
gun in September of 2002, I was in Makeni listening to my clients tell me
what the conflict in Sierra Leone was all about; how the Court and my
office, the Office of the Prosecutor, were doing from their point of view;
and to answer any and all questions posed by the assembled citizens in
the hall, the number of whom was estimated at around 300, not an un-
common turnout for these events. During the course of the meeting a
young woman, holding a child, stood up waiting to ask a question or
make a comment. After answering the question at hand I turned to her
to allow her to speak. This young Sierra Leonean woman was missing a
large part of her face, her burn scars radiated down her shoulder, chest
and arms. Blinded by her horrific injuries and through cracked lips she
whispered, ‘‘The rebels did this to me; do something about what they
have done here’’.

The Special Court for Sierra Leone is a recognized hybrid interna-
tional war crimes tribunal set up by the United Nations on behalf of the
international community and the Republic of Sierra Leone to try those
who bear the greatest responsibility for war crimes, crimes against hu-
manity and other violations of international humanitarian law during the
decade-long conflict in Sierra Leone in the 1990’s. This bold new experi-
ment in international criminal law initially began after Sierra Leone
asked the United Nations to consider setting up a tribunal to investigate
and prosecute individuals responsible for the atrocities committed in that
lush tropical country. In August of 2000 the United Nations Security
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Council authorized the Secretary-General to explore the possibilities of
setting up a tribunal.
In January of 2002, the UN Undersecretary General for Legal Affairs,

Hans Corell, and the Attorney General of Sierra Leone at the time, Solo-
mon Berewa, signed an international treaty creating the Special Court for
Sierra Leone. Subsequently, the Republic of Sierra Leone passed the
appropriate legislation ratifying that treaty. The next generation of inter-
national war crimes tribunals was born. In April, the Secretary-General
appointed me to be the Prosecutor and Robin Vincent the Acting Regis-
trar. Early that summer, Sierra Leone nominated Desmond De Silva to
be the Deputy Prosecutor; he was subsequently confirmed in the fall.
The Registrar and an advance team from my office arrived in Sierra

Leone in July, followed by myself on 6 August 2002. We began our
investigations two weeks later, on 19 August, with a team of Sierra Leo-
nean and international investigators. We have not stopped. Since then we
have issued 13 indictments. Two indictees have since died, one by natural
causes and the other murdered by Charles Taylor in May of 2003. Of the
11 outstanding indictments, 10 are in custody in various joint trials and
only one remains at large. All of the major players in this conflict are ac-
counted for and the trials began just 22 months after our arrival in the
summer of 2002. These trials will most likely end in 2007.
The Special Court of Sierra Leone has four organs, the Office of the

Prosecutor, the Office of the Registrar, the Chambers and the Defense
Office. The Chambers consist of two trial chambers and an appellate
chamber. The trial chambers are a mix of two international judges and
one Sierra Leonean-nominated judge per chamber and the appellate
chamber has five judges: three from the international community and
two from Sierra Leone. The Court sits in Freetown, Sierra Leone.
What this paper will address are the key lessons learned from my per-

spective as the Prosecutor. Additionally, I will address the challenges
faced as we investigated, indicted and prepared our cases for trial. It is
hoped that these practical points outlined below will capture for inter-
ested readers and practitioners the multilayered complexities faced in
prosecuting the warlords of West Africa.

What are the lessons learned so far?

As the year 2000 began, the world was becoming frustrated by the enor-
mous costs of international justice. When Sierra Leone requested assis-
tance in setting up a tribunal, the UN Secretary-General and the Security
Council began to consider various ways international justice could be
administered fairly, efficiently and effectively. The Special Court is the
result, and I believe the international community got it right.
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The mandate for the Court is achievable

Political events spawn all international war crimes tribunals, and these
are inherently creatures of political compromise. The particular compro-
mise that created the Special Court resulted in a mandate to try those
‘‘who bear the greatest responsibility’’ for war crimes, crimes against
humanity and other serious violations of international humanitarian law.
The operative word is ‘‘greatest’’. It is this adjective that makes the work
of the Court achievable in a manageable period of time. By inserting this
word, the number of potential indictees that could be indicted is less than
two dozen. Change the word to ‘‘most’’ responsible and the number of
indictees rises dramatically to 50 to 100 persons, with a minimum of ten
years needed to fairly try them. Drop the adjective before responsibility
and the number is unmanageable, the time indefinite. The purpose of the
Court ceases to be a way to sustain peace, but a hindrance to any peace.
The country or region would never be able to put the conflict and the re-
sulting horrific crimes behind them. The wounds would never heal.

The time frame for the Court to do its work is realistic

The reason any tribunal should exist is to seek justice for the victims,
their families and the society as a whole. A tribunal with an indefinite
life span frustrates the expectations of that society and its citizens. The
concept that the rule of law is more powerful than the rule of the gun is
watered down and the foundations for a sustainable peace, a respect for
the law, weakened.

It is certainly my opinion that no investigation or trial of war criminals
should last more than three to five years. It is essential that the purpose
of the Court be clearly understood by its staff and the citizens they serve.
In our case, that purpose is to seek justice for the people of Sierra Leone.
For them to have a chance to move on with their lives, to reconcile, and
to heal from the trauma of conflict, three to five years is the right target.

However, where authorities obstruct the work of a tribunal and shelter
its indictees, artificial deadlines should not shut down a tribunal and
allow obstructionists to out-wait the rule of law. This was a significant
problem with the international community’s reluctance to turn over one
indictee, Charles Taylor, until March 2006, three years after I signed his
indictment on 3 March 2003.

Place the tribunal at the scene of the crimes

Because the Court is for and about the people of Sierra Leone, the loca-
tion of the Court must be in Sierra Leone. That is where we are. It allows
the people to see justice begin, work and end right before their very eyes
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in a time frame that causes less trauma to the society at large. Of course,
being on location brings with it very real concerns such as security, health
and availability of support, among other issues. Despite those challenges,
the benefits far outweigh the risks. A devastated country needs to rebuild
an infrastructure to carry it forward. The cornerstone to that building
process is the rule of law. A distant and seemingly impersonal tribunal
has a greater challenge to demonstrate this concept. The ability of the
citizens within the region to feel a sense of justice and closure is severely
tested. Politically, the existence of the Court can become a liability. The
transition from conflict to sustainable peace becomes difficult.
Our experience of living in the middle of the crime scene allows for a

better focus, ease in investigation and a more complete understanding of
the pain and suffering of the populace. Freetown, Sierra Leone, is a hard
place to live and work, but it is the right place for the Court to do its
work.

An outreach and a legacy program are two keys to success

Early on in assembling my overall strategic plan for the Office of the
Prosecutor, I factored in a town-hall concept where I would go out and
listen to the people of Sierra Leone tell me what happened in their coun-
try. Eventually I would turn this and the outreach aspect of the strategy
over to the Registry, which has a robust program headed by a Sierra Leo-
nean and a dedicated staff.
During the first four months, our goal was to visit every district and

every major town within that district. We accomplished this task just be-
fore Christmas of 2002. The town-hall concept continued during my three
years in Sierra Leone. I visited my clients regularly to report to them on
how the Court and my office were doing.
Though planned and developed well in advance, a typical event is a

day-long affair. An outreach team arrived a day prior to talk to various
chiefs and elders and to brief them on the next day’s events. They usually
were present and ran the program. The day of the event, the outreach
team set up the venue and briefed the audience in general on the pro-
gram and talked to them about the Special Court in general. I arrived
and, after brief remarks, opened up the floor for comments and ques-
tions. It is in these settings that the citizens got to meet their prosecutor
and allowed their prosecutor to understand in some small way the horror
of the past conflict. My focus was never on the indictees but on the Court,
the process and the organization of the Court. The central themes gener-
ally were that the rule of law is more powerful than the rule of the gun,
no one is above the law and that the law is fair. After I left there was
sometimes more discussion with the outreach team.

136 DAVID M. CRANE



Additionally, our legacy program has been in existence since the
beginning. As stated above, the Court is for and about the people of
Sierra Leone. We need to leave to them not just the newly built complex
just off Jomo Kenyatta Road in Freetown, but a cadre of trained and
dedicated Court personnel to carry on the hard work after we depart.
The Court works closely with the Sierra Leonean Bar Association, non-
governmental organizations and other civil society organizations to
develop creative projects that local and international organizations can
sponsor in helping to rebuild a devastated judiciary. In many ways, the
legacy program means that the Court will never leave Sierra Leone.

A truth commission is necessary for a sustainable peace

Over the past several years it has been shown that a truth commission
and a war crimes tribunal can exist side by side, working on their respec-
tive mandates. It has become quite clear that in order to have a sustain-
able peace you have to have both truth and justice. We found that having
a truth commission concurrent to the investigations and indictments of
war criminals allows the citizenry to tell their story officially to the truth
commission. The likelihood that citizens will actually testify before the
Court was remote. I considered the Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
sion (TRC) in Sierra Leone a key partner in calming and assuring the
citizens of the country that the complete story would be told and that
truth and justice would prevail.

One of the important aspects of this professional co-existence was our
decision immediately upon arrival in Sierra Leone that we would not use
any information that was given or submitted to the TRC in our criminal
investigation. I encouraged the people of Sierra Leone to go and talk
to the TRC to tell their important stories. This they did in the thou-
sands to include perpetrators who even confessed to crimes in an act of
reconciliation.

A public defence office is essential for proper management and
support of the defence teams

The citizens of Sierra Leone must understand that the law is fair. There
must be an equality of arms between the prosecution and the defence
teams. Early on in the development of the Court, Robin Vincent, our
Registrar, conceived an innovative plan to model the defence on a public
defender’s office. The purpose of this was to appropriately manage the
various defence teams and to ensure that they have adequate means by
which to defend an indictee. The Principal Defender ensures that there
is consistency in this support. On behalf of the Registrar, the Principal
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Defender also manages the contracts for the various attorneys appointed
to represent an indigent indictee.

A tribunal can tap unsuspected resources

While international war crimes tribunals at times can face difficulties in
garnering material support, they can also look beyond obvious sources
of assistance. Our office has done this, particularly through tapping into
the deep support our work has enjoyed in academic circles.
In June 2002, before I even arrived in Freetown, we created the Aca-

demic Consortium, which consists of law schools from around the world
enlisted to provide my office with legal research. Specifically, the Consor-
tium has provided thousands of pages of legal research to our Appellate
Section. This assistance from some of the world’s best law schools was
pivotal in helping my attorneys weigh their arguments in complicated
jurisdictional matters heard by the Court’s Appeals Chamber. These
thorny issues included:
� whether an amnesty granted during peace negotiations applies to those
charged by an international war crimes tribunal with violations of inter-
national humanitarian law;

� whether an international war crimes tribunal can be created outside of
Chapter 7 of the UN Charter;

� when forcible recruitment of child soldiers crystallized as a crime under
international humanitarian law; and

� whether a head of state is immune from prosecution before an interna-
tional tribunal; among other key issues of international criminal justice.

For high-quality research on these issues and others, we had to pay noth-
ing. For the law schools, their students’ interaction with a war crimes tri-
bunal on cutting-edge legal issues has been more than enough reward.
Schools have eagerly sought to take part in this program, and we have
even had to turn away some top law schools.

Challenges in prosecuting West African warlords

Despite the successes apparently achieved thus far, and the lessons
learned, there are many challenges to prosecuting these warlords in West
Africa. The overwhelming challenge is indifference to the plight of West
Africa.

International indifference: The dark corners

All too often in places where the light of the law never shines – the dark
corners – a horror erupts that shocks the international community. This
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condition is spawned by indifference bred by lack of understanding for or
care about the region concerned. As in Rwanda, the international com-
munity, overtaxed and burdened with other challenges to peace and se-
curity, turned away from West Africa and shone that light elsewhere.
The result of this decades-long lack of care was chaos and the resultant
commitment of serious international crimes.

This indifference continues and challenges the Special Court politically
and financially. Initially, the Special Court was to have been financed
purely through voluntary contributions from UN member states. We re-
ceived enough voluntary funding to last one and a half years, but then the
political will to donate to a war crimes tribunal waned. Now the Special
Court has had to return to the United Nations to receive assessed funds
to help make up the shortfall. West Africa simply is not important to
a jaded world suffering through the agony of a confused and uncertain
future in Iraq. This focus has completely put West Africa back into its
dark corner, war crimes tribunal and all.

Reaching out to the region: Communication

There is no mass media in Sierra Leone. In and around Freetown are
several local newspapers, various radio stations, and one television sta-
tion. The rest of the population’s access to news and information is lim-
ited. The BBC radio program ‘‘Focus on Africa’’ is the principal way
most Sierra Leoneans receive news.

It is imperative that a tribunal make its hearings and trials available
and open to the public. With limited capacity internally to build such a
capability, the tribunal is left to whatever the local communications infra-
structure can bear.

Thus, an outreach program becomes important as it allows teams of
workers from the Court, the Prosecutor, the Registrar and the Defense
Office to go ‘‘up country’’ and report on the progress of the court pro-
ceedings and answer questions.

Geographic distance and location

Though properly placed within the scene of the crime, the remoteness of
West Africa to the rest of the world and poor infrastructure within the
region has taxed the ability of my office to support our investigators.
Travel into and within West Africa is difficult at best and certainly not re-
liable. It is impossible to quickly move about to meet or react to situa-
tions requiring immediate attention. Movement is measured in days or
weeks, not hours. It is also expensive. In many cases, travel to Europe
and then back to Africa is the most efficient and effective way to ensure
timely travel within the region.
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Time

For political reasons, the lifespan of the Special Court was set initially at
around three years. Though certainly possible to achieve the vast major-
ity of the work, this timeframe does not leave a great deal of room for
mistakes, calculated risks, missteps or obstruction. Time was the sword
over all our heads and all decisions are measured with time in mind.
This objective yardstick in the subjective world of the legal process cer-
tainly produces stress. Careful planning becomes essential in all that is
done from prosecutorial strategy, support and travel, as well as whom to
indict, when and on what charges. The Special Court is obsessed with
time. It is important to note, however, that at the end of the day the rules
of procedure and evidence, as well as our statute, govern the eventual
decision as it relates to the fundamental rights of the accused and the
proper representation of the victims by the Prosecutor.

Security

Part and parcel to living and working in Sierra Leone is the most impor-
tant challenge of all: the security of the people and places affiliated with
the Special Court. This includes witnesses and their families. My first
consideration when developing overall general strategy was the security
of my staff. I wanted them to have a safe place to live and to work. Pres-
ently they do.
With victims, perpetrators and witnesses living together throughout the

country, security became problematic. Everyone is at risk, and that risk
has increased with the start of trials. Early on in the life of the Court,
security was a theory, but over time we have developed a considerable
ability to protect ourselves. Coupled with the fact that we have a very
supportive police force, the Court has many assets to draw upon if the
risk or threat changes for the worse. In some capacity, peacekeepers will
remain in Sierra Leone for the life of the Court.

Mandate enforcement

Created by international treaty at the behest of the UN Security Council,
the Special Court was not created through Chapter 7 of the UN Charter.
Thus, there is no Chapter 7 enforcement mandate. During the initial
drafting of the statute it was considered to be unnecessary. In large part
that is still the case; however, getting various states to assist in enforcing
various court orders presented a challenge as well. Though most states
have supported the Court in various bilateral agreements related to
witness relocation and protection and sentence enforcement, requesting
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compliance with an arrest warrant for some indictees resulted in a politi-
cal standoff. The outcome was uncertain and the credibility of the Court
and the international community’s commitment to ending impunity was
at stake. Through patience and consistent diplomatic and political pres-
sure, maintained largely by the Office of the Prosecutor, the former pres-
ident of Liberia, Charles Taylor, was handed over for a fair trial in March
2006. He currently awaits trial by the Special Court for Sierra Leone in
the Hague, in a courtroom leased to the Special Court by the Interna-
tional Criminal Court. It is anticipated that the trial will begin in January
2007.

Conclusion

The new hybrid international war crimes tribunal in West Africa, called
the Special Court for Sierra Leone, is essentially showing the interna-
tional community that international justice can be fairly, efficiently and
effectively delivered to a war-torn part of the world in a way that allows
the people to see that the rule of law is more powerful than the rule of
the gun. The keys to success are an achievable mandate and a realistic
time frame in which to accomplish the mandate, with the tribunal located
in the place where the crimes took place. From that flows a better under-
standing by the citizenry of the legal process, that no one is above the law
and that the law is fair.

The challenges this bold new experiment faces are manageable and
can be overcome with proper leadership, management and financial and
political support. Of all the challenges, international indifference and ob-
struction are the most serious of them all.

Impunity must not be allowed to exist in the twenty-first century. We
must learn from the horrors of the past century. Mankind is better than
that. War criminals and those who commit crimes against humanity must
be held accountable before the law. There can be no exceptions.
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The development of prosecutorial
discretion in international criminal
courts

Matthew Brubacher

The establishment of international criminal courts is a testament to the
growing will of the international community to hold persons accountable
for committing serious crimes. The creation of the International Criminal
Court (ICC) as the first permanent international criminal court is just the
latest effort to strengthen international law enforcement. While all inter-
national criminal courts build on one another’s jurisprudence and prac-
tice, each court is a discrete international organization founded upon a
specific constituent instrument created for a specific situation. The ICC,
as a permanent court, is the first international criminal court created to
address a variety of contexts. As each context has its own particularities,
which cannot necessarily be foreseen, the ICC Statute contains jurisdic-
tional and admissibility criteria that require the Prosecutor to consider
an array of interests in both the investigative and prosecution stages.
Due to the nature of the crimes over which the ICC has jurisdiction,

the Court will operate largely in ongoing conflicts where a host of other
national and international initiatives are also working to address needs
and find solutions. While the ICC must maintain its independence in pur-
suing its mandate to hold persons accountable, this paper will argue that
the jurisdictional and admissibility criteria of the ICC, as well as the need
to obtain effective cooperation, require the ICC to pursue a process of
consultation and a sufficient degree of international consensus-building
in order to forge the necessary degree of support to be effective. This
paper will assess the unique jurisdictional and admissibility criteria of
the ICC Statute, particularly the complementarity regime and the inter-
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ests of justice, and compare these provisions to the statutes of the In-
ternational Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and the Special
Court for Sierra Leone (SCSL). Before evaluating the statutory criteria
of the ICC as well as the policies being developed by the ICC Office of
the Prosecutor (ICC-OTP), the paper will first explore the purposes of
prosecutorial discretion and the trigger mechanisms that may initiate an
investigation by the Prosecutor.

The purpose of prosecutorial discretion

Since the time of the Nuremberg Tribunals, the ability of the prosecutor
to determine whom to prosecute and when has been a central element of
every international criminal court.1 This power was explicitly included in
the ex officio powers of the ICTY2 and the SCSL.3 In the ICC, prosecu-
torial discretion is implied as the Statute uses the non-compulsory lan-
guage of ‘‘may’’ instead of ‘‘shall’’ in reference to the decision to initiate
an investigation.4

There are numerous reasons why prosecutorial discretion is included
within the legal regimes of international criminal courts. Firstly, by virtue
of the nature of crimes over which international criminal courts are es-
tablished, the courts will always be established either within or in the
wake of widespread armed conflict and have jurisdiction over potentially
thousands of cases.5 As the trial of every potential offence by the court is
a practical impossibility, prosecutors must be able to select those who
are to be investigated in order that the system ensures that resources are
directed toward the right investigations.6

As stated by former ICTY Prosecutor Louise Arbour,

An immediate distinction can be seen between the work of these Tribunals and
a domestic criminal justice system because a domestic prosecutor is never really
seriously called upon to be selective in the prosecution of serious crimes.
Crimes are committed, they are reported, investigated, charges are brought,
and the prosecutors prosecute all major crimes where the evidence permits.
By contrast, in the work of the international Tribunals, the prosecutor has to
be highly selective before committing resources to investigate or prosecute.7

The need for selectivity was particularly pronounced in the SCSL, partic-
ularly as the Court was originally created with an anticipated life span of
three years.8

Although the permanent nature of the ICC reduces the time pressures
faced by the SCSL, capacity limitations remain, particularly as the ICC
has global jurisdiction and, consequently, a potentially high number of
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cases. The magnitude of potential situations is already indicated by the
fact that, in less than three years, the OTP has received a UN Security
Council referral,9 three state referrals and some 1,400 communications
concerning possible cases.10 Obligating the Prosecutor to launch inves-
tigations into all of these situations would be a practical impossibility.
Instead, the Prosecutor is expected to be judicious in the selection of
cases.11
The need to restrict the number of cases contributed to the creation of

a general policy among international criminal courts to focus on those
most responsible for committing the most serious crimes. Soon after the
creation of the ICTY, former Chief Prosecutor Richard Goldstone stated
that the policy of the ICTY was to focus on those who are in senior posi-
tions of authority and are the most responsible for the crimes.12 This
policy of focusing on those most responsible was explicitly included in
the SCSL Statute, where Article 1 provides the Prosecutor the ‘‘power
to prosecute persons bearing the greatest responsibility’’.13 Although
not explicitly stated in the ICC Statute, the multiple references to ‘‘exer-
cise jurisdiction over persons for the most serious crimes of international
concern’’,14 as well as the references to the ‘‘gravity of the crime’’,15 in-
formed the decision of the ICC-OTP to focus on those most responsible
for committing crimes. As stated in a draft ICC-OTP policy paper, ‘‘As a
general rule, the Office of the Prosecutor should focus its investigation
and prosecutorial efforts and resources on those who bear the greatest
responsibility, such as the leaders of the State or organisation allegedly
responsible for those crimes’’.16
Another reason for including prosecutorial discretion is that it provides

the prosecutor with the independence and insulation from external influ-
ences to give effect to the rule of law.17 As international criminal courts
are created to provide accountability for all persons, including govern-
ment officials, it would be contradictory to allow these same individuals
the ability to determine when to allow and disallow the Court to initiate
an investigation.18 Only through the independent exercise of prosecuto-
rial discretion will international criminal courts, including the ICC, be
able to hold all persons accountable regardless of their position or the
political interests of states.19

Trigger mechanisms

As at the ICTY and SCSL, the Prosecutor of the ICC is responsible for
receiving notitia criminis (‘‘referrals and any substantiated information
on crimes’’), which will trigger an investigation.20 However, unlike the
ad hoc tribunals where no explicit preference was given to the source of
notitia criminis,21 the ICC Statute provides three sources, which some

144 MATTHEW BRUBACHER



commentators believe are arranged in a hierarchy that implicitly favours
those received by governments.22

The three so-called ‘‘trigger mechanisms’’ include a referral by the UN
Security Council, a state or any other source.23 The confidence in gov-
ernment referrals is evidenced by the fact that a referral made by a
state24 or by the Security Council when acting under Chapter 7 of the
UN Charter25 is not subject to the same procedural safeguards as inves-
tigations launched by the Prosecutor proprio motu,26 and can be pro-
cessed more expeditiously.27 While all investigations, regardless of the
trigger mechanism, begin only after a preliminary investigation by the
Prosecutor determines that a prima facie case exists,28 the Prosecutor
must seek Pre-Trial Chamber (PTC) authorization before launching a
formal investigation proprio motu.29 The procedural safeguard requiring
PTC authorization ensures that, in the absence of state backing, the Pros-
ecutor will have the judicial backing of the Court.30

Although there is a different procedure within the Statute to facilitate
action by the Prosecutor for state referrals, communications from other
sources are important, as they provide the Prosecutor not only with the
option of launching an investigation proprio motu but provide informa-
tion and an ability to engage national authorities in encouraging cooper-
ation. This ability to constructively engage with states prior to a referral
was practiced by the ICC-OTP during the preliminary analysis of the
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). In this situation, the Prosecutor
announced his interest in investigating the situation in the Ituri Prov-
ince and invited the support and cooperation of the government of the
DRC.31 After a period of engagement, the Government of the DRC de-
cided to refer the situation to the ICC, thereby strengthening the cooper-
ative relationship of the ICC-OTP with the national authorities.32

Invigorating the principle of complementarity

Unlike the ICTY33 and SCSL,34 which have primacy over national
courts, the ICC-OTP must defer to genuine national proceedings.35 The
complementarity regime under the ICC Statute allows states the first
chance to exercise jurisdiction.36 States have the ability to challenge the
admissibility of a case once the Prosecutor provides notice of his inten-
tion to investigate.37 This regime was unknown in previous international
courts and could be viewed as an impediment to the ability of the ICC to
operate effectively. However, the ICC-OTP is transforming this limita-
tion into a proactive strategy to close the impunity gap.

The impunity gap refers to the fact that international courts will pro-
secute only a limited number of those responsible for committing
crimes, leaving the majority of lesser offenders unaccountable. This gap
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is particularly acute for the ICC, as the 2005 Budget for the ICC provides
funding for full investigations into only three situations38 and even within
these situations the Prosecutor will conduct a very focused investiga-
tion.39 To address this limitation, the ICC-OTP is developing a policy
of ‘‘positive complementarity’’ that emphasizes the responsibility of
national authorities, as the primary law enforcers, to hold individuals
accountable.40
The legal regime that enables ‘‘positive complementarity’’ derives from

the duty of the Prosecutor to evaluate information provided on alleged
crimes41 and assess whether national proceedings are or have already in-
vestigated these allegations.42 During this preliminary analysis, the Pros-
ecutor has the ability to seek additional information from other sources
in order to determine whether to initiate a formal investigation.43 If na-
tional proceedings exist, the Prosecutor must defer to those systems but
is required to monitor whether the investigations and prosecutions are
genuine.44 Rather than compete for jurisdiction, the complementarity re-
gime allows the Prosecutor to encourage national authorities to proceed
with domestic proceedings.
The policy being developed by the ICC-OTP to encourage genuine

national proceedings involves an interchange between developing part-
nerships with the national authorities and vigilance over their perfor-
mance.45 In terms of partnership, the ICC-OTP could provide assistance
in information, investigative and forensic expertise and training to na-
tional authorities in order to improve their capacity to investigate.
Similarly, the ICC-OTP could use its networks to encourage other inter-
national organizations and non-governmental organizations to become
involved in increasing the capacity of national authorities.
At the same time, the ICC-OTP retains the ability to review its deci-

sion to launch an investigation in light of new facts, including indications
that the national authorities are unable or unwilling to genuinely inves-
tigate the accused.46 This ability to review the genuineness of national
proceedings and re-examine a decision on whether to initiate an investi-
gation provides the ICC-OTP with the independence and vigilance neces-
sary to give momentum to its partnership with national authorities.
The policy of positive complementarity also has the potential to create

the ability for the ICC-OTP to work with judicial and quasi judicial pro-
cesses capable of holding persons accountable and furthering national
reconciliation processes. As stated in the UN Secretary General’s report
on the rule of law and transitional justice,

We must learn as well to eschew one-size-fits-all formulas and the importation
of foreign models, and, instead, base our support on national assessments, na-
tional participation and national needs and aspirations.47
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The ICC must avoid being perceived as imposing the law from high
above without an appreciation for local legal and cultural traditions.48
Although there are limitations as to the extent to which national or local
proceedings such as truth commissions can constitute genuine national
proceedings as required in the ICC complementarity regime,49 such mech-
anisms can work to close the impunity gap in a manner more appropriate
to the local context and should be encouraged.

Increased sensitization of the OTP-ICC to contextual factors

The statutes of the ICC and of the ICTY and SCSL all provide a man-
date to prosecute those persons most responsible for committing serious
crimes. However, the ICC Statute provides greater reference than pre-
vious international criminal courts to specific elements that require the
Prosecutor to take contextual matters into consideration. In the ICTY
Statute, there are no explicit qualifications to the exercise of prosecuto-
rial discretion beyond the territorial and temporal limitations. Rather,
the ICTY Statute provides a clear mandate to the Prosecutor to investi-
gate and prosecute persons responsible for serious violations of interna-
tional humanitarian law.50

Under this mandate, former ICTY Chief Prosecutor Richard Gold-
stone adopted a policy of indicting those who are the most responsible
for crimes ‘‘without regard to political considerations or consequences’’.51
This policy was reiterated by Goldstone’s successor, Louise Arbour,
when she stated, ‘‘It is unacceptable for any court to be at the mercy
of outside interests’’.52 Given the clear mandate provided in the ICTY
Statute and given the Court’s Chapter 7 authority obligating all states to
comply with its decisions, this policy is understandable.

The prosecutorial mandate articulated in the SCSL Statute is similar to
that of the ICTY in its unqualified emphasis on holding the most respon-
sible accountable. Article 1 provides the Prosecutor with the ‘‘power to
prosecute persons bearing the greatest responsibility’’.53 Given this man-
date, Prosecutor David Crane adopted a policy similar to that of the
ICTY in pursuing investigations and arrests despite their political con-
sequences. In the Prosecutor’s opening statement for the trial of the
Revolutionary United Front leaders, Crane emphasizes the gravity of
the crimes above other considerations: ‘‘Despite the obvious political di-
mension to this conflict, these trials, this trial, are about crimes; and these
individuals are indicted for those crimes, the most grievous of acts that a
person can be charged with by mankind – war crimes and crimes against
humanity.’’54
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However, unlike the ICTY Statute, whose authors appear to have
assumed that the operation of the international tribunal would contribute
to peace,55 the Statute for the SCSL explicitly emphasizes the impor-
tance of prosecuting ‘‘leaders who, in committing such crimes, have
threatened the establishment of and implementation of the peace process
in Sierra Leone’’.56 While this provision does not require the Prosecutor
to target those leaders who threaten the peace process in Sierra Leone,
the reference does reflect the intention of the court to play a positive
role in the implementation of the national peace process, including focus-
ing on those leaders who may disrupt the stability of that country.
The SCSL Statute also provided limited reference to the interests of

victims. Article 15 states that ‘‘[in] the prosecution of juvenile offenders,
the Prosecutor shall ensure that the child-rehabilitation programme is not
placed at risk and that, where appropriate, resort should be had to alter-
native truth and reconciliation mechanisms, to the extent of their avail-
ability’’.57 Although this provision is limited to only juvenile offenders,
ensuring that child combatants are provided with special protection was
important to the larger victim community, given the high number of chil-
dren forcibly conscripted into the conflict.58
This emphasis on the need to contribute to furthering efforts to achieve

peace and serve the interests of victims was given increased effect in the
ICC Statute. Article 53 provides that in assessing whether a reasonable
basis exists to launch an investigation or prosecution, the Prosecutor
must take account of the interests of justice, which include the gravity of
the crime, the interests of victims and the circumstances of the accused.59
Given the wide range and unforeseen complexities in which the ICC
would operate these contextual elements requires the Prosecutor to bal-
ance a range of competing interests in the pursuit of justice.

Victim participation

Public prosecutors have a general obligation to consider the views and
concerns of victims when personal interests of victims are affected.60
The ICC Statute complies with this obligation by directing the ICC-OTP
to take the interests of victims into consideration when deciding to initi-
ate an investigation or prosecution.61 In fact, this consideration may be
taken continually throughout the investigative process. Taking the ‘‘inter-
ests of victims’’ into account is given increased effect by the ability of
victims to make representations before the PTC when the personal inter-
ests of victims are affected at a stage in the proceeding determined ap-
propriate by the Court.62
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As the term ‘‘proceedings’’ is not clearly defined in this provision and
as the Court has not had an opportunity to provide guidance on this
issue, victim representatives could theoretically make representations be-
fore the commencement of a trial that would allow them to make submis-
sions on questions of jurisdiction and admissibility.63 Given this ability
and given that the definition of victims is relatively wide,64 the Chambers
appears to have a wide degree of discretion to allow victims’ legal repre-
sentatives to make applications on matters traditionally within the remit
of Prosecutorial discretion.

