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By Oona A. Hathaway
Professor Hathaway teaches law and political science at Yale and is a nonresident scholar at
the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace and the president-elect of the American
Society of International Law.

President Trump’s decision to launch a secretive predawn military

operation in Venezuela to grab President Nicolás Maduro is a

blatant assault on the international legal order. The action

threatens to end an era of historic peace and return us to a world in

which might makes right. The cost will be paid in human lives.

Last year marked the 80th anniversary of the 1945 United Nations

Charter, a document signed by 51 nations at the close of World War

II. The signatories pledged to act “to save succeeding generations

from the scourge of war.” The great powers have not gone to war

with one another since, and no U.N. member state has disappeared

as a result of conquest.

But over the past decade, that peace has begun to unravel. Today, it

is on the precipice of collapsing altogether. If that happens, the

consequences will be catastrophic. We can already see the

devastating cost: According to my calculations, from 1989 to 2014,

battle-related deaths from cross-border conflicts averaged less

than 15,000 a year. Beginning in 2014, the average has risen to over

100,000 a year. As states increasingly disregard limits on the lawful

use of force, this may be just the beginning of a deadly new era of

conflict.

The relative peace of the last eight decades should not be taken for

granted. For centuries, war was perfectly legal. It was, in fact, the

main way in which states resolved their disputes. Countries could

force one another into treaties at the point of a gun and then

enforce those very same treaties with war if they were broken.

States that won wars had the legal right to keep what they took —

land, goods, people. States rose and fell, took land and lost it, and

the people living in the territory over which they fought suffered

the consequences.

That system of legal war began to end after World War I, when, in

1928, states renounced the act of war in the signing of the Kellogg-

Briand Pact. That commitment was reaffirmed in 1945 in the U.N.

Charter, which placed the commitment to renounce war at the

center of a new international legal order. Territorial conquest and

gunboat diplomacy, once legal, became illegal; economic sanctions

replaced war as the main tool of international law enforcement;

and waging war could be criminally prosecuted, as it was in the

Nuremberg and Tokyo trials after World War II.

The peace was never perfect. Conflicts in Korea, Vietnam and

Cambodia were early and terrible failures. The number of states in

the world multiplied as decolonization took hold, and civil wars,

which are not regulated by the charter, became more frequent. Yet

the pact accomplished something remarkable: Conquest, once

common, became rare, and fewer people died as a result of nations

joining in conflicts outside their own borders.

That can be seen in data from the Uppsala Conflict Data Program,

which researchers use to track organized violence and resulting

deaths. The data show that battle-related deaths from conflicts that

cross state borders — including those between states, like Russia’s

war on Ukraine, and conflicts where a state joins an internal armed

conflict in another state, like the United States’ strikes on the

Islamic State in Iraq — were relatively low from the 1990s through

the mid 2010s.

There were a few exceptions. In 1991, over 20,000 people died as a

result of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait and the response from the

international community. In 1992, over 20,000 died in Bosnia-

Herzegovina, and in 1999 and 2000, tens of thousands died in the

war between Ethiopia and Eritrea. There was a rise in deaths, too,

in 2003, when the United States launched the war against Iraq.

But beginning in the early 2000s, the legal constraints on war

began to erode. After Al Qaeda’s devastating attacks on the United

States on Sept. 11, 2001, the United States began to use force

throughout the Middle East against those it deemed to be a

terrorist threat. To justify continuing the strikes and extending

them to a range of terrorist groups in what some would later call

“the forever war,” the United States claimed a novel legal right

under the U.N. Charter: to defend itself against nonstate groups

that it said posed a threat.

Up to that point, it had been generally accepted among U.N.

members that the right of self-defense in the charter extended only

to threats posed by other states. By expanding this claim to threats

posed by nonstate groups, the United States opened the door for

other states to use unilateral force internationally under a legal

guise. Over the next decade or so, more and more governments

adopted the theory.

By 2014, the consequences of this shift started to emerge. With the

rise of the Islamic State, the United States stepped up its

counterterrorism efforts throughout the Middle East, and many

other nations joined the fight. That same year, the United States

and NATO officially concluded combat operations in Afghanistan,

but they continued to provide significant support to Afghan forces.

The last decade also saw a surge of deadly conflicts in Syria, Iraq,

Ethiopia, Yemen, the Democratic Republic of Congo, Nigeria,

Somalia, Libya and Gaza, with outside states joining in those

conflicts, usually citing a right of self-defense. Hundreds of

thousands of people died as a result.

