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“The US-NATO intervention in Kosova should not have occurred.” These are 

the words that radical intellectuals express to me without hesitation; words which, I 
assume, would be unfathomable to utter to survivors of any other war. 

I was born in Peja, Kosova, as an ethnically Albanian Muslim under Serbian 
occupation. I came into consciousness knowing my neighbors wanted me dead. My 
childhood was a constant exercise in caution. I slept with my clothes on, ready to 
flee, my parents’ eyes glued to the window, always expecting the enemy to burst 
through the door. I recall my mother rushing to turn down the TV volume when my 
sisters and I would play Albanian music (we could not provoke our Serbian 
neighbours); my sister returning home with her hair down, after my mother had 
painstakingly braided it for school (her hair had again been pulled by Serbian kids 
patrolling our streets); the depressed faces of my teachers as they neglected the 
lesson of the day, anxiously reading the news; and teachers being arrested and 
removed from class by Serbian police. 

During times of “peace” we were allowed to play outside, but only under our 
parents’ surveillance, as Serbian cars would speed up towards us with murderous 
intent. It was while playing in my neighborhood that I first witnessed the harrowing 
human capacity to shrink. From fear of death, groups of children and adults 
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occupying an entire street would, in a split second, cower together in a corner, 
reduced to a mere fistful. We shrank often. I recall my grandfather recounting a time 
when the Serbians drove him in a truck packed with Kosovar men to Belgrade. Upon 
arrival, the doors of the truck were flung open, and Serbian civilians were invited to 
beat them up. The once overcrowded truck was vacated in a flash, as each person 
jostled and trampled over others in a desperate bid to escape. The men, gripped 
with terror, crawled over each other and sought refuge in the walls of the truck itself. 
“We sought,” my grandfather would recount to me, “to eat the walls of the truck.” 

The unprecedented US attention that our plight received during the war gave 
us the impression that Kosova was highly significant. But upon arriving in the US, the 
name “Kosova” elicited blank stares and indifference. It was the encounter with those 
familiar with Kosova, however, that proved most estranging. As a 17-year-old, I was 
unprepared for the callousness of those who regarded our tragedy as negligible; I 
was ill-equipped to face the unsettling reality that so many denied the genocide in 
Kosova. Never had I imagined that I would have to prove that Serbians persecuted 
and murdered us, to defend the US intervention, and to plead with academics to 
recognize our plight. Though I was prepared to discuss international politics and 
critique the international protectorate and neo-liberal impositions—indeed these 
debates were very much alive in Kosova—I was shocked to encounter categorical 
opposition to the intervention that granted us survival.  

That Kosova’s fate concerns few people became evident to me during 
conversations I had in the US with ‘radicals’ of the anti-imperialist/anti-interventionist 
Left. This group of intellectual-activists keeps up with the news but views itself as 
outside the mainstream discourse and thus as operating with awakened 
consciousness. It finds guidance in the principle that “interventions are never 
justified” and thus insists that “the intervention should not have happened.” These 
well-informed radicals urged me to resist imperialism, stating with cruel bluntness 
that “the intervention did not happen for you! How naïve of you to think they cared to 
save you.” They insisted that Kosova was not “really free” because of the US-NATO 
intervention. That my country had not been “really free” for centuries prior to the 
intervention did not seem to bother them; that living under the Serbian occupation 
was so unbearable that many gave up their lives for its liberation appeared not to 
faze them; that the intervention paved the way for our independence did not concern 
them. As long as Kosovar suffering did not reach newsworthy proportions, they were 
perfectly happy in their adherence to the ideological vernacular. 

I soon came to realize that the war in Kosova could not chip away at the 
ironclad perception of the US as an empire. In these conversations, such ‘radicals’ 
prioritized ideological consistency and a commitment to anti-imperialism over 
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human life. They dismissed that the US-NATO intervention brought even a measure 
of relief to persecuted Kosovars. For them, the intervention in Kosova was a mark of 
shame for their nation and my existence too inconsequential to cast doubt on their 
long-held anti-intervention principle. Thus, without hesitation they uttered, “the 
intervention was the real atrocity”—to someone whose life depended on it. Their anti-
imperialist and socialist principles overshadowed any concerns or knowledge about 
Kosova. Many confused Albania with Kosova, were unfamiliar with the history of 
Yugoslavia, were oblivious to the fact that over 95% of Kosovars are Muslim, and 
appeared not to be concerned with who occupied whom.  

Though they know nothing about Kosova, they are certain the intervention 
should not have happened. “Why not?” I ask, “Didn’t it save lives?” To the contrary, I 
would be told, the intervention was done in bad faith. The US never intended to save 
me but intervened for its own interests. That the intervention did save me seemed 
irrelevant—of no concern at all. Thus, our deaths became nothing more than 
collateral damage in the quest to condemn US imperialism. Even my insistences that 
“the intervention saved our lives!” were fiercely rejected as reactionary. In fact, they 
would respond, it caused more deaths. “But,” I would say, “Kosovars begged for the 
intervention.” “No,” they would argue, “the intervention killed Kosovars.” For these 
radicals, the strange fantasy is that Kosovars would have been spared if the 
intervention had not happened.  

Kosova, its war, and the intervention seem to symbolize something else. They 
have little significance in themselves, though they serve to prove political 
commitments, principles, and arguments. For the radicals, Kosova is a mere 
example of US imperialism; one of the many badges of shame that the US has 
earned in its long and bloody history. They see in it what they see in every other war 
and conflict: the US. To them, Kosova is not a symbol of hope but of despair: a 
reminder that the powerful will always trample upon the weak, that economic 
interests always supersede humanitarian ones. For many liberals, by contrast, the 
Kosovar intervention is a sign that the world has not been deprived of its human soul: 
a beacon that shines through murky depths, reminding us that good politicians exist, 
that humanitarian interventions work, that there is progress in the face of setbacks 
and hiccups. It is a flicker of hope in the wreckage accumulated from Rwanda to 
Bosnia. Other intellectuals view Kosova as a milestone in the evolution of warfare. 
For them, it marks a new era, a series of ‘firsts’: the first “air war,” the first “virtual war,” 
the first “internet war,” the first “metaphor war,” the first “orbital space.”0F

1 Kosova 
allows them to grasp the moment humanity took a leap forward in its ability to wage 
war. They see in it the beginning of an era in which battlefields are not limited by 
geography or distance but defined instead by the reach of technology. The Kosova 
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war serves as a pivotal moment in human history, symbolizing a shift in warfare. How 
lucky the scholar who gets to coin it! 

In the popular consciousness, Kosova and its past struggles have been 
reduced to the peak of the war in 1999, when it reached spectacle proportions 
worthy of international broadcast. In this way, Kosova has been subsumed by its own 
war; it has become interchangeable with the war that ravaged it. And the war itself 
has become a mere symbol of international intervention. In this process, Kosovars 
themselves have been buried under considerations of issues much larger than them, 
their plight and survival ignored in favor of debates over legitimacy, legality, and 
justification.  

Thus, an important aspect of Kosova’s tragedy, in the past decades, is that it 
has been reduced to a cautionary tale in the international consciousness, invoked 
whenever convenient and forgotten the rest of the time. Different iterations appear 
around the world, but its ability to be used as a moral tale only grows stronger. From 
Sudan, to Syria, and now Ukraine, “lessons from Kosova” are invoked. This is 
Kosova’s significance.  

Unlike the intervention, my survival is no moral tale to radicals. While survival 
poses central questions for the Second World War, fascism, the Holocaust, 
colonialism, and slavery, which are met with an acknowledgement of the complexity 
of the atrocities and a recognition that our ways of thinking are not adequate to 
capture the terror of the event, this is not so for Kosova. To the radical intellectual, 
survival is in this instance a display of foolishness in the face of political ideology. For 
them, the moral lesson of Kosova is not one of perseverance, but of betrayal of 
socialist ideals. You are a fool if you dare bring up your survival, which invokes not 
just naivete but the old trope of the savage Eastern European drooling for American 
Levi’s.  

For such radicals, the desire for freedom and national liberation, because it 
paved the way for capitalism, is anathema to the collective good, a betrayal of 
socialist ideals. In their eyes, Kosova’s survival is not a triumph but a lamentable 
display of misguided priorities. Thus, perhaps the hatred directed at Kosova stems 
from a deep-seated resentment of its nationalism, viewed as the ultimate destruction 
of socialist Yugoslavia. Socialism was not good enough for us: we wanted capitalism 
so badly that we were willing to become pawns of the US and NATO. How 
despicable of us to want to consume in freedom instead of dying in defense of 
socialist Yugoslavia! How dreadful to seek nationalistic freedom instead of opposing 
imperialism! 