Interests of justice

As public servants, prosecutors of international criminal courts represent
the interests of the entire international community. According to UN
guidelines, international prosecutors have an obligation to protect the
public interest, act with objectivity, take account of the circumstances
of the suspect and the victim and pay attention to all relevant circum-
stances.65 While public policy interests are applicable to all international
courts,66 the ICC Statute identifies specific elements of public policy by
including in Article 53 the element of ‘‘interests of justice’’ into determi-
nations as to whether to proceed with an investigation or prosecution.
The wording of Article 53 posits the interests of justice as an element
that may in exceptional circumstances counter the presumption of pro-
ceeding with criminal proceedings after finding a reasonable basis:

Taking into account the gravity of the crime and the interests of victims, there
are nonetheless substantial reasons to believe that an investigation would not
serve the interests of justice.67

The wording of Article 53(1)(c), places the gravity of the crime and inter-
ests of victims in a manner that appears to favour decisions to launch
investigations. This construction was likely due to the assumption that
victims generally desire redress for harm suffered. Article 53(2), how-
ever, does not place the interests of victims and the gravity of crimes in
opposition to the ‘‘interests of justice’’ but constructs them as part of a
non-exhaustive list of elements to be taken into consideration in making
determinations on whether to proceed.68 The difference in construction,
however, is unlikely to be of great significance, particularly given that
both determinations contain similar elements and both are made only
after a positive determination to proceed has been taken.

The content of the ‘‘interests of justice’’ is a matter of debate, with
some authors arguing that the definition should include considerations as
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broad as the possible effect of criminal proceedings on peace and stabil-
ity69 while others, particularly from the human rights community, argue
for a more restrictive interpretation.70 Those that argue for a more lim-
ited scope of the criteria argue that it must be interpreted in light of the
object and purpose of the statute, which in the ICC Statute is oriented
toward permanently reducing impunity.71 The more limited scope may
be further evidenced by the use of the ‘‘interests of justice’’ in Articles
55(2)(c), 65(4), and 67(1)(d), all of which restrict the use of interests
of justice to matters regarding the rights of the accused or victims as
affected in the course of an investigation or trial.
While the construction of Article 53 suggests that the interests of jus-

tice may only in exceptional circumstances displace the presumption in
favour of prosecutions, its inclusion does require the Prosecutor to con-
duct a type of balancing test between the need to pursue accountability
and other countervailing facts and circumstances particular to the situa-
tion or case in question that may result in a reason not to proceed.
As victims’ interests may include an interest to avoid the pursuit of jus-

tice undermining the safety of themselves or their community, the Prose-
cutor may take contextual matters of peace and security into account.
However, it would be misleading to equate the interests of justice with
the interests of peace. Were a situation to arise whereby ICC involve-
ment directly threatens peace and stability, the authors of the Statute
included Article 16, which allows the Security Council to defer an inves-
tigation or prosecution for one year by issuing a Chapter 7 resolution.
The insertion of this provision is significant as the mandate and capacities
of this body are more capable in resolving conflicts between peace,
justice and security than is a judicial body such as the ICC.
That said, the insertion of the interests of justice does require the Pros-

ecutor to assess the contextual ramifications of an intervention into a
situation. With global jurisdiction over crimes of international concern
and with a mandate to pursue those persons in positions of leadership,72
the political effects of investigations and prosecutions will be significant,
particularly given the fact that the temporal limitation and the policy of
investigating the gravest crimes will orient the ICC to opening investiga-
tions involving ongoing armed conflicts.73
Proceeding with prosecutions in the midst of an ongoing conflict may

complicate situations if those indicted are political leaders who have pub-
lic support or are seen as key personalities in a possible negotiated settle-
ment.74 As stated by one observer of the preparatory conference on the
drafting of the ICC Statute, ‘‘No peace without justice yes but in rare
cases justice might need to be deferred for a while in order to ensure the
adoption of a peace settlement’’.75 It should be noted that any decision
not to proceed based solely on the ‘‘interest of justice’’ is reviewable by
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the Chambers and any such decision can be reviewed on the basis of
additional information.76

The impact of an investigation and prosecution on regional stability
will also affect the effectiveness of an investigation as states are unlikely
to support activities of the Court that undermine security. While state
parties and international organizations with which the ICC has agree-
ments have an obligation to ensure that ICC decisions, including issuing
warrants, are given effect,77 the Court will need steadfast support going
beyond the narrow legal obligations of the Statute.

Need for state cooperation

With no policing power or enforcement agencies and little ability to seize
evidentiary material, the ICC-OTP is highly dependent on cooperation,
particularly the cooperation of national authorities. As stated by the
ICTY, ‘‘In the final analysis, the International Tribunal may discharge
its functions only if it can count on the bona fide assistance and coopera-
tion of sovereign States’’.78 As with other international criminal courts,
the effectiveness of the ICC depends on its ability to solicit the coopera-
tion of governmental and non-governmental organizations.79 To acquire
this cooperation requires not only an application of rules but also an ef-
fort to synchronize state interests in pursuing a particular course of action
that furthers the strategic interests of the Court. Although still in its early
stages of development, the policy of ICC-OTP Prosecutor Luis Moreno-
Ocampo reflects the range of diverse interests that need to be taken into
consideration. In the draft policy paper, the OTP states: ‘‘It is clear in the
first place that no investigation can be initiated without having careful re-
gard to all circumstances prevailing in the country or region concerned,
including the nature and state of the conflict and any intervention by the
international community’’.80

To ensure that these contextual matters are taken into consideration
and that cooperative links are systematically developed, the OTP cre-
ated a division specifically to address these issues. The Jurisdiction, Co-
operation and Complementarity Division is new to international criminal
courts, but was considered necessary given the unique jurisdictional and
admissibility provisions and the need to forge cooperative links with a di-
verse range of state parties, non-state parties, non-governmental organi-
zations and international organizations.81

The need to evaluate factors such as the interests of justice, as well as
the need to maintain the cooperation of national and international au-
thorities, requires the Prosecutor to act in coordination with other bodies
to a greater degree than the other international criminal courts. The ICC
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does not have the established support of national authorities as did the
SCSL, nor does it have the support of the United States, who provided
a quarter of the budget for the SCSL82 and was a main financial backer
of and enforcer for the ICTY.83 Rather, the ICC must engage with will-
ing actors in order to forge a sufficient degree of support to proceed
forward.84 To do this, the ICC-OTP must engage in a wide consultative
process with national and international actors in order to assess the situ-
ation, the effect of ICC intervention on the dynamics of the conflict and
the prospects for forging effective cooperation. Through this consultative
process, the ICC-OTP can create the relationships necessary to acquire
cooperation with the relevant actors to the region. This process may
also contribute to the ICC-OTP harmonizing its intervention with the ar-
ray of other local and international initiatives working to address a par-
ticular conflict. As stated in a recent report by the UN Secretary-General,
by recognizing the political context and working to synchronize efforts
and generate sufficient consensus, justice can be integrated as a compo-
nent of conflict resolution as well as of the transition to a post-conflict
situation.85

Finding the balance

International criminal courts are established to hold those most responsi-
ble for committing the gravest crimes to account. However, in situations
of ongoing armed conflict, the tension between obtaining justice and
seeking a political settlement must be managed responsibly. Maintaining
the balance between these two interests is one of the greatest challenges
confronting the establishment of a credible international justice system.
Although international prosecutors must act judiciously to uphold inter-
national law, there can be no oversimplification of the complexities in
which the Court operates or its impact on conflicts.86 While the absolute-
ness of rules must be maintained, a degree of flexibility in enforcing those
rules is necessary to maximize the positive impact of the respective actors
and pursue justice in a manner that prevents further victimization.
The experience of previous international criminal courts demonstrates

that the pursuit of justice must be tempered to some extent by the real-
ities of the context in which the courts operate.87 Just as peace and secu-
rity are expressly interdependent in the UN Charter, the interests of
justice and peace are also inextricably interrelated.88 Maintaining a bal-
ance between the two is complex and priorities need to be adjusted with
time.89 As stated by Richard Goldstone after his term as ICTY Prosecu-
tor, for lasting peace to emerge ‘‘an appropriate balance’’ has to be found
in each context between justice and reconciliation.90 International crimi-
nal courts cannot be parties to a negotiated settlement but can contribute
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to reducing crime and re-establishing the rule of law. However, the dy-
namics of every situation are different and what works to temper one
armed conflict may inflame another.

While prosecutors from previous international tribunals had a limited
statutory ability to take matters of peace and stability into consideration,
the array of interests identified in the ICC Statute obligate the Prosecutor
to exercise a higher degree of sensitivity to these matters. The ICC-OTP
cannot be viewed as blind or obstructive toward efforts to achieve peace
and security, as to do so could expose the local population to increased
insecurity – a result that would challenge the long-term integrity of the
ICC and may result in the withdrawal of cooperation, which could ulti-
mately make the Court ineffective.

Advocates and practitioners alike must realize that justice is merely
one aspect of the multifaceted approach needed to secure enduring peace
in a transitional society.91 Developing an adequate response to conflict
and post-conflict situations depends on a high level of coordination be-
tween non-governmental organizations, governments and international
organizations.92 While international prosecutors must maintain indepen-
dence in the exercise of their discretion, their effectiveness will ultimately
be dependent on the degree of cooperation that they receive and their
ability to synchronize their activities with other actors. This dependence
is not wholly ‘‘unhealthy’’ as presented by Arbour,93 as it requires inter-
national criminal courts to operate in coordination with, rather than in
opposition to, international efforts to address conflicts.
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Alternatives to prosecution:
The case of Rwanda

Gerald Gahima

What responses do and could lie between vengeance and forgiveness, if legal
and cultural institutions offered other avenues for individuals and nations? For
nations recovering from periods of mass atrocity, the stakes are high, the dan-
gers enormous. Members of those societies need to ask not only what should
count as good reason to forgive, and not only what are the appropriate limits
to vengeance. They need to ask, what would it take, and what do our current
or imagined institutions need to do, to come to terms with the past, to help
heal the victims, the bystanders and even the perpetrators? What would pro-
mote reconstruction of a society devastated by atrocity? What could build a
nation capable of preventing future massacres and incidents of regimes of
torture?1

Dealing with the aftermath of a conflict in the course of which there have
been widespread human rights violations presents very complex chal-
lenges. How should a society with a history of gross human rights abuses
deal with the violence of its past? Should justice be sacrificed for the sake
of peace? If there is to be accountability, what are the appropriate mech-
anisms? How far in time and scope should such a society go in seeking to
bring perpetrators of human rights violations to justice? How does a soci-
ety in transition balance the need to end impunity with the imperative to
promote stability and reconciliation? Should ‘‘liberators’’, members of
the regime that replaced the old order, account for their own crimes, re-
gardless of the implications for national stability? What role should the
international community play in the discourse relating to issues concern-
ing human rights and democracy in transition societies? In particular,

Atrocities and international accountability: Beyond transitional justice, Hughes, Schabas and
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when is it appropriate to resort to international criminal justice rather
than to rely solely on domestic mechanisms?
The end of the Cold War and the spread of democracy over the last

decades provided an opportunity for some societies in transition to ex-
periment with a variety of responses to their legacies of past violence.
The horrors of genocide and other violations of international humanitar-
ian and human rights law in Rwanda and Bosnia provided the critical
impetus necessary for the creation of a more ambitious legal framework
of accountability mechanisms for gross human rights abuses. A plethora
of domestic and international mechanisms for bringing perpetrators of
atrocity to justice has not only been created, but continues to evolve.
Criminal prosecution is considered by most to be the ideal mechanism

of accountability for mass atrocity, not only because it ensures account-
ability, but also because it provides a fair hearing to the accused. The
question that arises is whether criminal prosecutions are the only ade-
quate or appropriate response to mass atrocity. What are the alternatives
to prosecution; on what basis might they be adopted and what should the
relationship between criminal proceedings and non-judicial responses to
mass atrocity be?
There may be situations in which, for practical reasons or on the basis

of sound policy, prosecution is inappropriate or inadequate and alterna-
tive non-judicial mechanisms to complement or replace criminal prosecu-
tions are necessary. Societies in transition may opt to pursue non-judicial
mechanisms of accountability because of a variety of reasons. When a so-
ciety in transition seeks accountability for past atrocity through alterna-
tives to criminal prosecutions, the choices of non-criminal mechanisms
of accountability available include truth commissions, fact-finding com-
missions of inquiry, reparations and civil sanctions, including purges or
bans from public office.

Description of the gacaca system

The case of Rwanda post-1994

Rwanda has a history of human rights violations orchestrated by the state
dating back to 1959. The victims of this violence were largely but not ex-
clusively the Tutsi minority. Faced with the prospect of losing political
power and economic privilege as a result of reforms introduced by a
peace agreement that the government had negotiated with a predomi-
nantly Tutsi rebel group (the Rwandan Patriotic Front, or RPF) in 1993,
hardliners within the then-government decided to derail the peace agree-
ment and democratization process by organizing a genocide of the Tutsi
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minority and massacres of moderate Hutu leaders.2 The genocide went
on concurrently with a civil war between the government and the RPF,
as the RPF sought to end the genocide by taking over the country mili-
tarily.3 The war and genocide together claimed more than a million
lives.4 It is generally accepted that the RPF army itself committed signif-
icant human rights violations during and after the genocide.5 The extrem-
ists responsible for the genocide lost the military conflict and the RPF
ascended to power.

In the aftermath of the genocide, there was unanimous agreement both
in Rwanda and within the international community that there should be
legal accountability for the genocide and other serious violations of
human rights that had taken place. In 1995, the United Nations estab-
lished the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR), which is
charged with prosecuting those who bore the greatest responsibility for
the genocide.6 Rwanda has also undertaken certain domestic initiatives.
A major difference between the Rwanda genocide and other instances
of mass atrocity was the unprecedented extent to which very large num-
bers of ordinary people participated in the commission of atrocity. The
post-genocide government of Rwanda decided to deal with the genocide
by a policy of investigating and prosecuting all perpetrators.7 The initial
domestic attempt at accountability was a 1996 law that sought to balance
conflicting agendas for justice and stabilization of the country by prose-
cuting the perpetrators in ordinary criminal courts.8 The law created Spe-
cial Chambers within the existing court system to handle genocide cases9
and divided suspects into four categories. The persons who bore the
greatest responsibility, placed in the first category, would bear the full
weight of the law. The rank-and-file perpetrators would receive more
lenient treatment, depending on the degree of their cooperation with ju-
dicial and law enforcement agencies. The law excluded capital punish-
ment as a possible penalty for all except offenders who bore the greatest
responsibility for the offences that were committed, and sought to expe-
dite trials and to establish the truth through a guilty plea and confession
program.10

The large number of genocide suspects placed a strain on Rwanda’s al-
ready struggling criminal justice system, as most of its professionals had
either died during the genocide or fled to exile, and its infrastructure
had been damaged or destroyed. The conditions of the detention centers
were generally accepted to be inhumane. It soon became apparent that
prosecution of the genocide through the ordinary criminal justice system
was impossible. In 1999, the government decided to transfer the bulk of
the genocide caseload to informal organs known as gacaca with the ex-
pectation that the gacaca courts would help reveal the truth about what
happened in 1994, expedite the resolution of the genocide caseload, help
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promote the eradication of impunity, promote the unity and reconcilia-
tion of Rwandans and prove that Rwandan society had the capacity to
settle its own problems through a system of justice based on Rwandan
custom.11 The new law transferring jurisdiction for genocide came into
force in 2001.12

Organizational structure of gacaca courts

Gacaca courts are recognized as full-fledged judicial institutions under
Rwandan law.13 At their inception, they were organized in a hierarchy
of four levels coinciding with the territorial organization of the country,
namely the province, district, sector and cell.14 This structure was still in
force at the time of the Accountability for Atrocity conference held in
Galway, Ireland, in July 2004. Gacaca courts at the district and provincial
level have since been abolished.15 There is one gacaca court at the cell
level (the cell gacaca court) and two gacaca courts at the sector level,
namely the sector gacaca court and the sector gacaca court of appeal.16
The territorial organization of Rwanda has also been changed since
2004.17 However, a law has been passed to preserve the gacaca courts es-
tablished in accordance with the structure of territorial organization that
existed before the recent reforms.18 Each gacaca court, regardless of its
status in the hierarchy, has three organs, namely a general assembly, a
panel of judges and a coordinating committee.19
The assembly of a cell gacaca court is constituted by all residents of the

cell who are 18 years or older, provided that the number of residents is
not less than 200. The sector gacaca court and sector gacaca court of ap-
peal have a common assembly, the General Assembly of the sector. The
General Assembly of each sector is composed of all judges of the gacaca
courts of the cells of the sector, the sector gacaca court and the sector ga-
caca court of appeal.20
Originally, each gacaca court had to have 19 judges but the large num-

ber of judges made gacaca courts unwieldy and inefficient and it was con-
sequently reduced. Each gacaca court now has a panel of nine judges and
five alternates.21 The judges of gacaca courts are lay people without legal
training. The judges of the cell gacaca courts are chosen by the respective
cell Assembly from among its members and the judges of the sector ga-
caca court and the sector court of appeal are elected by the sector As-
sembly from among its membership.22 Elections of gacaca judges are
conducted by the National Election Commission in accordance with the
modalities set out by a presidential decree.23 The basic qualification for
election as a gacaca court judge is being a person of integrity and being
recognized as such by one’s peers in the community.
The coordination committee of each gacaca court is constituted by a

president, two vice presidents and two secretaries elected from among
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the judges of the court. The members of the coordination committee
must be able to read and write Kinyarwanda.24 Its functions are to con-
vene and lead meetings and coordinate the activities of the panel; to reg-
ister complaints, testimonies and evidence provided by the population;
to receive dossiers of suspects whose cases are within the jurisdiction of
the court; to register appeals decisions of gacaca courts; to transmit to
the appellate gacaca court files of the cases whose decisions are appealed
against; to register decisions made by organs of the court; and to collabo-
rate with other state institutions in implementing decisions of the court.25

The regular prosecution service still has the power to investigate geno-
cide and related crimes, but it is required to verify that the cases it is
investigating have not already been heard or determined by any gacaca
tribunal.26 The prosecution must submit all dossiers it investigates to the
relevant gacaca.

Jurisdiction

The jurisdiction of gacaca courts over genocide and related crimes is
based on a system of categorization. Organic Law 16/2004 now organizes
the prosecution of genocide, dividing suspects into three categories, as set
out in Article 51.

Criminal participation that led to the death of victims renders the sus-
pect liable to placement in the category of the most serious offenders,
Category 1. Persons who took a lead in planning, organizing or inciting
the genocide are automatically placed in Category 1, as well. Persons
who were in leadership positions (whether in central government, local
government, the military or the church) are also liable for placement in
Category 1, as are persons accused of sexual offences (such as rape or
torture involving sexual organs). Category 1 cases remain within the ju-
risdiction of the ordinary courts.27

Panels of cell gacaca courts have jurisdiction only over property of-
fences and they are responsible for the classification of suspects into the
various categories established by Organic Law 16/2004. Decisions of cell
gacaca courts on issues relating to property claims are not subject to
appeal.

Panels of sector gacaca courts have first-instance jurisdiction over
charges brought against suspects who have been placed in Category 2
and over offences committed during proceedings before them, such as
failure or refusal to provide evidence to the court, contempt of court or
obstruction of justice in general.28 They also have jurisdiction to hear
appeals against decisions of sector gacaca court first-instance trials.

All panels of gacaca courts have the power to conduct follow-up inves-
tigations with respect to evidence received; to receive confessions, guilty
pleas and communications of repentance and apology from persons who
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participated in genocide and related crimes; to decide upon applications
for removal of one or more of their number from the panel; to hear
and determine cases falling within their jurisdiction; and to hear appeals
against the decisions of subordinate gacaca courts.

Procedure

Proceedings before gacaca courts are informal. The conduct of gacaca
court proceedings is not subject to the normal criminal procedure law of
Rwanda. Proceedings are conducted in three phases. The first stage in
gacaca proceedings is the information-gathering stage, which is the re-
sponsibility of the Assembly of the cell gacaca court. In practice, the
information-gathering process begins with Nyumbakumi leaders (heads
of groupings of ten households) completing forms with the required in-
formation. Once this preliminary work has been completed, a meeting of
the General Assembly of the cell gacaca court is convened. These lists
are then read to a duly constituted meeting of the General Assembly
and the General Assembly discusses the contents of the forms. It may
add new accusations or delete unfounded allegations.29
The second stage of gacaca proceedings, which is also conducted

by the cell, is the categorization of the suspects identified during the
information-gathering phase. Upon completion of the categorization pro-
cess, cases relating to suspects who have been placed in Category 1 are
transmitted to the prosecution service.30 Cases of Category 2 suspects
are transmitted to the sector gacaca court.
The final stage of proceedings of gacaca courts is the trial phase, which

is conducted by the panel of the gacaca court with jurisdiction to try the
offences for which a suspect is accused. Any member of the cell has a
right to provide evidence.
Gacaca courts enjoy the normal powers and privileges ordinarily ac-

corded other courts.31 Proceedings are open to the public, subject to cer-
tain restrictions on observers, researchers and journalists, who must have
an official permit to observe the proceedings and present themselves to
local government officials prior to the proceedings.32 Gacaca hearings
are public, unless they are hearings in camera that have been requested
and granted for reasons of public order or good morals.33
Proceedings are lead by the presidents of the panels of judges.34 The

President first requests that the accused persons and the complainants
identify themselves. The court thereafter informs accused persons of the
charges against them and proceeds to consider the confession and guilty
plea of the accused or to advise the accused of their rights under the
guilty plea and confessions program. Should the accused choose not to
join the guilty plea and confession program, the court summarizes the
evidence against each defendant and each accused person is then given
an opportunity to defend himself. Suspects in gacaca court proceedings
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are not allowed to be represented by legal counsel. Deliberations of the
panels of judges are conducted in secrecy. Judgments are issued in open
court and are in writing.35 Gacaca courts are authorized to try suspects in
absentia when the defendant’s whereabouts cannot be determined.36

Penalties

The penalties to which suspects whose cases are handled by gacaca courts
are subject depend on a variety of factors, including the nature of the of-
fence, the category in which the accused person has been placed, whether
the accused person has joined the guilty plea and confessions program
and, if so, at what stage the offer to join the program was made, and any
attenuating or aggravating circumstances that guide ordinary courts in
matters relating to sentencing.37 The current law on genocide trials per-
mits all perpetrators, including Category 1 accused, to join the guilty plea
and confessions program and be eligible for reductions of their sentence.
Confessions must include a description of the offence, names of victims,
witnesses and accomplices. It must also include an apology and offer
to plead guilty.38 One of the goals of the plea-bargaining program has
always been to encourage reconciliation through establishing the truth
about what happened. The guilty plea and confessions program also
aims to expedite the process of adjudicating genocide trials and to ease
the burden on the judicial system.

Individuals who were less than 14 years old at the time of their involve-
ment in the 1994 atrocities are not liable to be prosecuted; those who
were between 14 and 18 years of age at the time receive penalties of
about half the maximum penalty for which adults guilty of the same
offences are liable.39 Defendants who committed offences relating to
property are Category 3 suspects and are not liable to incur custodial sen-
tences or other punishment and are required only to pay civil damages
for the harm arising from their offences.40

In addition to penalties of imprisonment and community service, per-
sons convicted of offences which place them in Categories 1 and 2 are li-
able to incur forfeiture of their civil rights, including the rights to vote in
elections, contest public office, be witnesses in court proceedings, carry
firearms or serve in the armed services, police or public service, or in the
teaching and medical professions.41

A critical evaluation of gacaca

Positive aspects

Gacaca courts had barely begun their work at the time of the Galway
conference in 2004. Indeed, the courts were able to start the trial phase
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of their work countrywide only in 2006. A comprehensive evaluation of
the gacaca process will only be possible once the trial and appeals phases
are over. Given the difficulties that even those involved in the operation
of gacaca courts have previously had in predicting the schedule of the
courts’ activities, it is difficult to predict when gacaca trials will be com-
pleted. It is possible however to make some tentative observations about
the gacaca process on the basis of the work of gacaca courts during the
experimental phase (June 2002 to October 2004) and the information-
gathering phase of the nationwide operation of the courts that began in
January 2005.
On the basis of observations of the gacaca process at its current stage,

some positive attributes of the gacaca system are evident. The gacaca
process has compelled Rwandan society to confront the genocide more
systematically than before. Gacaca localizes justice, ensuring that justice
is visible to those who suffered.42 Gacaca courts, even critics agree, are
able to handle and dispose of more cases than the ordinary criminal jus-
tice system could ever have been able to handle. Investigations and trials
conducted by gacaca courts are infinitely more expeditious than investi-
gations and trials by the ordinary criminal justice process. Gacaca courts
are thus more likely than ordinary courts to comply with the requirement
to afford persons accused of genocide the right to trial without undue
delay. The provisions of the guilty plea and confession program of the
gacaca system have enabled the country to reduce the number of suspects
in pre-trial detention and to improve the conditions of detention for the
remaining suspects. This has led to financial savings that can be used
to finance other necessary services provided by the state to the needy.
The gacaca system has also enabled the public to play a wider role in
the process of justice for genocide and enhanced public trust in the ac-
countability process.43

Concerns raised by the gacaca system

Advocates of the gacaca system of courts argue that the process is an
innovative and useful way to help Rwanda to heal. Despite the positive
aspects indicated above, however, the gacaca system remains a contro-
versial experiment. Critics of the gacaca process point to a number of
shortcomings that, they argue, make it an inappropriate response to the
genocide and mass atrocity that Rwanda experienced in 1994 and in the
years that followed.

Scope

The gacaca system is a continuation of the Rwandan government’s policy
of dealing with the genocide by attempting to prosecute each and every
perpetrator. Rwanda adopted this policy after the genocide and tried to
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apply it through the ordinary criminal justice system from 1996. The gov-
ernment, however, ultimately realized that the ordinary criminal justice
system could not handle the genocide caseload and decided to explore
alternatives to prosecutions through the ordinary criminal courts.

The results of the experimental phase of gacaca clearly indicate that
even the gacaca system is not appropriate for dealing with a situation
like Rwanda’s, where a very large number of people have been involved
in committing atrocities. The 751 gacaca courts involved in the initial
phase alone identified more than 50,000 additional suspects. The Na-
tional Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions has estimated that the total number
of suspects who may have to be tried by gacaca courts may be at least
700,000,44 approximately one-eighth of the country’s population.

The scale of social participation in the Rwanda genocide makes it im-
possible for any system, including gacaca, to ensure the prosecution and
punishment of every perpetrator in a manner that ensures due process
and is believed by all the parties to be fair and impartial. Even if gacaca
courts were able to investigate and try cases against all of the persons
who participated in committing atrocities, it would still not be possible
for the government to enforce the sentences. Most of the suspects who
will not join the guilty plea and confessions program are subject to long
terms of imprisonment.45 Severe punishment of large numbers of geno-
cide criminals would make the current government even more unpopular
within the Hutu community and is unlikely to be attempted. The impris-
onment of such a large number of perpetrators would enhance prospects
for further conflict rather than promote reconciliation and stability.

The continued imprisonment of large numbers of citizens would also
have certain adverse consequences for the country’s economy and would
be too costly for the government. Rwanda has been releasing detainees
from custody over the past few years partly to reduce the prison popula-
tion. The country can ill afford new arrests and detentions on the scale of
the arrests that took place during the period just after the genocide. The
growth of the prison population would take a substantial part of the adult
population out of economic production and increase poverty for many
households. It would also enhance hatred, mistrust and divisions between
the ethnic groups at the community level.

On the other hand, failing to punish the perpetrators after they have
been tried and convicted would be unacceptable to survivors. The policy
of insisting on the prosecution and punishment of all perpetrators raises
unrealistic expectations that all perpetrators of the genocide will be
punished.

Non-compliance with internationally recognized fair trial standards

The gacaca system raises concerns about fair trial guarantees, particularly
with respect to suspects who have not joined the guilty plea and confes-
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sions program and who face harsh penalties. The proceedings of gacaca
are informal gatherings with few procedural rules or guarantees. The ac-
cused has no right to legal counsel. The situation is compounded by the
fact that judges are lay people without any legal training or knowledge of
the law. The ability of many of the gacaca judges to understand even the
very law governing gacaca is open to question, as many of them cannot
read or write. Amnesty International has reported that some pre-gacaca
hearings have been marked by intimidation and haranguing by officials of
defendants, defense witnesses and local populations.46 The combination
of these and other factors cannot but raise concern about the system’s
ability to ensure fair trials. The evident risk that gacaca proceedings
may lead to widespread miscarriages of justice may adversely affect the
credibility of the whole process.
The right to a fair trial is an integral part of the international human

rights system, enshrined in several human rights treaties that Rwanda
has ratified, especially the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights and the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights. Further-
more, the Constitution of Rwanda guarantees the right of an accused
person to be informed of the nature and cause of the charges the accused
faces at all levels of judicial proceedings; the right to be tried by a com-
petent court; the right to a public hearing; the right to a fair trial; the
right to receive all necessary guarantees for defense; the prohibition
against torture, physical abuse or cruel, inhumane or degrading treat-
ment; and the right to presumption of innocence.47
The legal framework establishing gacaca courts and the non-statutory

procedures governing the conduct of proceedings of gacaca courts violate
both Rwandan law and international norms relating to the right to a fair
trial.

The right to a fair hearing
The right to a fair hearing is a prerequisite for a fair trial under interna-
tional as well as Rwandan law.48 There are strong concerns that the
gacaca system does not meet the requirements for compliance with the
right to a fair hearing.
Gacaca judges play the roles of investigators, prosecutors, judges and

jury at the same time and are likely to have formed opinions about the
cases before them long before they come to the stage of weighing the
evidence. Most gacaca judges lack the technical competence to fairly and
competently judge many of the cases before them. The judges have no
formal legal training or judicial experience. Many may indeed be com-
pletely illiterate and likely to find it difficult if not impossible to deter-
mine the law applicable to the cases they are trying. Observers agree
that the training that gacaca judges have received is grossly inadequate,
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given the range, character and complexity of crimes that were committed
during the genocide.49 Some gacaca judges themselves readily acknowl-
edge their own inadequacy to handle the genocide caseload.50

The most important criteria for evaluating compliance with the re-
quirement for a fair hearing is respect for the right of equality of arms.
Equality of arms means that each party should have an equal opportunity
to present its case and that both parties are treated in a manner ensuring
that they have a procedurally equal position during the trial.51 Gacaca
courts do not meet the requirement for equality of arms. The overwhelm-
ing resources of the state are used to support the investigation, prosecu-
tion and trial of the charges against the accused. Accused persons do not
have comparable opportunity or resources to seek evidence exonerating
them. Many of the accused persons are either illiterate or poorly edu-
cated and lack capacity to prepare an adequate defense for themselves.
In any event, they do not have any opportunity to effectively prepare
their own defense because they are in pre-trial detention. Without the
assistance of counsel, they cannot effectively counter cases that have
been prepared by state authorities with infinitely more resources at their
disposal.52

There are also concerns that the general atmosphere in many gacaca
proceedings does not afford an environment conducive to a fair hearing.
Both Amnesty International and independent researchers have reported
that some pre-gacaca hearings have been marked by tension, high emo-
tions, intimidation and haranguing by officials of defendants, defense wit-
nesses and local populations.53 There are often attempts to manipulate
the audience against some accused persons prior to hearings.54 Some
proceedings have reportedly become very emotional and confrontational.

All of the above conditions make it difficult for the right to a fair hear-
ing to be respected in gacaca proceedings. The argument is not that all
gacaca cases are unfair; it is that the gacaca system is an environment
where widespread miscarriage of justice is not only possible but also
very likely.

