
Imperialism, Sovereignty, and the Making of
International Law: A Critical Analysis
Imperialism and sovereignty have long been key protagonists in the formation
and evolution of international law. The intricate relationship between these
concepts has shaped the dynamics of power, rights, and justice at a global level.
In this article, we delve into the fascinating research conducted in the book
"Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of International Law" by Antony Anghie
and examine how Cambridge Studies in International and Comparative Law shed
light on the historical perspectives and contemporary implications of these
intertwined forces.

The Significance of International Law

Before exploring the deep-rooted connection between imperialism, sovereignty,
and international law, it is crucial to understand the significance and relevance of
international law in the modern world.

International law is a set of rules and principles that govern the relations between
states, organizations, and individuals in the international arena. Its main objective
is to provide a framework for peaceful coexistence, conflict resolution, and
respect for human rights. International law encompasses various areas including
diplomatic relations, trade, human rights, armed conflict, and environmental
protection.
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While international law is often regarded as a neutral and universally applicable
system, its development and application have been shaped by power dynamics,
historical circumstances, and the interests of dominant states.

Imperialism's Role in Shaping International Law

Imperialism, defined as the extension of power and dominion over territories
beyond one's own borders, played a defining role in shaping the foundations of
international law. During the period of rampant colonization in the 18th and 19th
centuries, imperial powers imposed their legal systems, norms, and values on the
territories they colonized. This asymmetrical power relation between imperial
powers and colonized nations fundamentally influenced the development of
international law.

The imperial powers, particularly the European empires, were instrumental in the
creation of new legal frameworks to legitimize their conquests and rule over
foreign territories. Legal doctrines such as the Doctrine of Discovery and the
Principle of Effective Occupation were devised to provide legal justifications for
expropriating lands, exploiting resources, and controlling indigenous populations.
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British imperialism, in particular, left a lasting impact on the international legal
system. The English common law, which formed the basis of many legal systems
around the world, including the United States, Australia, Canada, and India, was
a product of British imperialism.

Sovereignty and its Complex Relationship with International Law

Contrary to popular belief, sovereignty is not an absolute and immutable concept
within the framework of international law. Sovereignty refers to the supremacy of
a state's authority over its own territory, people, and affairs. However, the
exercise of sovereignty is subject to numerous limitations imposed by
international law, treaties, and customary practices.

The relationship between imperialism and sovereignty is characterized by a
paradoxical tension. On one hand, imperialism disregards the sovereignty of
colonized nations by imposing foreign laws and institutions. On the other hand,
imperial powers invoke the principle of sovereignty to justify their territorial
expansion and the imposition of their legal systems on other states.

Antony Anghie's seminal work highlights the contested nature of sovereignty in
international law and its role in furthering imperial aims. He argues that the
concept of sovereignty has been selectively applied by imperial powers in a
manner that prioritizes their interests and subjugates the sovereignty of less
powerful nations. Anghie's study sheds light on the historical injustices embedded
within the legal systems that continue to impact international relations and global
governance.

The Making of International Law: Colonial Legacy

The colonization era left an indelible mark on the making of international law. The
practices and legal systems imposed by imperial powers have continued to shape



and influence the development of the international legal framework. The legacy of
imperialism is evident in various aspects of international law, ranging from the
recognition of independent states to the treatment of indigenous peoples.

The United Nations, founded in the aftermath of World War II, was intended to
promote international cooperation, peace, and respect for human rights. Despite
these noble aspirations, the organization has faced criticism for reflecting the
interests and power dynamics of the post-colonial world.

The Security Council, for instance, grants significant powers to its five permanent
members, many of which are former imperial powers. Critics argue that this
system perpetuates a colonial legacy and hinders the ability of less powerful
states to exercise genuine sovereignty.

Contemporary Implications and Challenges

The imperial legacy continues to shape contemporary international law and poses
challenges to the realization of justice and equality on a global scale.

Power imbalances between nations, fueled by historical injustices, economic
disparities, and political dominance, affect the application of international law. The
concept of state sovereignty, while fundamental, must be reconciled with the
principles of equality, non-interference, and protection of human rights.

Further research and critical analysis are needed to ensure that international law
evolves to address the grievances of former colonies, empower marginalized
nations, and uphold justice for all. Initiatives such as Cambridge Studies in
International and Comparative Law provide valuable insights and contribute to
ongoing debates surrounding imperialism, sovereignty, and the making of
international law.



Imperialism, sovereignty, and the making of international law are deeply
interconnected concepts that have shaped the global legal system. The historical
analysis and critical research provided by Antony Anghie in his book "Imperialism,
Sovereignty and the Making of International Law" shed light on the legacy of
imperialism and its ongoing influence on international law.

Understanding the complex relationship between imperialism, sovereignty, and
international law is crucial for facilitating a more just and equitable global order.
By critically examining the historical and contemporary implications of these
intertwined forces, we can work towards transforming international law into a
system that promotes equality, justice, and respect for all nations, irrespective of
their historical experiences.
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This book argues that the colonial confrontation was central to the formation of
international law and, in particular, its founding concept, sovereignty. Traditional
histories of the discipline present colonialism and non-European peoples as
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peripheral concerns. By contrast, Anghie argues that international law has always
been animated by the 'civilizing mission' - the project of governing non-European
peoples, and that the economic exploitation and cultural subordination that
resulted were constitutively significant for the discipline. In developing these
arguments, the book examines different phases of the colonial encounter, ranging
from the sixteenth century to the League of Nations period and the current 'war
on terror'. Anghie provides a new approach to the history of international law,
illuminating the enduring imperial character of the discipline and its continuing
importance for peoples of the Third World. This book will be of interest to students
of international law and relations, history, post-colonial studies and development
studies.
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