 
The Anti-Interventionist Position 
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For the anti-interventionists and the anti-imperialist radicals, the intervention in 

Kosova was a cynical display of imperialist power, an unjustifiable and illegal act. 
Critics of the intervention, such as Chomsky, Ellen Meiksins Woods, Tariq Ali, Edward 
Herman, David Peterson, and Alan Wood, subsume Kosova under US history, 
reducing it to a mirror for US imperialism and casting a wary eye upon the atrocities 
that occurred there.1F

2 Why? What concerns these anti-imperialist, anti-interventionist 
thinkers? Do they oppose the Serbian occupation of Kosova? Are they outraged by 
the genocide, rape, and mass exodus of Kosovars? None of the above. They are 
concerned with the intention, legality, and justification of the intervention, the lack of 
consistency in US foreign policy, and with Serbia’s sovereignty. They argue that the 
intervention was not in compliance with international law and dismiss human rights 
justifications for it as a mere pretext for the US’ pursuit of its geopolitical and 
economic interests.2F

3 Let us take a closer look at the anti-interventionist arguments. 
 
1: The Justification for the Intervention  
 
Serbian President Slobodan Milošević’s ethnic cleansing campaign in Kosova 

resulted in 13,515 deaths and the displacement of over ninety percent of Kosovar 
Albanians.3F

4 By the end of 1998, more than 300,000 Kosovars had been forced to flee 
their homes. This number quickly reached over a million.4F

5 After more than a year of 
failed diplomatic efforts and ignored cease-fire agreements, in March 1999, NATO 
launched “Operation Allied Force” to stop the humanitarian crisis in Kosova. The 
operation ended on June 10, 1999, when the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 
withdrew its military, police, and paramilitary forces. This marked not only the end of 
Serbia’s occupation but the dissolution of the last remnant of Yugoslavia.5F

6  
US intervention was and remains a controversial topic. Its advocates claim it 

was justified, necessary, and legitimate, while critics aim to discredit the 
intervention's legitimacy by challenging its justification.6F

7 Notable figures such as 
Chomsky, Wood, Ali, Herman, and Gilbert Achcar have questioned the intentions of 
the intervention by arguing that the invocation of human rights was false, 
hypocritical, and a mere pretense for US-NATO’s geopolitical and economic 
interests.7F

8 In Wood’s words, human rights were a “disguise” for imperialism.8F

9 
Such arguments about justification raise critical questions. Who is obliged to 

provide a justification? Our radicals were not flabbergasted when Milošević, without 
legitimate justification, began his ethnic cleansing campaigns in Bosnia and Kosova. 
We thus have an appeal to a one-sided justification, where Milošević is not required 
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to justify his actions, but NATO and the US are. Moreover, to whom is the justification 
of the intervention aimed? Certainly not to Kosovars.   

The anti-interventionist intellectuals strip away the veneer of humanitarianism 
to expose the ulterior motives driving the intervention: economic interests. The 
Kosova war, Ali writes, has little to do with “the people of the old Yugoslavia;” it is “a 
war for US hegemony in Europe and the world, the act of a triumphant imperialism 
designed to rub the face of its old enemy in mud enriched with depleted uranium.”9F

10 
This argument posits that self-interest, rather than a genuine concern for Kosova, 
motivated the intervention—“They didn’t intervene for you, Kosovars, but for 
themselves!” Such arguments are delivered in a tone that implies the discovery of a 
new “natural law,” a shocking revelation that can only be grasped by those with a 
nose for imperialism. They purport to reveal, as if for the first time, that nations 
pursuing their interests is a hidden secret that has long eluded the rest of us. 
Kosovars were too blinded by their own self-interest to see this truth, they suggest, 
for, had they known it, they would have elevated the anti-imperialist struggle above 
their own lives. Of course, these critics are blind to the fact that Kosovars understood 
these realities all too well. For them, their fight against the Serbian occupation was a 
fight against Serbia’s imperialism, nationalism, Islamophobia, and racism. 

It was not the intervention in Kosova that first dirtied the waters with economic 
interests. The US did not introduce a new paradigm of economic incentives to the 
savage Balkans, nor can it be solely blamed for the complex web of causes 
underpinning the war. If states and wars are ultimately driven by economic interests, 
then we must acknowledge the economic incentives behind Serbia’s occupation of 
Kosova—especially the control of natural resources, such as coal and minerals—and 
condemn its expansionist goals. Indeed, self-determination struggles, in Kosova and 
places such as Algeria, have economic determinations. In essence, if everything is 
attributed to direct economic interests, then Kosova and the intervention are the 
norm, not the exception. This account, then, is unable to explain this war. Or, rather, it 
can explain it just as much as it can explain anything else.  

A further problem arises in the argument that the intervention harboured a 
false justification. This argument obscures and endeavours to differentiate between 
economic and humanitarian concerns. It conflates the two by revealing that 
“humanitarian concerns,” once acted upon, really are economic concerns in 
disguise. What this insinuates for our critics is not that, in capitalism, humanitarian 
concerns and economic concerns are inevitably intertwined, but rather that one is a 
smokescreen for the other.  

One wonders why we presume that economic interests are, or ought to be, 
inherently opposed to humanitarian ones. Is it not precisely because of their 
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economic nature that certain endeavors can be deemed humanitarian? 
Humanitarian crises, after all, are both caused and resolved by economic conditions. 
A glaring instance of the way in which economic concerns are intertwined with 
humanitarian ones is the phenomenon of economic migration. In many cases the 
impetus to seek asylum is economic devastation, while the state’s ability to provide 
humanitarian aid in the form of residency and work authorization depends on its 
current economic situation. In a capitalist society, thus, humanitarian concerns, to be 
humanitarian, must also be economic. Their division is a false dichotomy. In fact, we 
already recognize the intertwinement of economic, moral, and human 
considerations in capitalism in other contexts: when discussing civil rights in the US, 
we insist that “making a living” is essential to human dignity; and in the case of 
colonial Algeria, we treat economic concerns in relation to self-determination and the 
creation of a new human.10F

11 Yet we recoil at the notion of providing economic 
support to Kosovars and framing it as a humanitarian intervention. 

The radical anti-interventionist counterargument, of course, would be that the 
intervention in Kosova was motivated by the desire to foster US’s and NATO’s 
economic growth rather than Kosova’s. However, Kosovars in Yugoslavia were 
second-class citizens and, under Milošević, non-citizens.11F

12 Thus, the very idea of 
economic development, let alone of securing mere bread and butter, was utterly 
inconceivable under the oppressive Serbian occupation and wartime conditions.  

The scenes of Kosovars welcoming NATO peacekeeping forces stand to 
undermine suspicions about the real intentions behind the intervention. Radicals, 
however, neglect the fact that Kosovars wanted the intervention. Their focus on U.S. 
imperialism neglects the human cost of the war. The old “what is to be done 
question” has been replaced with concerns with the alignment of our principles with 
our action.  

Moreover, even if the intervention in Kosova operated on a false pretext, I must 
ask: why must the burden of politicians’ falsehoods be borne by Kosovars alone? 
That the US government is dishonest and uses hard-earned taxpayer dollars to wage 
war has not compelled Chomsky, for example, to flee his country. He remains 
comfortable within the US metropole. Yet Kosovars must sacrifice themselves, adopt 
a righteous path untainted by imperialist, American corruption? Chomsky, like many 
of our critics, tolerates US imperialism at home but condemns it overseas. 