Judicial independence
An important safeguard of fair trial guarantees is the requirement for
an independent tribunal. Article 7(1) of the African Charter on Human
and Peoples’ Rights refers only to a ‘‘competent’’ and ‘‘impartial’’ tri-
bunal. However, Article 26 of the Charter imposes upon state parties a
legal duty to guarantee the independence of courts. The constitution of
Rwanda also guarantees the independence of the judiciary.55 Practical
safeguards for the independence of the judiciary include selection meth-
ods based on professional competence, which safeguard against appoint-
ment to judicial office for improper motives; the need for guaranteed
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tenure; the requirement for efficient, fair and independent disciplinary
proceedings; and the duty of the state to provide enough resources (such
as salaries and training) to enable judges to perform their functions prop-
erly, to mention but a few.56
The judiciary in Rwanda in general is prone to executive interfer-

ence.57 The large number of gacaca courts, their wide distribution across
the country, the gravity of the offences the courts are trying, the low so-
cial and economic status of most of the judges, the lack of monetary com-
pensation, and the absence of effective supervision mechanisms combine
to make risks to the independence of gacaca courts very compelling.
Attempts at interference with the judicial process are likely to multiply

as gacaca courts at the grass roots level take over the adjudication of
genocide cases.58 Corruption in judicial institutions was already an ac-
knowledged fact before the introduction of gacaca courts. Indeed, the
problem of corruption in the ordinary courts was cited as one of the rea-
sons for moving the genocide caseload away from the classical courts to
gacaca.59 One of the causes of this corruption was identified as the poor
pay of judges and prosecutors. Gacaca judges are for the most part ordi-
nary peasants or other poor people and are not paid by the state for their
services in spite of the substantial sacrifice they make to sit on the courts.
Gacaca judges are compelled to work free of charge. Most of the judges
are generally from the less well-to-do members of society and have no
paid formal employment. Compulsory participation in gacaca proceed-
ings occasions undue economic hardships on the rural poor. The gacaca
judges are even more likely to be tempted to ask for or accept bribes
than ordinary judicial officials. The omission of financial compensation
for gacaca judges makes them vulnerable to manipulation and exposes
them to corruption. Corruption within gacaca is already a problem.
At the local level, the forces that are likely to seek to interfere with

gacaca courts are local government leaders such as mayors, police and
security officials, sector leaders and other influential persons such as pol-
iticians, the business community and the clergy.60 The state does not pro-
vide adequate resources to enable the gacaca courts to perform their
work, nor do judges have security of tenure. The government can remove
them at will because of its absolute control of the local government ma-
chinery. Some of the grounds for removal of gacaca judges go beyond the
judges’ professional competence and are political. Gacaca judges may,
for example, be removed for reasons such as promoting divisionism,
making sentimental decisions, lack of consensus spirit and behaviour in-
compatible with the objectives of gacaca courts.61 These criteria are not
defined by law and could easily be used to remove judges who either dis-
agree with government policy or have personal misunderstandings with
government officials or other community leaders.
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Impartiality
Accused persons in criminal proceedings have the right to be tried by an
impartial tribunal. The principle of impartiality, which applies to each in-
dividual case, demands that each of the decision makers, whether they
are professionals or lay judges or juries, be unbiased.62 The gacaca sys-
tem presents very challenging difficulties as far as the right to trial by
independent tribunals is concerned. This right may be compromised in
many gacaca proceedings because many members of the organs of gacaca
courts are likely to have some interest in the outcome of the cases before
gacaca courts in their respective areas. The risk of a lack of impartiality
arising from conflicts of interest on the part of some of the judges has
been identified by some researchers as one of the risks facing the gacaca
process.63

The architects of the Rwanda genocide succeeded in organizing the
killing of many people because they were able to convince a large pro-
portion of the Hutu population that it was in their political interest to
exterminate the Tutsi population. Many members of gacaca institutions
may have committed atrocities or may have identified with or supported
the political ideologies of the organizers of the genocide, through mem-
bership in extremist political parties and militia groups that supported
the genocide. Although some Hutu saved Tutsi and some even lost their
lives in the process, a significant proportion of the Hutu shared the ideol-
ogy of genocide. As a result, there is always a risk that some of the ga-
caca judges may themselves be responsible for atrocities. Many gacaca
judges have been accused of having participated in committing atrocities
and have had to be removed.64 Many of the judges of gacaca courts may
be personally connected to defendants by family relations or friendship
ties. On the other hand, some of the judges of gacaca courts are genocide
survivors who were themselves victims of violence. Tutsi survivors in
general blame the entire Hutu population of their respective commu-
nities for the atrocities that claimed the lives of their relatives and the
grave human rights violations to which they themselves were subjected.65
Tutsi judges in gacaca courts judge persons accused of crimes of which
they were targets. Given previous experiences where survivors’ organiza-
tions have historically sought to influence judicial proceedings in some
areas, it is legitimate for some Hutu to be apprehensive about the pres-
ence of survivors on the court panels. Hutu suspects are likely to fear
the risk of victimization in certain areas, especially urban areas, where
the Tutsi form a disproportionate percentage of gacaca judges.

The risk of the violation of the right to trial by an impartial tribunal is
all the more grave because gacaca courts are unsupervised. There is no
effective system for monitoring and supervision of gacaca courts to en-
sure their proper performance and to safeguard their impartiality. The
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compliance of ordinary courts with the law is ensured by the system of
appeals and supervision by superior courts. Prior to reforms of gacaca
that were introduced in 2004, gacaca courts were supervised by a depart-
ment of the Supreme Court. At the time, decisions of gacaca courts that
were deemed to constitute breaches of the law could also be referred to
the Supreme Court for review. Since the 2004 reforms, gacaca courts are
supervised by the National Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions, which does
not have the legal power to interfere with decisions of gacaca courts.
The re-organization of gacaca courts that was undertaken in 2004 and
subsequent reforms of the public service have reduced even further the
number of personnel responsible for the oversight and supervision of
gacaca courts. The effective supervision of gacaca courts by the National
Service of Gacaca Jurisdictions is less likely now than it was several years
ago because the service has even fewer human resources for the task than
the previous supervisory organ (the Gacaca Department of the Supreme
Court) had. The possibility of overturning unlawful decisions of gacaca
courts through the Supreme Court no longer exists. The alternative to ju-
dicial supervision is that the gacaca courts may be subject to supervision
and control by the executive, which will in practice be the local govern-
ment officials.
The divisions and mistrust that the genocide and surrounding events

have created in Rwandan society make it difficult to find people who can
be trusted by all sides to judge the genocide caseload impartially. Hutu
and Tutsi alike are often apprehensive regarding the independence and
impartiality of gacaca courts.66 The level of mistrust between the two
communities in many areas is such that there are legitimate grounds to
fear that the right to be tried by an impartial tribunal is seriously at risk.

Legal representation
The right to legal representation is particularly crucial in gacaca proceed-
ings because the judges themselves have no knowledge of the law and
many of the defendants have little or no formal education. Defendants
in the cases that will be judged by gacaca courts will not, however, have
the benefit of legal representation. The gacaca system denies the right
to legal representation even to persons who have their own financial re-
sources to pay for counsel of their choice. Supporters of the gacaca pro-
cess argue that lack of legal representation in gacaca proceedings is not
fatal to having fair trials.
While it is true that Rwanda does not have the financial resources to

provide legal representation for all defendants in genocide cases, it is
also true that Rwanda would still not be able to assure legal represen-
tation to suspects even it had the financial resources to pay for legal
representation, as the defense bar in Rwanda is still very small. These ar-
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guments are however not adequate to justify dispensing with the require-
ment to provide legal representation to defendants. Legal representation
for persons accused of grave offences is necessary to avoid the risk of
punishing suspects for offences they did not commit. The state should
try only as many people as it is able to try fairly.

The state of Rwanda finds itself in a very difficult situation. It has
a duty under international law and an obligation to its people to ensure
accountability for the genocide and related crimes. The necessity of
accountability should, however, be balanced with the obligation to guar-
antee the fair trial of the genocide caseload. Rwanda’s judicial system
cannot, in judging genocide cases, match basic international human rights
norms. If the gacaca courts were to try the cases through meticulous
investigation and trial as ordinary criminal courts ordinarily ought to
exercise, the trials would take a very long time and the whole purpose
of gacaca courts would be defeated. If, on the other hand, the govern-
ment is to continue with the implementation of the gacaca process with-
out regard for fair trial guarantees, and the trials before gacaca courts are
rushed through just for the purpose of getting rid of the genocide case-
load, it is inevitable that gacaca trials will involve widespread abuses of
human rights and miscarriages of justice.

There are compelling reasons why the need for gacaca courts to com-
ply with international norms relating to fair trials should be stressed far
more frequently and forcefully than it has been until now. Rwanda’s
own laws demand respect of the fair trial guarantees. The state of
Rwanda is a signatory to international treaties that oblige it to respect
these human rights norms. Victimization of innocent people by gacaca
and other judicial mechanisms only perpetuates hatred, mistrust and ani-
mosity between Rwanda’s different communities and enhances rather
than reduces prospects for future conflict. Unfair trials also undermine
efforts to promote a culture of respect for human rights, establish the
rule of law and promote national reconciliation.

Human rights abuses committed by the Rwandan Patriotic Army

One of the negative aspects of the gacaca process is the fact that it does
not deal fairly with all violations of human rights that were committed by
both sides during the Rwanda conflict. Gacaca proceedings are selective,
partisan and discriminatory judicial processes. The gacaca system targets
Hutu perpetrators of genocidal violence against the Tutsi but does not
address the human rights violations committed by members of the Rwan-
dan Patriotic Army (RPA) and some Tutsi civilians.

The RPA was responsible for very grave human rights violations dur-
ing and after the genocide. The government of Rwanda denies responsi-
bility for the offences but acknowledges that some members of the RPA
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did commit certain human rights abuses. The government’s stand is that
abuses by the RPA were neither widespread nor systematic and that they
were committed by members of the RPA in their individual capacities
rather than as RPA members. The government, in effect, disputes only
the extent of RPA violations and the responsibility of commanders in
the events. The government’s position is that genocide and human rights
violations by the RPA need to be distinguished from the genocide and
that the proper forum for the investigation and prosecution of the alleged
RPA human rights violations is in the military court justice system and
not gacaca courts.
Survivors and relatives of the victims of RPA violence frequently ex-

press frustration over the failure of both the formal justice system and
the gacaca courts to investigate and prosecute these offences. From the
beginning of the pilot phase of gacaca courts, members of the public in
different areas across the country raised the question as to how crimes
committed against the Hutu would be dealt with. Many gacaca courts
continue to receive complaints of atrocities committed by members of
the RPA. The authorities have, however, instructed gacaca courts to re-
spond to the complaints relating to human rights violations by members
of the RPA by pleading lack of jurisdiction.
The exclusion of the offences that were committed by the RPA from

the jurisdiction of gacaca courts would not by itself have been a problem
if the government intended to address the allegations of RPA abuses in
good faith by other means. That gacaca courts may not be an appropriate
forum for trying military personnel may be a valid point. It would be un-
realistic to expect the civilian peasants who sit on gacaca courts to con-
front members of a victorious army for its wartime human rights abuses.
Gacaca courts would never be able to get the military to cooperate with
investigations and prosecution of offences committed by its members.
Only the formal civilian courts or military courts could have the ability
to investigate and try such offences.
The problem is that under Rwandan law, offences committed by mem-

bers of the military are investigated, prosecuted and tried exclusively by
the military criminal justice system. Military courts try even civilian ac-
complices of military offenders. Rwanda’s military court system is part
and parcel of the RPA machinery. The majority of the judges, prosecu-
tors and investigators of the military court system rose through the ranks
of the RPA when it was still a rebel army. The RPA, including members
of its justice system, is protective not only of its legacy but also of the rep-
utation of the organization’s members and especially of its leadership. It
lacks the political will to ensure the investigation and prosecution of of-
fences committed by its members. The military criminal justice system
has investigated at least some of the major allegations of human rights
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abuses.67 There has, however, been no serious effort to prosecute even
the offences that have been investigated. There have been only a handful
of indictments against members of the RPA for wartime offences and the
sentences which have been passed in the few cases that have been prose-
cuted have been extremely lenient. The complaints that gacaca courts
have received about RPA abuses are not followed up by the investiga-
tive, prosecutorial and judicial organs of the Rwanda military system.

The failure of the Rwandan government to establish credible, good-
faith mechanisms for investigating and prosecuting violations of human
rights abuses attributed to the RPA is one of the factors that most ad-
versely affect the credibility of the gacaca process within Rwandan soci-
ety.68 The failure of the legal system of Rwanda to investigate offences
committed by members of RPA discredits Rwanda’s entire accountability
regime, including gacaca, as victor’s justice.69

Gacaca’s potential for destabilization

One of the major objectives of the gacaca process was to promote recon-
ciliation and social harmony nationally and at the community level. The
thinking was that the collaboration of the members of each community
in reconstructing the events of 1994, determining responsibility for the
human rights violations that were committed and participating in deter-
mining penalties for the perpetrators would pave the way for reconcilia-
tion, healing and peaceful co-existence.

Unfortunately, the gacaca process has not in all places proceeded as
the government had hoped. Many communities in Rwanda remain deeply
divided along ethnic lines. Mistrust between the two major communities
remains widespread and is manifested in every sphere of Rwandan na-
tional life, including justice. The government has undertaken some initia-
tives that are intended to heal ethnic divisions and to create a common
national identity and has acknowledged the existence of these divisions,
as it continues to warn that the ideology of genocide persists.70

The Hutu communities in Rwanda in general do not have much trust in
the government. They trust the judicial system even less. Both gacaca
and the genocide trials being conducted by the formal courts are largely
perceived by the Hutu as one-sided victors’ justice. The sympathies of
many Hutu lie with the persons who stand accused of the genocide and
who are reluctant to disclose the truth. On the other hand, many Tutsi
question the genuineness of their Hutu neighbours’ commitment to fully
disclose all they know about the conduct of the genocide. The result is
that in many communities survivors and the rest of the population are
bitterly divided over accountability for crimes related to the 1994 war
and genocide. In some places, the mistrust has given way to open acri-
mony between the two groups. Survivors of the genocide are few and
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isolated. Their role as witnesses exposes them to hatred and danger. At-
tacks against survivors and other witnesses have become a major national
problem.
In this environment of intense polarization of society along ethnic

lines, mechanisms of accountability for past human rights abuses are a
potential source of new conflicts rather than an avenue for healing and
reconciliation.71 The gacaca courts are a battlefield on which commu-
nities are fighting an undeclared war over many issues of politics. The ga-
caca process has the potential to increase these divisions and conflicts
across communities, rather than to promote healing, reconciliation and
peace.

Reparations for victims of all violence

The provision of reparations to victims of past abuses is considered criti-
cal to the process of reconciliation and healing of societies that have ex-
perienced widespread human rights abuses. States have obligations under
international law to provide victims of human rights abuses with ade-
quate reparations.72 Victims often also have rights to reparations under
their own countries’ laws and this is the case in Rwanda.73 One of the
most significant shortcomings of the gacaca process is its lack of a regime
to provide adequate reparations to victims of the genocide and other
crimes. Essentially, the victims of this violence fall into two categories,
the Tutsi victims of genocide and Hutu who were killed by the organizers
of the genocide as accomplices of the Tutsi, and Hutu victims of massa-
cres at the hands of the RPA. Victims of genocide appreciate that the
crimes that were committed against them have been recognized, con-
demned and, in some cases, punished but are unhappy that they have
not received any monetary compensation. On the other hand, victims of
RPA violations are not only unhappy about lack of compensation; they
complain about the failure of the government to even acknowledge their
suffering at all. Victims of RPA violations could not for a long time
openly make any demand for compensation but they have in recent years
complained about the failure of the state to recognize the abuses they
were victims of and its failure or refusal to bring to justice the perpetra-
tors of crimes that were directed at them.74
The government of Rwanda admitted its legal responsibility for the

crimes directed against the victims of the genocide. However, even with
regard to victims of the genocide, the government has until now refused
to commit itself to providing any reparations. The government’s reluc-
tance to pay compensation to victims of the genocide is largely a result
of financial constraints. The problem of compensation to victims has
been complicated by the claims of Hutu victims for inclusion in whatever
mechanisms of reparations are to be established. The government cannot
agree to a system of reparations that entails acknowledgement of the re-
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sponsibility of its forces for atrocities; on the other hand, establishing a
compensation mechanism that discriminates between victims on the basis
of ethnicity would aggravate existing divisions in Rwandan society and
increase hostility of the majority of the population to both the regime
and the Tutsi population.

In the absence of a settlement of the complex issue of reparations, the
ability of the gacaca process to lead to reconciliation is undermined.

Conclusion

Accountability for mass atrocity is one of the major tools in the struggle
to combat impunity and to enhance prospects for respect for human
rights, particularly during times of conflict. The mechanism of account-
ability that a society attempting to reckon with a legacy of mass atrocity
ultimately opts for is determined by many factors.75

In ideal circumstances, criminal prosecution should be the standard
norm for accountability for atrocity, and alternatives to prosecution
should be the exception. There is a growing consensus that prosecution
should certainly be the sole acceptable mechanism of accountability for
leaders for certain crimes and for persons who bear the greatest respon-
sibility for atrocity. Prosecution by an independent international tribunal
should be considered when there is no state able and willing to investi-
gate in good faith those persons who bear the greatest responsibility for
atrocity. With regard to accountability for the rank and file, whether the
appropriate response to past abuses should be criminal prosecution or al-
ternative mechanisms will depend on the circumstances of each society.

Rwanda’s accountability mechanisms, like those of other post-conflict
societies, have been shaped by the prevailing social and political environ-
ment. The adoption of the gacaca process, in particular, was a result of
the constraints faced in prosecutions through the ordinary courts. The
mechanisms of accountability that Rwanda has chosen have certainly
had some positive effects. Rwandan society has been compelled to con-
front the dark legacy of the genocide. Gacaca courts have expedited the
process of trying persons accused of involvement in the genocide. The
truth about how the genocide was organized and carried out at the local
level is emerging. Justice has been and is being rendered for some of the
atrocities that were committed. A significant number of the perpetrators
have admitted their wrongdoing and have asked the victims of their
crimes for forgiveness. The acknowledgement by some perpetrators of
the wrongs they committed has improved prospects for reconciliation.
The trial and punishment of the genocide caseload may have a positive
impact in sending the message that human rights violations against other
citizens have legal consequences.
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On the other hand, Rwanda’s accountability mechanisms still have
some fundamental shortcomings. Rwanda has not had any open debate
about the violence of the past that addresses the grievances of all vic-
tims.76 The government has unilaterally imposed its version of causes,
process and consequences of the violence of the past as the official ver-
sion. Rwanda’s attempt to investigate and prosecute such a very large
number of offences has been too ambitious in scope. The attempt to pros-
ecute such a large number of cases has occasioned gross human rights
abuses to suspects who have been kept in detention awaiting trail for up
to a decade or more. The gacaca process entails significant risks of unfair
trial. In any event, the value of Rwanda’s accountability process is de-
graded by its selective, partisan and discriminatory character. Rwanda’s
judicial and law enforcement institutions have only investigated and
prosecuted the genocide caseload and have overlooked human rights vio-
lations that were committed by the victorious side. The failure of the
military leadership to investigate and punish RPA abuses not only
hinders national reconciliation, but it also undermines efforts to establish
the rule of law and respect for human rights. Not surprisingly, impunity
still remains a problem of major concern in Rwandan society.
Rwanda’s transitional justice process, like its transition to democracy,

remains a work in progress. Rwanda’s reckoning with the violence of its
past raises fundamental concerns that still need to be addressed if the ob-
jectives that the processes of justice are intended to achieve are to ever
be realized. Central to the issue of an appropriate response to Rwanda’s
past violence is the search for the complete truth. A nation’s unity, José
Zalaquett has noted, depends on a shared identity, which in turn depends
upon a shared memory; the truth also brings a measure of social catharsis
and prevents the past from recurring.77 Rwanda’s accountability process
needs to be re-orientated to reflect the collective memory of all victims.
The gacaca system may well not be the last chapter of Rwanda’s at-
tempts to reckon with the legacy of atrocities arising from the events of
1994 and the years that followed. It should not be. Whether, when or
how Rwanda will address outstanding issues of concern can only be a
matter of guesswork. What is certain is that the manner in which the
country will deal with the shortcomings of its accountability mechanisms
will have a very significant impact on its prospects for reconciliation, de-
mocracy and the rule of law and sustainable peace.
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Independence and impartiality of
the international judiciary: Some
lessons learned, and some ignored

William A. Schabas

In principle, cautious, polite phrases are employed to describe defen-
dants before the international criminal tribunals so as not to suggest that
they are presumed guilty. But in practice, it is usually a foregone conclu-
sion that they are responsible for terrible atrocities and will be convicted.
Of course, there have been occasional acquittals. Three Nazi defendants
were judged not guilty by the International Military Tribunal at Nurem-
berg.1 It was never suggested that they were entirely innocent, however,
and the trio was subsequently convicted by German courts for involve-
ment in wartime atrocities. Only a handful of defendants at the ad hoc
tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and for Rwanda have been dis-
charged following trial or appeal. Two of the acquittals involved low-
level government officials who were accused of crimes committed by
others, on the basis of ‘‘superior responsibility’’.2 The Prosecutor did
not have enough evidence that the accused were actually ‘‘superiors’’
with command authority. At the International Criminal Tribunal for the
former Yugoslavia (ICTY), Zejnil Delalić was acquitted of all charges
because the Prosecutor did not establish that he exercised superior
authority over the Celebici prison camp.3 Delalić was alleged to have ex-
ercised authority over the Celebici prison camp in his role first as coordi-
nator of the Bosnian Muslim and Bosnian Croat forces in the area, and
later as Commander of the First Tactical Group of the Bosnian Army.
Ignace Bagilishema, a bourgmestre or mayor, was acquitted by the In-
ternational Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) because the Prose-
cutor failed to establish the exercise of real control over roving bands of
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killers.4 The four other acquittals were all from one case, involving Cro-
atians charged with attacking Bosnian Muslims in the village of Ahmici,
in central Bosnia. Dragan Papić was acquitted by the Trial Chamber,
which found the eyewitness evidence of one person too unreliable to sus-
tain a conviction.5 In the same case, the three Kupreškić brothers were
initially convicted, but this was overturned by the Appeals Chamber for
the same reason, namely, unreliable evidence from one eyewitness.6
These cases are so isolated and unique as to confirm the general observa-
tion that once an individual is indicted, conviction is virtually inevitable.
The Prosecutor obtains rates of conviction before the international tribu-
nals comparable to those in Burma or in China, but that are unheard of
in credible national justice systems.

To the likelihood of conviction, based simply on the statistical evi-
dence, must be added the phenomenon of public condemnation and de-
nunciation of alleged offenders by national and international political
leaders, institutions and media. This is a serious violation of the presump-
tion of innocence. In its General Comment on article 14 of the Interna-
tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the UN Human Rights
Committee explained that respect for the presumption of innocence im-
poses a duty on all public authorities to ‘‘refrain from prejudging the out-
come of a trial’’.7 According to the European Commission of Human
Rights, in application of the equivalent provision in the European Con-
vention on Human Rights,

It is a fundamental principle embodied in [the presumption of innocence] which
protects everybody against being treated by public officials as being guilty of an
offence before this is established according to law by a competent court. Article
6, paragraph 2, therefore, may be violated by public officials if they declare that
somebody is responsible for criminal acts without a court having found so. This
does not mean, of course, that the authorities may not inform the public about
criminal investigations. They do not violate Article 6, paragraph 2, if they state
that a suspicion exists, that people have been arrested, that they have con-
fessed, etc. What is excluded, however, is a formal declaration that somebody
is guilty.8

The transposition of this principle to the international context leads to
some interesting observations. The ‘‘authorities’’ on the international
scene are such UN bodies as the Commission on Human Rights, the
High Commissioner for Human Rights, the Security Council, the General
Assembly and the Secretary-General. For example, in a resolution de-
nouncing the atrocities in Srebrenica, the Security Council singled out
for special mention the Bosnian Serb leaders Radovan Karadžić and
Ratko Mladić, noting that they had been indicted by the International
Criminal Tribunal for their responsibilities in the massacre.9 The word
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‘‘alleged’’ did not accompany the reference to their responsibilities. The
resolution ‘‘condemn[ed] in particular in the strongest possible terms the
violations of international humanitarian law and of human rights by Bos-
nian Serb and paramilitary forces in the areas of Srebrenica’’. The former
Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe High Representa-
tive for implementation of the Dayton Agreement, Carlos Westendorp,
declared that the situation in Bosnia could not be ‘‘normalized’’ until
Karadžić was brought before the International Tribunal;10 such a state-
ment could hardly be made if he were truly presumed innocent. And
even the most reputable newspapers and other media indulge in public
condemnation of persons accused before international tribunals in a
manner that would be unthinkable in the context of national justice sys-
tems and ‘‘ordinary’’ crimes. The reproduction of the editorial cartoon on
the front page of the distinguished French newspaper Le Monde follow-
ing the initial appearance of Slobodan Milošević before the ICTY pro-
vides a good illustration (see Figure 11.1). And if this is the standard
set by Le Monde, we can imagine the level of respect for the presumption

Figure 11.1 Le Monde editorial cartoon
Front page of Le Monde a few days after the transfer of Milošević to the Hague,
in July 2001. The headline is ‘‘Milosevic Pleads ‘Not Guilty’ ’’. Beneath it is an edi-
torial cartoon showing Milošević as a bloody butcher saying, ‘‘Not guilty’’. (Paris,
4 July 2001.)
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of innocence and the rights of the accused taken by less scrupulous
newspapers.

The very high likelihood of conviction coupled with the very public de-
nunciation and condemnation of accused persons by international orga-
nizations and major media organs provokes legitimate questions about
the fairness of international criminal justice. The historic Nuremberg pro-
ceedings have always remained under just such a pall, condemned by one
distinguished critic as a ‘‘high-grade lynching party’’11 and often labelled
pejoratively as ‘‘victor’s justice’’.12 But the shortcomings of Nuremberg
have also nourished the arguments of those who deny the Nazi war
crimes,13 and this runs at cross-purposes with the fundamental objectives
of international justice. One of the best measures of fairness in the pro-
ceedings is therefore the independence and impartiality of the judges.
Public confidence in the integrity of those meting out justice can do
much to compensate for some of the evident and possibly inherent weak-
nesses in the system.

This chapter examines the question of independence and impartiality
of the judiciary with respect to the four contemporary international crim-
inal tribunals, the three ad hoc institutions that have been established
by the United Nations for the former Yugoslavia, Rwanda and Sierra
Leone, and the permanent International Criminal Court (ICC). The con-
stitutive instruments of all four tribunals maintain, of course, that the
judges are ‘‘independent’’. For example, the statutes of the three ad hoc
tribunals declare that the Chambers are to be composed of ‘‘independent
judges’’.14 This seemingly gratuitous reference to ‘‘independent judges’’
is probably derived from article 2 of the Statute of the International
Court of Justice. The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court
devotes a distinct provision to the subject:

Article 40. Independence of the judges

1. The judges shall be independent in the performance of their functions.
2. Judges shall not engage in any activity which is likely to interfere with their

judicial functions or to affect confidence in their independence.
3. Judges required to serve on a full-time basis at the seat of the Court shall

not engage in any other occupation of a professional nature.
4. Any question regarding the application of paragraphs 2 and 3 shall be de-

cided by an absolute majority of the judges. Where any such question con-
cerns an individual judge, that judge shall not take part in the decision.

The Statute of the Special Court for Sierra Leone (SCSL) also contains a
specific text on this point, declaring that judges: ‘‘shall be independent in
the performance of their functions, and shall not accept or seek instruc-
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tions from any Government or any other source’’.15 The statutes also
impose a requirement of impartiality. The provision describing the qual-
ifications of judges states that they ‘‘shall be persons of high moral char-
acter, impartiality and integrity’’.16 Under the oath of office, ICTY
judges declare that they will exercise their powers ‘‘honourably, faith-
fully, impartially and conscientiously’’.17
Interestingly, although the various fair trial provisions in the four stat-

utes are derived from models in international human rights instruments,
notably article 14 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights,18 they do not include the classic formulation of the right to be
tried by an ‘‘independent and impartial tribunal’’ that first appeared in
article 10 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: ‘‘Everyone is
entitled in full equality to a fair and public hearing by an independent
and impartial tribunal.’’19 Perhaps it seemed inappropriate to recognize
this right within a legal instrument establishing a tribunal, given that the
statutes themselves were to ensure independence and impartiality. But
there can be no question that impartiality as well as independence is a re-
quirement imposed both upon the individual judges and the tribunals as a
whole.
International human rights law distinguishes between ‘‘independence’’

and ‘‘impartiality’’. While independence is desirable in and of itself, its
importance really lies in the fact that it creates the conditions for impar-
tiality. The distinction was discussed by Judge Geoffrey Robertson of the
SCSL in his separate opinion to a challenge to jurisdiction based upon
a lack of judicial independence. Judge Robertson invoked the common
law authorities rather than those of international human rights law,
however:

‘‘Independence and impartiality’’ is an alliterative conjunction found in most
human rights treaties, although the two concepts are in fact disparate and
have different legal histories. ‘‘Independence’’ means putting judges in a posi-
tion to act according to their conscience and the justice of the case, free from
pressures from governments, funding bodies, armies, churches, newspapers or
any other source of power and influence that may otherwise bear upon them.
It was established in the common law by an enactment of the long parliament
in 1641, as an early victory (to be defended subsequently by arms) in the strug-
gle against ‘‘Stuart absolutism’’. ‘‘Impartiality’’, on the other hand, is generally
regarded as the judicial characteristic of disinterest towards parties and their
causes. The common law began to develop rules against bias in the nineteenth
century, beginning with the disqualification of judges who held stock in compa-
nies which were parties in their court. There is, of course, an overlap: judges
who are not independent of the state will be perceived (and may actually be-
come) partial to the state when it is a party to litigation.20
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The case law of international human rights bodies confirms that the
discussion of judicial independence and impartiality involves two aspects,
one objective and one subjective. As the old maxim goes, ‘‘justice must
not only be done, it must be seen to be done’’.21 An individual judge
may be above reproach from the standpoint of impartiality, yet the con-
ditions of appointment, remuneration and tenure may lead a ‘‘reasonable
person’’ to suspect that justice cannot be done. According to the Euro-
pean Court of Human Rights:

Under the objective test, it must be determined whether, quite apart from the
judge’s personal conduct, there are ascertainable facts which may raise doubts
as to his impartiality. In this respect, even appearances may be of a certain im-
portance. What is at stake is the confidence which the courts in a democratic
society must inspire in the public and above all, as far as criminal proceedings
are concerned, in the accused. Accordingly, any judge in respect of whom there
is a legitimate reason to fear a lack of impartiality must withdraw. This implies
that in deciding whether in a given case there is a legitimate reason to fear that
a particular judge lacks impartiality, the stand-point of the accused is important
but not decisive. What is decisive is whether this fear can be held to be objec-
tively justified.22

A judge who lacks the appropriate trappings of independence is poten-
tially vulnerable to manipulation. The ICTY Appeals Chamber has de-
scribed judicial impartiality in this manner:

A Judge should not only be subjectively free from bias, but also . . . there
should be nothing in the surrounding circumstances that objectively gives rise
to an appearance of bias. On this basis, the Appeals Chamber considers that
the following principles should direct it in interpreting and applying the impar-
tiality requirement of the Statute:

A. A Judge is not impartial if it is shown that actual bias exists.
B. There is an unacceptable appearance of bias if:

(i) a Judge is a party to the case, or has a financial or proprietary interest
in the outcome of a case, or if the Judge’s decision will lead to the
promotion of a cause in which he or she is involved, together with one
of the parties. Under these circumstances, a Judge’s disqualification
from the case is automatic; or

(ii) the circumstances would lead a reasonable observer, properly in-
formed, to reasonably apprehend bias.23

To the extent that the judge is even concerned about such interference,
his or her judgment may be clouded by improper factors. Obviously this
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must go beyond mere speculation. Judge Robertson has warned about
misreading the ‘‘reasonable observer’’ concept:

There is always the risk, of course, that hypothetical ‘‘reasonable observers’’
will be accredited with such extensive knowledge about the law and its tradi-
tions that they will be turned into lawyers, or indeed judges – a temptation
that judges must guard against. What is required of the ‘‘reasonable observer’’
is a fairly hard-nosed appreciation both of how institutional pressures and ‘‘old
boy networks’’ can operate, and a feet-on-the-ground ability to exclude far-
fetched or theoretical risks. The standpoint of an experienced journalist or hu-
man rights researcher may not be inappropriate. Among the qualities of ‘‘rea-
sonableness’’ would include a recognition of the importance of efficient and ex-
peditious prosecution of international crimes.24

Judges benefit from a presumption of impartiality, which can be rebutted
only on the basis of adequate and reliable evidence.25 But a judge who is
worried about improper influence, and who may compensate accordingly
for this, is not an impartial judge. For this reason, it is simply not enough
to respond to concerns about independence and impartiality by pointing
to the impeccable integrity of those who hold international judicial office.
In Giraklar v. Turkey, the European Court of Human Rights observed
that to ‘‘establish whether a tribunal could be considered independent
(for the purpose of article 6(1) [of the European Convention on Human
Rights]), regard must be made inter alia, to the manner of appointment
of its members and their term of office, the existence of safeguards
against outside pressures and the question whether it presents an appear-
ance of independence’’.26
Of course, in specific cases there may well be evidence suggesting that

a particular individual in specific circumstances lacks impartiality.27 This
possibility is specifically contemplated by the Rules of Procedure and Evi-
dence of the four tribunals, which call for disqualification in such cases.28
In some cases, defendants have argued on appeal that the behaviour of
members of the bench at trial indicated a lack of impartiality.29
Over the years, the Human Rights Committee, the regional human

rights bodies and national constitutional courts have established a certain
number of principles to be considered in analysing whether a person has
been tried before an independent and impartial tribunal. There are also
important decisions of leading constitutional courts.30 Guidelines on in-
dependence and impartiality have also been provided in specialized in-
ternational instruments, the most important of them being the ‘‘Basic
Principles on the Independence of the Judiciary’’, which was adopted
in 1985 by the Seventh United Nations Congress on the Prevention of
Crime and the Treatment of Offenders and subsequently endorsed by
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General Assembly resolutions.31After some introductory provisions deal-
ing with general issues, the Basic Principles consider the subject under
four broad sub-headings: qualifications, selection and training; conditions
of service and tenure; professional secrecy and immunity; and discipline,
suspension and removal. The Basic Principles provide a convenient
framework for a more detailed consideration of the components of judi-
cial independence and impartiality in light of the law applicable to the
international criminal tribunals.