Meanwhile, war between states, which had fallen to new lows after

1945, is back. The full-scale invasion of Ukraine by Russia in 2022

has caused the deaths of tens of thousands of Russians and

Ukrainians each year. That same year, people were killed in state-

on-state conflicts in Syria, Poland, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. In

2024, conflict broke out between Iran and Israel, Afghanistan and

Pakistan, and the United States and several allied states used

deadly force in Yemen.

In recent years other kinds of conflicts have been on the rise as

well. The war between Israel and Gaza, now in a fragile and

volatile cease-fire, has claimed more than 72,000 lives. Tens of

thousands of civilians have been killed in the civil war in Sudan,

which escalated significantly in 2025.

Now Mr. Trump has ordered the U.S. military to bomb Venezuela,

an operation in which local authorities say at least 80 people were

killed. That attack, in combination with the U.S. military’s strikes

on more than 30 alleged drug smuggling boats, demonstrate a total

disregard of the Charter’s constraints on war and the revival of the

principle that might makes right.

The military operation is not justified by the right of self-defense.

Drug trafficking is not an “armed attack” on the United States —

the standard in international law for a legal act of self-defense.

Even if Mr. Maduro illegally seized power and is guilty of criminal

conduct, those facts do not create a lawful justification to use

military force against Venezuela. Nonviolent means — economic

and diplomatic sanctions — are the only legal response under

international law. The decision to use military force to topple a

disfavored government will not stop with the United States. We can

count on others to follow our example.

There may still be time to stop this trajectory. When Russia

invaded Ukraine, over 140 states condemned the invasion as

illegal, helping avert what would probably have been a death blow

to the legal order. This is what it takes to preserve the international

legal system when a powerful state violates the rules. So far,

however, only a handful of states have been willing to forcefully

stand up to Mr. Trump. If states fail to act together to preserve the

prohibition on the use of force — the bedrock of the postwar legal

order — the toll will be registered in many more lives lost in

conflicts that no longer have any guardrails to stop them.

In Ernest Hemingway’s novel “The Sun Also Rises,” the character

Mike Campbell explains how he went bankrupt: “Gradually and

then suddenly.” The decades of imperfect but transformative peace

that the U.N. Charter helped create now faces the same fate. As the

United States fails to abide by the underlying principle of the

international legal system it once championed, the already ailing

system faces total collapse.
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Battle-related deaths from cross-border conflicts, 2004–2014

BATTLE-RELATED DEATHS

10,000

100,000

300,000

Ukraine

Ukraine

Ukraine

Ukraine

Ukraine

Ukraine

Ukraine

Ukraine

Ukraine

Ukraine

Ukraine

Ukraine

Ukraine

Ukraine

UkraineUkraine 5k

5k

5k

5k

5k

5k

5k

5k

5k

5k

5k

5k

5k

5k

5k5k

Afghanistan

Afghanistan

Afghanistan

Afghanistan

Afghanistan

Afghanistan

Afghanistan

Afghanistan

Afghanistan

Afghanistan

Afghanistan

Afghanistan

Afghanistan

Afghanistan

AfghanistanAfghanistan 68k

68k

68k

68k

68k

68k

68k

68k

68k

68k

68k

68k

68k

68k

68k68k

Yemen

Yemen

Yemen

Yemen

Yemen

Yemen

Yemen

Yemen

Yemen

Yemen

Yemen

Yemen

Yemen

Yemen

YemenYemen 6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k6k

Iraq

Iraq

Iraq

Iraq

Iraq

Iraq

Iraq

Iraq

Iraq

Iraq

Iraq

Iraq

Iraq

Iraq

IraqIraq 31k

31k

31k

31k

31k

31k

31k

31k

31k

31k

31k

31k

31k

31k

31k31k

Somalia

Somalia

Somalia

Somalia

Somalia

Somalia

Somalia

Somalia

Somalia

Somalia

Somalia

Somalia

Somalia

Somalia

SomaliaSomalia 14k

14k

14k

14k

14k

14k

14k

14k

14k

14k

14k

14k

14k

14k

14k14k

Nigeria

Nigeria

Nigeria

Nigeria

Nigeria

Nigeria

Nigeria

Nigeria

Nigeria

Nigeria

Nigeria

Nigeria

Nigeria

Nigeria

NigeriaNigeria 6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k6k

Democratic Rep.

Democratic Rep.

Democratic Rep.

Democratic Rep.

Democratic Rep.

Democratic Rep.

Democratic Rep.

Democratic Rep.

Democratic Rep.

Democratic Rep.

Democratic Rep.

Democratic Rep.

Democratic Rep.

Democratic Rep.

