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For those who still believe that language must answer to truth.

And for those who know that power often speaks most softly when it intends the greatest harm.
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Defense is the name power gives itself

when it wishes to move without confession.

— M.H. Clairewell
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Why “defense” persuades before evidence is tested

On the night of 4 August 1964, the machinery moved before the facts had settled. Lyndon Johnson went on television and told the country that American destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin had again come under attack. Congress moved almost at once. Within days it passed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, approving and supporting the President’s determination to take “all necessary measures” to repel armed attack against United States forces and prevent further aggression. Only later did the evidentiary ground beneath the second reported attack begin to give way. The first clash, on 2 August, is generally accepted. The second, reported on 4 August, was doubted almost immediately by Captain John Herrick of the Maddox, who warned in contemporaneous messages that the reported contacts might be unreliable and that further review was needed. Much later, declassified NSA materials strongly undercut the second-attack narrative and showed that the intelligence picture was, at minimum, deeply unstable and open to conflicting interpretation. The sequence is the point. First came the claim of defense. Scrutiny followed behind it.

That sequence was not a minor embarrassment in an otherwise sound process. It exposed a political power that would recur across the century. Defense does not merely describe action. It classifies it in advance. It places one side in the moral posture of reaction and the other in the role of initiator before the argument has been fully tested. It does something even more valuable for governments operating under pressure. It compresses time. It tells the public that hesitation may itself be dangerous, that verification may be indulgent, that the first civic duty is not to know more but to stand firm. Once that happens, evidence does not enter a neutral field. It enters one already arranged. New facts may still matter, but they now matter inside a story that has already been moralized. That is why the word works so quickly. It front-loads innocence. It asks questions later.

That is why “defense” is the most dangerous word in war. Not because it is always false. Not because every state that invokes it is lying. The danger is subtler and more formidable. The word often begins in a truth that people rightly respect. States are attacked. Populations are terrorized. Allies are threatened. Law has long recognized that reality. Article 2(4) of the United Nations Charter prohibits the threat or use of force in international relations. Article 51 preserves the inherent right of individual or collective self-defense if an armed attack occurs. The International Court of Justice has repeatedly treated necessity and proportionality as central constraints on any lawful exercise of that right. A serious account cannot begin with the childish assumption that every defensive claim is a fraud. It has to begin with a harder proposition. Because defense is sometimes real, it is also available for misuse. Its legitimacy is what gives it persuasive force.

The deeper problem is that “defense” usually does three jobs at once, and public argument often pretends these jobs are the same. It is a legal category. It is a political narrative. It is also a burden-shifting device. Once force is framed as defensive, the burden quietly moves from the government to its critics. The first public question is no longer, Why are you using force. It becomes, What else were you supposed to do. That shift is immense. It makes caution sound evasive. It makes delay sound reckless. It lets leaders convert mixed motives into one cleaner moral story. Even where facts remain incomplete, the burden has already begun to slide. The government no longer has to prove as much. Critics now have to overcome the presumption that danger itself has already settled the argument. That is one reason war powers expand so easily under a defensive frame. The word does not end debate. It rearranges it in advance.

Long before the Charter, the language of defense already had this power. The Franco-Russian Military Convention of 1892 described itself as a measure designed only to meet the necessities of a defensive war. Yet the same convention linked that defensive logic to near-automatic mobilization if the forces of the Triple Alliance, or any power belonging to it, mobilized. France and Russia agreed that, at the first news of such a move, and without previous agreement being necessary, they would mobilize immediately and simultaneously. The paradox is hard to miss. The rhetoric of protection sat beside a mechanism that shortened deliberation. Protection and acceleration were housed in the same document. Europe entered 1914 already fluent in a grammar that made escalation sound compulsory. The alliances did not usually say, We want war. They said, If the other side moves, events will force our hand. That was not always bad faith. It was more dangerous than simple deceit. It was the conversion of political choice into apparent inevitability.