In decrying the fact that Kosovars were saved for economic rather than 
humanitarian motives, the critics reduce the Serbian-Kosovar war to the intervention, 
leaving aside a complex and long violent history between the two. But the war and 
the intervention in Kosova are senseless if we do not consider the Serbian 
occupation of Kosova, the myth that Kosova is the heartland of Serbia, the Greater 
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Serbia project, and Serbia’s centuries-long anti-Muslim campaign—all of which pre-
date Milošević’s revocation of Kosova’s autonomous status in 1989 and the 
persecution of Kosovar Albanians during his regime.12F

13 It is likewise crucial to 
understand the status of Bosnia and Kosova in Europe. We are dealing here with a 
Europe that tolerated death camps in Bosnia in 1993, the first ones in Europe since 
the 1940s, as well as the mass execution of Bosnian civilians in 1995.13F

14 The Kosova 
war occurred after these atrocities, after the shelling of Dubrovnik, after American 
policy-makers claimed that even without an intervention in Bosnia we could “rest 
assured, this would be the last thing that Milošević would be allowed to get away 
with…he would never be allowed to make war on Kosovo.”14F

15  
In this context, the Kosova war did not matter to Europe and the intervention 

was a hard sell for the US. It was not, as Sontag rightly notes, in America’s interests. If 
the US and NATO had been waiting, arms in hand, for their opportunity to conquer 
the Balkans, as the radicals often argue, why did Bosnia not serve as a pretext? 
Recall that, once Serbian war criminals were freely engaging in atrocities in Kosova 
immediately after the Bosnian genocide, Kosova struggled to find support. US and 
European diplomats continued to treat Milošević as a diplomatic partner; their “first 
stop was always Belgrade.”15F

16  
The intervention was not the desired choice but resulted after more than a 

year of failed diplomatic efforts, punctuated by ignored cease-fire agreements, to 
convince Milošević to stop the atrocities.16F

17 During the Dayton Peace talks, though 
Milošević’s anti-Albanian project was well underway, Kosova was not mentioned.17F

18 In 
1998, despite a deal with Milošević, Serbians continued their atrocities, including the 
Raçak massacre, which resulted in an influx of journalists and human rights activists 
into Kosova, as well as the unarmed Kosovo Verification Mission lead by William 
Walker.18F

19 The increased media attention and first-hand accounts of crimes against 
humanity from international reporters, politicians, and Kosovar refugees increased 
pressure on the US and European allies to take action.19F

20 It was only when Serbia, 
used to NATO’s hollow threats, refused the international demands to remove its 
troops from Kosova, grant autonomy to Kosovars, and allow 25,000 armed 
peacekeepers, in Rambouillet in 1999, that the US-NATO intervention started. Even 
during the NATO campaign, there was significant reluctance about the bombing, 
despite the constant demands to accelerate the mission.20F

21 Each decision was 
scrutinized, each target was tested against laws of war, and each step was hesitantly 
taken.21F

22 The intervention thus involved small personnel, a small number of troops, 
and major reluctance. For this reason, many argue that Milošević was 
underestimated, and that the intervention arrived too late and was too weak.22F

23 The 
anti-interventionists, however, ignore the Western reluctance to intervene and 
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dismiss the negotiations and the Rambouillet talks. Ali compares them to “putting a 
revolver to the head of Milosevic.”23F

24  
Anti-interventionist critics likewise dismiss all moral components at the heart of 

bourgeois society, thus reducing the intervention to “purely economic” concerns. It is 
not the case that the US and NATO had no geopolitical and economic interests in 
the region; moral components, however, are also central for understanding the 
intervention. The US could not overlook the Kosovar war after Rwanda and Bosnia, 
where Bosnians met their death under NATO and UN protection.24F

25 Additionally, US 
envoys’ requests for intervention were replete with moralistic language about the 
heinousness of crimes against humanity.25F

26 These moral components are already 
present in economic concerns and vice versa. It is not as if the history of human 
rights represents the height of civilization’s ability to perceive the human in a non-
instrumental way. Are “human rights” even conceivable outside bourgeois morality? I 
do not deny that human rights can be invoked hypocritically and sanctimoniously. 
But they are not opposed to bourgeois principles or economic interests. The anti-
interventionist stance, which laments the intervention's economic rather than its 
human goals, raises the question of whether they seek a pure morality 
unencumbered by the corrupting influence of money? Such a quest is typically 
bourgeois. Once everything becomes exchangeable, and pockets brim with money, 
they cry foul and seek a pure moral realm. Perhaps, then, the history of human rights 
is the history of bourgeois society’s inability to cope with its own reality. 

Using economics as a pretext to deny all humanitarian interventions is no 
better than using humanitarian concerns to conceal true class interests. After all, it is 
not in Chomsky’s interest that Kosovars are saved, just as it was not in Italy’s interest 
to be flooded with Albanian immigrants. Undoubtedly, those intellectuals 
preoccupied with the hypocrisy of US-NATO and its lack of genuine humanitarianism 
never seek to truly address these humanitarian concerns themselves.  

A purely humanitarian intervention devoid of economic interests and concerns 
is an illusion. What would it even look like? Who would finance and supply it? How 
would such help be disseminated? An acknowledgment of humanity sans missiles 
and bread?  

 
2: Imperialism 
 
The Kosova intervention is denounced for being imperialist.26F

27 To the anti-
interventionist left, all interventions are imperial, thus, anti-interventionism already 
implies anti-imperialism. As a bedrock principle for the Left, anti-imperialism informs 
all other aspects of the argument against intervention, including economic 
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dimensions. “Forget humanitarian motives,” Wood writes; the Kosovar war “is about 
US global hegemony.”27F

28 Capitalist imperialism, she claims, most adequately captures 
the Balkans.28F

29  
Ali, an opponent of NATO’s bombing campaign, calls the intervention a “war of 

conquest and subjugation” aimed at expanding Western influence in the Balkans 
and securing access to the region’s resources.29F

30 But what resources did “the West” 
secure in the region? And who conquered and subjugated whom? Certainly, NATO 
bombings did not conquer Serbia. As for the Kosovars, they were already conquered 
and subjugated by Serbia. Did the U.S then conquer and subjugate Kosova? Only if 
Kosova’s placement under international protectorate, its negotiations with Serbia, its 
independence, its failed attempts to join the EU, its economic struggles, and 
Bondsteel are considered “conquest and subjugation.” 

What does imperialism mean when invoked for Kosova? Some argue that US 
imperialism sought to break up Yugoslavia, as the last resistance to capitalism, in 
order to control new territory and resources.30F

31 Others, like Wood, argue that 
imperialism is no longer about direct control over non-capitalist territories for 
resources but over the entire world and global market. “Imperialism,” as she writes, is 
not “about the relation between a capitalist and a non-capitalist world” but about “the 
relations within a global capitalist system.”31F

32 Contemporary imperialism seeks to 
ensure that capitalism prevails globally and to manipulate capitalist market forces to 
benefit “powerful capitalist economies and the United States in particular.”32F

33 
While I acknowledge the importance of anti-imperialist critiques, it is worth 

considering who they are directed towards. The anti-imperialist left does not 
denounce Serbia as an imperial country, an occupier, and a colonial power in 
Kosova and Bosnia. They do not condemn Serbia’s efforts to create a Greater Serbia 
cleansed of Muslims.33F

34 They split hairs about the severity of the atrocities in Kosova 
and Bosnia but fail to condemn Serbia for its ethnic cleansing campaigns.  

One would expect a greater degree of concern for the plight of Kosovars from 
radical Leftists who espouse the high values of humanitarianism, justice, and 
lawfulness. But the radicals calling the US-NATO intervention an imperial conquest 
are not bothered by Serbia’s subjugation of Kosovars nor preoccupied with Kosova’s 
fight for self-determination and, after the war, nationhood. Indeed, the anti-imperialist 
left’s concern about Kosova did not exist prior to 1999, and it remains transfixed there 
upon. 

 
3: Consistency  
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of “do it yourself” politics with no consideration for the struggles of others. The 
message is clear: fight your own battle; to each their own. This is the standpoint of 
those who sit on nuclear weapons and not of those who lack even a standing army. 
An easy standpoint from those who reside in the “imperial power,” whose violence 
they condemn but whose protection they enjoy. At stake is not merely lack of 
solidarity but a total disregard for the material conditions that make self-
determination struggles possible.  

 
5: Conflict or Genocide? 
 
 A 1992 Time magazine cover featured an emaciated Bosnian man in a 

Serbian concentration camp.  
 

 
 

The photograph of “the thin man behind the barb-wire,” Chomsky argues, is a 
fake, propaganda fabricated to argue that Bosnia was like Auschwitz: “[I]t was 
probably the reporters who were behind the barb-wire, and the place was ugly, but it 
was a refugee camp, I mean, people could leave if they wanted and, near the thin 

Time Magazine, August 17, 1992 (Vol. 140, No. 7). 
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man was a fat man and so on.”58F

59 The “thin man” in the photograph is Fikret Alić, a 
Muslim prisoner in the Serbian concentration camp, Trnopolje, who managed to 
escape the camp disguised as a Muslim woman. His family members were burned 
alive by Serbians.59F

60 
Chomsky’s stance on the Bosnian genocide showcases some of the bleakest 

features of the anti-interventionist position. These include claims that atrocities in 
Kosova were exaggerated, that the intervention is the true cause of the atrocities, and 
that what occurred in Kosova does not merit the name “genocide.” 

To understand these claims, let us recall that Serbia’s occupation of Kosova 
lasted for decades and was characterized by a pattern of atrocities, including 
massacres, rapes, arsons, and forced expulsions.60F

61 When the war reached its peak in 
1998 and 1999, it was extensively covered by global news networks. Journalists 
documented the war, shared footage of its horrors and impact on civilians, and 
reported that Serbian militia and police had forcibly evicted almost all Albanians at 
gunpoint and instigated the ethnic cleansing campaign called “Horseshoe.” 