Qualifications, selection and training

Only one provision of the Basic Principles is devoted to ‘‘qualifications,
selection and training’’:

10. Persons selected for judicial office shall be individuals of integrity and abil-
ity with appropriate training or qualifications in law. Any method of judicial
selection shall safeguard against judicial appointments for improper motives.
In the selection of judges, there shall be no discrimination against a person on
the grounds of race, colour, sex, religion, political or other opinion, national or
social origin, property, birth or status, except that a requirement, that a candi-
date for judicial office must be a national of the country concerned, shall not be
considered discriminatory.

The four statutes of the international criminal tribunals affirm that judges
must be persons of ‘‘high moral character, impartiality and integrity’’.32
In addition, judges of the international criminal tribunals must ‘‘possess
the qualifications required in their respective countries for appointment
to the highest judicial offices’’.33 This language is borrowed from Article
2 of the Statute of the International Court of Justice. A variety of re-
quirements is also imposed with respect to nationality,34 expertise in
public international law and criminal law,35 fluency in the official lan-
guages of the institution,36 and even expertise concerning violence
against women and children37 and in juvenile justice,38 although these
are not particularly relevant to a discussion of independence and impar-
tiality.

The Basic Principles speak of ‘‘selection’’ and do not favour any partic-
ular method for designating judges, no doubt reflecting the very wide
range of approaches taken by national justice systems from around the
world. Three of the international tribunals designate judges by election,
and one designates them by appointment.

Judges of the ICTY and ICTR are elected by majority vote of the
General Assembly of the United Nations. The Secretary-General invites
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nominations from Member States of the United Nations, as well as from
non-member States maintaining permanent observer missions at United
Nations Headquarters. Each State is entitled to nominate up to two
candidates, although they may not be of the same nationality. The
Secretary-General forwards the nominations to the Security Council,
which establishes a list of not less than 22 and not more than 33 candi-
dates. In preparing its list for the General Assembly, the Security Council
is to take ‘‘due account of the adequate representation of the principal
legal systems of the world’’.39 Although there are no egregious examples
of abuse, the system is fraught with the potential for manipulation and
political influence at every stage. As Ruth Mackenzie and Philippe Sands
have pointed out,

A state nominates or appoints individuals to international judicial office know-
ing that the judge may be involved in deciding a contentious case that implicates
its national interests. It would be unreasonable to expect that a nominating or
appointing state would not put forward as a candidate a person who shares (in
general terms) the value systems of the nominating state. But how far is a state
entitled to go in ensuring the nomination of a ‘‘safe pair of hands’’? At what
point should a prior relationship between a potential judge and the nominating
state preclude appointment?40

Concerns about the appointment process at the ICTY and the ICTR
led the drafters of the Rome Statute to effect some important refinements
in the process. Judges of the ICC are elected by the Assembly of States
Parties. By comparison with the ICTY and the ICTR, where a state’s
right to propose candidates is unfettered, the Rome Statute accords an
important degree of attention to the integrity of the nomination process.
Two methods are envisaged. Judges may be nominated according to the
procedure for the nomination of candidates for appointment to the high-
est judicial offices in the state in question.41 There is an implicit assump-
tion that pursuant to the internal law of many States, this nomination
procedure is accompanied by various safeguards designed to ensure inde-
pendence and impartiality. In the United Kingdom, for example, nomina-
tion of its candidate involved advertising the position of ICC judge within
the national media and inviting persons qualified for senior judicial office
in the country to submit their applications. Alternatively, judges may be
nominated by the procedure provided for the nomination of candidates
for the International Court of Justice in the Statute of that court.42
An elaborate and controversial procedure was developed by the As-

sembly of States Parties for the election of ICC judges.43 The principal
concern was to ensure gender balance on the bench and, to a lesser ex-
tent, regional diversity. Because the Rome Statute also imposes quotas
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with respect to the number of judges claiming expertise in either criminal
law or public international law, the electoral process also had to take this
into account.44 These complex criteria were met by requiring, as a condi-
tion of validity of a ballot, that Member States include six names from
each gender, as well as three candidates from each of the five regional
groups that make up the international system. The voting was apparently
a nasty business, with an especially high proportion of states, even by
United Nations standards, making promises to support certain candidates
that they did not in fact honour. Many States made more promises than
they had votes to cast. Although rancour may have been an unintended
by-product, the system did result in the election of a record number of
women judges to an international tribunal. It also achieved a degree of
regional balance, although one constrained by the fact that membership
in the Court itself does not accurately reflect the regions of the world.

These improvements in the selection process, which made it consider-
ably more transparent and professional, served only to highlight the
weaknesses of the system in place for the ICTY and the ICTR. How sur-
prising it was, then, that the most recent of the judicial institutions to be
created, the SCSL, has the most primitive scheme of them all. There is no
real nomination procedure, and no election. Judges are appointed, five of
them by the Secretary-General of the United Nations, and three of them
by the government of Sierra Leone.45 Those appointed by the Secretary-
General are drawn from nominations forwarded by states, and in partic-
ular the member states of the Economic Community of West African
States and the Commonwealth.46

Designation by the Secretary-General following a process that lacks
real transparency is nowhere near an ideal situation. Some small im-
provements could easily have been introduced without undue hardship.
For example, the conditions of nomination by states that appear in the
Rome Statute might well have been incorporated. Still, it is unlikely that
the proverbial ‘‘reasonable person’’ would be overly perturbed by the sit-
uation. The Secretary-General is a person of great integrity who, more-
over, appears to have no particular interest except that justice of the
highest quality be done. Would that the same could be said of the gov-
ernment of Sierra Leone, which is responsible for designating three of
the judges. When the President of Sierra Leone initiated efforts to estab-
lish the Tribunal, in June 2000, he demonstrated his bias by calling for an
institution whose mandate it would be to prosecute members of the Rev-
olutionary United Front, that is to say, his enemies.47 Members of the
government of Sierra Leone, including the President, participated in the
conflict over which the Special Court has jurisdiction, and are suspects
themselves. In fact, one of those currently accused and standing trial,
Sam Hinga Norman, was a minister in the government at the time the
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judges were initially appointed, in July 2002, as well as at the time of his
arrest, in March 2003. Without in any way impugning the actual impar-
tiality of the individual judges appointed by the government of Sierra
Leone, a ‘‘reasonable person’’ might well be uncomfortable with such a
process. In the practice of the Court, the only judge to be disqualified
was a government of Sierra Leone appointee. The Appeals Chamber
considered it improper for him to sit in trials with Revolutionary United
Front (RUF) suspects because in a widely circulated book – which was in
print at the time of his appointment – he had expressed views on the re-
sponsibility of the RUF and of its leaders for various atrocities.48 The
views expressed in the book largely corresponded, of course, to the nar-
rative of the conflict espoused by the government of Sierra Leone.49
Issues concerning the selection of judges also arise in the case of vacan-

cies, where special measures are envisaged. Vacancies may result from
illness, death or resignation of a member of one of the tribunals. In the
case of the ICTY and ICTR, the Statutes allow the Secretary-General to
appoint a judge for the remainder of the term, after consulting with the
presidents of the Security Council and the General Assembly.50 In prac-
tice, the Secretary-General invites the State that nominated the judge
responsible for the vacancy to designate his or her successor. Such a solu-
tion is a nod of deference to the highly politicized environment of judicial
election within the United Nations, and an unpleasant reminder that
more is involved than simply finding the best person for the job. In effect,
states make deals with other states concerning the balloting that may
have little or nothing to do with the qualifications of the various candi-
dates. Once victorious, they are not willing to lose ‘‘their’’ judge because
of an inconvenient departure.51 This practice follows that of the Interna-
tional Court of Justice. But while the idea of a national judge may at least
be somewhat understandable in the context of an international court that
deals with the rights and obligations of states, the situation is entirely dif-
ferent for a criminal tribunal charged with determining the guilt or inno-
cence of individuals.52 The practice by which states essentially appoint
judges to serve the balance of a vacant term at the ICTY and the ICTR
is hard to reconcile with international standards of judicial independence
and impartiality concerning the selection of judges.
The SCSL instruments make no special provision for vacancies. Given

that judges are appointed in the first place, their replacement, even be-
fore the expiration of the term of office, raises no special issues. The flaws
in the appointment process, discussed above, are merely replicated in the
case of vacancies.
Once again, the International Criminal Court offers the best approach.

Under the Rome Statute, if a judicial position becomes vacant, it is filled
by election. However, the new judge only completes the term of office in
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question. If the remaining period is three years or less, then the new
judge may stand for re-election.53 This is similar to the approach at the
International Court of Justice.54 In practice, vacancies at the Interna-
tional Court of Justice, as well as at the ICTY and ICTR, are filled by
judges of the same nationality as the departing judge, although there are
a few exceptions. Because there have as yet been no vacancies, it remains
to be seen whether the states parties to the International Criminal Court
will follow the same tradition.

In 2001, following various proposals aimed at expediting trials,55 the
Security Council authorized the establishment of a new category of
judge, known as the ad litem judge.56 The ICTY Statute was duly
amended to authorize the election of judges who would sit in trials on a
case-by-case basis. The maximum term was set at three years, thereby en-
suring that they would not become eligible for United Nations pensions.
A pool of ad litem judges was elected, from which could be designated
judges to join specific trial chambers. As a general rule, priority was
given to those who had obtained the highest number of votes in the Gen-
eral Assembly elections. Two years later, after entreaties from the Presi-
dent of the ICTR,57 a similar pool of ad litem judges was elected for that
Tribunal.58 The ad litem judges sit as full members of a Trial Chamber,
but they do not have the same powers as ‘‘permanent judges’’59 with re-
spect to pre-trial matters and administrative issues, such as amendment
of the Rules of Procedure and Evidence (RPE).60

Conditions of service and tenure

Four provisions of the Basic Principles concern conditions of service and
tenure, an indication as to the importance these issues play in the protec-
tion of judicial independence and impartiality.

11. The term of office of judges, their independence, security, adequate remu-
neration, conditions of service, pensions and the age of retirement shall be
adequately secured by law.

12. Judges, whether appointed or elected, shall have guaranteed tenure until a
mandatory retirement age or the expiry of their term of office, where such
exists.

13. Promotion of judges, wherever such a system exists, should be based on
objective factors, in particular ability, integrity and experience.

14. The assignment of cases to judges within the court to which they belong is
an internal matter of judicial administration.

The third of these provisions, article 13, is of no relevance to the inter-
national tribunals. Article 14 is reflected in various provisions of the
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applicable law of the international tribunals.61 The only issue here con-
cerns the assignment of cases to ad litem judges at the ICTY and ICTR,
when such ‘‘assignment’’ is also, in fact, an appointment to serve.
Ad litem judges are employed essentially on a contractual basis. Once

formally appointed, they work only when the President of the Tribunal
assigns them to the Trial Chambers.62 To this extent they are, in a sense,
designated three times. First, they must be elected to the roster, second,
they must actually be assigned to the Tribunal from the roster and third,
they must be given an actual case. The President’s discretion with respect
to the assignment of a case would seem to be unlimited. While there have
been no suggestions of impropriety, does it never cross the mind of an ad
litem judge, in considering whether or not to make an unpopular deci-
sion, whether this might compromise his or her chances of being assigned
to another case? It is not difficult to conceive of issues that might make
an ad litem judge fall from favour, for example, a ruling that might have
as a consequence a considerable addition to the length of the proceed-
ings. The uncertainty of re-assignment does not appear to have been
raised in any litigation before the Trial Chambers. A simple solution to
this difficulty would be a rule by which ad litem judges can sit in only
one case. But the tendency has been to move in the other direction. A
recent amendment to the ICTY Statute allows ad litem judges to stand
for re-election for another term, compounding their vulnerability to im-
proper considerations.63
Judges of the tribunals are remunerated at high international levels,

and there can be few complaints in this area. For judges from developed
countries, the salaries are certainly competitive with judicial remunera-
tion at the national level. For judges from developing countries, the inter-
national salaries are by and large well above the norm for national
judges.
Remuneration for the ICTY and ICTR judges is drawn from the gen-

eral funds of the United Nations, and is relatively secure. Remuneration
for SCSL judges is dependent upon the resources of the SCSL itself,
which are in fact somewhat precarious. The SCSL is funded by voluntary
contributions from Member States. When the Court was being estab-
lished, the Secretary-General was reluctant to proceed until funds had
been raised for at least three years of operations, but he later compro-
mised. This situation was challenged unsuccessfully by one of the defen-
dants at the SCSL in a preliminary motion. The SCSL Appeals Chamber
said, ‘‘mere complaint about funding arrangements of a Court cannot by
itself be a ground for imputing a real likelihood of bias to a judge. What
is material and has to be established is that such funding arrangements
are capable of creating a real and reasonable apprehension in the mind
of an average person that the judge is not likely to be able to decide
fairly.’’64 The Appeals Chamber pointed out that the judges had secure
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contracts of three years, and that the SCSL was liable for the amount.
It described the challenge as ‘‘far-fetched’’ and lacking any ‘‘factual ba-
sis’’.65 In an individual and concurring opinion, Judge Robertson exam-
ined the funding arrangements in some detail, noting the concern by
the Secretary-General about the uncertainty of funding. He cited the
agreement establishing the Court, which said that in the event voluntary
contributions were insufficient, the Secretary-General and the Security
Council would ‘‘explore alternate means of financing the Court’’, taking
this as an ‘‘assurance that the Security Council accepts continuing re-
sponsibility for the Court and will make up the balance should voluntary
contributions prove inadequate’’.66

The Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court contains the fol-
lowing provision:

Article 49. Salaries, allowances and expenses
The judges, the Prosecutor, the Deputy Prosecutors, the Registrar and the
Deputy Registrar shall receive such salaries, allowances and expenses as may
be decided upon by the Assembly of States Parties. These salaries and allow-
ances shall not be reduced during their terms of office.

As is the case at the other treaty-based court, the Special Court for Sierra
Leone, judges are dependant upon the ongoing commitment of States to
fund the tribunal. In contrast with the SCSL, States parties to the Rome
Statute are under a treaty obligation to fund the institution, in accor-
dance with their assessed contribution. At the SCSL, all contributions
are voluntary.

Judges at the ICTY and ICTR are eligible for pensions as employees
of the United Nations. The ad litem judges at the ICTY and ICTR have
no pensions; the maximum three-year term was set by the Security Coun-
cil quite intentionally so as to avoid these judges becoming eligible for
United Nations pensions under the general rules of the organization.
The SCSL judges have no pensions either. Judges at the ICC are entitled
to a pension similar to that applicable to judges of the International
Court of Justice.67

The prospect of re-election or re-appointment at the conclusion of a
judge’s term is inherently troublesome. No sitting judge should ever be
concerned with pleasing members of the Security Council, or members
of the General Assembly, or even the Secretary-General or, above all,
the government of Sierra Leone, so as to improve his or her chances of
a second term. One SCSL judge has said that in the interests of indepen-
dence, ‘‘judges on contracts should not have them renewed more than
once’’.68 Obviously, the judge understood the problem, and his observa-
tion is a useful one. But why doesn’t it apply to re-appointment (and re-
election) altogether?
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It is precisely for this reason that the drafters of the Rome Statute
rejected the idea of re-election. Instead, they opted for relatively long
terms, of nine years, and a single mandate.69 There are two minor excep-
tions to this general principle. In order to obtain a rotation of the eigh-
teen ICC judges, with elections of six judges being held every three years,
only six of the first group of judges elected were designated to serve nine-
year terms. Six others were given a six-year term, and six a three-year
term. The three-year term judges are allowed to stand for re-election to
a second term, which will run for nine years.70 As has already been men-
tioned, a judge elected to complete the mandate of a vacant judge may
also stand for re-election, to the extent that the vacancy period is three
years or less.
Though a marked improvement on the ad hoc tribunals, even the ICC

is not without shortcomings in this area. In most justice systems, a judge
will be given job security for his or her entire career. The problem with
international judges who work for a term, even a relatively lengthy one
of nine years, is that they need to consider future job prospects. These
may involve a judicial appointment in their state of origin, or some im-
portant position in national government or an international organization.
This situation is not likely to promote the independence and impartiality
of a judge called upon to make unpopular decisions. It is worth recalling
that the subject matter of international tribunals is inherently political,
and that both governments and international organizations have clear in-
terests in the outcomes of the international judicial process.
All three ad hoc tribunals have increased the number of judges origi-

nally provided for. Nothing in the applicable law of the three institutions
determines whether the Security Council, in the case of the ICTY and
ICTR, or the two parties to the Agreement, the United Nations and the
government of Sierra Leone, in the case of the SCSL, could also reduce
the number of judges. Presumably, they have the power to do so. But
there is no provision preventing this from taking place in such a way as
to jeopardize the term of office of a judge. That this is a live issue is con-
firmed in the ICC Statute, which allows for a reduction in the number of
judges if this is dictated by a decreased workload. However, the Assem-
bly of States Parties can do this only by attrition, that is, by waiting until
the end of an individual judge’s term before shrinking the size of the
Court.71

Professional secrecy and immunity

Two provisions of the Basic Principles concern professional secrecy and
immunity:
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15. The judiciary shall be bound by professional secrecy with regard to their
deliberations and to confidential information acquired in the course of their
duties other than in public proceedings, and shall not be compelled to tes-
tify on such matters.

16. Without prejudice to any disciplinary procedure or to any right of appeal or
to compensation from the State, in accordance with national law, judges
should enjoy personal immunity from civil suits for monetary damages for
improper acts or omissions in the exercise of their judicial functions.

These principles are not easily transposable to an international context.
It is relatively straightforward for national legislation to protect profes-
sional secrecy and to ensure immunity from civil suit where judges of
the same national legal system are concerned. But international judges
do not belong to any distinct and coherent legal system.

The statutes of the ad hoc tribunals for the former Yugoslavia and
Rwanda contain a provision concerning immunities:

The status, privileges and immunities of the International Tribunal

1. The Convention on the Privileges and Immunities of the United Nations of
13 February 1946 shall apply to the International Tribunal, the judges, the
Prosecutor and his staff, and the Registrar and his staff.

2. The judges, the Prosecutor and the Registrar shall enjoy the privileges and
immunities, exemptions and facilities accorded to diplomatic envoys, in ac-
cordance with international law.72

Because the Statute is annexed to a resolution of the Security Council, it
may be argued that these provisions are mandatory with respect to all
Member States of the United Nations. Nevertheless, most states would
require implementing legislation to give effect to such provisions, and it
is doubtful that effective measures have been taken by most of them in
this respect. Most States have no particular legal provisions protecting
judges at the international tribunals from the threat of being compelled
to testify about matters that should remain secret. Within the host states
of the two tribunals, of course, specific arrangements govern to ensure
appropriate protection. These establish the inviolability of the archives
of the institutions, and treatment equivalent to that of diplomats with re-
spect to confidential correspondence, immunity from legal process and
similar matters.73

The Special Court for Sierra Leone is in a less enviable position,
because it is unlikely that the participation of the United Nations and
the involvement of the Security Council are enough to make the provi-
sions of its Statute binding upon third states. In any event, the privileges
and immunities provision found in the ICTY and ICTR Statutes is not
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reproduced in the SCSL Statute, so even if the Statute were to be manda-
tory on United Nations Member States, there is no relevant provision to
be enforced. Of course, Sierra Leone has a host state agreement that is
broadly equivalent to those of the ICTY and ICTR.74
The ICC Statute requires states parties to ensure to its judges ‘‘when

engaged on or with respect to the business of the Court’’ privileges and
immunities equivalent to those accorded to heads of diplomatic missions.
Moreover, after the expiry of their terms of office, they continue to be
accorded immunity from legal process of every kind in respect of words
spoken or written and acts performed by them in their official capacity.75
More elaborate and generous provisions are set out in the Agreement on
the Privileges and Immunities of the International Criminal Court.76
With respect to secrecy, provisions in the RPE of the ad hoc tribunals

and in the ICC Statute establish that the deliberations are secret.77 A no-
table addition to the oath of office for ICC judges that does not appear in
the comparable text for the ICTY or ICTR is the pledge to ‘‘respect the
confidentiality of investigations and prosecutions and the secrecy of de-
liberations’’.78 There is authority for the proposition that judicial deliber-
ations and observations in relation to matters upon which the judges
of the tribunals are required to adjudicate may not be the subject of
compelled evidence before the tribunals themselves. The ICTY Appeals
Chamber has noted that those persons cannot be subpoenaed to testify as
witnesses in the matter at issue since their work, which is integral to the
operation of the Tribunal, must be protected by confidentiality.79

Discipline, suspension and removal

Although financial security is vital to judicial independence and impar-
tiality, an assurance that judges cannot be dismissed is probably the
most important dimension of this question. The Basic Principles contain
four provisions dealing with discipline, suspension and removal:

17. A charge or complaint made against a judge in his/her judicial and profes-
sional capacity shall be processed expeditiously and fairly under an appro-
priate procedure. The judge shall have the right to a fair hearing. The
examination of the matter at its initial stage shall be kept confidential,
unless otherwise requested by the judge.

18. Judges shall be subject to suspension or removal only for reasons of inca-
pacity or behaviour that renders them unfit to discharge their duties.

19. All disciplinary, suspension or removal proceedings shall be determined in
accordance with established standards of judicial conduct.

20. Decisions in disciplinary, suspension or removal proceedings should be
subject to an independent review. This principle may not apply to the
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decisions of the highest court and those of the legislature in impeachment
or similar proceedings.

Only one of the four international criminal tribunals under consideration,
the International Criminal Court, has any applicable provision in its Stat-
ute concerning excusing and disqualification of judges. This is a very seri-
ous shortcoming.

The Rome Statute authorizes removal of a judge for serious miscon-
duct or serious breach of duties, or when a judge is unable to exercise
his or her functions.80 Elaborate definitions of ‘‘serious misconduct’’ and
‘‘serious breach of duties’’ are provided in the Rules of Procedure and
Evidence.81 The RPE also set out a procedure for the handling of a
complaint directed against a judge that might lead to dismissal.82 A deci-
sion to remove a judge from office must be made by a two-thirds majority
of the states parties, in a secret ballot, acting upon a recommendation
adopted by a two-thirds majority of the other judges.83 This is a high
threshold; the requirement of a recommendation by the other judges en-
sures that the power of removal will not be exercised capriciously.

None of the three statutes of the ad hoc tribunals address the issue of
dismissal or removal of judges in any way. The RPE of the three tribu-
nals contain provisions dealing with disqualification of judges in specific
cases, but this is not at all the same thing as dismissal or removal. Pro-
ceeding from the hypothesis that a judge at one of the tribunals actually
became unfit but refused to resign, who would be responsible for dis-
missal? Moreover, there is nothing to indicate what grounds for dismissal
might consist of. The importance of some detailed provision in this re-
spect is evidenced by the texts in the Rome Statute and the ICC RPE on
this subject. Lack of any clarity on these points in the law applicable to
the ICTY, ICTR and SCSL is, in itself, a serious shortcoming and a
threat to judicial impendence and impartiality. It is important for a judge
to know what might constitute sufficient grounds for removal from office.

The issue of dismissal of judges has been raised before the ICTY, but
not decided. In a challenge, the defence argued that the Security Council,
a political body, had the authority to dismiss judges. The defence claimed
that this meant the independence and impartiality of the judges was
compromised. The Bureau replied that there was nothing in the ICTY
Statute to give this responsibility to either the Security Council or the
General Assembly. According to Judge Mohamed Shahabuddeen, an ar-
gument that the Tribunal is a subsidiary organ of the Security Council
and that the latter could therefore act even without authorization from
the Statute of the Tribunal and without first amending it would collide
with the nature of the Tribunal: the latter was obviously intended to be
‘‘established, not as an advisory organ or a mere subordinate committee
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. . . but as an independent and truly judicial body’’.84 Judge Shaha-
buddeen doubted whether the Plenary would have the power to remove
a judge.85
It is probably a general principle of law that where no mechanism is

established to remove an office-holder, the authority for removal resides
with the body that appointed the office-holder. In the case of the ICTY
and ICTR, that body is surely the United Nations General Assembly. In
the case of the SCSL, five judges are appointed by the Secretary-General
of the United Nations, and three by the government of Sierra Leone.
Removal of ICTY and ICTR judges by the United Nations General As-
sembly, and removal of SCSL judges by the Secretary-General, would
probably not shock the ‘‘ordinary person’’. The same cannot be said
about the three SCSL judges who are appointed by the government of
Sierra Leone. It is entirely unacceptable that judges appointed by the
government of Sierra Leone have no clear idea of the conditions that
might justify dismissal, especially given the fact that it would appear this
lies within the sole prerogative of the government of Sierra Leone. One
of the nine individuals standing trial was a minister in that government
at the time of his arrest, in March 2003. Any attempt by the government
to dismiss a judge would be politically disastrous, but this cannot justify
the uncertainties and ambiguities of the position of judges at the Special
Court for Sierra Leone.
A similar situation obtains with respect to discipline of judges. Again,

the applicable law of the ICC provides a good model, with detailed pro-
visions on the subject, while in the case of the three ad hoc tribunals
there is the same disturbing silence. Disciplinary matters concerning
ICC judges are dealt with in the Rules of Procedure of Evidence, in ac-
cordance with article 47 of the Rome Statute.86 The statutes and RPE of
the ad hoc tribunals are mute on the question of judicial discipline. Si-
lence on this subject is obviously incompatible with the Basic Principles.
Nothing in the public record suggests that any issues concerning disci-

pline of the judges have arisen before the four courts.

Conclusions

At the ad hoc tribunals, there have been several challenges to individual
judges aimed at recusing them from specific cases. Defendants have also
invoked, on appeal, an alleged lack of impartiality manifested in the be-
haviour of the trial judges.
Structural weaknesses in the system with respect to judicial indepen-

dence and impartiality have not generated much litigation. One challenge
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before the SCSL was dismissed by the Appeals Chamber. On the other
hand, the evident flaws in the assignment of ad litem judges have never
been challenged. The reluctance of defence counsel (or, for that matter,
the Prosecutor) to raise these problems is disappointing, and difficult to
understand. That lawyers hesitate before confronting individual judges is
understandable; if the challenge fails, they must complete the case before
someone they have accused of not being impartial. But when the contest-
ation concerns the working conditions of the judges, one would expect a
friendly reception from the bench. This is generally how such litigation
has operated at the national level, and there is no reason why the same
will not take place before international tribunals.

The major legal instruments of the ad hoc tribunals do a poor job of
ensuring judicial independence and impartiality. It was dissatisfaction
with this situation that to some extent provoked greater attention and
more detailed provisions in the Rome Statute. The relatively prolix pro-
visions of the Rome Statute may also be explained by the fact that the
drafters considered that nationals of their own states might find them-
selves before the Court, and for this reason they insisted on greater safe-
guards for an independent judiciary. Considering that it was adopted
after the Rome Statute, when the elements of this discussion about inde-
pendence and impartiality were well known, the Statute of the Special
Court for Sierra Leone seems a considerable setback. The SCSL has
been held up as a ‘‘lean’’ version of the ad hocs, and a cost-efficient alter-
native to their cumbersome structure and procedure. This is true to an
extent, but it is also clear that corners have been cut in the interests of
economies and political compromise. The judges of the SCSL are partic-
ularly vulnerable to manipulation by the very states that have specific
political interests in the outcome of the trials. Hopefully the individual in-
tegrity of the members of the Court will ensure that these objective fac-
tors concerning their appointment, their tenure and the security of their
salaries will not have any real effect on their good judgment.

But the real lesson is that judicial independence and impartiality has
been better protected by the International Criminal Court than by the
ad hoc tribunals. Not only did the ICC improve on the situation prevail-
ing at those ad hoc tribunals existing when it was established, it shines in
comparison with ‘‘ad hoc light’’, the post-Rome model of the Special
Court for Sierra Leone. In February and March 2005, the Security Coun-
cil debated whether to refer the Darfur situation to the ICC, in accor-
dance with the recommendations of the Commission of Inquiry it had
set up months earlier.87 There were competing proposals, notably from
the United States, which favoured an ad hoc institution modelled on the
SCSL. Ultimately, the Security Council opted for the ICC.88 There were
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many good reasons for it to have done so. The far superior guarantees of
judicial independence and impartiality at the ICC when compared with
an SCSL-type tribunal should certainly have figured in the debate.
International criminal tribunals are created by states. States are driven

by a range of competing interests. For the sake of discussion, it may be
assumed that the altruistic delivery of impartial justice for international
crimes is one of these. It cannot be gainsaid that states also participate
in the creation of international criminal tribunals to promote their own
interests, to ensure that their adversaries are defeated and to secure
their political positions within various regions of the world. The most
candid example is provided by the letter of Sierra Leonean President
Ahmed Tejan Kabbah to the Security Council in June 2000, asking for
the establishment of an international tribunal to prosecute his enemies
in the Revolutionary United Front. Generally, states will be careful not
to manifest the political goals that they seek in participating in the estab-
lishment of international criminal courts. But these essentially political
objectives are present, nevertheless, and it is naive to expect states not
to attempt to steer international justice in such a way as to fulfil such
objectives. This helps to explain the flaws in the institutions with respect
to their independence and impartiality. It is a fact that many States seek
to influence the direction of international justice, and that they will resist
efforts to strengthen the independence and impartiality of the judiciary
because this threatens their ability to fulfil such an agenda. The fact is,
they do not want a court that is entirely beyond their control.
Independence and impartiality comes at a high cost. Ensuring secure

salaries and pensions and the other accoutrements recognized in interna-
tional law, including the Basic Principles, places important financial de-
mands upon states. The states parties to the Rome Statute understand
the important commitments they have made. The share in financing the
institution is significant, and it is a recurrent expense, to be paid year
after year. Although the burden may be shared more broadly as more
States join the Court, the costs will also increase to the extent that the
ICC proves it can work effectively. Success will engender expansion,
with additional judges and related staff. Low cost has been held out as
one of the advantages of the Special Court for Sierra Leone. It has oper-
ated on a shoestring budget, by comparison with its senior cousins in the
Hague and Arusha. Important economies were obtained by limiting dra-
matically the number of cases the Court could prosecute. Money was also
saved by limiting the judges to very short mandates, and denying them
pensions. Hiring judges on short-term contracts certainly helps reduce
the bottom line of the tribunal, but it also compromises fundamental
principles relating to independence and impartiality. Independence and
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impartiality have a price. As with many things in life, it seems that in this
area, you get what you pay for.
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Impartiality deficit and
international criminal judging

Diane Marie Amann

It is a testament of sorts to human ingenuity that laudable ends at times
have worked to justify dubious means.1 ‘‘Civilization’’ once proved a
watchword for myriad instances of colonial subjugation. Today that role
may be played by ‘‘human rights’’: rights claimed center stage, for exam-
ple, in the second inaugural speech of the US President whose first term
had been marked by the invasion of a sovereign state outside the frame-
work of the UN Charter and by a policy of prolonged and harsh deten-
tion. The embrace of rhetoric common in human rights circles by a leader
proud of such a record underscores the great caution owed any project
said to promote human rights.
Among such projects is international criminal justice; that is, the global

effort to punish committers of atrocity. Fallow for decades after Nurem-
berg, the project yielded much fruit at century’s turn. Two-thirds of the
world’s countries voted for a permanent International Criminal Court,
even as two ad hoc international criminal tribunals adjudicated offenses
arising out of Balkan wars and Rwandan genocide. Mixed or hybrid tri-
bunals, which combined national and international laws and judges, oper-
ated in East Timor, Kosovo and Sierra Leone; negotiators worked to set
up a counterpart in Cambodia. In pursuit of former Chilean dictator Au-
gusto Pinochet and others, individual states took it upon themselves to
prosecute crimes occurring outside their own territory. These develop-
ments surely had salutary results – though not uniformly so. On the one
hand, prosecutors tried perpetrators who otherwise would have remained
in power. Victims received the vindication of seeing persecutors in the
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dock. Public opinion was transformed, so that human rights is now a sub-
ject of debate on matters as disparate as the pedigree of African dia-
monds and the entry of China into the World Trade Organization. On
the other hand, corruption and malfeasance tarnished some tribunals.
Prime suspects not infrequently evaded capture. Outreach often fell short
of stated goals like national reconciliation or restoration and mainte-
nance of international peace and security.