Belgium sharpened the moral picture further. The 1839 settlement declared Belgium an independent and perpetually neutral state and bound it to observe such neutrality toward all other states. When German forces crossed Belgian territory in August 1914, British ministers could frame intervention not as elective continental adventurism but as a response to treaty violation and the defense of a small neutral state. That claim had real legal and political weight. The difficulty lies elsewhere. Once action can be narrated as fidelity to a violated obligation, the rhetoric of defense becomes more potent still. It does not erase real choice. It renders choice harder to see. Governments no longer appear as actors deciding among options. They appear as custodians carrying out a grim necessity thrust upon them by others. Defense does not abolish agency. It hides it in honorable language.

By 1928 the normative setting had changed again. The Kellogg-Briand Pact formally renounced war as an instrument of national policy and committed the parties to seek settlement of disputes only by pacific means. It did not abolish war. States were not suddenly cured of fear, ambition, prestige, or appetite. But it did make naked aggression harder to defend in respectable public terms. Once open conquest became harder to justify, the vocabulary of reaction became more valuable. A government that could no longer say we seek expansion could say we answer provocation, restore order, protect our frontier, defend our people. The cleaner the legal rule became in form, the more politically useful the language of defense became in practice. Respectable war increasingly needed a respectable script.

Hitler’s Reichstag speech of 1 September 1939 remains one of the clearest specimens of the form. Germany invaded Poland, but Hitler publicly cast the action as response. Polish regular soldiers, he said, had fired on German territory, and “since 5.45 A.M.” Germany had merely been returning fire. The language matters because the logic would become familiar far beyond that case. Initiative dresses as reaction. Aggression borrows the posture of reluctance. The later Nuremberg judgment stripped away that public fiction with unusual clarity, holding that the war initiated by Germany against Poland was “most plainly an aggressive war.” That does not prove that every later invocation of defense belongs in the same moral category. It proves something narrower and harder to ignore. Pretext is not a paranoid theory imposed on the history of war from outside. It is one of war’s own recurring tools.

This is why suspicion by itself is useless. Some wars begin with real aggression and a real legal basis for response. Korea is the necessary corrective to lazy cynicism. On 25 June 1950, North Korean forces crossed the 38th parallel. The Security Council determined that the armed attack upon the Republic of Korea constituted a breach of the peace and called for immediate cessation of hostilities and withdrawal of North Korean forces. Resolution 83 recommended that member states furnish such assistance to the Republic of Korea as might be necessary to repel the armed attack and restore international peace and security in the area. Resolution 84 recommended that the forces and assistance be placed under a unified command under the United States. Here the language of defense was not merely a verbal disguise for a fabricated trigger. An armed attack had occurred. The United Nations system recognized it quickly. That matters, because any book that cannot admit genuine self-defense will not be trusted when it describes its abuse.

But Korea also reveals the next difficulty. A valid defensive beginning does not automatically justify everything that follows under its banner. Once the war moved beyond immediate repulsion of the North Korean advance, the questions became harder. What was the lawful scope of the mission now. How far could defensive authority travel from its original trigger. At what point does repelling attack become a wider strategic enterprise that requires fresh justification rather than reverent reuse of the original emergency. This distinction matters because one of the most persistent habits in modern war is temporal drift. A narrow emergency opens the door. A larger campaign walks through it. The original wound remains real. The later uses of it are not therefore beyond argument.

Tonkin sits at the opposite pole. Korea showed how defense can be real without ending legal or political dispute. Tonkin showed how defense can harden public judgment before the evidentiary floor is secure. Johnson’s address did not wait for a mature record. Congress did not wait for later declassification or for the full implications of Herrick’s doubts to be absorbed. Lawmaking and public persuasion ran ahead of verification. That is what makes Tonkin larger than an American episode. It is a model of political acceleration. Once attack is announced, the demand for proof begins to sound like obstruction rather than duty. The word “defense” turns uncertainty into momentum. By the time the record catches up, the authorization has already taken institutional form. At that point, later doubt has to fight not only the claim but the structure built upon it.