61F

62 It was 
common knowledge, as noted by Samantha Power, that 40,000 Serb troops and 300 
tanks had occupied Kosova.62F

63As massacres were being broadcast worldwide, 
however, anti-imperialist critics voiced suspicions about their reality.  

Claims of alleged exaggerations emerged as evidence was being broadcast 
to our living rooms. Leftists insisted that the situation in Kosova was not that bad and 
certainly not bad enough to warrant intervention: “Even if the total number killed in 
Kosovo were doubled, the loss of life would still be smaller” than in “Sri Lanka or 
Turkey.”63F

64 Citing the fabricated death toll of 2,000 Kosovars, Chomsky similarly 
highlights its insignificance—a mere fraction of deaths in Turkey and Lebanon. He 
also points out that Kosovar refugees are only half the number of Palestinian 
refugees in 1948.64F

65 False figures circulate among anti-interventionists, who argue 
that reports of atrocities in Kosova were “grossly misleading” fabrications that 
employed a rhetoric of “ethnic cleansing” to justify the intervention and draw false 
comparisons with the Holocaust, where “six million defenseless Jews were killed by 
the Nazis” as compared “to an estimated two thousand” deaths in Kosovo.”65F

66 
Chomsky dismisses the atrocities in Kosova as a “hysterical exaggeration,” while 
Wood, equally skeptical, adopts “the premise,” for the sake of the argument, “that 
there was a ‘humanitarian’ disaster.”66F

67  
As the same Serbians responsible for the Bosnian genocide executed 

Kosovars, the left dismissed the atrocities and condemned the supposed 
demonization of Serbians and Milošević.67F

68 Chomsky and Alan Wood, for example, 
attribute the start of the war to the KLA.68F

69 Wood maintains that arguments about 
defending Kosovars from Serbian aggression and “opposing the dictator Milosevic” 
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cannot “withstands the slightest scrutiny.”69F

70 Ali and Achcar, moreover, deny that 
Kosova was unjustly occupied by Serbia, arguing instead that Serbians and 
Kosovars were equally committing atrocities. They criticize western media for 
providing a simplistic narrative of “good guys” (Albanians) versus “bad guys (Serbs), 
of innocent victims versus barbarous aggressors, which ignored the complexities of 
the situation on the ground.70F

71 Neither scholar recounts these complexities. For there 
is nothing to be recounted. To claim the “crimes on both sides” narrative is akin to 
asserting that crimes occurred on both sides during the Vietnam and Algerian wars. 
For although Kosova had a liberation army, it was Serbian police, military, and 
paramilitary groups, with ski masks and red berets, that ravaged villages and went 
door to door executing and raping Kosovars.71F

72 For every KLA attack against the 
occupying Serbian military, Serbians retaliated by targeting innocent Kosovar 
civilians. Kosovar troops never set foot in Serbia.72F

73 The entirety of the Kosovar war 
occurred in Kosova.  

The dominant position of the left is that the intervention caused more harm 
than good. Even more, anti-imperialists argue that the real atrocity in Kosova was the 
intervention.73F

74 Refusing to utter a word about Kosovar deaths, for example, Wood 
speaks of the “horrors perpetrated by the United States and its allies.”74F

75 Chomsky 
acknowledges that Milošević had a “truly evil proposal” for the Kosovars.75F

76 Yet he 
insists that there remains “a long step” between Milošević’s plan and its execution 
“unless the planner is subjected to military attack—eliciting the implementation of the 
plans, which retrospectively justifies the attack by an impressive feat of logic.”76F

77 For 
Kosovars, however, the interval separating the plan from its execution was 
vanishingly small. Indeed, one wonders whether a genocidal plan is ever just a plan. 
The reason for Chomsky’s discussion is to absolve Milošević of responsibility through 
the fantastic suggestion that he had been compelled to execute his plan because of 
NATO’s intervention. He thus exonerates Milošević and blames the US and NATO for 
the horrors in Kosova. 

Critics aligned with Chomsky’s view argue that the war itself was initiated by 
the US-NATO bombings. For Kosovars, however, the war began before it became 
visible to the world. It reached its peak in 1998, when Albanians were being 
displaced, losing their jobs, and facing segregation.77F

78 When my mother returned 
home beaten after a protest, the war had already started; by the time Kosovars were 
denied access to education and massacres erupted, the war was well underway. 
The sleight of hand of the radical position is that it reduces everything to the 
intervention. The conflict between Kosova and Serbia that existed before the 
intervention and continues today, however, cannot be attributed to only this. 
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Even the displacement of Kosovars and widespread destruction has been 
falsely attributed to the intervention.78F

79 This displacement began before the NATO 
bombing, when the Serbian military and police forces carried out a campaign of 
ethnic cleansing, which involved expelling ethnic Albanians from their homes. I 
experienced this displacement when the Serbian military entered my neighborhood, 
armed and masked, and proceeded to empty out house after house. The 
displacement, murder, and slaughter of Kosovars surely continued after the NATO 
bombing campaign, but the intervention did not cause them. In contending that the 
displacement and murder of Kosovars by Serbians escalated after the intervention, 
these scholars do not condemn Serbia but only the US-NATO intervention.79F

80 They 
exonerate Milošević, the Butcher of the Balkans, of any responsibility for the atrocities 
committed against Kosovars. 

In fact, Wood and Achcar even call the US-NATO intervention “inept” and 
“ineffective” in preventing ethnic cleansing.80F

81 NATO’s actions would not help victims, 
Wood insisted in 1999, but only cause more harm; it would not weaken but only 
“strengthen” Milošević.81F

82 But these assertions turned out to be false. Not only did 
NATO not cause the atrocities but it led to Serbia’s withdrawal, a key fact that anti-
interventionist/anti-imperialist scholars fail to acknowledge. It was precisely because 
of this withdrawal that displaced Kosovars who had lost their homes, myself 
included, were able to return to Kosova. The genocide, which surely would have 
continued without the intervention, was interrupted and as Agon Maliqi writes, the 
intervention “was a success.”82F

83 After all, as a result, not all Albanian Kosovars were 
exterminated.  

The anti-interventionist Left simultaneously blames NATO for the ethnic 
cleansing and denies it occurred. There is, in fact, a spectrum ranging from 
downplaying the atrocities in Kosova to outright denial. Some argue that the violence 
in Kosova was not as systematic as it was portrayed to be, others maintain that there 
was violence on both sides or blame the KLA for the brutality, while others claim that 
the numbers were exaggerated. But much of the controversy around the slaughter of 
Kosovars centers on whether it can be classified as genocide.  

Leading scholars of the region and of genocide, such as Martin Shaw, Marko 
Attila Hoare, and Power, claim that what occurred in Kosova was genocide.83F

84 The 
anti-interventionists, however, promote the more palatable phrase “ethnic cleansing.” 
Ethnic cleansing does not upset their stomachs, while genocide does. Perhaps the 
deniers prefer “ethnic cleansing” as it preserves their delicate sensibilities—clinical, 
surgical—and bourgeois etiquette. But they recoil at the word “genocide,” which 
carries the stench of death. 
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The situation in Kosova, Chomsky writes, was not genocide but a political 
conflict wherein both sides committed atrocities: “The term ‘genocide’ has a very 
precise meaning under international law, and it does not apply to the situation in 
Kosovo.”84F

85 He ridicules such claims as being advanced merely to justify an imperial 
intervention disguised as humanitarian. He dismisses the use of the term “genocide” 
as a “hysterical exaggeration” that is a “classic feature of propaganda,” one akin to a 
“form of Holocaust revisionism” that is “a bitter insult to the memory of Hitler’s 
victims.”85F

86 Chomsky argues that claims such as Timothy Garton Ash’s—that the 
Kosova intervention was “absolutely right” and passed the “very high…threshold for 
such humanitarian intervention”—have no plausible “relation to the facts.”86F

87 In turn, 
he praises The Wall Street Journal for publishing a “rare exception” to war 
propaganda, which declared that the conflict in Kosova was cruel and bitter but not 
genocide.87F

88  
Controversy surrounding the use of the term “genocide” in Kosova’s case 

reached its peak in the late 1990s. Ambassador and international lawyer David 
Scheffer, who participated in the creation of the International Criminal Tribunals for 
the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda, reported that since WWII, with the exception of 
Rwanda and Cambodia, one would be “hard pressed to find a crime scene…where a 
defenceless civilian population have been assaulted with such ferocity and criminal 
intent and suffered so many multiple violations of international humanitarian law in 
such a short period of time as in Kosovo since mid-March 1999.”88F