Revival of the international criminal justice project produced another,
less noted effect: tribunals’ construction and operation sometimes bore
the marks of compulsion to convict and inattention to the rights of the
accused. This article focuses on how that tendency – called here ‘‘impar-
tiality deficit’’ – has affected international judging.

Impartiality deficit

‘‘Impartiality deficit’’ is coined, of course, from ‘‘democracy deficit’’. The
latter describes a central objection to interstate integration, in Europe
and elsewhere. Critics complain that the burgeoning strength of multilat-
eral institutions strips the ordinary citizen of any power to hold decision
makers accountable. Accountability frequently is linked to elections; gov-
ernance by unelected officials thus is said to render institutions undemo-
cratic.2 Particularly in the United States, scholars and politicians apply
this critique to international criminal justice; most notably, to the Inter-
national Criminal Court.3 Who, they ask, or what entity, may initiate an
investigation? Who has the power to imprison? For what reasons? On
what authority? To what extent are such decisions the product of a pub-
lic, transparent process? Can the decisions, and those who made them, be
challenged, and by whom?

Such questions, though not irrelevant, are peripheral to impartiality
deficit. Its core critique is that in aiming at punishment, international
criminal justice has lost sight of individuals on whom suspicion settled.
Demands for ‘‘fairness’’ and ‘‘justice’’ – invoked on behalf of defendants
during the rights revolution of the twentieth century – have referred in
this new era almost exclusively to victims. A 2004 communiqué from
the International Federation of Human Rights, France’s leading human
rights organization, thus began: ‘‘Garantir les droits des victimes avant
tout!’’; that is, ‘‘Guarantee victims’ rights before all!’’ That slogan ought
to disturb. Placing victims’ rights before all other considerations upsets
the balance of competing goals that contemporary criminal justice sys-
tems must serve. It cannot be forgotten that to fight impunity via criminal
justice mechanisms is to expand repressive powers. Nor can it be denied
that states have been known to abuse those powers. Persons have been
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charged and convicted, imprisoned or executed, based on false or unreli-
able evidence admitted with little adversarial challenge and credited with
little judicial scrutiny. In a system that truly values human rights, the risk
of such abuse is no less grave a matter than flawed accountability.
A justice system free from impartiality deficit would owe much to the

architecture of its founding charter. Not only judicial, prosecutorial and
administrative functions, but also the defence function would appear in
that charter as equals in status, resources and respect. The rights of the
accused would be robust and set out in full detail. As for day-to-day op-
erations, court officers would neither act nor speak in a manner that
eroded a suspect’s fundamental right to be presumed innocent unless and
until proved guilty. That measure of respect would help to convey to the
media and to affected communities the essential message that a criminal
justice system cannot fulfil its objectives – retribution and deterrence, to
be sure, but also stigmatization and reconciliation – unless its processes
are fair and its record-making accurate.
Unfortunately, these mileposts of impartiality have not always been

evident at the sundry sites where international criminal justice operated.
With the notable exception of the ICC Statute, tribunals’ founding
statutes typically target ‘‘persons responsible’’ rather than ‘‘persons al-
leged to be responsible’’ for certain crimes.4 Each statute does list some
defence rights, so that an accused must: receive a fair, public and speedy
trial before a competent tribunal; be presumed innocent unless and until
proved guilty at trial; be informed of charges; have the assistance of an
interpreter; have adequate time and resources to prepare a defence; be
permitted to cross-examine adverse witnesses and to compel testimony
from favorable witnesses; be permitted to remain silent; be allowed to ap-
peal conviction; and be free from double jeopardy.5 But the contours of
such rights remain unclear and subject to curtailment in the interests of
victims and witnesses. No statute founding a tribunal established a de-
fence organ on equal footing with Chambers, the Prosecutor and the
Registry, although the Special Court for Sierra Leone eventually added
a Defence Unit charged to coordinate representation of the accused.6
Elsewhere defendants had to vie with others – including the very persons
whom they are supposed to have harmed – for the attention of adminis-
trators. This has not always been easy. A law professor who represented
an ICTY defendant contended that he was treated with hostility, kept out
of tribunal offices and denied the military transport given prosecutors on
fact-finding missions. Of a conversation with ‘‘the chief Registrar’’, he
wrote: ‘‘When I said rather firmly that I regarded myself as an officer of
the court and that my role was to help see that justice was done, all she
said was that she didn’t ask me to take this job, and if I didn’t like it, I
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could go back to Chicago.’’7 Ill feelings about defendants were not con-
tained within the walls of the tribunal, either; to the contrary, some pros-
ecutors reviled indictees in public statements duly reported by the media.
There seemed at times to be little care about whether an accused was
treated justly; to the contrary, in the words of one barrister, the ‘‘ten-
dency is to expect convictions’’ rather than fair trials.8 Few top lawyers
stepped up to represent the accused. Significant segments of affected
communities, in countries as disparate as Bosnia and Sierra Leone, dis-
missed the tribunals as biased.9

Judicial independence as guarantor of impartiality

Bias – partiality – may taint any system of justice. Systems that value
human rights endeavor to reduce the risk of bias in part by relying on an
independent judiciary. This article thus considers, first, what constitutes
judicial independence and, second, whether judges in today’s interna-
tional criminal justice systems are sufficiently independent to counteract
the impartiality deficit.

Liberal tradition places the duty to dispel bias, to ensure impartiality,
on the judiciary. James Madison, one of the framers of the US Constitu-
tion, declared that judges ought to ‘‘consider themselves in a peculiar
manner the guardians’’ of individual rights.10 For those framers – and for
Montesquieu before them – discharge of this duty hinged on the degree
to which the judiciary enjoyed independence. Two centuries later, judges
from many nation-states determined in the 2002 Bangalore Principles of
Judicial Conduct that ‘‘the importance of a competent, independent and
impartial judiciary to the protection of human rights is given emphasis by
the fact that the implementation of all the other rights ultimately depends
upon the proper administration of justice’’.11 This view is incorporated in
international human rights and humanitarian law. ‘‘In the determination
of any criminal charge against him’’, states the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights, ‘‘everyone shall be entitled to a fair and public
hearing by a competent, independent and impartial tribunal established
by law’’.12 A protocol to the Geneva Conventions likewise provides:
‘‘No sentence shall be passed and no penalty shall be executed on a per-
son found guilty of an offense except pursuant to a conviction pro-
nounced by a court offering the essential guarantees of independence
and impartiality.’’13 Similar language appears in the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights, in African, European and inter-American human
rights instruments and in statutes establishing international or mixed
criminal tribunals.14
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At first blush, ‘‘independence’’ and ‘‘impartiality’’ seem synonyms
without much distinct meaning, not unlike the legal phrases ‘‘null and
void’’ and ‘‘cease and desist’’. But that is not the case.
The term ‘‘independence’’ refers chiefly to institutional design; that is,

to what has been called ‘‘structural independence’’ from other govern-
mental entities, to ‘‘freedom from interference’’.15 It encompasses mat-
ters such as judges’ financial and job security. One hallmark of judicial
independence is a guarantee that a judge will enjoy a long tenure and
may not be removed unless she is shown to have engaged in specified
misconduct. Judicial independence further guarantees that no judge
need fear reduction in salary or resources should she issue an unpopular
decision. Such guarantees first made an appearance in Article III of the
US Constitution, which states: ‘‘The Judges, both of the supreme and in-
ferior Courts, shall hold their Offices during good Behaviour, and shall,
at stated Times, receive for their Services, a Compensation, which shall
not be diminished during their Continuance in Office.’’ The guarantees
were endorsed at a 1985 conference that the United Nations sponsored
in Milan; the Basic Principles on the Independence of the Judiciary
adopted at that conference thus require that matters such as judicial
‘‘term of office’’ and ‘‘remuneration . . . shall be adequately secured by
law’’, and that judges ‘‘shall have guaranteed tenure until . . . expiry of
their term’’.16
As explained in those 1985 Basic Principles, judicial independence also

entails a duty to adhere to procedure. Principle 6 thus states: ‘‘The prin-
ciple of the independence of the judiciary entitles and requires the judi-
ciary to ensure that judicial proceedings are conducted fairly and that the
rights of the parties are respected.’’ A judge will best be able to satisfy
this requirement if she has a firm grasp of the law and experience with
the task of adjudication. Accordingly, another hallmark of judicial inde-
pendence is adoption of a method for selecting the best and brightest
out of a pool of candidates with prescribed qualifications. The United
Nations’ 1985 Basic Principles thus recommend, as a key means to pro-
mote judicial independence, attention to ‘‘selection’’ and ‘‘training’’, and
they further require that ‘‘any method of judicial selection shall safe-
guard against judicial appointments for improper motives’’.17
The concept of impartiality is distinct from that of independence. The

latter will enhance the former, but cannot guarantee it. Conversely, a
judge may choose to act impartially even absent a structure that encour-
ages him to do so. ‘‘Impartiality’’, in the words of one commentator, ‘‘is
the subjective characteristic by which the international decision-maker
achieves a reputation for consistency’’.18 In its 1985 decision in Valente
v. The Queen, Canada’s Supreme Court similarly referred to impartiality
as ‘‘a state of mind or attitudes of the tribunal in relation to the issues
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and the parties in a particular case’’.19 Put simply, an impartial judge
must act without bias and, as other commentators have noted, ‘‘prior in-
volvement of a judge either with a party before the court or an issue be-
fore the court might give rise to challenge on the ground of bias or the
appearance of bias’’.20 A judge who acts without bias complies with a pri-
mary mandate of the United Nations’ 1985 Basic Principles, set forth in
Principle 2: ‘‘The judiciary shall decide matters before them impartially,
on the basis of facts and in accordance with the law, without any restric-
tions, improper influences, inducements, pressures, threats, or interfer-
ences, direct or indirect, from any quarter or for any reason.’’

At the same time, the judge cannot be what has been called ‘‘preneu-
tral’’,21 devoid of prior thoughts about issues that come before the bench,
for a justice system cannot thrive unless its judges have expertise on the
law regarding those issues. An impartial judge of course will share with
other humans a revulsion to atrocity and a desire to punish its perpetra-
tors; nevertheless, on donning the judge’s robe he will decide each de-
fendant’s fate according to law and based on evidence adduced within,
not on prejudices developed outside, the courtroom. It was with this dis-
tinction between impartiality and preneutrality in mind that the ICTY
Appeals Chamber in Prosecutor v. Furundzija, a rape case, denied a mo-
tion to disqualify a judge who had served on the UN Commission on the
Status of Women. The Appeals Chamber reasoned that even if it were
shown that the judge favored promotion of women’s rights, ‘‘that inclina-
tion, being of a general nature, is distinguishable from an inclination to
implement those goals and objectives as a Judge in a particular case’’.22

Independence, impartiality and international criminal justice

There is room to improve judicial independence and impartiality in inter-
national criminal justice.

Perhaps more than in other kinds of litigation, interest in the tragic
human issues that underlie international criminal cases may invite judi-
cial bias. This insight prompted the British House of Lords in 2000 to va-
cate its first judgment against Pinochet for the reason that one judge was
a director of a charity affiliated with an intervener, the human rights or-
ganization Amnesty International. In voting to disqualify, one Law Lord
wrote, ‘‘that in any case where the impartiality of a judge is in question
the appearance of the matter is just as important as the reality’’.23 Ethi-
cists’ emphasis on the appearance, and not just on the reality, is long-
standing. That emphasis reflects the epistemic truth that one can never
know a judge’s actual or subjective motivation, but that one can identify
objective factors that give an appearance of bias. And it serves the basic
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institutional goal of legitimacy: a tribunal eager to earn the esteem of af-
fected communities simply cannot afford to render decisions that appear,
rightly or wrongly, the result of improper motive. The 2002 Bangalore
Principles thus state: ‘‘The behaviour and conduct of a judge must reaf-
firm the people’s faith in the integrity of the judiciary. Justice must not
merely be done but must also be seen to be done.’’24 Given the particular
readiness with which opponents of international criminal justice label dis-
liked decisions biased or political, this project in particular ought to as-
pire, like Caesar’s wife, to be above reproach.
Structural weaknesses impede that aspiration, and so have contributed

to instances of international judicial conduct that appeared less than fully
impartial. In many tribunals Chambers and the Prosecutor are placed,
figuratively and literally, in closer quarters than a strict separation of
powers would seem to recommend. Founding documents typically define
a tribunal as comprising three organs, Chambers, Prosecutor and a Reg-
istry. The ICTY Statute underscores that the Registry is engaged in
‘‘servicing both’’ Chambers and the Prosecutor; one critic has noted that
these three organs all had offices in the same building, on floors from
which he and other defence counsel were excluded.25 Moreover, the
chief judge, or President, of such tribunals typically is duty-bound to act
on behalf not only of the bench but also of the tribunal as a whole. Stat-
utes for the ad hoc tribunals, for example, authorize the President inter
alia to consult with the UN Secretary-General in choosing a Registrar
for the tribunal.26 Article 38 of the ICC Statute mandates that the Presi-
dency ‘‘shall be responsible for . . . proper administration of the Court,
with the exception of the Office of the Prosecutor’’, and also for ‘‘other
functions conferred upon it in accordance with this Statute’’; with the
Prosecutor, the Presidency is to ‘‘coordinate and seek concurrence on all
matters of mutual concern’’.
At times these presidential duties have prompted conduct seemingly

inconsistent with desiderata of judicial detachment. Judges of some tribu-
nals appeared in joint press conferences with the Prosecutor in efforts to
prod the international community to expend financial and enforcement
resources. One reporter wrote of a ‘‘public outburst’’ by ‘‘the normally
discreet’’ first ICTY President, Antonio Cassese, that failures to arrest
suspected war criminals would send this message: ‘‘Go ahead! Kill, tor-
ture, maim! Commit acts of genocide! . . . You may enjoy impunity!’’27
One critic labeled such incidents a judicial ‘‘foray into the province of
the Prosecutor’’.28 Succeeding Presidents at times promoted their tribu-
nals to degrees not often seen in judiciaries that enjoy long acceptance
in the communities they serve.
This is not to say that tribunals ought not to aim to open the judicial

process to public scrutiny. Transparency helps to assure that decisions
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will be both fair and seen as fair. Tribunal statutes advance this goal not
only by inviting dissenters to publish their disagreement, but also by im-
posing on each panel the duty to give reasoned explanations for its deci-
sion. The ICC Statute thus requires:

The decision shall be in writing and shall contain a full and reasoned statement
of the Trial Chamber’s findings on the evidence and conclusions. The Trial
Chamber shall issue one decision. When there is no unanimity, the Trial
Chamber’s decision shall contain the views of the majority and the minority.
The decision or a summary thereof shall be delivered in open court.29

The ICTY Appeals Chamber has demonstrated the force of this injunc-
tion: in Prosecutor v. Kupreškić, a 2001 judgment that stands as a land-
mark in the rights of the internationally accused, it freed two brothers,
in jail for four years, on the ground that the Trial Chamber had failed to
give sufficient reasons justifying conviction.30

Other structural safeguards are less than secure. International judges
are compensated for their work. But tribunals have faced budgetary
shortfalls, and at times donor states have wielded the power of their
purses to convey displeasure with tribunal operations.31 In line with con-
cerns that already had been raised by the UN Secretary-General and by
Human Rights Watch, defendants argued in Prosecutor v. Norman that
the funding and management scheme of the Special Court for Sierra
Leone placed undue influence in the hands of a few states, and thus
impinged on judicial independence. In that case, the Special Court dis-
agreed.32 Yet the critique resurfaced in Cambodia.33 It seems evident in
any event that circumstances of precarious finances create a danger of
encroachment on the independence of any chambers.

Tribunal statutes provide for terms of office that are as long as nine
years, for ICC judges, yet, for judges of Sierra Leone’s Special Court, as
short as three years.34 All tribunal statutes specify qualifications, a com-
ponent essential to establishing a learned judiciary free from outside in-
terference: Judges typically must be ‘‘persons of high moral character,
impartiality and integrity who possess the qualifications required in their
respective countries for appointment to the highest judicial offices’’.35
The ICC Statute goes further, mandating in Article 36(3)(b) that prospec-
tive judges possess ‘‘established competence’’ either in ‘‘criminal law and
procedure’’ or in ‘‘relevant areas of international law’’. Other tribunal
statutes ask only that ‘‘in the overall composition of the Chambers and sec-
tions of the Trial Chambers, due account shall be taken of the experience
of the judges in criminal law, international law, including international
humanitarian law and human rights law’’36 – phrasing that would seem to
permit appointment of individuals who fail to meet any of these criteria.
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The risk that candidates might not satisfy baseline standards would
seem a special risk in hybrid tribunals, in which national and interna-
tional officials share appointment of judges and have no formal power to
veto the others’ choices. Of the three Trial Chamber judges at the Special
Court for Sierra Leone, for example, two are to be appointed by the
Secretary-General of the United Nations and one by the government of
Sierra Leone; of five Appeals Chamber judges, two are to be appointed
by Sierra Leone and three by the Secretary-General.37 Ultimate selec-
tion of judges for the Cambodia tribunal is, moreover, delegated to the
‘‘Supreme Council of the Magistracy’’; the Cambodia agreement gave
the state not only the power to select national judges, but also the final
choice on international judges, from a list supplied by the UN Secretary-
General.38
Selection processes have tended to be less than fully transparent, a fact

that has been acknowledged by former ICTY Judge Patricia M. Wald,
among other commentators.39 There long has been worry that in interna-
tional tribunals, state-selected international judges might not rule impar-
tially in matters of interest to their own state.40 And yet the ICC Statute,
to cite one instance, fails to eliminate this concern: although it properly
prescribes a process and qualifications that promise a bench diverse in
gender, geography and expertise, and further requires detailed submis-
sions on ‘‘how the candidate fulfils the requirements’’, the statute opts
for selection not by a merit commission, as some advocated, but rather
by states parties.41 Election of the first ICC judges was swift, but then
things bogged down. The last of the 18 judges was not elected until the
thirty-third ballot, cast on the fourth day.42 This succession of ballots
invited suspicion that as time passed, states’ votes reflected factors other
than candidates’ relative merits.
A second instance in which less-than-transparent judicial selection may

give rise to concern is the mixed or hybrid tribunal. Appointment proce-
dures for these tribunals operate so that each member of the bench will
know the precise identity of her patron. It is true that hybrid statutes
often have given to international judges the final say on whether to con-
vict. At the Special Court for Sierra Leone, a majority of judges in either
Chamber must be UN appointees, and any ‘‘judgement’’ requires the
vote of a majority of judges in a given Chamber.43 The agreement estab-
lishing the Cambodia tribunal urges unanimity and likewise requires
‘‘decisions’’ – an undefined term – to be made by supermajorities that
must include the international judge.44 Drafters of such statutes assumed
such mechanisms would avoid partiality for the reason that the ‘‘interna-
tional’’ interest is more likely than the ‘‘national’’ interest to be fair. That
premise may not always prove true. In any event, the voting mechanisms
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do not always cabin other judicial determinations, such as whether to
admit evidence that may dispose of a case as surely as any verdict. Unless
the tribunal statute fully insulates the judge from unwarranted removal, a
judge thus yet may feel pressure to please the person to whom she owes
her job.

Impartiality deficit in action

Risks associated with impartiality deficit came to unfortunate fruition
in the early days of the Special Court for Sierra Leone. Atrocities –
including forced recruitment of child soldiers and the cutting off of inno-
cents’ hands – had been commonplace during the civil war that plagued
Sierra Leone in the 1990s. In order to try persons believed most respon-
sible, a 2000 agreement between the Sierra Leone government and the
United Nations established the Special Court. Considerable attention
has been paid this mixed tribunal. Its first Prosecutor acted with audacity,
indicting not only members of the rebel Revolutionary United Front, but
also the incumbent deputy defence minister of Sierra Leone, Sam Hinga
Norman, and the then-President of Liberia, Charles Taylor. Such moves
drew a mix of comments from Western journalists and academics and
from a segment of Sierra Leonean society.45 Some commentators
pointed to this tribunal as a model international criminal justice
mechanism – even as allegations of partiality dogged the Special Court.

In a letter written to the United Nations months before initial appoint-
ments to the Special Court were made, the non-governmental organiza-
tion Human Rights Watch emphasized the need to select impartial judges
who were independent of all the states or factions that had held an in-
terest in the Sierra Leone conflict.46 And yet opening day at the new
courthouse found the Special Court thrown ‘‘into disarray’’, to quote
one reporter.47 At issue on that day in 2004 was the impartiality vel non
of President Geoffrey Robertson QC, a British human rights lawyer and
author of Crimes against Humanity: The Struggle for Global Justice. The
book’s second paperback edition, published in 2002, included numerous
passages on Sierra Leone. Among other things, the book advanced opin-
ions on what ought to be the rulings on issues that were likely to come
before the Special Court. On whether, despite doubts that had been
raised in a 2000 Secretary-General’s report, international custom barred
recruitment of child soldiers, Robertson wrote that it was ‘‘crucial for
customary international law to recognize their recruitment as a war crime
entailing individual responsibility’’.48 On another key issue – whether the
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amnesty granted RUF leader Foday Sankoh and his rebels in a UN-
brokered peace accord should be honored – Robertson wrote:

Just as genocide and torture are repugnant to international law to such an ex-
tent that no circumstances can justify them (hence these convention obligations
are non-derogable), so amnesties given to perpetrators of such deeds by fright-
ened or blackmailed governments cannot be upheld by international law, even
when agreed by international diplomats. For this reason, the UN was justified
in reinterpreting the amnesty given to the despicable Foday Sankoh: it par-
doned him only for crimes committed under Sierra Leone law, not interna-
tional law.49

Of Sankoh himself, Robertson wrote in like vein:

Those who order atrocities believe at the time that their power will always en-
able them to bargain with any new government to let bygones be bygones, and
history since Nuremberg has tended to prove them correct – most bizarrely in
Sierra Leone, when by the Lome Agreement in July 1999 the UN not only am-
nestied Foday Sankoh, the nation’s butcher, but rewarded his pathological bru-
tality by making him deputy leader of the government and giving him control
of the diamond mines.50

Sankoh would die before his Special Court trial began. Yet the book’s
descriptions of other indictees were equally vivid. The RUF was said to
have been ‘‘programmed to kill and pillage and mutilate’’, to be ‘‘guilty
of atrocities on a scale that amounts to a crime against humanity’’.51 Tay-
lor was labeled a ‘‘vicious warlord’’:

Charles Taylor, the popular president of Liberia, is said by The Times to gour-
mandize on the body parts of dissidents, who have been arrested, dissected and
cooked by a special unit of cannibal police. It is absurd to kow-tow to people
like this, who run governments which claim an ‘‘immunity’’ from justice on the
basis of a dignity they entirely lack.52

Just weeks after penning the preface to this edition, Robertson was
named President of the Special Court – the only non-Sierra Leonean
among the three ‘‘national’’ judges chosen by the government of Sierra
Leone.53
A defendant alleged to have been an RUF commander moved for

Robertson’s disqualification, attaching to the filing several pages of the
book.54 The prosecution agreed that certain passages ‘‘could lead a rea-
sonable observer, properly informed, to apprehend bias’’.55 Robertson
refused to recuse himself. Consequently, the Special Court colleagues
adopted a rules amendment that operated to end his term as President
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and issued an order barring him from hearing adjudicating cases ‘‘involv-
ing the RUF’’.56 The RUF was, of course, a key force behind the civil
war. The Special Court’s order thus meant that a sizable number of cases
would be decided without any participation by one of its five Appeals
Chamber judges.

As a result of the RUF disqualification order Robertson did not partic-
ipate in the Special Court decision that held – in keeping with an asser-
tion Robertson had made in his book – that the 1999 amnesty did not
apply to prevent prosecution of RUF defendants.57 But he joined the af-
firmation of this holding in a case involving a defendant alleged to have
waged war on behalf of the government.58

On at least one matter quoted above – whether customary interna-
tional law forbade child recruitment – Robertson’s judicial decision was
at odds with the import of his published statement. When presented
with the question in Prosecutor v. Norman, a majority of the Appeals
Chamber concluded that ‘‘the norm prohibiting child recruitment . . .
entered customary law well before 1996’’, the beginning date for the Spe-
cial Court’s temporal jurisdiction.59 Robertson dissented on the ground
that customary international law criteria were not met ‘‘as of 1996 in re-
lation to the prohibition on child enlistment’’.60

Actual decisions do not obviate that Sierra Leone–related passages in
a book by a member of the Special Court had raised in reasonable minds
appearances both of prejudgment of legal disputes and of prejudice
against opponents of the very government to which that member owed
his appointment. The disqualification order thus was correct. It would
have been better if the Special Court never had been forced to the deci-
sion; if, that is, the statute had required vetting of candidates’ impartiality
and had allowed either of the two appointing authorities to object to the
other’s selections. As one reporter put it days after the disqualification
order: ‘‘It has yet to be explained how the tribunal failed to note the ex-
plosive nature of Mr Robertson’s book.’’61 An absence of safeguards
against partiality thus had helped to embroil the Special Court in an
unwanted controversy that even the Prosecutor said ‘‘ultimately’’ was
bound ‘‘to reflect upon the credibility of the Special Court for Sierra
Leone and the integrity of its proceedings’’.62

The controversy also invited other defendants to challenge the integ-
rity of another judge. A motion filed within days of the issuance of the
order disqualifying Robertson sought to recuse Appeals Chamber Justice
Renate Winter from deliberating on a defence challenge to the validity
of the statutory proscription against recruiting child soldiers. Winter
had been a youth court judge in Austria and an international judge in
a Kosovo mixed tribunal.63 In 2002 she was among 50 experts who
commented on, but did not write, a report by UNICEF; that agency

IMPARTIALITY DEFICIT 219



subsequently had filed with the Special Court a brief amicus curiae
opposing the child recruitment motion. In this instance, neither the Pros-
ecutor nor the Special Court agreed with the defence assertion that there
was ‘‘an unacceptable appearance of bias’’.64 The Special Court con-
cluded that Winter’s expertise was evidence not of bias, but rather of
her qualifications to be a judge.65 The decision effectively recognized
that appointment of a learned individual, able to draw on her back-
ground in rendering fair decisions free from the taint of predetermina-
tion, is preferable to selection of a person who has never thought about
issues central to the task before her. Yet there is inherent tension in the
search for expertise, on the one hand, and impartiality, on the other. Re-
inforcement of structural safeguards of judicial independence is essential
lest that tension list in favor of the impartiality deficit.

Conclusion

‘‘Perfection is the enemy of justice’’, wrote one human rights activist frus-
trated with criticism of the plan to try alleged architects of the 1970s reign
of terror that left 1.7 million dead in Cambodia.66 There is truth in his
statement. Every criminal justice system suffers from flaws, but seldom
does it cease operation on that account. In societies that truly value
human rights, rather, prosecutions proceed alongside efforts to confront
and correct errors. That parallel process ought to apply as well to the in-
ternational criminal justice project. Of course its salutary achievements
deserve recognition. But so do its negative effects, such as the impartial-
ity deficit that at times renders treatment of the internationally accused
less than optimally fair. That deficit is especially visible when interna-
tional judges appear to lack independence or impartiality. As two com-
mentators have written: ‘‘Challenges to judicial process based on alleged
lack of independence or impartiality’’ often are to be welcomed as ‘‘a
sign of the maturation of the international judicial system, as the system
begins to exhibit the traits and adhere to the same standards of fairness
and impartiality of domestic systems’’.67 Though an unrealistic demand
of perfection well may be an enemy of international criminal justice, so
too is undue resignation to imperfection.
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Challenge to Jurisdiction: Lomé Accord Amnesty (13 March 2004), available from
http://www.sc-sl.org/Documents/SCSL-04-15-PT-060-I.pdf (visited 27 November 2006);
see text accompanying note 49.

58. Prosecutor v. Kondewa, Case No. SCSL-2004-14-AR72(E), Appeals Chamber Decision
on Lack of Jurisdiction/Abuse of Process, Amnesty Provided by the Lomé Accord (25
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13

The effect of amnesties before
domestic and international
tribunals: Morality, law and politics

Leila Nadya Sadat

Before the US invasion of Iraq, Saddam Hussein was offered the oppor-
tunity to leave Iraq to save his country.1 Later that year, Charles Taylor,
President of Liberia, succumbed to American pressure to accept exile in
Nigeria.2 Haiti’s President Jean Bertrand Aristide was subsequently de-
posed (arguably in part due to US pressure) and took up residence in
South Africa.3 Thus one wonders: Have exile and amnesty become a le-
gitimate tool of US foreign policy?

