
evasive and it stated that war crimes committed in
a non-international armed conflict—which it
was in this government’s view, since the
Netherlands transferred sovereignty only in
1949 and did not formally recognize the
Indonesian claim of independence claim of
1945—had not been criminalized under interna-
tional law at the time.15 In Chapter 3 of his book,
Van Dijk shows that efforts to regulate non-inter-
national armed conflict pre-date the Geneva
Conventions. He also exposes how the colonial
powers of the time tried to avoid, or at least
water down, regulation of civil and colonial wars
inGeneva.His analysis thus offers a more nuanced
picture than that of the Dutch government.

Chapter 5 considers indiscriminate warfare.
This Chapter opens with the story of the U.S.
bombing of Tokyo and Kobe in March 1945,
resulting in more civilian casualties than the
nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki
together. Van Dijk recalls how two U.S. pilots
responsible for the bombing were captured and
put on trial by the Japanese and subsequently
executed as war criminals. Later, after Japan sur-
rendered, a special war crimes tribunal estab-
lished by the United States found Japanese
officials involved in the proceedings against the
U.S. servicemen guilty of violations of the laws
of war for not offering them a fair trial.
Meanwhile, the Tokyo bombings were not adju-
dicated by any U.S. court or special war crimes
tribunal, and in Geneva, the legality of aerial
bombing and nuclear warfare remained purpose-
fully unregulated. Van Dijk dismisses arguments
that this silence can be explained by the
Hague/Geneva distinction. He shows that this
omission was instead the result of conscious
and deliberate efforts by the United States, as
well as the United Kingdom, to exclude the
issue of air-atomic warfare, as well as blockades,
from proper regulation.

Throughout his work, Van Dijk more gener-
ally focuses on and problematizes the use of inter-
national law as a product made primarily by the
powerful and intended to be applied to others.
This dynamic in international law arguably
remains omnipresent today. It is apparent, for
example, in ongoing discussions regarding the
prosecution of the aggression occurring in
Ukraine, in the reluctance to accept and stream-
line International Criminal Court (ICC) jurisdic-
tion for all crimes, as well as in the reluctance by
some states to share evidence with the ICC. It is a
dynamic that severely undermines the credibility
of international law at a time of uncertainty,
when the world needs a robust and even-handed
international legal system. Van Dijk’s book is
excellent for exposing this dynamic in relation
to the Geneva Conventions and for unearthing
some of the politics behind those crucial treaties.
Preparing for War is a compelling read. It is pow-
erfully written and offers us the richest and most
nuanced account of the negotiations leading to
adoption of the Geneva Conventions currently
on offer.

LARISSA VAN DEN HERIK

Leiden University, School of Law
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