89 The conflict in 
Kosova, he noted, is a “government-planned campaign to eliminate” an “ethnic 
population” through forced deportation and killing.89F

90 He reported mass executions 
occurring in 75 towns and villages; mass graves and rapes; Serbian forces exhuming 
and then burning bodies from mass graves to destroy forensic evidence; roughly 
225,000 unaccounted men ranging between 14 to 59 years old; roughly 550,000 
internally displaced people, some of whom had been living in hills for weeks; and 
widespread starvation and disease.90F

91 The number of people killed in mass 
executions had risen to 5,000, which Scheffer quoted as a conservative figure. In 
addition, he reported instances of Serbians using Kosovars as human shields, forced 
labor, and forcing as many as 700 ethnic Albanians to “stand in front of tanks in the 
rain for two days with their hands tied behind their backs as the Serbs exchanged 
fire with KLA forces.”91F

92 The war, he argued, is a “shell game of civilians manipulated 
by Serb forces” and “exposed” to “the risk of military conflict,” which is “a war crime.”92F

93 
US officials were hesitant to provide figures as the conflict was ongoing and over 
ninety percent of Kosovars were displaced and many missing.93F

94 But despite these 
difficulties, Scheffer concluded that the events in Kosova were “indicators of 
genocide unfolding.”94F

95 
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Critics, however, were concerned with body count and not with Serbian illegal 

activities.95F

96 Accusations of exaggeration erupted when Clinton used the term 
“genocide” in 1999 and continued after the war with scholars and journalists 
circulating a figure of 2-4,000 deaths as proof that the US had lied.96F

97 As evidence of 
mass graves and missing persons emerged, however, it became clear that the 
numbers were not exaggerated. Bodies kept turning up, including those exhumed in 
mass graves in Serbia and 11,324 buried in 529 sites in Kosova alone.97F

98 Serbians had 
been making a living by transporting dead bodies to Serbia, as evidenced by the 
actions of the interior minister, Vlajko Stojiljković, who, at Milošević’s behest, used 
refrigerator trucks to remove corpses from execution sites in Kosova just two days 
before the NATO bombing.98F

99  
The predominant narrative about Serbian genocides in Bosnia and Kosova is, 

in Chomsky’s words, a “hysterical exaggeration of the enemy’s unfathomable evil.”99F

100 
Scholars, however, were not preoccupied with said “evil” but instead with its alleged 
exaggeration. The scale of atrocities in Kosova, they argue, was “increased”;100F

101 the 
reported causalities were an “exaggeration”;101F

102 evidence was “manufactured”;102F

103 
“Horseshoe” operation was a Western “fiction”;103F

104 “not a single mass grave” was 
found in Kosova;104F

105 numbers were “inflated” by “70 percent” without an explanation, 
as when “dealing with a demonized enemy anything goes.”105F

106 Dismissing, as Hoare 

A Kosovar grandfather and grandchild look for the boy’s father among the victims of Raçak massacre. January 17, 
1999, Reuters. 
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notes, the “corpses of murdered Albanians” as a “Western conspiracy,” 
106F

107 Michael 
Parenti jokingly asks: “how did the Serbs accomplish these mass-grave-disappearing 
acts?”107F

108 
They insisted that the death toll was inadequate to meet the criteria of 

genocide. Such an assertion implies not that a few people died but that not enough 
people died. If, however, the issue is numbers, and the atrocities in Kosova were not 
bad enough, “how bad would they have to be” for leftists to “come out in favor of 
NATO air-strikes?”108F

109 
The anti-interventionist position, thus, is not merely a condemnation of the 

intervention but amounts to genocide denial. This denial, as Hoare and Shaw show, 

is evidenced in the fixation on numbers, even though genocide is not defined by the 
quantity of slaughter. 109F

110 In Article II of the Genocide Convention, genocide is defined 
as several different “acts committed with intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a 
national, ethnical, racial or religious group.”110F

111 Acts that qualify, according to the 
Article, are “killing members of the group; causing serious bodily or mental harm to 
members of the group; deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life 
calculated to bring about its physical destruction in whole or in part; imposing 
measures intended to prevent births within the group; forcibly transferring children of 
the group to another group.”111F

112 It follows that Milošević’s plan, exhibiting intent for 
ethnic cleansings and acts targeting Albanian Kosovars for death and displacement, 
constitutes genocide.  

The definition of genocide does not invoke numbers.112F

113 The primacy accorded 
numbers by the anti-interventionists reveals the capitalist character of their 
discourse. We live in an era of mechanized warfare, which instills an expectation that 
genocide should be commensurate with technological advancement. In the past, 
when the technology of war was still rudimentary, genocide existed, though not at 
the scale known to modern humanity. Modern expectations about mass production 
and mass murder thus overdetermine the conversation around genocide, making it 
possible to dismiss the genocide of minorities. 

Chomsky, for whom the use of the word “genocide” is an insult, argues that 
our “most honorable course” of action would be to “expunge” the word “genocide” 
from our “vocabulary until the day, if it ever comes, when honesty and integrity can 
become an international norm.”113F

114 By contrast, we can look to the words of Adorno, 
who was, incidentally, a Jewish intellectual displaced by Nazi Germany. Adorno 
famously notes that though what the Nazis did to the Jewish people was 
unspeakable and unable to be captured in language, a “term needed to be found if 
the victims…were to be spared the curse of having no thought turned unto them.”114F

115 
But Adorno also writes, with great foresight, that opening the debate about whether 
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or not there should be humanitarian intervention will already be an answer to that 
question: No. The genocide denial of scholars is best captured by him thus:  

 
One day negotiations may take place in the forum of the United Nations 
on whether some new atrocity comes under the heading of genocide, 
whether nations have a right to intervene that they nonetheless do not 
want to exercise, and whether in view of the unforeseen difficulty of 
applying it in practice the whole concept of genocide should be 
removed from the statutes. Soon afterwards there are inside-page 
headlines in journalese: East Turkestan genocide programme nears 
completion.115F

116  
 
Propaganda and Genocide Denial 

 
There is no consensus on whether the atrocities committed in Kosova meet 

the strict definition of genocide under international law. Interestingly, however, the 
arguments made by many radicals against the intervention and the use of the term 
“genocide” are identical to those made by Serbian and Russian government officials, 
Serbian nationalists, and Milošević apologists. This is unsurprising given that the 
lineage of the Left anti-imperialist critiques of the Kosova intervention are inexorably 
linked to Serbian anti-Albanian propaganda. Since at least the 1990s, these 
arguments have combined suspicions about the atrocities with critiques of US 
imperialism. 

The anti-interventionists and anti-imperialists, whom Hoare correctly terms “left 
revisionists,” leverage pro-Serbian and Russian propaganda to deny atrocities in 
Kosova.116F

117 The blasé dismissal of atrocities is merely genocide denial and 
propaganda. For instance, Chomsky’s assertions regarding “the thin man” rely on 
Phillip Knightly, the journalist embroiled in the controversy surrounding Living 
Marxism [LM], a British magazine that was sued by Independent Television News 
[ITN] after accusing the network of fabricating images of the Bosnian camps. 
Though LM lost, their propaganda—memorialized as “the picture that fooled the 
world”117F

118—circulated widely, even reaching the Hague, where it was used as 
evidence by the war criminal Radovan Karadžić.118F

119 
The anti-imperialist arguments against the Kosova intervention echo Serbian 

anti-Albanian propaganda, which started as early as the 1980s, when Milošević 
claimed that Kosovars were committing genocide against Serbians.119F

120 Greater 
Serbia fanatics, Milošević supporters, pro-Serbian/Russian, and anti-West/EU 
scholars invoked imperialism as an explanation for the Serbian genocide of 
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Bosnians and Kosovars. In the 1990s, Leftist decried the demonization of Milošević, 
arguing that he was a “thorn in the side of imperialist concerns.”120F

121 Milošević, who 
was slaughtering Muslims in the Balkans, emerged as a Leftist hero challenging 
capitalist imperialism.  