Although the practice of exile and the granting of amnesties were
widespread prior to World War II, during the second half of the twenti-
eth century offering exile or amnesty to individuals accused of human
rights atrocities collided with the erection of a new system of interna-
tional criminal justice. While exile might still be an option for individuals
accused of general venality – tax fraud, corruption or embezzlement – the
notion of allowing the perpetrators of human rights atrocities to go un-
punished appears to have become normatively unacceptable. Fuelled by
the horrors of the Second World War, inspired by the relative success of
the Nuremberg trial and nourished by the aspirations of democratization
and the new rhetoric of international human rights that followed the es-
tablishment of the United Nations, the ‘‘impunity’’ paradigm came to be
replaced by calls for accountability and a demand for the investigation
and criminal prosecution of those who ordered or committed human
rights atrocities. Indeed, requiring accountability for past crimes has
been posited by both scholars and practitioners as a remedy to impunity,
as well as a necessary, if not sufficient, predicate for the re-establishment
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of peace. Accordingly, the establishment of the International Criminal
Tribunals for Rwanda (ICTR) and the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), the
Special Court for Sierra Leone (SCSL) and the Special War Crimes
Panels for East Timor was conceived of by the international community,
and perhaps particularly by the United States,4 as a means (although not
the means) to re-establish peace and stability, foster a transition to dem-
ocratic principles of government, and establish general principles of
international law to deter future atrocities. The negotiation and establish-
ment of the International Criminal Court (ICC) treaty in 1998 drew
heavily from this emerging practice, and seemed to offer the imprimatur
of permanence to a then-experimental concept.
Even as the ad hoc tribunals have continued their work and the ICC

has commenced its activities, however, many challenges to international
criminal accountability remain. Some are practical in nature: the desire
to trade peace for justice in order to end a conflict more quickly, even if
temporarily; the overwhelming task of bringing cases against hundreds or
even thousands of individuals implicated in the commission of genocide
or other mass atrocities; and even the passage of time, which may cause
authorities to hesitate in pursuing justice or extinguish otherwise valid
cases through the application of statutes of limitations. Others question
the entire international criminal justice endeavour itself, arguing that
criminal trials may be counterproductive in fostering reconciliation, or
that justice, to be effective, must be local, rather than international, in
character.5 Finally, the fledgling international justice system has also en-
countered political and ideological objections from those concerned with
its constraint of State power. The US objections to the International
Criminal Court (ICC) fall into this category, predicated as they are on
the argument that international norms on accountability (particularly as
embodied in the ICC Treaty) are problematic insofar as they might affect
the conduct of US foreign affairs, or impinge upon US citizens’ ability to
travel abroad with impunity.6
These challenges notwithstanding, there is substantial countervailing

evidence that the notion of accountability has gained considerable trac-
tion in international and domestic state practice, as this chapter makes
clear. The Special Court for Sierra Leone, for example, declared in 2004
that the Lomé accord, which granted amnesty to the perpetrators of
crimes committed during the conflict in Sierra Leone, could not deprive
the SCSL of jurisdiction, given that the crimes within the Special Court’s
statute were crimes subject to universal jurisdiction.7 Similarly, the am-
nesties granted in Chile during Pinochet’s regime and in Argentina dur-
ing Argentina’s ‘‘dirty war’’ have been recently set aside, both by courts
and legislatures in those countries, as well as by courts asked to consider
them abroad.8 Even governments advocating exile initially, such as the
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Bush administration’s offer to Saddam Hussein, have subsequently sought
accountability in the form of criminal trials or other redress.9 Most
recently, the Sudanese government, many of whose members have been
accused of serious crimes under international law, has not argued that
accountability is a poor idea; instead, the government has argued that
it should be able to bring prosecutions itself, rather than having the Dar-
fur situation referred to the International Criminal Court.

This chapter challenges the conventional wisdom that ‘‘swapping jus-
tice for peace’’ is morally and practically acceptable. Instead, I argue that
international negotiators offering exile are neither morally nor legally
justified in doing so. Indeed, although it is beguiling to imagine that offer-
ing exile to Saddam Hussein would save thousands of lives, or that the
Lord’s Resistance Army of Uganda would have laid down its weapons
in return for automatic immunity,10 the evidence suggests the contrary:
that warlords and political leaders capable of committing human rights
atrocities are not deterred by the amnesties obtained, but emboldened.
Indeed, the cases of Sierra Leone, the former Yugoslavia and Haiti sug-
gest that amnesties imposed from above or negotiated at gunpoint do not
lead to the establishment of peace – but at best create a temporary lull in
the fighting. Indeed, amnesty deals typically foster a culture of impunity
in which violence becomes the norm, rather than the exception.

Additionally, this chapter addresses the status of domestic, transna-
tional and international amnesties before national and international
courts. In this connection, it should be noted that this work confines itself
to addressing the problem of amnesties for the commission of jus cogens
crimes11 – crimes covered by peremptory, non-derogable norms of inter-
national law12 – which may not be set aside by conflicting municipal laws.
This is why the question of amnesties is problematic, especially before in-
ternational courts.13 Indeed, I argue that the legal effect of any particular
grant of amnesty or exile will be determined, in part, by the forum before
which the amnesty is invoked. In particular, the treatment of amnesties
before international courts and tribunals is quite different from their ef-
fect before domestic or municipal courts. Thus, in my analysis, I distin-
guish between ‘‘domestic’’ (granted as a matter of municipal law by the
territorial state) and ‘‘transnational’’ amnesties (generally de facto
amnesty received by individuals upon the condition that they leave the
territorial state and take up residence elsewhere).14 In each case, the
question raised is whether a particular amnesty is effective in the ter-
ritorial state (where the offences were committed), in a custodial state
(where the ‘‘accused’’ may be found), or before an international court
or tribunal. While both theory and practice dovetail nicely on the consid-
eration of domestic and transnational amnesties before both state and in-
ternational courts, the question of whether the international community
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itself, whether by treaty or an act of the Security Council, may amnesty
crimes so that even the territorial state is deprived of jurisdiction is a
very difficult one, a complete treatment of which is beyond the scope of
this essay, but which is briefly considered below.
This question has become of particular importance given the recent

practice of the Security Council in exempting US nationals, in particular,
from the jurisdiction of the ICC as well as the territorial jurisdiction of
states receiving UN missions. With regard to domestic amnesties, al-
though effective in the state where granted, their effectiveness clearly di-
minishes with time. As regards a custodial state, I propose that courts
in that jurisdiction should treat the amnesty as presumptively invalid; a
presumption that can be overcome if the state granting the amnesty in
question did so pursuant to a process that did not undermine the quest
for accountability as a whole.15 The same is true in reverse for transna-
tional amnesties, which have no effect in the territorial state, but may at
least temporarily protect an accused so long as he remains in exile. Any
third state, however, would not be bound by the grant of asylum in the
state of exile.
This chapter concludes that the limited and recent efforts to revive the

practice of exile are inconsistent with crystallizing or already existent in-
ternational law norms, as opposed to evidence of a change in state prac-
tice as regards the ultimate legality of amnesties.16 Even where amnesties
or exile appear initially to have taken effect successfully, that effect ap-
pears to wane with time, leading to calls for prosecution years, or even
decades, after the initial crimes were committed. This, in turn, suggests
that whatever practical effect the initial grants of exile or amnesties may
have, delayed litigation and prosecution appear to be the norm, not the
exception. Perhaps, even more importantly, they appear to collide with
evolving social and political norms that condemn the grant of impunity
for the commission of atrocities as unacceptable. It is important, how-
ever, to emphasize that the international community and states tend to
differentiate between the grant of amnesties to those most responsible
for the commission of atrocities, who are held most responsible, and
lower level perpetrators. Creative solutions, such as those adopted in
South Africa and Rwanda may be necessary to avoid an ‘‘impunity gap’’
whereby senior leadership may be prosecuted and lower level perpetra-
tors left untouched.
Finally, and perhaps controversially, this chapter contends that al-

though international criminal justice is currently tainted by a lack of
even-handedness that has a certain imperialist tinge, the unfairness is
largely manifested by the failure of Western governments to submit
themselves and their leaders to the rule of law rather than the decision
to pursue justice and accountability in particular cases. Moreover, the as-
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sumption that international negotiators have a moral or legal right to ne-
gotiate away the rights of victims and survivors by exchanging justice for
peace is deeply problematic, particularly in light of the unacceptable na-
ture such a trade off would represent if the victims were their own citi-
zens. Although respect for indigenous processes through the principles
of complementarity and subsidiarity is vital if the international justice
system is to retain its credibility, accountability imposed in a sensitive,
situation-specific and principled manner remains a fundamental corner-
stone of transitional justice.

Amnesty and imperialism

The critique is sometimes offered that the notion of an international
criminal justice system is a Western one, insensitive to Eastern, Islamic
or other non-Western sensibilities. However, modern writers on the sub-
ject correctly point to Chinese, Islamic and Hindu traditions that under-
score the universal values enshrined in the prohibition of jus cogens
crimes that shock the conscience of humankind.17 Unlike human rights
law, which has a comprehensive agenda, international criminal law (at
least as regards jus cogens crimes) limits its concern, for the most part,
to ‘‘the most serious crimes of concern to the international community
as a whole’’,18 avoiding perhaps some of the difficulties human rights
lawyers face when they argue universality in the face of national legal
rules challenging the international standards asserted.

What is probably a fair critique, however, is that the enforcement of
international criminal law depends upon a combination of force and po-
litical power, and is often influenced by the foreign policy agenda of pow-
erful states. Just as rich and powerful citizens may dominate a national
legal system, wealthy and powerful countries such as the United States
may not only influence which cases are brought but, perhaps even more
problematically, may refuse to permit the application of international
criminal law to themselves and their nationals, even when insisting it
should be applied to others. This is evinced by the Statute of the Iraqi
Special Tribunal, which permits an Iraqi Court (originally established
under US occupation) to exercise jurisdiction over Saddam Hussein and
his associates for violations of international humanitarian law and gross
violations of human rights, but deprives it of jurisdiction over US soldiers
or civilians accused of mistreating Iraqi detainees in Iraqi prisons such as
Abu Ghraib.19 Clearly, the imperialism evinced by this double standard
in the application of legal rules decreases the legitimacy of the entire en-
deavour; but it would be a mistake to confuse the tu quoque defence with
a principle of justice. As Justice Robert Jackson argued in his opening
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statement at Nuremberg, those credibly accused of the commission of
human rights atrocities may be ‘‘hard pressed’’ if called to account before
the bar of justice, but they are certainly not ‘‘ill-used’’.20
Similarly, imperialism often taints the argument that one should ‘‘trade

justice for peace’’ in order to end a conflict quickly. While it may be cor-
rect that in some highly exceptional cases, exile or amnesty will serve both
the long- and short-term interests of peace, the exception easily becomes
the rule, with highly corrosive effects on the rule of law, as well as inter-
national peace and security.
Take the Saddam Hussein example, invoked above. Implicit in the

challenge to those who insist on bringing Hussein to justice are three as-
sumptions: first, that the departure of Hussein from Iraq would have
stopped a US invasion of Iraq, a proposition that seems completely un-
likely (and even extraordinarily cynical) given the US insistence on re-
moving Iraq’s alleged weapons of mass destruction; second, the idea that
once out of the country, Hussein would cease his criminal activities and
lead a quiet life, posing no danger to anyone; and, finally, that US nego-
tiators are morally, legally and practically justified in determining whether
or not thousands of Iraqis are killed in a war launched by the United
States itself.
Regarding the last point, particularly in respect of any moral claim that

the US might make in trading Iraqi justice for a US peace, imagine if
General Pervez Musharraf of Pakistan offered Osama bin Laden amnesty
in exchange for a promise that he would cease and desist his terrorist
activities – would the families of those killed in the terrorist attacks of
11 September feel that General Musharraf had any moral or legal right
to trade their justice for peace? Even if by doing so, it could be argued
that future lives would be saved once bin Laden had stopped his terrorist
activities? Two different challenges, at least, might be raised to such a
proposition, the first being that we would not trust Osama to honour the
agreement; the second that such an agreement could embolden other
would-be terrorists by setting an example of impunity. Indeed, if amnesty
is generally an unacceptable proposition in cases of jus cogens crimes
committed against US nationals (although, once again, it might be impor-
tant to distinguish between lower level perpetrators and their leaders), it
is not clear why it would be acceptable for amnesties to be granted to
individuals who have ‘‘merely’’ victimized their own countrymen and
-women, unless, of course the country in question decided upon remedies
uniquely suited to its particular circumstances.
The Saddam Hussein example invoked in this chapter, is, of course,

atypical. The more usual scenario is one in which warlords or political
leaders insist upon amnesty as a condition of ceasing their criminal be-
haviour. Yet only South Africa can be evoked as an example of a suc-
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cessful transition to democratic and peaceful rule accompanied by the
grant of amnesties, and, in fact, this appears to be because of the unique
leadership, historical circumstances and ultimately the particularized con-
sideration of individual cases that accompanied the truth and reconcilia-
tion commission process.21 That is not to say that truth commissions are
not appropriate vehicles for transitional justice in many cases; only that
for at least the most culpable perpetrators, simply acknowledging the
crimes committed seems insufficient.

One reason that the criminal law has been invoked in such cases is be-
cause the behaviour is seen as pathological,22 with all that implies, and
the deaths and human rights abuses carried out are seen not as incidental
to a particular political strategy, but as the intentional commission of ter-
rible acts of cruelty.23 Blanket amnesties, particularly when issued by
leaders who have presided over the commission of atrocities to them-
selves and their followers, are, for the most part, simply self-serving dec-
larations by government officials exempting themselves from the reach of
the law. They represent an attempt to trump the application of rules of
law, and as such constitute a threat to both the legitimacy and the fair-
ness of the rules.24 In the poignant words of one Rwandan lawyer:

We are in the process of falling into the trap that these murderers have set for
us. This genocide is distinguished by the fact that a maximum number of people
have been implicated in the killings – there is talk of a million killers. The Hutu
extremists estimated that no court in the world could judge that many crimi-
nals, and they bet that they were going to get off. Are we going to say that
they’re right?25

As I have suggested elsewhere, perhaps in cases of mass atrocities crimi-
nal trials, particularly international criminal trials, should be required for
the leaders, while other mechanisms of accountability, including the use
of conditional amnesties, truth commissions, lustration laws, reparations,
counselling and other measures, may be appropriate for lower-level per-
petrators.26

The effect of amnesties for jus cogens crimes

The effect of domestic amnesties for jus cogens crimes

Before national courts

Recent jurisprudence of the International Court of Justice and the Special
Court for Sierra Leone suggests that a domestic amnesty is valid in
the state where granted, unless that state decides otherwise (through a
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regime change or otherwise).27 Whether or not those courts are correct
as a matter of law and state practice, clearly the situation before a court
in a third state is quite different. States seeking to exercise universal juris-
diction over perpetrators do so pursuant to internal legislation adapted
to that end. If faced with claims of a defendant’s immunity, granted by
domestic amnesty provisions, how should the state in question (the forum
state) respond?
With respect to amnesties or immunities granted by municipal law, the

first question to be answered is, What law applies? Public international
law has not yet developed a system of conflicts of laws to address this
question, because it is largely operating under the Lotus paradigm: every
state being an independent sovereign, every state may apply its law to a
problem unless there is some rule prohibiting it from doing so.28 More-
over, many states refuse to enforce foreign public law, and would con-
sider criminal proceedings as well as amnesty laws ‘‘public’’, applying
what one writer has dubbed the ‘‘public law taboo’’.29 Yet to the extent
that national courts are using universal jurisdiction as the bases for the
trial of perpetrators that otherwise have no connection to the forum,30
they are already applying, through the medium of international law, an
exception to the rule that penal jurisdiction is generally territorial in
character. Thus, the national court exercising universal jurisdiction has a
dual role: to apply and interpret national law, and to effectively sit as a
court of the international community, applying international legal norms.
Thus, in considering what effect a national amnesty should have before a
foreign court, it is appropriate to consider whether the applicable law
should be the law of the forum state, the law of the state granting the
defendant immunity, the law of the state of the defendant’s nationality,
the law of the state upon whose territory the crimes were committed
(the territorial state) or international law to resolve the question.
While a full treatment of this subject is beyond the scope of this chap-

ter, I will nonetheless suggest some general parameters that may be of
use. To begin with, surely, it would be paradoxical for the forum state
to use the law of the state granting immunity as the measure of its own
exercise of universal jurisdiction. First, as most of these crimes are com-
mitted in internal conflicts by regimes in power, the state granting immu-
nity will typically be the state of the defendant’s nationality as well as the
territorial state. Since the defendant will presumably have violated clear
norms of international law, there can be no issue relating to nullum cri-
men, nullum poena sine lege – no punishment without law – if an amnesty
granted after the crime’s commission is ultimately ineffective if the defen-
dant travels abroad.31 Moreover, many immunities are granted by re-
gimes to themselves just before they step down, or are extracted from a
successor regime with threats of rebellion and violence. The former situ-
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ation is a classic example of law that is blatantly self-interested and prob-
ably illegitimate. The second situation, while involving amnesties granted
by a presumably legitimate government, could appear to be an illegal
contract, void ab initio, if the beneficiary seeks to enforce it, as against
public policy and extracted by duress.32 Indeed, both the SCSL and,
more recently, the Supreme Court of Mexico both came to the conclusion
that a domestic amnesty granted as regards a jus cogens33 crime cannot
affect the jurisdiction of a third state.

Assuming then that it is not a state other than the forum state whose
law should govern the question whether the amnesty or other immunity
is valid, the choices remaining are the law of the forum and international
law. I discuss the last possibility first. The international law criminalizing
gross abuses of human rights has developed considerably since World
War II. The explicit thesis of this chapter is that the substantive norms,
whether initially established by treaty or by custom, are well-established
norms of customary international law, and indeed, jus cogens norms that
are non-derogable in nature.34 This position appears to be confirmed by
most recent state court decisions, and was reaffirmed during the Rome
Diplomatic Conference to establish the ICC, where most governments
were comfortable codifying these norms and applying them universally
in the event the Security Council referred a particular case to the Court.
A state investigating a non-national for one of these crimes pursuant to
an exercise of universal jurisdiction is thus applying, through the medium
of its national law, international law. What is not clear is whether the
state is bound, in the absence of a specific treaty obligation, to apply in-
ternational rules related to the substantive norm. The most that can be
said is that there is at least some evidence that a state is required to do
so, at least as to certain rules.

First, the Charter and judgment of the International Military Tribunal
at Nuremberg clearly affirmed the primacy of international law over na-
tional law, at least insofar as crimes against peace, war crimes and crimes
against humanity were concerned.35 The Charter essentially abolished
the defence of superior orders, and was explicit in rejecting municipal
law as a defence to an international crime. The Nuremberg principles
were adopted in a resolution by the United Nations General Assembly
in 1946,36 and have not been seriously questioned since. It would seem
odd for international law to prime national law, only for national law to
extinguish the legal obligation imposed either through the application of
a statute of limitations, amnesty or some other form of domestic immu-
nity. Although there was some doubt as to whether a rule concerning
the statute of limitations existed in customary international law,37 that
doubt would seem to be laid to rest after the widespread adoption of the
Rome Statute, which provides that the crimes therein do not expire.38
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Moreover, recently some jurisdictions have been adopting provisions
abolishing the Statute of Limitations as regards at least certain jus cogens
crimes.39 Similarly, the issue of superior orders is clearly addressed in the
Rome Statute, and its widespread adoption by states will presumably
create clear legal rules on those issues. Thus, although the manner in
which international law is applied by states is generally a question of na-
tional law, given that these particular rules of international law appear to
be inextricably intertwined with the application of a jus cogens norm of
fundamental importance, the better rule would be that national legal sys-
tems are bound, as a matter of international law, to apply international,
and not national, rules regarding superior orders and statutes of limita-
tion.40
Head of state immunity presents a slightly different problem,41 for if

international law abolishes head of state immunity as regards the interna-
tional prosecution of current, as well as former, heads of state, national
prosecutions of current leaders (unlike their predecessors) might unduly
strain the international legal system, which is still premised largely on the
sovereign equality of states. The International Court of Justice took this
view in its recent decision in Congo v. Belgium and the decision on the
immunity of Charles Taylor of the Special Court for Sierra Leone ap-
pears compatible with these views.42
I turn now to the last issue, the difficult question of amnesty, either de

facto or de jure. International law (by treaty) appears to reject the possi-
bility of amnesties for genocide, grave breaches of the 1949 Geneva
Conventions, torture and perhaps other serious crimes committed in in-
ternational armed conflict.43 However, with respect to crimes against hu-
manity and other war crimes, the law may be less clear. If we reject the
law of the State granting the amnesty as a source of law to apply (for the
reasons given above or through a simple refusal to accord the amnesty
any extraterritorial effect), we must assume the relevant law to be the na-
tional law of the forum state.44 Of course, it is quite likely, however, that
the forum state may not have any law on the question, for its legislature
probably has not considered the problem. Thus, the remainder of this
section proposes some policy considerations that a court in the forum
state might use in evaluating a foreign amnesty, keeping in mind that it
will need to balance the international community’s interest in pursuing
justice against concerns of comity and the importance of respecting the
difficult choices a particular jurisdiction has made as to how it will treat
the perpetrators of past atrocities.
Courts in the forum state should keep in mind that amnesties are dis-

favoured, perhaps even illegal, in international law. Moreover, to permit
national amnesties to extinguish obligations imposed by international law
would seem contrary to the foundational principles of international crim-
inal law, and stand in opposition to the clear weight of authority and
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much of the state and international practice emerging in this field. This
should create a presumption that the forum state should refuse to accept
the amnesty. This presumption would be rebuttable, however, in specific
cases. First, even the ICC Statute does not prohibit amnesties per se. In-
stead, as noted earlier, it leaves open the possibility that some amnesties
might serve the interests of justice. Assuming the decision is made in good
faith, national fora presumably may do the same. Their courts may al-
ready be overburdened, the defendant may have already been placed
‘‘in jeopardy’’ of criminal prosecution elsewhere, or comity may require
that the forum state abstain from prosecution in a specific case, particu-
larly with respect to conditional amnesties that have resulted from a care-
fully negotiated and potentially fragile agreement entered into as part of a
transition to democracy. Of course, a state may use other filtering mech-
anisms in evaluating the viability of a particular exercise of universal ju-
risdiction, such as the ‘‘subsidiarity principle’’ suggested by the Spanish
courts in their recent jurisprudence,45 or the exercise of prosecutorial dis-
cretion, as Belgium’s universal jurisdiction law provides.46 In the United
States, US conflicts principles or the doctrine of comity may be employed
to determine when and under what circumstances a US court should en-
tertain a prosecution of a foreign national if that individual invokes a for-
eign amnesty.47 Indeed, assuming the decision of the forum state is made
without the influence of political pressure, and pursuant to sound juris-
prudential reasoning, a case-by-case approach to the problem of amnes-
ties serves the interest of justice more than a per se rule.

Before concluding this section, it is worth noting that the conundrum
posited by the application of international law by national legal systems
is not new. All legal systems involving multiple and overlapping courts
must address this problem, and it is a particularly interesting feature of
both horizontal and vertical transjudicial process. This is evidenced by
the Erie doctrine elaborated by the United States Supreme Court to
govern the application of state law by federal courts, and by the Euro-
pean Court of Justice (ECJ) regarding the application of European law
by national courts (the reverse situation). Indeed, faced with the dispa-
rate application of EU law by national courts, the ECJ has developed
doctrines that require national courts to apply EU law, but allow them a
certain degree of discretion in how they do so. A central point in the
ECJ’s jurisprudence, however, which US law also underscores, is that a
national court’s application of procedural rules to an EU cause of action
may not discriminate against the application of Community law, or com-
pletely vitiate the substantive right, or render the right impossible to ex-
ercise in practice.48

The relationship between EU courts and national courts, and between
federal and state courts in the United States, are of course quite differ-
ent from the diffuse and relatively informal links that characterize the
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relationship of national courts to each other, to other international tribu-
nals such as the ICTY and ICTR and to the International Criminal Court
and the International Court of Justice. The treaties establishing the Euro-
pean Communities and the European Union form a nascent constitution
constraining the member states, the communities and the European
Union in a much more formal and legal relationship than exists in the in-
ternational arena. Similarly, the balance between the federal and state
courts in the United States is governed by a written constitution. Never-
theless, as the international legal system matures, and takes on its own
constitutional form, it may be instructive to consider case law elaborated
in two well-developed two-tier legal systems as a guide to doctrines that
might ultimately be useful to international criminal law.

Before international courts and tribunals

The international jurisprudence on the subject appears uniform on this
point: domestic amnesties, whatever their legality ab initio, cannot immu-
nize an accused faced with prosecution before an international court. It
is interesting to note that the Courts so opining have yet to provide
much in the way of a ratio decidendi for their holdings;49 however, it is
this author’s contention that national amnesties have no play before in-
ternational courts for at least two reasons. First, the problem of frictions
between sovereigns in a horizontal relationship of full equality simply
does not exist in the international context. Second, given the primacy
and hierarchical status of the norms as jus cogens, it has been true since
the Nuremberg trials that international courts exercising (international)
universal jurisdiction50 have not been bound by municipal law that would
serve as an obstacle to prosecution. That is, the holdings of the Interna-
tional Court of Justice and the Special Court for Sierra Leone, as well as
the many national court decisions and commentaries to the same effect,
rest on an understanding of the international legal order as autonomous
from and existing in a vertical relationship to (at least for these purposes)
sovereign states. Thus, the status of amnesties for jus cogens crimes,
while seemingly banal, raises fundamental questions concerning the
structure and function of the global constitutional order.

The effect of transnational amnesties (exile) for jus cogens crimes

The question posed by this section is a simple one: what is the legal status
of an individual accused of a jus cogens crime, who has sought and been
given refuge in a third state? This is not so much a question of interna-
tional law but of common sense: the short answer appears to be that the
individual may benefit from the grant of asylum within the state of refuge
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under the constitutional system in place there, but presumably could not
travel with his immune status, for it would cease to have any effect out-
side the territory of the state of refuge. Given that criminal laws are gen-
erally laws of territorial application, surely it cannot be that by granting
immunity to Charles Taylor in Nigeria, for example, or to Idi Amin in
Saudi Arabia, the prescriptive jurisdiction of the territorial state has been
in any way affected. Thus, the effect of a transnational amnesty (exile) in
the territorial state (or presumably any third state as well), would appear
to be null. Similarly, as is the case with domestic amnesties before inter-
national courts, presumably any grant of exile has no legal effect before
an international court (as the Special Court for Sierra Leone held by im-
plication in the Charles Taylor case).51

The effect of international amnesties for jus cogens crimes

The question arises whether individual responsibility for the commission
of international crimes can be abrogated by treaty or even by the Secu-
rity Council itself. As regards the effect of an ‘‘amnesty treaty’’ in na-
tional courts, some interesting questions arise. Although there is some
contention on this point, it is currently the practice of the United Nations
to reject amnesty for crimes against humanity and genocide (and presum-
ably serious violations of international humanitarian law, as well).52 We
have, of course, already seen that amnesty is disfavoured in state practice
and by international courts. Moreover, most international criminal law
treaties, particularly the Rome Statute, the Genocide Convention, the
Torture Convention, the Grave Breaches provisions of the Geneva Con-
ventions and many anti-terrorism treaties, arguably prohibit amnesties by
their requirement that offenders must be punished. Thus, presumably this
problem will not surface extensively. However, if immunity is granted
pursuant to a treaty to which the forum state is not a party, it is difficult
to see why it should or would apply. Indeed, implicit in the amnesty opin-
ion of the SCSL is a holding that the agreement is binding upon the
parties – just not upon the Special Court. Thus, in principle it seems pos-
sible that states could bind themselves by an international agreement
to that effect, not to engage in criminal prosecutions of each others na-
tionals, even for the commission of jus cogens crimes. On the other hand,
given that the crimes are covered by peremptory norms of international
law, and that most international instruments either defining them or cre-
ating adjudicatory mechanisms state that a duty to prosecute such crimes
exists, it may be that such a treaty is against international public policy
and would be as void as a treaty permitting the commission of those
crimes in the first place. As we saw above, in such case, although the
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amnesties might be enforceable in the territorial state, presumably they
would have no effect in a third state or before an international court or
tribunal.
If we suppose, however, that the Security Council has in some way

countenanced the grant of exile, or, acting pursuant to its Chapter 7
powers, ordered an amnesty, the question becomes more difficult. If the
Resolution is adopted pursuant to Chapter 7 of the Charter and directed
to all Member States, pursuant to Article 25 of the Charter, all states
would be required to comply with the amnesty agreement.53 The ques-
tion remains whether such a resolution would be ultra vires. (And, of
course, even if it were beyond the Council’s powers, would any remedy
be available to a state wishing to contest the Council’s actions?) This pos-
sibility appears much more probable than an ‘‘amnesty treaty’’ because
the recent practice of the Security Council has been to accept (at least in
some cases), language in Council resolutions that may immunize nationals
of certain countries from prosecution for the commission of jus cogens
crimes. Indeed, frustrated with its inability to obtain immunity under cus-
tomary international law and before the ICC, the US has turned to the
Security Council as a vehicle to immunize US nationals from the reach
of international criminal law. The most recent example is Resolution
1593, which grants contributing states exclusive jurisdiction over their
nationals for all ‘‘alleged acts or omissions arising out of or related to
operations in Sudan’’.54 In this case, the territorial state (Sudan) is de-
prived of jurisdiction, even if the contributing state declines to investigate
allegations of war crimes.
When acting under Chapter 7, the Security Council is limited to the

powers granted it pursuant to the UN Charter, and the International
Court of Justice has suggested that its actions are not above the law.55
On the other hand, the ICJ has never invalidated a Security Council Res-
olution.56 Moreover, Article 16 of the ICC’s Statute appears to grant the
Council a role in criminal prosecutions in conjunction with its mandate to
promote international peace. Article 16 provides that the Council may
stop a prosecution from proceeding (for one year) by affirmatively voting
to do so.57 This may suggest that the granting of an amnesty is somehow
perceived by the international community as properly within the ambit of
the Council’s powers; or, given how narrowly it constrains the Council, it
could be seen as only a small concession to the Council granted to cover
an emergency situation. Certainly, a territorial State might wish to chal-
lenge such a Security Council Resolution; as to the amnesty’s status be-
fore an international court, it is unclear how the ICC, for example, would
treat an amnesty imposed pursuant to Security Council Resolution, al-
though the Court would presumably think hard before disregarding it out
of hand.58
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Conclusion

Societies in transition are messy places, in which delivering justice is a
difficult, laborious and often frustrating process. Large numbers of perpe-
trators, overwhelmed institutions, poverty and weak social cohesion may
make the process of bringing perpetrators to book extraordinarily diffi-
cult, even impossible, particularly in the most ideal forum, the country in
which the crimes were perpetrated. In such a case, international assis-
tance, and probably international prosecutions, will be a vital component
of restoring peace and combating impunity. Indeed, international law may
take on a pivotal role, offering an ‘‘alternate construction of law that, de-
spite substantial political change, is continuous and enduring’’.59

Yet international criminal justice is not and should not be a ‘‘one size
fits all’’ proposition, nor is it a panacea for the world’s ills. The South Af-
rican experience suggests that although the criminal law is an important
tool, where a society is able to come together in a democratic process and
engage in deliberation concerning the fate of perpetrators of atrocities
under a former regime, some of which may be prosecuted, others not,
that decision should be respected. Yet the exception must not be taken
for the rule: both state and international practice now suggest that exile
and amnesty is a largely unacceptable response to the commission of jus
cogens crimes.

Although it may be, as the Special Court for Sierra Leone has held, that
amnesties, even for the commission of jus cogens crimes, are lawful in the
territorial state, a conclusion that at least some courts and commentators
have challenged, the cases to date have unanimously concluded that the
amnesties cannot ‘‘travel’’ with efficacy to other jurisdictions, and, in
particular, are without force before international courts and tribunals.
Indeed, whether that practice has crystallized as an absolute legal prohi-
bition almost seems of decreasing importance, given the transnational
legal process of norm construction that increasingly renders it politically
and socially unacceptable (even if not illegal per se) in virtually all cases
to promote impunity. The current practice of some governments, and
particularly the United States, to reject accountability in certain cir-
cumstances thus appears either opportunistic or maybe even cynical,
representing not so much a real challenge to this emerging norm of inter-
national law and politics, but an assertion of raw power. As such, offers
of asylum to Saddam Hussein and Charles Taylor, for example, do not
suggest the emergence of a new paradigm but instead embody probably
unacceptable exceptions to the rule.60

Individuals, as well as societies, appear to seek justice just as intently as
they seek peace. Survivors pursue their tormentors across long periods of
space and time, often waiting years until conditions permit their cause to
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be heard. As a result, the efforts by international negotiators to swap am-
nesty for peace appear to offer little more than a temporary respite for
international criminals, and have little staying power outside the country
where negotiated. Moreover, what longitudinal case studies we have sug-
gest that our intuitions about amnesties are correct – that they promote a
culture of impunity in which violence remains the norm rather than the
exception. In light of these practical realities, arguments that amnesties
may contribute to or be necessary for peace seem to have little moral or
persuasive force.