The attacks of 11 September 2001 produced a far stronger initial case. Security Council Resolution 1368 condemned the attacks and recognized the inherent right of individual and collective self-defense. NATO did not simply leap from sympathy to force. On 12 September, the North Atlantic Council declared that if the attacks had been directed from abroad, they would be regarded as covered by Article 5, and on 2 October it confirmed that determination. On 7 October 2001, the United States informed the Security Council that it had initiated actions in the exercise of self-defense against al-Qaeda and Taliban targets in Afghanistan. No intellectually honest account can reduce that beginning to Tonkin. The trigger was not a confused radar picture or a hasty reading of uncertain signals. It was mass-casualty terrorism in plain view.

Yet Afghanistan still illuminates the larger danger. Not the danger of a fabricated beginning, but the danger of elastic continuation. Once a defensive claim is accepted at the outset, it can become an enduring permission structure. Years pass. The threat changes shape. Geography widens. Objectives multiply. Institutions adapt to a war introduced as urgent and finite. The legal and political language of defense remains available because the original wound was real. That is precisely why later stretching becomes so hard to discipline. A claim that begins in undeniable truth can become, over time, a vehicle for operations that the original truth no longer fully explains. This is one of the central patterns of modern war. Initial legality does not guarantee durable clarity. In some cases it makes later drift harder to confront, because the argument inherits moral capital from a beginning nobody should deny.

Iraq in 2003 exposed a different maneuver. The United States and the United Kingdom did not rely on a clean Article 51 claim triggered by an ongoing armed attack in the ordinary sense. Their letters to the Security Council stressed Iraq’s continued material breaches, non-compliance with disarmament obligations, and the revival or enforcement of authority under earlier Council resolutions. But the public case often blended enforcement, danger prevention, disarmament, liberation, and national defense into one broad moral script. That blur mattered because each legal theory carries a different threshold and a different discipline. Enforcement under prior Council authority is not the same thing as self-defense against armed attack. Preventive war is not the same thing as collective security. A public case that merges them gains rhetorical power precisely by obscuring the legal distinctions that should restrain it.

Years later, Kofi Annan said that the invasion was not in conformity with the Charter and, when pressed in a BBC World Service interview, that from the Charter’s point of view it was illegal. One need not pretend that every lawyer agreed about every doctrinal detail to see the chapter’s point. The political utility of category blur was the central fact. When enforcement, prevention, and defense are folded into one public script, opposition becomes much harder because the categories that ought to limit force are made to lend strength to one another instead. The government is no longer arguing one case. It is drawing rhetorical power from several at once, while the public hears only the broadest and most morally urgent one.

Libya in 2011 helps because it was not the same kind of case. Security Council Resolution 1973 authorized member states to take all necessary measures to protect civilians and civilian-populated areas under threat of attack, while excluding a foreign occupation force of any form on any part of Libyan territory. That legal basis lay in Security Council authorization under Chapter VII, not in Article 51 self-defense. The distinction is not pedantic. It is the difference between saying we were attacked and may respond, and saying the Council has authorized coercive action for civilian protection. Public rhetoric still drew on the moral force of rescue and defense, but the legal category was different.

The controversy that followed turned on scope. Some states, officials, and commentators later argued that a mandate framed around civilian protection had been applied in a manner that facilitated regime change. Supporters argued that the use of force remained within the operational logic of protecting civilians from an imminent threat. The important point for this book is not to settle that later debate in a sentence. It is to keep the legal shelves in order. Not every morally urgent appeal to save lives is a self-defense case. Not every use of defensive language has the same relation to the Charter. A state may borrow the emotional grammar of defense even where the legal basis is not Article 51 at all. That is one of the reasons public discussion becomes so muddled. Rhetoric converges even when law does not.

Recent wars keep the pattern alive while showing how contested the language can become. The discussion in the next two paragraphs is limited to the public legal and institutional record as it stood on 24 May 2024. On 24 February 2022, Russia transmitted an Article 51 position to the United Nations, presenting its use of force against Ukraine in the language of self-defense. The General Assembly, in Resolution ES-11/1 titled “Aggression against Ukraine,” demanded that Russia cease its use of force and withdraw its military forces from Ukraine. On 16 March 2022, the International Court of
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