Those who had raised suspicion over Rwanda and Bosnia had now turned 
their attention to Kosova—Tariq Ali, Mick Hume, Michael Parenti, Edward Herman, 
David Peterson, Jared Israel, David N. Gibbs, Diana Johnstone, John Robles, Glenn 
Greenwald, Ken Klippenstein, Max Blumenthal, and Gareth Porter, to name a few. 
They denied the genocide, asserting that Western media fabricated the Serbian 
atrocities to vilify Serbs, which then became a pretext for Western military 
intervention. In turn, they blamed the West, NATO, Croats, Bosnians, and Kosovar 
Albanians for crimes committed by Serbian forces. Though the Greater Serbia 
project significantly contributed to Yugoslavia’s disintegration, left revisionists blamed 
countries fighting for self-determination, which they deemed nationalist, 
“reactionary,” and “murderous chauvinists.”121F

122 The dissolution of Yugoslavia, in 
Wood’s words, was a “criminal act…against the interests of all peoples” committed by 
“western imperialism.”122F

123 
Leftists were hard at work denying genocide. Herman, the co-author, with 

Chomsky, of Manufacturing Consent joins Radovan Karadžić in claiming that the 
Srebrenica death tolls were exaggerated and that massacres in Sarajevo were 
orchestrated by Bosnian Muslims.123F

124 The fixation with body count is also present in 
his The Politics of Genocide, co-authored with David Peterson, and endorsed by 
John Pilger with a forward by Chomsky, where he downplays and dismisses the 
genocide of Tutsis and Bosnians, arguing that the cause of deaths in Srebrenica 
remains undetermined.124F

125 Similarly, Degraded Capability: The Media and the Kosovo 
Crisis, edited by Herman and Philip Hammond, downplays Serbian atrocities in 
Kosova as Western exaggerations and criticizes “anti-Serbian” media conspiracies.125F

126  
One of the most striking features of these denials is the systematic prohibition, 

censorship, and minimization of criticism against Serbia practiced by leading leftist 
journals. Take, for example, Counterpunch’s defense of LM;126F

127 the case of the New 
Left Review, which commissioned Hoare to travel to Serbia to report on the anti- 
Milošević rebellion, only to refuse his report’s publication due to its support of the 
Hague Tribunal;127F

128 and Jacobin’s avid evasion of the term “genocide” in relation to 
Bosnia and Kosova.128F

129 Consider also the 1990 article in Praxis International, in which 
Mihailo Marković, who went on to become a spokesman for Serbian nationalism and 
the vice-president of Milošević’s party, claims that Kosovar Albanians are backward, 
clannish people who could not lift themselves out of poverty despite Yugoslav help. 
Marković describes the presence of Muslims in the heart of Europe as a threat and 
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throws his unalloyed support behind Serbia as Yugoslavia’s most progressive 
socialist republic.129F

130 Seyla Benhabib, the editor of Praxis International at the time, 
later expressed regret for having published a piece so blatantly racist and neofascist 
in its conceit.130F

131 Note also, Diane Johnston’s left-wing support of Milošević, who 
compares anti-Serbians with Nazis and claims that the genocide in Kosova was 
“imaginary”;131F

132 Harold Pinter’s claim that “Miloševic is brutal” but that “the brutality of 
Clinton (and of course Blair) is insidious, since it hides behind sanctimony and the 
rhetoric of moral outrage”;132F

133 and Pilger, who calls pro-interventionists “war lovers” 
and maintains that assertations of genocide in Kosova were “all bullshit. Not a 
misinterpretation. Not a mistake. Not blunders. Bullshit.”133F

134 These examples 
showcase the anti-imperialist rhetoric that spans from Belgrade to Boston.134F

135  
One of the most noteworthy contributions to Leftist pro-Serbian propaganda is 

Michael Parenti’s To Kill A Nation: The Attack of Yugoslavia, which was published by 
Verso, a subsidiary of the New Left Review. The book offers an apologia for Milošević 
and his regime, suggesting that the destruction of Yugoslavia was orchestrated by a 
conspiracy of the Western imperialist powers and that the Kosova war was waged to 
destroy Serbia’s socialism. Tellingly, Parenti’s book was later published in Serbian 
with a foreword authored by Milošević himself, praising Parenti as “an American to 
whom every genuinely truth-loving inhabitant of our planet owes gratitude for his 
great bravery and competence in seeing and understanding the events that have 
marked the last decade of the twentieth century.”135F

136 In the foreword, Milošević agrees 
with Parenti that the Hague and the immoral attack on Yugoslavia are proof that we 
must resist “the new enslavers,” citing Parenti as one who has “given this resistance 
an undoubtedly great personal contribution.”136F

137  
Lastly, it is worth mentioning that in 2001 these scholars formed the 

“International Committee to Defend Slobodan Milošević.” The group is united by their 
opposition against NATO’s supposed dismantling of Yugoslavia, “disgust” over the 
International Criminal Tribunal and the Milošević trial, and what they call the 
“unprecedented demonization of the Serbian people” in the name of a “spirit of 
brotherhood between peoples” and “the principle of sovereign equality of nations.” 
The stated mission of the committee is to “actively suppor[t] and publiciz[e] President 
Milošević’s courageous and powerful self-defense” and to “hono[r]” his “political 
legacy.”137F

138  
 For this Left, one is either a pro-Serbian or a capitalist/imperialist.138F

139 There is 
thus a glorification of Milošević’s so-called socialism and a blind belief that the 
intervention in Kosova was a Western conspiracy to destroy Yugoslavia. As Hoare 
argues, this discourse is dominated by two allegations of imperialist conspiracies—
one to break up Yugoslavia and one to attack Milošević’s utopia.139F

140 Consequently, 
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Parenti and Johnstone even support Serbia’s revocation of Kosova’s autonomy as a 
“necessary” and “legal” measure that left “intact the political rights of ethnic 
Albanians.”140F

141 Despite the overwhelming evidence to the contrary, “the left-revisionist 
campaign” holds on to the fiction of a Serb-led socialist utopia in the Balkans.141F

142 To 
that end, all evidence of Serbian crimes is dismissed as Western propaganda and 
the Kosova war as having nothing to do with the people of Yugoslavia.142F

143 Thus, the 
history of former Yugoslavia, as Hoare writes, is reduced to “the history of Western 
intervention in the former Yugoslavia.”143F

144 Hoare is correct that this left critique of 
imperialism is itself imperialist.144F

145 
 Indeed, the left anti-interventionist discourse is characterized by revisionism, 
refusal to condemn fascism, total disregard for the loss of Kosovar lives, and an 
obsession with the U.S, which is made to stand for “imperialism” and “capitalism.” 
Like anti-imperialist scholars, Serbians too condemn the intervention in the same 
breath with which they chant “Kosovo is Serbia.”  
 The anti-interventionist position is thus not merely a condemnation of the 
intervention but genocide denial. Faulting only the US and exonerating Serbian 
criminals, leftists join the ranks of Emir Kusturica and Peter Handke, experts and 
Nobel Prize winners, who do not blink at the actions of the Butcher of the Balkans. 
They cleanse Serbia of its dark history; omit mass rapes, civil terror, political 
imprisonment, massacres, and Islamophobia; and erase the memory of Chetniks, 
Mladić, Karadžić, and the Tigers, rendering Kosova a place that never needed saving. 

 
Elites  

 
Underpinning the anti-interventionist position is a conception of politics as a 

cabal of corrupt politicians: on the one hand, the US and NATO, formidable entities 
with immense power, capable of implementing ominous plans at will and, on the 
other, Milošević, a helpless figure unable to resist the US juggernaut. A handful of 
elites in D.C., London, and Brussels are portrayed as manipulating the course of 
history and exploiting honest taxpayers for their nefarious ends.  

In this account, the US, contrasted to weak Europe, stands for “elites” and 
becomes interchangeable with “imperialism” and “capitalism.” But, as Sontag points 
out, Europe is not weak; this is the “Europe that let Bosnia die” while presenting itself 
as a place where tragedies no longer occur. Genocide, in this view, occurs only in 
places that “are not ‘really’ Europe,” that is to say, in the Balkans.145F

146 That this is indeed 
Europe’s image of itself is clear from Habermas’ recent comments that the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine marked the first instance of war on European soil since WWII.146F

147 
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The anti-interventionists render a few politicians and their intentions as 
primary causes of world events. “Motives do matter,” writes Wood.147F

148 “[T]here it is” 
she claims after citing Clinton’s stated intent for the intervention, “straight from the 
horse’s mouth.”148F

149 She cites his words as truth as if we are to be convinced of her 
thesis because Clinton simply said so. Meanwhile, Chomsky equally devotes his 
energy to Clinton, Blair, and Albright. They are dishonest and self-righteous, he tells 
us, as if we harbored illusions of their moral superiority. Note that Milošević is 
dismissed in their analyses in degrees of indictment, but never condemned in the 
same language as Clinton, Blair, and Albright. Perhaps our anti-imperialists do not 
expect honesty and sincerity from a Balkan savage. 