Democratic Rep.Democratic Rep.
of Congo

of Congo

of Congo

of Congo

of Congo

of Congo

of Congo

of Congo

of Congo

of Congo

of Congo

of Congo

of Congo

of Congo

of Congoof Congo 6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k

6k6k

Libya

Libya

Libya

Libya

Libya

Libya

Libya

Libya

Libya

Libya

Libya

Libya

Libya

Libya

LibyaLibya 4k

4k

4k

4k

4k

4k

4k

4k

4k

4k

4k

4k

4k

4k

4k4k

Note: Does not include deaths from wholly internal conflicts or famine and disease. Source: An
analysis of data from the Uppsala Conflict Data Program by Jack Starobin and Lucas Kreuzer

ADVERTISEMENT

She's a Lady Sailing Adventure
Experience an unforgettable sailing adventure in the beautiful Bay of Islands

OPEN

SHE'S A LADY DAY SAILINGAD

Sign up for the Opinion Today newsletter  Get expert analysis of the

news and a guide to the big ideas shaping the world every weekday

morning. Get it sent to your inbox.
Editors’ Picks

What to Know
About the New
Childhood Vaccine
Schedule

Read These Books
Before They Hit
Your Screens in
2026

A Doctor Looks to
His Past to Explain
‘Why We Drink Too
Much’

ADVERTISEMENT

Heat Pump
Get A Toshiba Inverter Air Conditioning Installed From $1,649

CONTACT US

RELIANCE VENTILATIONAD

ADVERTISEMENT

Scissor Tech NZ

NZ$349 NZ$599 NZ$599 NZ$349 NZ$599 NZ$449

Share full article

Trump Is About to Lose Control of
the Economy

Opinion
Trump Is Falling for a Trap We
Could All See Coming

Opinion

The 92-Year-Old Judge in the
Maduro Case Must Step Aside

Opinion
Trump Is Unleashing Forces
Beyond His Control

Opinion
There Is a Sickness Eating Away at
American Democracy

Opinion

13 Unforgettable Looks at the
Critics Choice Awards

What Will Our Homes Look Like
in 2026?

Amy Schumer Moves On, Selling
‘Moonstruck’ House in Brooklyn

Bruce Crawford, Arts-Loving Adman
Who Led the Met Opera, Dies at 96

One Sleep Habit Experts Wish You
Would Adopt

Mickey Rourke Declines $100,000 in
Donations After His Eviction

Our Favorite Home Libraries

Do I Have to Tell My New Boyfriend
About My Past Infidelity?

Philip Yancey, Prominent Christian
Author, Admits to Extramarital Affair

Are Trains Now the Most Luxurious Way
to Travel?

A New Yorker Falls for an L.A. Bungalow

Want to Have Better Sex This Year?
Here’s How.

The Best Way to Get a Restaurant
Reservation? It’s an Old One.

ADVERTISEMENT

From 2004 through 2014, there were fewer than 160,000 battle-

related deaths from conflicts that crossed state borders.

But in the years since then, cross-state conflicts in Ukraine,

Ethiopia and the Middle East have contributed to an eightfold

increase in the death toll.