Notes

1. On the evening of 17 March 2003, President Bush declared, ‘‘Saddam Hussein and his
sons must leave Iraq within 48 hours’’, or war would result. W. A. Ross and A. Langley
(2003) ‘‘White House Still Hopes Saddam Hussein Will Choose Exile’’, US Mission to
the European Union, available from http://www.useu.be/Categories/GlobalAffairs/Iraq/
Mar1803USSaddamExile.html (last visited 17 February 2005). Donald Rumsfeld, US
Secretary of Defense, suggested that the ‘‘senior leadership’’ in Iraq and their families
should be afforded safe haven in some other country to avoid the prospect of war. Late-
line (2003) ‘‘US Offers Exile to Saddam Hussein’’, Australian Broadcasting Cor-
poration, 20 February, available from http://www.abc.net.au/lateline/s789392.html (last
visited 20 January 2004).

2. Taylor arrived in Calabar, Nigeria, with his wife, daughters and a large entourage in
August 2003. According to news reports, the US government supported Taylor’s exile,
believing that it would save lives (BBC News (2003) ‘‘U.S. Denies Charles Taylor
Bounty’’, 13 November, available from http://newsvote.bbc.co.uk/mpapps/pagetools/
print/news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/africa/326607), and opposed Congressional efforts to
offer a US$2 million bounty for his capture, and to force Nigeria to extradite Taylor to
the Special Court for Sierra Leone pursuant to an indictment issued by that court.
CBSNews.com (2003) ‘‘Taylor: Fugitive, or Exile?’’, 14 November, available from
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2003/11/14/world/printable583572. Taylor was ultimately
rendered to the Special Court for Sierra Leone, and his trial will begin summer 2007.

3. G. Marx (2004) ‘‘Haitians in a Vise of Nature, Politics: Weeks after Floods Killed at
least 1,900 in Gonaives, Relief Efforts Have Faltered in a Climate of Violence Over
Who Should Rule’’, Chicago Tribune, 25 November.

4. Although the US administration currently opposes the International Criminal Court
(see, for example, L. N. Sadat (2003) ‘‘Summer in Rome, Spring in the Hague, Winter
in Washington?: U.S. Policy Towards the International Criminal Court’’, Wisconsin In-

ternational Law Journal 21: 557), US leadership was critical to the establishment of the
ICTY and ICTR, the SCSL and even, arguably, in bringing the Sudan situation to the
UN Security Council. W. Hoge (2005) ‘‘U.N. Will Refer Darfur Crimes to Court in
Hague’’, International Herald Tribune, 2–3 April.

5. J. Alvarez (1999) ‘‘Crimes of State/Crimes of Hate: Lessons from Rwanda’’, Yale Jour-

nal of International Law 24: 385; M. A. Drumbl (2005) ‘‘Collective Violence and Indi-
vidual Punishment: The Criminality of Mass Atrocity’’, Northwestern University Law

Review 99: 539; D. Wippman (1999) ‘‘Atrocities, Deterrence, and the Limits of Interna-
tional Justice’’, Fordham International Law Journal 23: 473. See also E. Bradley (1998)

240 LEILA NADYA SADAT



‘‘In Search for Justice: A Truth in Reconciliation [sic] Commission for Rwanda’’, Jour-
nal of International Law and Practice 7: 129.

6. See, for example, Sadat, ‘‘Summer in Rome’’.
7. It did not, however, find the amnesty invalid per se. Prosecutor v. Kallon & Kamara,

Decision on Challenge to Jurisdiction: Lomé Accord Amnesty, Case Nos. SCSL-2004-
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Trading justice for peace: The
contemporary law and policy debate

Michael P. Scharf

During the 2006 trial of Saddam Hussein before the Iraqi High Tribunal,
his lawyer, Khalil al-Dulaimi, gave an interview to the New York Times
in which he described the unusual defence strategy. Al-Dulaimi noted
that the defence was convinced that Saddam would be found guilty and
that his best chance was therefore to use the proceedings to inflame the
insurgency and prolong the trial, so that in the end the United States
would agree to set Saddam free in return for his help in restoring peace
to Iraq.1 This idea was not completely far-fetched, considering that three
years earlier, on the eve of the 2003 invasion of Iraq, President George
W. Bush had offered to call off the attack if Saddam Hussein and his top
lieutenants would agree to relinquish power and go into exile.2 Working
through President Hosni Mubarak of Egypt, the United States had
actively pursued the matter with several Middle East countries, ulti-
mately persuading Bahrain to agree to provide sanctuary to Hussein if
he accepted the deal.3 When Hussein rejected the proposal, Bush prom-
ised that the Iraqi leader would be forced from power and prosecuted as
a war criminal.4
Admittedly, thousands of lives could have been spared if Hussein had

accepted the 2003 deal, and perhaps such a deal at the end of his trial in
2006 would also have had the potential to save lives. But, at the risk of
being accused of blindly embracing Kant’s prescription that ‘‘justice must
be done even should the heavens fall’’,5 this essay argues that it was in-
appropriate for the Bush Administration even to make the 2003 offer,
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and that if implemented an exile-for-peace deal involving Saddam Hus-
sein would have seriously undermined the Geneva Conventions and the
Genocide Convention, which require prosecution of alleged offenders
without exception.

A few months after the 2003 invasion of Iraq, US officials helped
broker a deal whereby Liberian President Charles Taylor, who had
been indicted for crimes against humanity by the Special Court for Sierra
Leone, agreed to give up power and was allowed to flee to Nigeria,
where he received asylum.6 At the time, forces opposed to Taylor, which
had taken over most of the country, were on the verge of attacking the
capital city Monrovia, and tens of thousands of civilian casualties were
forecast. The exile deal averted the crisis and set the stage for insertion
of a UN peacekeeping mission that stabilized the country and set it on
a path to peace and democracy.7 In contrast to the Hussein case, the
Taylor arrangement did not in any way violate international law. This
essay explains why international law should treat the two situations dif-
ferently, prohibiting exile and asylum for Saddam Hussein while permit-
ting such a justice-for-peace exchange in the case of Charles Taylor.

This is one of the first scholarly pieces in recent years to focus on the
significant issue of exile. Scholarship on the analogous issue of amnesty
has been written largely from the point of view of aggressive advocates
of international justice, whose writing is based on the assumption that
the widespread state practice favouring amnesties constitutes a violation
of, rather than a reflection of, international law in this area.8 Before ana-
lysing the relevant legal principles, the essay begins with an examination
of the practical considerations that counsel for and against the practice of
‘‘trading justice for peace.’’ Next, using the Saddam Hussein and Charles
Taylor cases as a focal point, the essay analyses the relevant international
instruments that require prosecution under limited circumstances. This is
followed by a critique of the popular view that customary international
law and the principle of jus cogens broadly prohibit actions that prevent
prosecution of crimes under international law. The essay establishes that
there does not yet exist a customary international law rule requiring
prosecution of war crimes in internal armed conflict or crimes against hu-
manity, but that there is a duty to prosecute in the case of grave breaches
of the Geneva Conventions, the crime of genocide and torture. Where the
duty to prosecute does apply, it is important that states and international
organizations honour it, lest they signal disrespect for the important trea-
ties from which the duty arises, potentially putting their own citizens at
risk and generally undermining the rule of law.

TRADING JUSTICE FOR PEACE 247



Practical considerations

Interests favouring exile, asylum and amnesty

Notwithstanding the popular catch phrase of the 1990s – ‘‘no peace
without justice’’ – achieving peace and obtaining justice are sometimes
incompatible goals – at least in the short term. In order to end an inter-
national or internal conflict, negotiations often must be held with the very
leaders who are responsible for war crimes and crimes against humanity.
When this is the case, insisting on criminal prosecutions can prolong the
conflict, resulting in more deaths, destruction and human suffering.9
Reflecting this reality, during the past 30 years Angola, Argentina,

Brazil, Cambodia, Chile, El Salvador, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras, Ivory
Coast, Nicaragua, Peru, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Togo and Uruguay
have each, as part of a peace arrangement, granted amnesty to members
of the former regime that committed international crimes within their re-
spective borders.10 With respect to five of these countries – Cambodia, El
Salvador, Haiti, Sierra Leone and South Africa – ‘‘the United Nations it-
self pushed for, helped negotiate, or endorsed the granting of amnesty as
a means of restoring peace and democratic government’’.11
In addition to amnesty (which immunizes the perpetrator from domes-

tic prosecution), exile and asylum in a foreign country (which puts the
perpetrator out of the jurisdictional reach of domestic prosecution)12 is
often used to induce regime change, with the blessing and involvement
of significant states and the United Nations. Peace negotiators call this
the ‘‘Napoleonic Option’’, in reference to the treatment of French em-
peror Napoleon Bonaparte who, after his defeat at Waterloo in 1815,
was exiled to St Helena rather than face trial or execution.13 More re-
cently, a number of dictators have been granted sanctuary abroad in re-
turn for relinquishing power. Thus, for example, Ferdinand Marcos fled
the Philippines for Hawaii; Jean-Claude ‘‘Baby Doc’’ Duvalier fled Haiti
for France; Mengisthu Haile Miriam fled Ethiopia for Zimbabwe; Idi
Amin fled Uganda for Saudi Arabia; General Raoul Cédras fled Haiti
for Panama; and Charles Taylor fled Liberia for exile in Nigeria – a deal
negotiated by the United States and UN envoy Jacques Klein.14
As Payam Akhavan, then Legal Adviser to the Office of the Prosecutor

of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia, ob-
served a decade ago: ‘‘It is not unusual in the political stage to see the
metamorphosis of yesterday’s war monger into today’s peace broker.’’15
This is because, unless the international community is willing to use force
to topple a rogue regime, cooperation of the leaders is needed to bring
about peaceful regime change and put an end to violations of interna-
tional humanitarian law. Yet, it is not realistic to expect them to agree to
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a peace settlement if, directly following the agreement, they would find
themselves or their close associates facing potential life imprisonment.

In brokering the Charles Taylor exile deal, the United States and
United Nations were particularly encouraged by the success of similar
amnesty/exile for peace arrangements relating to Haiti and South Africa
in the 1990s. From 1990 to 1994, Haiti was ruled by a military regime
headed by General Raoul Cédras and Brigadier General Philippe
Biamby, which executed over 3,000 civilian political opponents and tor-
tured scores of others.16 The United Nations mediated negotiations at
Governors Island in New York Harbor, in which the military leaders
agreed to relinquish power and permit the return of the democratically
elected President (Jean-Bertrand Aristide) in return for a full amnesty
for the members of the regime and a lifting of the economic sanctions im-
posed by the UN Security Council.17 Under pressure from the United
Nations mediators, Aristide agreed to the amnesty clause of the Gover-
nors Island Agreement.18 The Security Council immediately ‘‘declared
[its] readiness to give the fullest possible support to the Agreement
signed on Governors Island’’,19 which it later said constitutes ‘‘the only
valid framework for the resolution of the crisis in Haiti’’.20 When the
military leaders initially failed to comply with the Governors Island
Agreement, on 31 July 1994, the Security Council took the extreme step
of authorizing an invasion of Haiti by a multinational force.21 On the
eve of the invasion on 18 September 1994, a deal was struck, whereby
General Cédras agreed to retire his command and accept exile in re-
sponse to a general amnesty voted into law by the Haitian parliament
and an offer by Panama to provide him asylum.22

The amnesty deal had its desired effect: The democratically elected
Aristide was permitted to return to Haiti and reinstate a civilian govern-
ment, the military leaders left the country for sanctuary in Panama, much
of the military surrendered their arms, and most of the human rights
abuses promptly ended – all with practically no bloodshed or resis-
tance.23 Although the situation in Haiti has once again deteriorated,
with a wave of violent protests and strikes erupting in 2004, the more re-
cent problems were due largely to President Aristide’s mismanagement
and corruption, not the fact that the military leaders escaped punishment
ten years earlier.24

South Africa stands as another success story, indicating the potential
value of trading justice for peace. From 1960 to 1994, thousands of black
South Africans were persecuted and mistreated under that country’s
apartheid system. With the prospect of a bloody civil war looming over
negotiations, ‘‘the outgoing leaders made some form of amnesty for those
responsible for the regime a condition for the peaceful transfer to a fully
democratic society’’.25 The leaders of the majority black population
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decided that the commitment to afford amnesty was a fair price for a rela-
tively peaceful transition to full democracy.26 In accordance with the ne-
gotiated settlement between the major parties, on 19 July 1995, the South
African Parliament created a Truth and Reconciliation Commission, con-
sisting of a Committee on Human Rights Violations, a Committee on
Amnesty and a Committee on Reparation and Rehabilitation.27 Under
this process, amnesty would be available only to individuals who person-
ally applied for it and who disclosed fully the facts of their apartheid
crimes. After conducting 140 public hearings and considering 20,000 writ-
ten and oral submissions, the South African Truth Commission published
a 2,739-page report of its findings on 29 October 1998.28 Most observers
believe the amnesty in South Africa headed off increasing tensions and a
potential civil war.
It is a common misconception that trading amnesty or exile for peace is

equivalent to the absence of accountability and redress.29 As in the Hai-
tian and South African situations described above, amnesties can be tied
to accountability mechanisms that are less invasive than domestic or in-
ternational prosecution. Ever more frequently in the aftermath of an
amnesty- or exile-for-peace deal, the concerned governments have made
monetary reparations to the victims and their families, established truth
commissions to document the abuses (and sometimes identify perpetra-
tors by name) and instituted employment bans and purges (referred to as
‘‘lustration’’) that keep such perpetrators from positions of public trust.30
While not the same as criminal prosecution, these mechanisms do encom-
pass much of what justice is intended to accomplish: prevention, deter-
rence, punishment and rehabilitation. Indeed, some experts believe that
these mechanisms do not just constitute ‘‘a second best approach’’ when
prosecution is impracticable, but that in many situations they may be bet-
ter suited to achieving the aims of justice.31

Factors favouring prosecution

Although providing amnesty and exile to perpetrators may be an effec-
tive way to induce regime change without having to resort to force, there
are several important countervailing considerations favouring prosecu-
tion that suggest amnesty/exile should be a bargaining tool of last resort
reserved only for extreme situations. In particular, prosecuting leaders
responsible for violations of international humanitarian law is necessary
to discourage future human rights abuses, deter vigilante justice and rein-
force respect for law and the new democratic government.
While prosecutions might initially provoke resistance, many analysts

believe that national reconciliation cannot take place as long as justice is
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foreclosed. As Professor Cherif Bassiouni, then Chairman of the UN
Investigative Commission for Yugoslavia, stated in 1996, ‘‘if peace is not
intended to be a brief interlude between conflicts’’, then it must be ac-
companied by justice.32

Failure to prosecute leaders responsible for human rights abuses breeds
contempt for the law and encourages future violations. The UN Commis-
sion on Human Rights and its Sub-Commission on Prevention of Dis-
crimination and Protection of Minorities have concluded that impunity is
one of the main reasons for the continuation of grave violations of human
rights throughout the world.33 Fact-finding reports on Chile and El Sal-
vador indicate that the granting of amnesty or de facto impunity has led
to an increase in abuses in those countries.34

Further, history teaches that former leaders given amnesty or exile are
prone to recidivism, resorting to corruption and violence and becoming
a disruptive influence on the peace process. From his seaside villa in
Calabar, Nigeria, for example, Charles Taylor orchestrated a failed assas-
sination plot in 2005 against President Lansana Conte of Guinea, a neigh-
bouring country that had backed the rebel movement that forced Taylor
from power.35

What a new or reinstated democracy needs most is legitimacy, which
requires a fair, credible and transparent account of what took place and
who was responsible. Criminal trials (especially those involving proof of
widespread and systematic abuses) can generate a comprehensive record
of the nature and extent of violations, how they were planned and exe-
cuted, the fate of individual victims, who gave the orders and who carried
them out. While there are various means to develop the historic record of
such abuses, the most authoritative rendering of the truth is possible only
through the crucible of a trial that accords full due process. US Supreme
Court Justice Robert Jackson, the Chief Prosecutor at Nuremberg, un-
derscored the logic of this proposition when he reported that the most
important legacy of the Nuremberg trials was the documentation of Nazi
atrocities ‘‘with such authenticity and in such detail that there can be no
responsible denial of these crimes in the future’’.36 According to Jackson,
the establishment of an authoritative record of abuses that would endure
the test of time and withstand the challenge of revisionism required proof
of ‘‘incredible events by credible evidence’’.37

In addition to truth, there is a responsibility to provide justice. While a
state may appropriately forgive crimes against itself, such as treason or
sedition, serious crimes against persons, such as rape and murder, are
an altogether different matter. Holding the violators accountable for
their acts is a moral duty owed to the victims and their families. Prosecut-
ing and punishing the violators would give significance to the victims’

TRADING JUSTICE FOR PEACE 251



suffering and serve as a partial remedy for their injuries. Moreover, pros-
ecutions help restore victims’ dignity and prevent private acts of revenge
by those who, in the absence of justice, would take it into their own
hands.38
While prosecution and punishment can reinforce the value of law by

displacing personal revenge, failure to punish former leaders responsible
for widespread human rights abuses encourages cynicism about the rule
of law and distrust toward the political system. To the victims of human
rights crimes, amnesty or exile represents the ultimate in hypocrisy:
While they struggle to put their suffering behind them, those responsible
are allowed to enjoy a comfortable retirement. When those with power
are seen to be above the law, the ordinary citizen will never come to be-
lieve in the principle of the rule of law as a fundamental necessity in a
society transitioning to democracy.
Finally, where the United Nations or major countries give their impri-

matur to an amnesty or exile deal, there is a risk that leaders in other
parts of the world will be encouraged to engage in gross abuses. For ex-
ample, history records that the international amnesty given to the Turk-
ish officials responsible for the massacre of over 1 million Armenians
during World War I encouraged Adolf Hitler some 20 years later to con-
clude that Germany could pursue his genocidal policies with impunity. In
a 1939 speech to his reluctant General Staff, Hitler remarked, ‘‘Who after
all is today speaking about the destruction of the Armenians?’’39 Richard
Goldstone, the former Prosecutor of the International Criminal Tribunal
for the former Yugoslavia, has concluded that ‘‘the failure of the interna-
tional community to prosecute Pol Pot, Idi Amin, Saddam Hussein and
Mohammed Aidid, among others, encouraged the Serbs to launch their
policy of ethnic cleansing in the former Yugoslavia with the expectation
that they would not be held accountable for their international crimes’’.40
When the international community encourages or endorses an amnesty
or exile deal, it sends a signal to other rogue regimes that they have noth-
ing to lose by instituting repressive measures; if things start going badly,
they can always bargain away their responsibility for crimes by agreeing
to peace.

The limited international legal obligation to prosecute

In a few narrowly defined situations (described below) there is an in-
ternational legal obligation to prosecute regardless of the underlying
practical considerations. Where this is the case, failure to prosecute can
amount to an international breach. An amnesty or asylum given to the
members of the former regime could be invalidated in a proceeding be-
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fore either the state’s domestic courts41 or an international forum.42 In-
ternational support for such an amnesty or asylum deal would undermine
international respect for and adherence to the treaties that require pros-
ecution. Finally, it would be inappropriate for an international criminal
court to defer to a national amnesty or asylum in a situation where the
amnesty or asylum violates obligations contained in the very interna-
tional conventions that make up the court’s subject matter jurisdiction.

Crimes defined in international conventions

The prerogative of states to issue an amnesty or grant asylum for an of-
fence can be circumscribed by treaties to which the states are party. There
are several international conventions that clearly provide for a duty to
prosecute the humanitarian or human rights crimes defined therein, in-
cluding in particular the grave breaches provisions of the 1949 Geneva
Conventions,43 the Genocide Convention44 and the Torture Conven-
tion.45 When these Conventions are applicable, the granting of amnesty
or asylum to persons responsible for committing the crimes defined
therein would constitute a breach of a treaty obligation for which there
can be no excuse or exception. It is noteworthy, however, that these Con-
ventions were negotiated in the context of the Cold War and by design
apply only to a narrow range of situations, as such limitations were nec-
essary to ensure widespread adoption.

The 1949 Geneva Conventions

The four Geneva Conventions were negotiated in 1949 to codify, inter
alia, the international rules relating to the treatment of prisoners of war
and civilians during armed conflict and in occupied territory after a war.
Almost every country of the world is party to these conventions. Each
of the Geneva Conventions contains a specific enumeration of ‘‘grave
breaches’’, which are war crimes under international law for which there
is individual criminal liability and for which states have a corresponding
duty to prosecute or extradite. Grave breaches include wilful killing, tor-
ture or inhuman treatment, wilfully causing great suffering or serious in-
jury to body or health, extensive destruction of property not justified by
military necessity, wilfully depriving a civilian of the rights of fair and
regular trial and unlawful confinement of a civilian.46

Parties to the Geneva Conventions have an obligation to search for,
prosecute and punish perpetrators of grave breaches of the Geneva Con-
ventions, or to hand over such persons for trial by another state party.
The Commentary to the Geneva Conventions, which is the official history
of the negotiations leading to the adoption of these treaties, confirms that
the obligation to prosecute grave breaches is ‘‘absolute’’, meaning, inter
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alia, that state parties can under no circumstances grant perpetrators im-
munity or amnesty from prosecution for grave breaches of the Conven-
tions.47
It is important to recognize that while states or international tribunals

may prosecute persons who commit war crimes in internal armed conflicts,
the duty to prosecute grave breaches under the Geneva Conventions is
limited to the context of international armed conflict. Furthermore, there
is a high threshold of violence necessary to constitute a genuine armed
conflict, as distinct from lower level disturbances such as riots, isolated
and sporadic acts of fighting or unilateral abuses committed by a govern-
ment in the absence of widespread armed resistance by the target popu-
lation.48 Moreover, to be an international armed conflict, the situation
must constitute an armed conflict involving two or more states, or a par-
tial or total occupation of the territory of one state by another.49
In contrast to the duty to prosecute grave breaches occurring in an

international armed conflict, with respect to internal armed conflict am-
nesties are not only permitted, but are encouraged by Article 6(5) of
Additional Protocol II50 – a point the South African Constitutional
Court stressed in finding that the amnesties granted by the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission did not violate international law.51 The ratio-
nale for this provision is to encourage reconciliation, which is of greater
importance in non-international armed conflicts where patrolable inter-
national borders do not exist between former enemies. Thus, the Com-
mentary on the Protocol, prepared by the International Committee of
the Red Cross, states: ‘‘The object of this sub-paragraph is to encourage
gestures of reconciliation which can contribute to reestablishing normal
relations in the life of a nation which has been divided.’’52
The Geneva Conventions, then, would require prosecution of Saddam

Hussein for acts committed during the international armed conflicts in-
volving Iran, Kuwait and the 1991 Persian Gulf War. They would not,
however, require prosecution of Charles Taylor, who is accused only of
complicity in war crimes during the internal armed conflict in Sierra
Leone.

The Genocide Convention

Most of the countries of the world are party to the Genocide Convention,
which entered into force on 12 January 1952, and the International Court
of Justice has determined that the substantive provisions of the Conven-
tion constitute customary international law binding on all states.53 Like
the Geneva Conventions, the Genocide Convention provides an absolute
obligation to prosecute persons responsible for genocide as defined in the
Convention.54
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The Genocide Convention defines genocide as committing atrocities
‘‘with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or
religious group, as such’’.55

There are several important limitations inherent in this definition. First,
to constitute genocide, there must be proof that abuses were committed
with the specific intent required by the Genocide Convention. It is not
enough that abuses were intended to repress opposition; the intent must
be literally to destroy a group of people. Second, and even more impor-
tantly, the victims of such abuses must constitute a group of one of the
four specific types enumerated in the Genocide Convention, namely, na-
tional, ethnic, racial or religious. In this respect, it is noteworthy that the
drafters of the Genocide Convention deliberately excluded acts directed
against ‘‘political groups’’ from the Convention’s definition of genocide.56

The Genocide Convention would require prosecution of Saddam Hus-
sein, who has been accused of ordering attacks aimed at destroying the
Northern Iraqi Kurds and the Southern Iraqi Marsh Arabs as a people,
resulting in hundreds of thousands of casualties. Charles Taylor, in con-
trast, has not been accused of acts of genocide.

The Torture Convention

The Torture Convention entered into force on 26 June 1987, and cur-
rently has 138 parties.57 The Convention defines ‘‘torture’’ as

any act by which severe pain or suffering, whether physical or mental, is inten-
tionally inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from him or a third
person information or a confession, punishing him for an act he or a third per-
son has committed or is suspected of having committed, or intimidating or co-
ercing him or a third person, or for any reason based on discrimination of any
kind, when such pain or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation of or with
the consent or acquiescence of a public official or other person acting in an
official capacity. It does not include pain or suffering arising only from, inher-
ent in or incidental to lawful sanctions.58

The Torture Convention requires each state party to ensure that all acts
of torture are offences under its internal law59 and to establish its juris-
diction over such offences in cases where the accused is found in its terri-
tory,60 and if such a state does not extradite the alleged offender, the
Convention requires it to submit the case to its competent authorities
for the purpose of prosecution.61 Persons convicted of torture are to be
subjected to harsh sentences proportionate to the grave nature of the
offence.62

The Special Court for Sierra Leone charged Charles Taylor with com-
mitting crimes against humanity in Sierra Leone, including complicity in
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widespread and systematic acts of torture, from 1991 to 1999.63 Notably,
however, none of Sierra Leone (the state where the acts of torture oc-
curred), Liberia (the state of nationality of the accused) and Nigeria
(the state where Charles Taylor was given asylum) were parties to the
Torture Convention when the acts of torture in Sierra Leone were com-
mitted.64 And although the United States, which helped broker the exile-
for-peace deal, was a party to the Torture Convention during that time,
the requirements of the convention are not applicable to the United
States in this case because the acts of torture did not occur in US terri-
tory, the offender was not a national of the United States and the of-
fender was not present in US territory.65 Under the Vienna Convention
on the Law of Treaties, the provisions of a treaty ‘‘do not bind a party in
relation to any act or fact which took place . . . before the date of the entry
into force of the treaty with respect to that party’’.66 Consistent with the
Vienna Convention as well as the reasoning of the British High Court in
the Pinochet case, the obligations to prosecute and to refrain from taking
actions that would frustrate prosecution contained in the Torture Con-
vention were not applicable to the case of Charles Taylor because his
alleged involvement in acts of torture pre-dated the ratification of the
Convention by the relevant states.67
Still, some might argue that the Torture Convention is relevant to the

situation involving Charles Taylor based on the Committee against Tor-
ture’s 1990 decision concerning the Argentinean amnesty laws. In that
case, the Committee against Torture, which is the treaty body created by
the Torture Convention to facilitate its implementation, decided that
communications submitted by Argentinean citizens on behalf of their rel-
atives who had been tortured by Argentinean military authorities were
inadmissible because Argentina had ratified the Convention only after
the amnesty laws had been enacted.68 However, in dictum, the Commit-
tee stated, ‘‘Even before the entry into force of the Convention against
Torture, there existed a general rule of international law which should
oblige all states to take effective measures to prevent torture and to pun-
ish acts of torture’’.69
The Committee’s statement should not be mistakenly construed as sug-

gesting that amnesties/asylum for persons who commit torture is invalid
under customary international law. By using the word ‘‘should’’, the
Committee indicated that its statement was aspirational rather than a
declaration of binding law. On the basis of its decision, the Committee
urged Argentina to provide remedies for the victims of torture and their
surviving relatives; it did not suggest that international law required that
Argentina do so.70 Nor did it specify that the remedy should be prosecu-
tion of those responsible, rather than some other appropriate remedy
such as compensation. The Committee’s decision, therefore, should not
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be read as indicating that the Torture Convention required Nigeria, Libe-
ria or Sierra Leone to prosecute those whose acts of torture pre-dated
their ratification of the Convention.

General human rights conventions

General human rights conventions include the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights71 and the similarly worded European Conven-
tion for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms72
and American Convention on Human Rights.73 Although these treaties
do not expressly require states to prosecute violators, they do obligate
states to ‘‘ensure’’ the rights enumerated therein. There is growing rec-
ognition in the jurisprudence of the treaty bodies responsible for moni-
toring enforcement of these conventions and the writings of respected
commentators that the duty to ensure rights implies a duty to hold spe-
cific violators accountable.74

Yet, a careful examination of the jurisprudence of these bodies sug-
gests that methods of obtaining specific accountability other than crimi-
nal prosecutions would meet the requirement of ‘‘ensuring rights’’.75
This jurisprudence indicates that a state must fulfil five obligations in
confronting gross violations of human rights committed by a previous
regime: (1) investigate the identity, fate and whereabouts of victims; (2)
investigate the identity of major perpetrators; (3) provide reparation or
compensation to victims; (4) take affirmative steps to ensure that human
rights abuse does not recur; and (5) punish those guilty of human rights
abuse. Punishment can take many non-criminal forms, including imposi-
tion of fines, removal from office, reduction of rank, forfeiture of govern-
ment or military pensions, and exile.