Intentions, which are ignored by anti-interventionists in debates on genocide, 
are here invoked as wars are reduced to the machinations of a few actors. This is 
what E.P. Thompson calls “the anthropomorphic interpretation of political, economic, 
and military formations that attributes intentions and goals to them.”149F

150 This is a 
simplistic approach that presents imperialism as having a rational intent and ignores 
the messy inertia of colliding formations and wills. Urging us to focus less on origin, 
Thompson argues that we must analyze “the consequences of consequences,” as 
well as military technology and strategy, and see that events are in large part 
“collisions of wills” and thus that the future and the past are irrational. By doing so, he 
argues, we avoid reducing everything to an imperialism with rational intent, which 
can result in conspiracy theories of the ruling elites instead of an analysis of how 
elites make decisions and how political pressures influence their policies and 
ideology. Here Thompson follows C. Wright Mills, for whom the danger of wars does 
not arise from the conscious planning of elites but is the final, unforeseen link in a 
causal chain forged at each stage by the previous choices of ruling classes. 
Therefore, if another world war were to occur, it would not be the simple outcome of 
elites’ decisions, but the result of competing configurations of social forces.150F

151 If we 
place events into too tidy a logical formation, Thompson warns, we will be 
unprepared for their inevitable irrationality. This is precisely what has occurred with 
the Kosovar war. It has been reduced to a tidy logical formation of Western elite 
design.  

The true causes of war do not lie within the intentions of politicians. No matter 
how many Clinton quotes one may amass, the true secret of war is not contained 
within his words. For the truth of war eludes him too. As Günther Anders writes, “We 
really don’t know” what we are doing “nor do they who control the Apocalypse: for 
they are ‘we’, they too are fundamentally incompetent.”151F

152 While our ancestors 
believed that imagination exceeds reality, for us, Anders writes, “our 
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imagination…cannot compete with that of our praxis” for “our imagination cannot 
grasp the effect of that which we are producing.”152F

153 
This realization can guide us towards an alternative approach to humanitarian 

interventions, one which distinguishes between actors’ intentions and the intentions 
and consequences of their actions.153F

154 It may well be true that human rights were 
hypocritically invoked for Kosova and that the justification and intention behind the 
intervention were inconsistent or even at odds with one another. But this does not 
imply that the intervention itself was wrong. The necessity for the action may have 
warranted justification, however weak. Let us then shift our attention from the 
intention of actors and evaluate, instead, the action apart from its stated justification 
and its intent. For what a humanitarian intervention is and what elites use it for are 
different, just as what a humanitarian intervention is intended to accomplish can be 
distinguished from what elites hope it accomplishes. In other words, that Clinton’s 
primary goal was not to save Kosovars does not negate the fact that the intervention 
did save them. 

In short, the justification of an action and the action itself are different. This is 
not a controversial point, for even anti-interventionists distinguish the two when they 
make claims about the inconsistency of the intent and the justification of the action. 
Thus, even if we accept the argument that US-NATO acted solely out of its own 
interests, it does not necessarily mean that its intervention was unjustified. If we 
separate the intention of the actor from the intention of the action, the discourse 
around the Kosovar war will cease to be about US imperialism, consistency, intent, 
and justification. Setting the intention and consequences of humanitarian 
intervention apart from those of the actors that led the operation, I believe, opens up 
the possibility of redeeming the action. 

 
Redeeming Humanitarian Interventions  

 
For Peace. Against War. Who is not? But, how can you stop those bent 
on genocide without making war? —Susan Sontag154F

155 
 

Unable to demonstrate the worth of humanitarian interventions against the 
morally righteous anti-imperialist Left, I once confided to a dear friend that I felt like a 
weak philosopher without arguments. I feel that the intervention was right, I said, but 
I cannot prove it. What is one life worth in the anti-imperialist fight? Yet, all I have to 
show for the worth of interventions is myself. I, alongside thousands, am here 
because of the intervention.  
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My friend pointed me to a passage Adorno wrote shortly after escaping fascist 
Germany in response to critiques of capitalist democracies.155F

156 “We owe our life,” he 
wrote, “to the difference between the economic framework of late capitalism, and its 
political façade.”156F

157 While for the critic, who everywhere sees the “sham character” of 
“public opinion” and “the primacy of the economy in real decision,” “this discrepancy 
is slight…[f]or countless individuals, however, the thin, ephemeral veil is the basis of 
their entire existence.”157F

158 Countless individuals “are indebted for their existence to the 
inessential, illusion,” which, against “the great laws of historical development, amount 
to mere chance.”158F

159 This truth, Adorno notes, affects the entire construction of 
essence and appearance. “Measured by its concept, the individual has indeed 
become as null and void as Hegel’s philosophy anticipated: seen sub specie 
individuationis, however, absolute contingency, permitted to persist as a seemingly 
abnormal state, is itself the essential.”159F

160 If the world is “systematized horror,” he adds, 
it does “the world too much honour to think of it entirely as a system,” for it is rooted 
in division and it “reconciles” only by upholding “the irreconcilability of the general 
and the particular. Its essence is abomination; but its appearance, the lie by virtue of 
which it persists, is a stand-in for truth.”160F

161 
While Leftist radicals deny genocide and unveil hypocritical politicians, the thin 

veneer of human rights is the foundation of my existence. I too owe my life to a 
fragile appearance: the difference between late capitalism and its political façade, 
which, in my case, was the much condemned “human rights.”  

I also owe my life to the appearance of a concern for humanity that is 
preserved in human rights. Perhaps human rights are just a thin veneer. But if we 
claim to remove the façade, as radicals do, we would merely sacrifice actually 
existing humans for an abstract humanity. We must rather acknowledge that the very 
construction of essence and appearance, as Adorno notes, showcases that the 
individual is insignificant and in a state of absolute contingency. The appearance of 
such a world makes possible the arbitrary saving of a few. Kosovars were not saved 
because they were the chosen ones; to say that we owe our life to the intervention is 
to say that we experienced a bit of unearned good luck.  

I cannot begin to explain the experience of begging for intervention and being 
told that you are better off spared from imperialism. I cannot explain how sweet this 
so-called imperialism is in the face of the threat of death. It is with this in mind—with 
the image of the person who has no state, military, or power to turn to, who is not 
only cursed by the general insignificance of all individuals but also cursed to have 
been born in a country that is insignificant—that humanitarian intervention must be 
rethought. The ones who beg for it are desperate. The ones who are denied it are 
cursed. The ones who are granted it are lucky.  
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Thus, there is something to be redeemed in the so-called humanitarian 
intervention. But only when the dead and living Kosovars emerge from the shadow 
of genocide denial and US imperialism, which obstructs the truth of war; when 
humanitarian interventions are thought within the parameters of the world that both 
renders them necessary and scrutinizes their necessity; when we cease to displace 
the concern from human life to human rights and thus acknowledge the necessity of 
the veneer of human right for the sake of human life.  

Radicals lament the betrayal of “humanity” in the hypocritical invocation of 
human rights for humanitarian interventions. Ali calls our survival “Nato’s Balkan 
Adventure,” while Sontag, herself so often dismissed as naïve, calls it a “just war.”161F

162 
Where survival is concerned, I will hedge my bets on her sensibility before I do on the 
radicals who are willing to put my head on a chopping block for their principles.162F

163 
For, as Wood claims, “whatever happens in [the Kosovar] war” we must “confront” 
“human rights imperialism” “head on” or “the left is in danger of losing its one most 
consistent commitment, the resistance to imperialism, a commitment that many 
people have preserved long after giving up on things like class struggle.”163F

164 
Enzensberger perfectly captures Wood’s position when he writes: “Those who pride 
themselves on their loyalty to ideas should remember that abstraction cannot be 
betrayed, only people.”164F

165 
 Radicals are outraged that “humanity” is used as a pretext for economic 
interests. While Wood argues that the “US interpretation of human rights violates any 
meaningful conception of human rights” by prioritizing its own particular interests 
over “the common interests of humanity,” in truth it is her stance that undermines 
human rights by placing an abstract notion of humanity with a common interest over 
the actual interests of human beings.165F

166 The anti-interventionists’ concern with 
humanity in its purest form does not extend to the economic needs of said humanity. 
Note that there is here a link between the idea of humanity and that of human rights 
as expressed also in the right to freely engage in relations of exchange.166F

167 The latter, 
which is essential for survival in capitalist society, is dismissed as inessential. While 
supporting humanity as such is said to be commendable and honest, feeding real 
human beings for ulterior motives is unacceptable. Our radicals will not stand for it. 