GIVE THE TIMES Account

https://www.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/section/us
https://www.nytimes.com/section/world
https://www.nytimes.com/section/politics
https://www.nytimes.com/section/nyregion
https://www.nytimes.com/section/education
https://www.nytimes.com/section/sports
https://www.nytimes.com/section/business
https://www.nytimes.com/section/technology
https://www.nytimes.com/section/science
https://www.nytimes.com/section/weather
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/the-great-read
https://www.nytimes.com/section/obituaries
https://www.nytimes.com/section/headway
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/visual-investigations
https://www.nytimes.com/section/magazine
https://www.nytimes.com/section/books/review
https://www.nytimes.com/books/best-sellers/
https://www.nytimes.com/section/arts/dance
https://www.nytimes.com/section/movies
https://www.nytimes.com/section/arts/music
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/pop-culture
https://www.nytimes.com/section/arts/television
https://www.nytimes.com/section/theater
https://www.nytimes.com/section/arts/design
https://www.nytimes.com/section/health
https://www.nytimes.com/section/well
https://www.nytimes.com/section/food
https://www.nytimes.com/reviews/dining
https://www.nytimes.com/section/fashion/weddings
https://www.nytimes.com/section/travel
https://www.nytimes.com/section/style
https://www.nytimes.com/section/fashion
https://www.nytimes.com/section/realestate
https://www.nytimes.com/section/t-magazine
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion/columnists
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion/editorials
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion/contributors
https://www.nytimes.com/column/op-docs
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion/letters
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion/sunday
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/opinion-video
https://www.nytimes.com/series/opinion-audio
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/podcasts
https://www.nytimes.com/crosswords
https://cooking.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/wirecutter/
https://www.nytimes.com/athletic/
https://www.nytimes.com/section/jobs
https://www.nytimes.com/video
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/graphics
https://www.nytimes.com/trending/
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/nyt-events
https://www.nytimes.com/section/corrections
https://www.nytimes.com/section/reader-center
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/browser
https://www.nytimes.com/section/learning
https://nytedu.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/spotlight/nytimesineducation
https://www.nytimes.com/subscription
https://www.nytimes.com/account
https://www.nytimes.com/subscription/home-delivery
https://www.nytimes.com/gift
https://www.nytimes.com/subscription/groups?Pardot_Campaign_Code_Form_Input=89FQX
https://www.nytimes.com/gift-articles
https://www.nytimes.com/newsletters
https://nytlicensing.com/
https://nytimes.pressreader.com/
https://store.nytimes.com/
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115014792127-Copyright-Notice
https://www.nytco.com/
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115015385887-Contact-The-New-York-Times
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115015727108-Accessibility
https://www.nytco.com/careers/
https://advertising.nytimes.com/
https://advertising.nytimes.com/custom-content/
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/10940941449492-The-New-York-Times-Company-Privacy-Policy
https://www.nytimes.com/privacy/cookie-policy
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115014893428-Terms-of-Service
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115014893968-Terms-of-Sale
https://www.nytimes.com/sitemap/
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us
https://www.nytimes.com/subscription?campaignId=37WXW
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/24318293692180
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/24318293692180
https://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/
https://ucdp.uu.se/downloads/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/11/16/world/europe/polish-village-ukraine-missiles-russia.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/11/16/world/europe/polish-village-ukraine-missiles-russia.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/31/opinion/letters/letters-to-editor-new-york-times-women.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/01/31/opinion/letters/letters-to-editor-new-york-times-women.html
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115014925288-How-to-submit-a-letter-to-the-editor
https://help.nytimes.com/hc/en-us/articles/115014925288-How-to-submit-a-letter-to-the-editor
mailto:letters@nytimes.com
mailto:letters@nytimes.com
https://www.facebook.com/nytopinion
https://www.facebook.com/nytopinion
https://www.instagram.com/nytopinion/
https://www.instagram.com/nytopinion/
https://www.tiktok.com/@nytopinion
https://www.tiktok.com/@nytopinion
https://bsky.app/profile/nytopinion.nytimes.com
https://bsky.app/profile/nytopinion.nytimes.com
https://www.whatsapp.com/channel/0029VaN8tdZ5vKAGNwXaED0M
https://www.whatsapp.com/channel/0029VaN8tdZ5vKAGNwXaED0M
https://www.threads.net/@nytopinion
https://www.threads.net/@nytopinion
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion
https://www.nytimes.com/section/opinion
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/11/18/opinion/trump-ukraine-china-middle-east.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/06/23/opinion/international-world/trump-iran-strikes.html
https://nytimes.wrightsmedia.com/
https://nytimes.wrightsmedia.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/section/todayspaper
https://www.nytimes.com/section/todayspaper
https://www.nytimes.com/subscriptions/Multiproduct/lp8HYKU.html?campaignId=48JQY
https://www.nytimes.com/subscriptions/Multiproduct/lp8HYKU.html?campaignId=48JQY
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/05/well/childhood-vaccine-schedule-cdc-changes.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/05/books/book-movie-tv-adaptations-2026.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/04/books/review/why-we-drink-too-much-charles-knowles.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/07/opinion/trump-economy-inflation-tariffs.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/06/opinion/venezuela-american-history-trump.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/06/opinion/maduro-judge-hellerstein-age.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/05/opinion/trump-venezuela-maduro-clausewitz-aquinas.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/06/opinion/trump-jan-6-jefferson-davis.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/05/style/critics-choice-awards-looks-fashion.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/06/realestate/home-decor-trend-predictions-2026.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/12/31/realestate/amy-schumer-moves-on-selling-moonstruck-house-in-brooklyn.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/07/arts/music/bruce-crawford-dead.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/05/well/health-benefits-sleep-consistency.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/06/movies/mickey-rourke-eviction-gofundme.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/07/t-magazine/best-home-library-design.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/07/magazine/past-infidelity-ethics.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/07/us/philip-yancey-affair.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/06/t-magazine/luxury-train-travel-scenic.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/06/realestate/los-angeles-bungalow.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/07/podcasts/modern-love-better-sex-tips.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2026/01/07/dining/restaurant-regulars.html
https://www.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/subscription/gift?campaignId=6F88R&source=bar1