Crimes against humanity

Definition

As developed in the jurisprudence of the Nuremberg Tribunal and codi-
fied in the Statutes of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former
Yugoslavia,76 the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda,77 the
Special Court for Sierra Leone78 and the Rome Statute for the Interna-
tional Criminal Court,79 crimes against humanity are defined as inhumane
acts committed during a widespread or systematic attack against a civilian
population.80

States are required to prosecute grave breaches of the Geneva Con-
ventions and the crime of genocide, but there exists no treaty requir-
ing prosecution of crimes against humanity (except for torture where
the state is party to the Torture Convention at the time the crime is
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committed); crimes against humanity are purely a creature of customary
international law.81 Traditionally, those who committed crimes against
humanity were treated like pirates, as hostis humani generis (an enemy
of all humankind), and any state, including their own, could punish them
through its domestic courts.82 In the absence of a treaty containing the
aut dedere aut judicare (extradite or prosecute) principle, this so-called
‘‘universal jurisdiction’’ is generally thought to be permissive, not manda-
tory. Yet several commentators and human rights groups have recently
taken the position that customary international law (and the notion of
jus cogens – meaning peremptory norms) not only establishes permissive
jurisdiction over perpetrators of crimes against humanity, but also re-
quires their prosecution and conversely prohibits the granting of amnesty
or asylum to such persons.83

Customary international law

Notwithstanding the chimerical conclusions of some scholars, there is
scant evidence that a rule prohibiting amnesty or asylum in cases of
crimes against humanity has ripened into a compulsory norm of custom-
ary international law. Customary international law, which is just as bind-
ing upon states as treaty law, arises from ‘‘a general and consistent
practice of states followed by them from a sense of legal obligation’’ re-
ferred to as opinio juris.84 Under traditional notions of customary inter-
national law, ‘‘deeds were what counted, not just words’’.85 Yet those
who argue that customary international law precludes amnesty/exile for
crimes against humanity base their position on non-binding General
Assembly resolutions,86 hortative declarations of international con-
ferences87 and international conventions that are not widely ratified,88
rather than on any extensive state practice consistent with such a rule.
Commentators often cite the 1967 UN Declaration on Territorial Asy-

lum89 as the earliest international recognition of a legal obligation to
prosecute perpetrators of crimes against humanity. The Declaration pro-
vides that ‘‘the right to seek and enjoy asylum may not be invoked by any
person with respect to whom there are serious reasons for considering
that he has committed a . . . crime against humanity’’.90 Yet according to
the historic record of this resolution, ‘‘the majority of members stressed
that the draft declaration under consideration was not intended to pro-
pound legal norms or to change existing rules of international law, but
to lay down broad humanitarian and moral principles upon which States
might rely in seeking to unify their practices relating to asylum’’.91 This
provides evidence that, from the outset, the General Assembly resolu-
tions concerning the prosecution of crimes against humanity were aspira-
tional only, and not intended to create any binding duties.
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In addition to this contrary legislative history, the trouble with an
approach to proving the existence of customary international law that fo-
cuses so heavily on words is ‘‘that it is grown like a flower in a hot-house
and that it is anything but sure that such creatures will survive in the much
rougher climate of actual state practice’’.92 Indeed, to the extent any
state practice in this area is widespread, it is the practice of granting am-
nesties or asylum to those who commit crimes against humanity.93 That
the United Nations itself has felt free of legal constraints in endorsing
recent amnesty and exile-for-peace deals in situations involving crimes
against humanity suggests that customary international law has not yet
crystallized in this area. The Special Court for Sierra Leone confirmed
this when it recently held that domestic amnesties for crimes against hu-
manity and war crimes committed in an internal armed conflict were not
unlawful under international law.94

Commentators may point to the Secretary General’s August 2004 Re-
port to the Security Council on the Rule of Law and Transitional Justice
as an indication that the United Nations has recently altered its position
on the acceptability of amnesty/exile-for-peace deals. In that report, the
Secretary-General of the United Nations said that peace agreements and
Security Council resolutions and mandates should ‘‘reject any endorse-
ment of amnesty for genocide, war crimes, or crimes against humanity,
including those relating to ethnic, gender and sexually based interna-
tional crimes, [and] ensure that no such amnesty previously granted is a
bar to prosecution before any United Nations–created or –assisted
court’’.95 It is more significant, however, that in the Security Council’s
debate on the Secretary-General’s Report, there was no consensus on
this particularly controversial recommendation (only two of the fifteen
members of the Council – Brazil and Costa Rica – spoke in favour of it
while several opposed it), and the statement approved by the Council at
the end of the debate made no reference to the issue of amnesty.96

Jus cogens

The concept of jus cogens – meaning ‘‘peremptory norms’’ – is said to be
among the ‘‘most ambiguous and theoretically problematic of the doc-
trines of international law’’.97 Since the inception of the modern state
system three and a half centuries ago,98 international law has been based
on notions of consent. Under this concept of jus dispositivium (positive
law), states were bound only to treaties to which they had acceded and
to those rules of customary international law to which they had acqui-
esced. The concept of jus cogens, in contrast, is based in part on natural
law principles that ‘‘prevail over and invalidate international agreements
and other rules of international law in conflict with them’’.99
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Though the term itself was not employed, the jus cogens concept was
first applied by the US Military Tribunal at Nuremberg, which declared
that the treaty between Germany and Vichy France approving the use
of French prisoners of war in the German armaments industry was void
under international law as contra bonus mores (contrary to fundamental
morals).100 The debates within the UN International Law Commission,
which codified the jus cogens concept in the 1969 Vienna Convention on
the Law of Treaties,101 reflect the view that the phenomenon of Nazi
Germany rendered the purely contractual conception of international
law insufficient for the modern era.102 Consequently, the International
Law Commission opined that a treaty designed to promote slavery or
genocide, or to prepare for aggression, ought to be declared void.103
Thus, pursuant to the jus cogens concept, states are prohibited from

committing crimes against humanity and an international agreement
between states to facilitate commission of such crimes would be void ab
initio. Moreover, there is growing recognition that universal jurisdiction
exists such that all states have a right to prosecute or entertain civil suits
against the perpetrators of jus cogens crimes.104 From this, some com-
mentators take what they view as the next logical step and argue that
the concept also prohibits states from undertaking any action that would
frustrate prosecution, such as granting amnesty or asylum to those who
have committed crimes against humanity.105
Such scholars fail, however, to take into consideration the fact that

although jus cogens has natural law underpinnings, the concept is also
related to customary law. A rule will qualify as jus cogens only if it is ‘‘ac-
cepted by the international community of States as a whole as a norm
from which no derogation is permitted’’.106 Thus, jus cogens norms have
been described by one court as ‘‘a select and narrow subset of the norms
recognized as customary international law’’.107 As with ordinary custom-
ary international law, jus cogens norms are formed through widespread
state practice and recognition,108 but unlike ordinary customary interna-
tional law, a state cannot avoid application of a jus cogens norm by being
a persistent objector during its formation.
Though there is no question that the international community has ac-

cepted that the prohibition against committing crimes against humanity
qualifies as a jus cogens norm,109 this does not mean that the associated
duty to prosecute has simultaneously attained an equivalent status. In
fact, all evidence is to the contrary. Not only have there been numerous
instances of states providing amnesty and asylum to leaders accused of
crimes against humanity, but, even more telling, there have been no pro-
tests from states when such amnesty or asylum has been offered. More-
over, there has been widespread judicial recognition that the jus cogens
nature of crimes against humanity does not prevent accused perpetrators
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from successfully asserting head of state immunity or sovereign immunity
to avoid criminal or civil liability in foreign courts.110 Because jus cogens,
as a peremptory norm, would by definition supersede the customary in-
ternational law doctrine of head of state immunity where the two come
into conflict, the only way to reconcile these rulings is to conclude that
the duty to prosecute has not attained jus cogens status.

Conclusion

This essay has described how, under the present state of international
law, the international procedural law imposing a duty to prosecute is
far more limited than the substantive law establishing international of-
fences.111 The reason for this is historical: With respect to all but the
most notorious of international crimes, it was easier for states to agree
to recognize permissive jurisdiction than to undertake a duty to prose-
cute. And where states did recognize a duty to prosecute, it was only
through the carefully negotiated provisions of a treaty – such as the Gen-
eva Conventions, Genocide Convention or Torture Convention – that
would narrowly define the applicable circumstances and perhaps – like
the Rome Statute establishing the International Criminal Court – provide
escape clauses permitting states to disregard the obligation to prosecute
when strict enforcement would frustrate greater interests of international
peace and justice.112

But where the duty to prosecute does apply, it is critical that states and
international organizations honour it, lest they express contempt for the
important treaties from which the duty arises, potentially putting their
own citizens at risk pursuant to the international law principle of reci-
procity.

This is not to suggest, however, that states must rush to prosecute all
persons involved in offences under these treaties. Selective prosecution
and use of ‘‘exemplary trials’’ is acceptable as long as the criteria used
reflect appropriate distinctions based upon degrees of culpability and suf-
ficiency of evidence.113 Moreover, while the provisions of the treaties re-
quiring prosecution are non-derogable even in time of public emergency
that threatens the life of the nation, the doctrine of force majeure can
warrant temporary postponement of prosecutions for a reasonable
amount of time until a new government is secure enough to take such
action against members of the former regime or until a new government
has the judicial resources to undertake fair and effective prosecutions.114

In the case of Saddam Hussein, the United States had accused the Iraqi
leader of grave breaches of the Geneva Conventions and violations of
the Genocide Convention. Both the United States and Iraq were par-
ties to these treaties, which contain an absolute obligation to prosecute
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offenders. By offering to permit exile and perpetual sanctuary in Bahrain
in lieu of invasion and prosecution, the Bush administration signalled
that the provisions of these treaties are inconsequential, thereby under-
mining the rule of law in a critical area of global affairs. This must be
viewed also in light of other US actions involving application of the Gen-
eva Conventions to the conflict in Iraq, most notably the infamous
White House memos authored by now–Attorney General Alberto
Gonzales. The memos refer to the Geneva Conventions as ‘‘obsolete’’ and
‘‘quaint’’,115 and wrongly opine that the Torture Convention permits
mild forms of torture,116 thereby creating a climate of disdain toward in-
ternational humanitarian law and opening the door to the abuses com-
mitted at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq. In a statement before the Senate
Judiciary Committee, Admiral John Hutson, Judge Advocate General of
the US Navy from 1997 to 2000, urged the Bush administration to offi-
cially and unequivocally repudiate Gonzales’s erroneous position. In
doing so, Hutson stressed that:

Since World War II and looking into the foreseeable future, United States
armed forces are more forward-deployed both in terms of numbers of deploy-
ments and numbers of troops than all other nations combined. What this means
in practical terms is that adherence to the Geneva Conventions is more impor-
tant to us than to any other nation. We should be the nation demanding adher-
ence under any and all circumstances because we will benefit the most.117

Because Hussein did not accept the 2003 exile-for-peace offer, the dam-
age to the rule of law in this instance was negligible. Would greater dam-
age to the rule of law have nevertheless been acceptable if it succeeded in
averting a war that has resulted in tens of thousands of casualties on both
sides since 2003? This essay has described the policy reasons generally fa-
vouring prosecution, including the fact that former leaders who have re-
sorted to war crimes and crimes against humanity tend to be recidivists.
Saddam Hussein himself launched a coup and initiated his policy of ter-
ror after he was released from prison through a domestic amnesty in
1968. It is not hard to imagine the dangers Hussein could present to the
Iraqi democratic transition from exile in nearby Bahrain. Moreover, the
people of Iraq have insisted on Hussein’s trial before the Iraqi Special
Tribunal.118 Morally, what right would American negotiators have to
trade away the ability of thousands of Hussein’s victims to see the dicta-
tor brought to justice? Finally, it is worth stressing that the duty to pros-
ecute Hussein arising from these treaties did not require or even justify
the invasion of Iraq. Rather, it merely prohibited actions that are mani-
festly incompatible with the prosecution of Hussein, such as arranging
for exile and sanctuary in Bahrain.
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The situation involving Charles Taylor is distinguishable. Taylor has
been charged by the Special Court for Sierra Leone with complicity in
crimes against humanity and war crimes in an internal armed conflict.
As the Special Court itself has recognized, since there is no treaty-based
or customary international law duty to prosecute crimes against humanity
or war crimes in an internal conflict, an amnesty or exile-for-peace deal
would not constitute a violation of international law.119

The distinction reflects the fact that, notwithstanding the natural law
rhetoric of jus cogens employed by proponents of a broad duty to prose-
cute, the international legal order is still governed by principles of posi-
tive law under the 357-year-old Westphalian concept of sovereignty.120
State practice belies the existence of a customary international law duty
(based on the positive law notion of state acquiescence to rules over time)
to prosecute outside of the treaty framework. Consequently, the obliga-
tion to prosecute and the corresponding duty to refrain from frustrating
prosecution through amnesty or exile applies only to certain treaty-based
crimes where the treaty sets forth such an obligation and the affected
states are party to the treaty at the time of the acts in question. This con-
clusion is analogous to that of the House of Lords in the Pinochet case,
in which the British High Court held that the head of state immunity
doctrine prevented the United Kingdom from extraditing to Spain for-
mer Chilean President Augusto Pinochet for crimes against human-
ity, with the exception of crimes of torture committed after the United
Kingdom, Chile and Spain had all ratified the Torture Convention.121
Thus, while there was a treaty-based duty to prosecute Saddam Hussein
under the Geneva Conventions and Genocide Convention, no such duty
existed in the case of Charles Taylor, who was accused of crimes against
humanity.

This did not mean, however, that the Special Court for Sierra Leone
was bound to honour the Charles Taylor exile-for-peace deal. The Spe-
cial Court made clear that amnesty and exile arrangements are only bind-
ing within the state(s) granting them. They do not apply to other states or
to international tribunals such as the Special Court. Moreover, it is im-
portant to recognize that amnesty, exile and sanctuary arrangements are
often temporary in nature. They are not a permanent right of the recipi-
ent, but a privilege bestowed by the territorial state, which can be re-
voked by a subsequent government or administration. The trend in
recent years is to use amnesty and exile as a transitional step toward
eventual justice, not as an enduring bar to justice.122 As a US Depart-
ment of State official explained in 2003 with respect to Charles Taylor,
‘‘First we’ll get him out of Liberia, then we’ll get him to the Court.’’123
Three years later, on 29 March 2006, Nigeria revoked Taylor’s asylum
and surrendered him to the Special Court for Sierra Leone for trial.124
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Concluding remarks:
The questions that still remain

William A. Schabas and Ramesh Thakur

Not very long ago, the issues that make up the subject matter of this vol-
ume barely concerned the international community. Certainly, the idea
of international prosecution and other forms of accountability was not
novel, and there were important precedents. After both of the world
wars, the victorious allies experimented with judging the vanquished.
That these initiatives were considerably more successful after the Second
World War than after the First might suggest some progressive develop-
ment. And indeed, Nuremberg and the related proceedings were followed
by a brief period of dynamism, manifested in efforts to codify principles
of accountability in international law.

The post–Second World War developments included efforts at defini-
tion of international crimes. Both ‘‘genocide’’ and a category of war
crimes known as ‘‘grave breaches’’ were codified in the late 1940s by
well-accepted treaties. But the central concept of crimes against human-
ity remained relatively impotent, emasculated at Nuremberg by a re-
quirement that they be committed in association with armed conflict.1
The law of international crimes then remained relatively static for several
decades until a period of spectacular development in the 1990s that was
associated with the establishment of the ad hoc international criminal tri-
bunals for the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, and the adoption of the
Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court.

In the post–Second World War period, there was great uncertainty
about where these crimes could be prosecuted. Universal jurisdiction had
some precedents, but with regard to crimes like piracy, where all or many
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states had some collective self-interest in repression of acts committed on
the high seas. But there was much resistance to applying the concept to
crimes where the perpetrators were associated with the state itself. The
original draft resolution on genocide presented to the United Nations
General Assembly in late 1946 said: ‘‘Whereas the punishment of the
very serious crime of genocide when committed in time of peace lies
within the exclusive territorial jurisdiction of the judiciary of every State
concerned, while crimes of a relatively lesser importance such as piracy,
trade in women, children, drugs, obscene publications are declared as
international crimes and have been made matters of international con-
cern’’.2 But the reference to universal jurisdiction was dropped in the
final version of the resolution, adopted in December 1946, nor was the
idea endorsed in the 1948 Genocide Convention.
This was largely a consequence of the Cold War context. States were

extremely reluctant to allow for crimes committed on their territory to
be punished elsewhere, out of concern this become a vehicle for political
mischief and manipulation. Thus, while the 1949 Geneva Conventions
set out a duty to investigate and either prosecute or extradite persons
suspected of committing grave breaches no matter where they were com-
mitted,3 the 1948 Genocide Convention contented itself with an obliga-
tion to prosecute crimes committed on the territory of the state where
the crime was committed.4 It was a recipe for impotence, as many critics
at the time insisted.
By the early 1960s, the courts of Israel, relying upon ‘‘customary inter-

national law’’, had enlarged the jurisdictional scope of prosecution for
genocide. Despite terms of the 1948 Genocide Convention, which di-
rected prosecution of Nazi war criminal Adolf Eichmann before the
courts of Germany or Poland, they authorized his trial in Jerusalem to
proceed.5 But while significant in a theoretical sense, states remained ex-
tremely reluctant to appoint themselves as the enforcers of international
law in the absence of some important national interest. The Eichmann
trial stands in relative isolation as one of the rare episodes of the exercise
of universal jurisdiction prior to the 1990s.
In the past, transitional periods were often accompanied by blanket

amnesties. Sometimes this was predicated on a well-intentioned belief
that it was best to forgive and forget. Often, though, the motivation was
more cynical, a deal cut with former tyrants in return for their graceful
(and peaceful) departure. The wisdom of amnesty seemed confirmed
in international law, the most relevant provision being article 6(5) of
the Additional Protocol to the Geneva Conventions concerning non-
international armed conflict, which was adopted in 1977: ‘‘At the end of
hostilities, the authorities in power shall endeavour to grant the broadest
possible amnesty to persons who have participated in the armed conflict,
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or those deprived of their liberty for reasons related to the armed con-
flict, whether they are interned or detained.’’6 In a general sense, this
provision crystallized an approach to transitional justice or post-conflict
justice that set peace and reconciliation as the fundamental objective.

The important legal developments of the 1990s that form the backdrop
for the discussions in this volume can trace their immediate origins to
changes in the law and philosophy of international human rights. In the
1980s, a rights-based approach began to emerge that took the standpoint
of victims of atrocities. The human rights movement had not always been
so eager to combat impunity. In an earlier time, it tended to view the
criminal justice system not as a tool for the enforcement of human rights
but rather as an instrument of repression by evil regimes. Human rights
activists took sides, as a general rule, with the defendant and with the
prisoner, and held an undisguised contempt for prosecutors and jailers.
One of the defining moments in the transformation of the human rights
movement was the Velásquez-Rodrı́guez case of the Inter-American
Court of Human Rights, one of that institution’s very first contentious de-
cisions. Manfredo Velásquez was ‘‘disappeared’’ by a paramilitary group
widely believed to be associated with the authorities. Faced with the
difficulty in proving any direct link between the killers and the state, the
Inter-American court turned to the suspicious failure of police and judi-
cial officials in Honduras to properly investigate the crime and to bring
the perpetrators to justice.7

Henceforth, this ‘‘horizontal’’ dimension of human rights law became
increasingly predominant. Again and again, in rulings of the European
and Inter-American Courts of Human Rights, the European and African
Commissions,8 and the treaty bodies or committees established under the
relevant United Nations instruments for the protection of human rights,9
it was held that the State had a positive duty to investigate crimes and to
bring those responsible to justice. In March 2001, the European Court of
Human Rights affirmed that the European Convention on Human Rights
‘‘implies a primary duty to secure the right to life by putting in place ef-
fective criminal-law provisions to deter the commission of offences which
endanger life, backed up by law-enforcement machinery for the preven-
tion, suppression and sanctioning of breaches of such provisions’’.10

Some have also argued that accountability for atrocities is dictated by
the very needs of a peace process or a transition. They argue that soci-
eties that do not address the crimes of the past are in a sense fatally com-
promised, doomed to return to conflict and violence as cycles of revenge
reassert themselves in subsequent generations. There is anecdotal evi-
dence to suggest this is the case, but in the last resort it remains a matter
of conjecture, an unproven hypothesis. Some transitions fail and some so-
cieties return to violence, but this may be explained by many factors, and
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not solely because justice was not delivered. Furthermore, there is no
shortage of examples of societies that have transited from periods of con-
flict to those of peace and social stability without any accountability pro-
cess. Spain is a recent example that is often cited in this respect.
Thus, although the peacebuilding rationale for transitional justice may

have some place in the discourse, it is nevertheless not the most compel-
ling justification. Lawyers, in particular, seem much more comfortable
addressing these issues where the raison d’être is a rights-based legal
imperative rather than a utilitarian measure to be employed on a case
by case basis, depending on the anticipated needs of a particular society.
The victim-based philosophical underpinnings reflected in the judgments
of the international human rights courts has become the basis of the
claim that accountability for atrocity is not only desirable in some cases,
but it must be delivered in all cases, regardless of the consequences on a
peace process.
But at least two recent cases involving the interaction of transitional

justice and peace negotiations, those of Liberia and Uganda, suggest
that too absolute an approach to the matter is not without troublesome
consequences.
In March 2003, the Special Court for Sierra Leone issued an indict-

ment directed against the sitting president of neighbouring Liberia,
Charles Taylor.11 One of Africa’s more notorious tyrants, he was
charged with manipulating rebel forces during the Sierra Leone conflict
and, under evolving principles of individual criminal liability, was
deemed an accomplice in various atrocities although he may not have or-
dered them or ever set foot in the territory himself. Some months later, in
June 2003, when Taylor travelled to Ghana for peace negotiations re-
lated to his own country’s civil war, the indictment was made public and
the Court called upon Ghana to arrest him. Ghana demurred, allowing
Taylor to return to Liberia. But the peace talks were disrupted and the
war continued.
In August 2003, negotiations in Monrovia succeeded in bringing peace

to Liberia. Nigerian president Olusegun Obosanjo cut the Gordian knot,
granting Taylor asylum as an inducement enabling him to relinquish
power. Since then, Liberia has enjoyed a dynamic peacebuilding process.
Democratic elections in 2005 brought the first woman head of state in Af-
rica to power. As a symbol of its evolving democratic culture, Liberia
abolished capital punishment and ratified the Second Optional Protocol
to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.
It would be difficult to argue that in dealing with the Charles Taylor in-

dictment in 2003, the Special Court for Sierra Leone held the Liberian
peace process uppermost in its considerations. Nor, many would argue,
should it. There is a strong argument that justice should be blind to such
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considerations. Richard Goldstone, who was the first operational prose-
cutor of the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia,
recounts in his memoirs the aftermath of the indictment of Bosnian Serb
leaders Karadžić and Mladić, in July 1995, as the peace process in that
war was maturing. UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali com-
plained at not being consulted prior to Goldstone’s decision to indict
Karadžić and Mladić. Boutros-Ghali left Goldstone with the impression
that his advice would have been to forestall indictment until peace nego-
tiations had been completed. ‘‘The point is’’, wrote Goldstone, ‘‘that
prosecutors cannot expect to be briefed fully on the politics of a situation,
and politicians cannot expect to be briefed on the knowledge of the pros-
ecutor.’’12

Liberia provides an example of peace without justice, yet one whose
success cannot be gainsaid. A truth and reconciliation commission has
been established, but there is no momentum for prosecutions of the old
regime. Eventually, in 2006, bowing to enormous international pressure,
Nigerian president Obosanjo relinquished Taylor to the Special Court for
Sierra Leone. According to the Secretary-General, although some Liber-
ians wanted Taylor to be brought to justice (for crimes committed in Si-
erra Leone), ‘‘others argued that he should have been left in Nigeria as
his trial would be disruptive to the Liberian reconciliation process and
could destabilize Liberia and the subregion’’.13 The Security Council
gave its imprimatur to the transfer of Taylor to the Hague, where he is
to stand trial in a courtroom loaned to the Special Court for Sierra Leone
by the International Criminal Court. The Council declared that ‘‘the con-
tinued presence of former President Taylor in the subregion is an imped-
iment to stability and a threat to the peace of Liberia and of Sierra Leone
and to international peace and security in the region’’.14 It said that trial
of Charles Taylor before the Special Court for Sierra Leone would ‘‘con-
tribute to achieving truth and reconciliation in Liberia and the wider sub-
region’’, but made no mention of possible accountability for crimes Taylor
may have committed in Liberia.15

During the negotiations leading to the adoption of the Rome Statute of
the International Criminal Court, the South African delegation regularly
took the floor to raise the question of how the Court might handle a
potential conflict between a domestic peace process and the imperatives
of international prosecution. At the time, South Africa was in the midst
of the work of its celebrated Truth and Reconciliation Commission. The
Commission was part of a transitional process that had essentially re-
nounced the idea of criminal accountability of those responsible for
the racist apartheid regime that had prevailed in South Africa for many
decades. If the International Criminal Court requires prosecution for
such crimes, the South Africans asked, how will it react when domestic
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peacemakers, in their own wisdom, conclude that prosecution is not only
not desirable but plainly counterproductive?
The question was never answered. The conundrum was left unresolved.

The Rome Statute says ‘‘it is the duty of every State to exercise its crim-
inal jurisdiction over those responsible for international crimes’’. The
Prosecutor has a degree of discretion, under article 53, and may decide
not to proceed if this does not ‘‘serve the interests of justice’’. The exer-
cise of this discretion is considered in the essay in this volume by
Matthew Brubacher. The Court, in the exercise of judicial rather than
prosecutorial discretion, may itself also decline a case that ‘‘is not of suf-
ficient gravity’’.
The South Africans proved to be clairvoyant in their insistence that the

issue be addressed. That the Court may not be a vehicle for peace but
rather an obstacle to it moved from a theoretical possibility to a genuine
problem with its first ‘‘situation’’, the prosecution of five leaders of the
Lord’s Resistance Army of northern Uganda. In late 2003, Prosecutor
Luis Moreno-Ocampo instigated Ugandan President Yoveri Museveni to
refer the situation in northern Uganda to the Court, in accordance with
article 14 of the Rome Statute.16 Probably, Museveni saw the Court as a
mechanism that could bring the rebels to heel, and help resolve the civil
war that had wracked the country for nearly two decades. But as the
peace process in Uganda ripened, the five arrest warrants directed at the
Lord’s Resistance Army commanders became an important issue in ne-
gotiations. In contrast with the situation of a decade earlier, in South Af-
rica, when Nelson Mandela could promise F. W. De Klerk there would
be no prosecutions as a quid pro quo for democratic transition, Museveni
could no longer negotiate on the same basis. The trump card of immunity
from prosecution had been taken from his hand. Or rather, it had been
played, with the ratification of the Rome Statute of the International
Criminal Court.
It is increasingly obvious that we are now in a brave new world where,

for the first time in history, the negotiators of an agreement to end war
and conflict can no longer barter justice for peace. More and more gov-
ernments have their hands tied by the Rome Statute. There is the likeli-
hood that in the future the International Criminal Court may contribute
to the prolongation of conflict rather than its resolution. For many acti-
vists, experts and observers, this is a welcome development, as it en-
hances the campaign against impunity. But at the very least, it immensely
complicates the task of the peacemakers.
The problem received inadequate attention when the Rome Statute

was being drafted, not because of neglect but because the views on the
subject were too diverse. It had not arisen in the same way with the ad
hoc tribunals because they remained under the dominance of the Secu-
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rity Council. If criminal justice ever threatened the prerogatives of the
Security Council in its search for international peace and security, there
was a mechanism to address the difficulty. This Scylla and Charybdis of
peace and justice, far from being resolved by the Rome Statute and the
growing commitment to accountability, seems destined to emerge as one
of the great challenges of the future.

When Boutros Boutros-Ghali asked Richard Goldstone why he had not
taken ‘‘political’’ advice before indicting Bosnian Serb leaders, out of
concern this might compromise peace negotiations, he struck at the heart
of the problem. Should the prosecutor of an international court even con-
template such matters? Common sense suggests that peace and justice
are related, that they interact. But as we continue to experiment in our
quest for accountability for atrocity, a final answer eludes us.

Criminal justice is not, of course, the only form of accountability for
atrocity. The internationalization of prosecution in recent years, whether
it be through the vehicle of genuinely international courts, or through
national courts, on the basis of universal jurisdiction, or so-called hybrid
tribunals that blend international and domestic features, has been accom-
panied by another genre of mechanism labelled generically as a ‘‘truth
commission’’. The South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission
is the paradigm, at least in the popular mind, although it had some quite
unique features. There have been many other truth commissions, each
with its own distinctions, in post-conflict situations.17 They are now a vir-
tually ubiquitous part of the transitional justice landscape. In a few cases,
lawmakers have rejected the approach entirely, such as in Rwanda. But
these are the exceptions that prove the rule.

Truth commissions typically involve an intense research phase in which
reports and data are gathered about violations of human rights and in-
ternational humanitarian law, by interviewing both victims and per-
petrators. A period of public hearings follows, with testimony about the
atrocities themselves, as well as a more thematic or expert analysis of
the conflict. It is dangerous here to generalize too much, because no two
commissions are the same, but they normally seek to clarify the truth
about atrocities and then promote some form of reconciliation for those
who were involved.

The idiosyncrasies of the South African model have distorted many
discussions of truth commissions in general. It was empowered to grant
amnesty to perpetrators in exchange for their testimony. In effect, crimi-
nal justice could be avoided in exchange for a contribution to the truth-
telling process. But very few truth commissions have operated on this
basis. In Sierra Leone, for example, where a truth commission operated
from 2002 to 2004, there was no issue of granting amnesty. Perpetrators
had already escaped justice as a result of an amnesty contained within the
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1999 Lomé Peace Agreement. Yet, perpetrators testified before the Sierra
Leone Truth and Reconciliation Commission at a rate that was more or
less comparable to that of the South African body, suggesting that the
promise of amnesty for truth may be less significant than many believe.
In any event, a perceptive South African could see easily enough that
there was little likelihood of prosecution, even without an amnesty.
Like criminal prosecution, the truth commission is also inspired and

driven by a logic derived from human rights law and practice. Victims
are entitled to justice, but they are also entitled to truth. In one of the
early United Nations studies dealing with impunity and accountability,
prepared for the Sub-Commission on the Prevention and Promotion of
Human Rights, French magistrate Louis Joinet wrote of the ‘‘inalienable
right to truth’’: ‘‘Every people has the inalienable right to know the truth
about past events and about the circumstances and reasons which led,
through the consistent pattern of gross violations of human rights, to the
perpetration of aberrant crimes. Full and effective exercise of the right to
the truth is essential to avoid any recurrence of such acts in the future.’’18
Truth commissions are generally predicated on the inability of criminal

justice to address all forms of criminal behaviour associated with a civil
war or with a period of tyrannical rule. They are widely perceived as al-
ternatives to criminal prosecution. Again, the South African approach
has been terribly influential here, with its suggestion that a truth commis-
sion operates in a kind of tension with criminal prosecution. The two were
set up as rivals, a bit like the classic scenario of the ‘‘good cop/bad cop’’
interrogation.
It may be more accurate to say that truth commissions fill the gaps left

by criminal prosecution, which is generally inadequate to deal with the
accountability issues that follow periods of mass atrocity. Besides being
politically daunting to bring all perpetrators to justice, this may also be
impossible because of resource issues alone. Justice is expensive, if it is
done properly, and few poor countries have the wherewithal to meet its
demands. And choices are to be made. Making criminal justice the im-
perative could mean neglecting other important pieces of post-conflict
reconstruction, such as schools, hospitals and other infrastructure, of nec-
essary support.
The Rwandan example is particularly instructive here, as Gerald Ga-

hima’s paper in this volume suggests. Rwanda is probably the most un-
compromising in its insistence that all perpetrators be brought to trial. It
has attempted to innovate, with a form of criminal prosecution that com-
bines some elements of the truth commission process, at least in its South
African variant. Perpetrators receive an incentive, in the form of a re-
duced sentence, as a quid pro quo for public confession. The process
was aimed at a socially untenable situation where a significant proportion
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of the country’s population had been in detention for many years follow-
ing the 1994 genocide. But when the new trials before traditional courts
known as gacaca began in earnest, the confessions led to denunciations,
and the case load skyrocketed. From perhaps 100,000 suspects who were
to be addressed by the gacaca courts, the number soon climbed to about
1 million. But dealing with 1 million alleged perpetrators of atrocity in a
country with a population of less than 8 million poses a challenge to ac-
countability that seems beyond contemplation.

It is probably better to view truth commissions and similar mechanisms
as complementary to rather than competitive with criminal justice. In-
creasingly, countries will opt for a combination of approaches to account-
ability. The experience in Sierra Leone, where the Special Court for
Sierra Leone worked alongside the Truth and Reconciliation Commission,
has shown that this is feasible. For two years the institutions operated in
parallel, from premises that were even located in geographic proximity
within Freetown. There were a few points of tension, but this tended to
confirm the general compatibility of the two institutions. Similar positive
reports of constructive relationships between courts and truth commis-
sions emerge from Argentina, Peru and East Timor.19

Some observers reported that ordinary Sierra Leoneans were some-
times confused about the distinction between the Special Court and the
Truth Commission. This was said to be a problem requiring various sen-
sitization campaigns in order to improve public awareness. But perhaps it
was too ambitious to expect them to understand clearly the differences
between the two bodies. It would be unusual for ordinary citizens in
other countries to provide a sophisticated description of the applicable
justice system. That does not mean they do not understand that if crimes
are committed, they will be punished. And so it is with post-conflict jus-
tice environments.

If Sierra Leoneans with limited education and literacy were confused
about the differences between the Special Court and the Truth Commis-
sion, this same fact proves that they grasped some of the fundamentals:
atrocities would not be forgotten, and institutions would stigmatize the
perpetrators. Moreover, in the fog of their alleged confusion they appear
to have discerned a fundamental commonality of the two mechanisms.
There is a spectrum of approaches to dealing with the horrors of the
past. Not only should we expect countries to experiment with various op-
tions, their choices may evolve over time, as the Rwandan experience has
demonstrated.

If nothing else, the papers in this volume manifest the diversity of re-
cent experience in post-conflict justice. Decades of silence have been
followed by an increasingly robust international commitment to ensure
accountability for atrocity. No formula exists to determine the correct
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proportions, as this is dependent upon too many variables, and the par-
ticularities of each country, its culture and its history. Out of all of this,
new insights emerge.
The term ‘‘accountability’’ implies a focus on the past. Its association

with such concepts as a ‘‘right to truth’’ or ‘‘historical memory’’ seems to
confirm this retrospective vision. But there is a dialectic at work here. We
deal with the past in order to address the future. It is easy to confirm that
accountability ‘‘works’’ if we are indifferent to whether it prevents atroc-
ity and not only commemorates it. Whether or not accountability deters
future cycles of violence and persecution is in the realm of speculation.
There is no proof of effectiveness. Our confidence is intuitive, at best.
Nevertheless, to the extent that accountability, whatever form it may
take, is utilitarian and not only retributive, it seems worth all of the ef-
forts that are underway, and more.
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