To redeem humanitarian intervention, let us give serious consideration to 
those who worry that interventions are not really for humanity. In their critique, 
radicals posit abstract humanity against the veneer of human rights. In contrast, we 
must redeem humanitarian intervention from abstract humanity by examining it from 
the standpoint of human beings. We can begin, as Karl Marx puts it, with real 
premises: living human individuals.167F

168 A redemption of humanitarian intervention 
from abstract humanity for really existing human beings. 
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Such a redemption implies judging the validity of the intervention through and 
for human beings. Once we theorize from this standpoint, it becomes evident that 
today humanitarian interventions are always also economic ones. This is the tragedy. 
Perhaps our critics’ desire for a purely humanitarian intervention is correct, but only in 
its utopian elements: that is, the desire to uphold a purely humanitarian intervention 
unmarred by corrupt politics, secret deals, and hidden agendas: an intervention truly 
for humans. It posits as the terrain for intervention a world in which humanitarian 
intervention would no longer be necessary; a world where humans come first, 
unmediated by economic motives.  

This, however, is not the case in capitalist society. It is thus imperative for those 
grappling with interventions to critically analyze its socio-historical context; to think it 
in our society, which produces both mass murder and the appeal to end it. In such a 
society, what good could a non-economic, non-military, purely humanitarian 
intervention do for anyone?  

Let us be brutally honest—the need for a humanitarian intervention arises out 
of economic concerns. And just as bellies cannot be filled with prayers, neither can 
humanitarian intervention be complete without the power of capital. A world that 
requires a humanitarian intervention is the very world that has caused it. The 
necessity of a humanitarian intervention in Kosova reveals the true nature of a world 
where human life is not the primary concern. That, by a combination of factors and 
interests, Kosovars were placed first does not mean they were the intended primary 
beneficiaries. Rather, it stands to showcase the glory of undeserved good luck.168F

169   
Once we theorize from the standpoint of human beings, it becomes evident 

that humanitarian interventions—which claim to prioritize human life—are only 
necessary in a world where human beings are always second. In a world that treats 
human beings as ends in themselves—which a purely humanitarian intervention 
purports to do—there would be no genocide, thus rendering humanitarian 
intervention superfluous. The demand to put people first only makes sense in a world 
that always puts them last. 

 
Lessons From Kosova  

 
Though Kosova is sometimes mentioned, many fail to speak about Kosovars. 

Virilio ruminates on the air and sky, arguing that the Kosovar war happened in “aero-
electro-magnetic space”; Wood, Ali, and Chomsky fixate on the US; Habermas still 
holds fast to WWII as his exclusive historical anchor; Italians scrutinize their own 
involvement; the French laud their disengagement; but no one truly writes about 
Kosova.169F

170  
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How would one write about Kosova? It is a more daunting task for me to write 
as a witness than it is for scholars to launch indictments from the US. The task 
proves burdensome as I feel impelled to prove that Kosova is more than a mere 
reflection of American imperialism. But to do so is to cast Kosova in the genocide 
denier’s shadow. It becomes my task to persuade them. I am compelled to verify the 
facts of the war, to provide evidence that confirms the reality that I witnessed 
firsthand. 

In attempting to write about Kosova, I find comfort reading about others’ wars. 
In W.G. Sebald and Jean Améry, I find a human element striving to be preserved, one 
which is entirely exterminated in the discourse surrounding the Kosovar war. Even in 
the literature that makes it possible for me to confront the horrors of war, however, I 
am struck by the tendency to emphasize numbers. This is understandable given the 
enormity of mass murders, such as the Holocaust, that occurred on an 
unprecedented human scale, or Hiroshima, which, as Anders claims, altered morality 
and brought forth a new categorical imperative.170F

171 But this tendency leaves me wary 
because I feel I cannot do the same. And yet, precisely because I feel that I cannot—
as if I am ashamed that more people did not die—I am compelled to acknowledge 
the toll of even one life lost. Even one is too many.  

But how should one account for such loss? Searching for war narratives by 
Kosovars proves futile, for I struggle to find first-hand accounts of the tragedy written 
by Kosovars themselves. Despite regularly telling war stories, Kosovars rarely put 
them into writing. Instead, we write about the war’s aftermath: survival, transition, and 
living under the UN. Strikingly, we do not pen treatises justifying foreign intervention. 

At first, I was perplexed by the Kosovars’ lack of public defense of the foreign 
intervention. But then it dawned on me: why and for whom would they write such 
defenses? To whom would they justify their survival, sovereignty, and aid? Kosovars 
are right not to write treatises rationalizing the intervention. Their existence is proof 
enough for the necessity and outcome of the intervention. It is those who oppose the 
intervention that fixate on its legitimacy and justification; those who remain 
unconvinced; those for whom the existence of Kosovars proves nothing. They seek 
to cast Kosova as a cautionary tale: “How horrible the intervention. It must never 
happen again!” But, for Kosovars, their survival is justification enough. On death row, 
any justification will suffice; human rights are as good as any. 

Perhaps this is the lesson from Kosova: the Kosovars’ existence, a small insight 
that might hold the possibility of the redemption of humanitarian intervention. A 
provocative insight at a time when denouncing US hypocrisy carries more moral 
weight than condemning genocide.  
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I harbor no illusions that Kosova will become the philosopher’s French 
Revolution or the activist’s Vietnam. But this does not mean that there are no 
“lessons,” to borrow Chomsky’s term, to be gleaned from Kosova. The inadequacy of 
the discourse on Kosova reveals both the failure of thought to capture war and the 
insignificance of atrocities and genocide denial that haunt intellectual and activist 
minds. Those who have not experienced the terror of being a target of extermination, 
of living in a state without protection when any crime against you is legitimate, 
justified, and legal, cannot fully comprehend war. Such people do not have the 
slightest sense of a life on death row, waiting its turn trembling. They do not know 
what the word “intervention” conjures to the body that lives only for the sake of 
others, the soul that does not let go upon hearing “intervention,” the sacred word that 
signals that a “thought” has “turned unto them.”171F

172  
The insights arising from war experiences may speak to the irreparable 

condition wrought by such atrocities. They may reveal the weight of surviving horrors 
only to have others deny that they ever occurred and the shock of hearing experts 
claim that it was simply a conflict between two sides. Their insights can shed light on 
the true nature of genocide—what it means to be marked a filthy target for 
extermination—and on the nature of intervention—what it means to be marked a 
victim to be saved.  

That war cannot be endured as a memory remains a problem for thought. 
Thus, Kosovars stand between trying to remember and banishing what happened. 
How should one begin, as Sebald asks, “a natural history of destruction”?172F

173 Does it 
start with a technical breakdown of the prerequisites for large-scale air raids? Or with 
a scientific account of what ravaged our cities? Or with a “pathographical record of 
typical modes of death, or with behaviorist studies of the instincts of flight and 
homecoming?”173F

174  
It certainly does not begin with Clinton, Blair, and Albright; it must begin with 

survivors, displaced people, and their search for home; with Kosovars who are 
compelled to revisit the scenes of war, to salvage something from past lives, to look 
for the lost loved ones. Survivors, in Sebald’s words, are still living in the scenes of 
catastrophe.174F

175 We remain caught in a never-ending cycle of displacement, circling 
around the rubble, always searching but never quite finding what we are looking for. 
Chronically restless but always in search of home. This longing for home keeps the 
dream of peace alive. The displaced refugee harbors this dream, while the one who 
has never been yanked from their TV set condemns peace as mythic. 

Peace may be ridiculed in the West and the West may praise itself for having 
the courage to ridicule peace. But in Kosova, we longed for it. Comfortable in the 
imperialist peace they ridicule, Leftists condemn the Kosovar intervention and deny 
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the genocide. The false, nasty, evil imperialism of the US that keeps radicals cushy in 
their universities, writing, eating, traveling, with the luxury to critique from afar—that is 
what we wanted. Nothing more, nothing less. Like the rest of the world, in moments 
of despair, we did not even want the “real deal,” we did not dream of utopia, but we 
too, like you, wanted the fake, hypocritical peace that your imperial US provides you. 
We too want freedom and peace—even as a sham, a bare set of civil liberties and 
the right to buy and consume. Once we get that, we can join you in talking about real 
peace. Until then, we simply ask not to be deprived of that to which you would 
desperately cling if it were remotely threatened. 

Radical intellectuals spit on human rights with the assurance that they will 
never need to invoke them. The experience of hedging our bets on human rights as 
we longed for repose, rest, and breath marks the difference between Kosovars and 
the radicals who are suspicious of our pain. That longing will forever mark a truth in 
search of peace. Though not a reality, peace, for us, can never be dismissed as mere 
farce.175F

176  
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