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Abstract

This thesis critically examines the doctrine of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) and its
application in the 2011 NATO intervention in Libya, exploring how a doctrine intended
as a humanitarian safeguard has been selectively applied and potentially manipulated to
serve geopolitical interests. Framed by the research question “To what extent has the
Responsibility to Protect, originally conceived as a humanitarian doctrine, been applied
selectively and arbitrarily in Libya in 2011 to serve geopolitical interests?”, this study
combines theoretical analysis, historical context and case study evaluation. From tracing
the historical evolution of sovereignty, humanitarian intervention and R2P itself, to a deep
literature review revealing how the doctrine’s humanitarian promise has been undermined
by selective enforcement of powerful states, a theoretical perspective delineates all the
elements that should be taken in account. The core of the thesis focuses on the 2011
intervention in Libya as a case study. Through a detailed analysis of the political and
humanitarian context, the research demonstrates how NATO’s actions, initially aiming at
protecting civilians, shifted toward regime change, thereby raising serious concerns about
the legitimacy and proportionality of the intervention, evaluating the roles of the UN
Security Council, regional organizations and media in shaping the intervention’s
narrative, and delving into the long-term consequences of it. Lastly, the thesis concludes
by reflecting on the broader implications for R2P, arguing that unless the doctrine is
reformed to establish clearer legal criteria, procedural safeguards and accountability
mechanisms, it risks remaining a selectively applied tool that serves the interests of the

powerful rather than the needs of vulnerable populations.



Introduction

The evolution of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine represents one of the most
ambitious and contested efforts to reconcile the protection of human rights with the
historical principle of state sovereignty. Emerging in the 21st century, R2P promised to
transform the global response to mass atrocities by framing sovereignty not as a shield,
but as a responsibility that states owe to their populations. This re-conceptualization, first
articulated in the 2001 report of the International Commission on Intervention and State
Sovereignty (ICISS), signaled a significant normative shift in international relations. Yet,
as the case of Libya in 2011 demonstrated, the application of R2P has often fallen short
of its humanitarian ideals, revealing a troubling pattern of selectivity, inconsistency and

the instrumentalization of humanitarian language for geopolitical ends.

This thesis critically examines the extent to which R2P, initially conceived as a
humanitarian doctrine, has been applied selectively and arbitrarily in the context of the
2011 NATO intervention in Libya, serving geopolitical interests rather than purely
humanitarian objectives. It argues that while R2P aspires to provide a framework for
collective action in the face of atrocity crimes, its implementation has been shaped by the
strategic priorities of powerful states, leading to outcomes that have undermined its
credibility and effectiveness. By analyzing the Libyan case, this study aims to illuminate
the tensions between the normative commitments of R2P and the realities of international
politics, contributing to the broader debate on the future of humanitarian intervention in

a multipolar world.

The research begins by tracing in the first chapter the historical and conceptual
foundations of R2P, situating it within the long and often contradictory tradition of
humanitarian intervention. It explores how the doctrine emerged from a complex
interplay of moral ambitions, legal norms and political calculations, shaped by events
such as the Rwandan genocide, the Srebrenica massacre and the Kosovo crisis. These
moments exposed the failures of the international community to prevent mass atrocities
and fueled calls for a more coherent response. However, as the thesis will demonstrate,

the very conditions that made R2P necessary have also constrained its implementation.



In the second chapter, this thesis engages with the theoretical and normative debates that
have shaped R2P. It interrogates the legal ambiguities surrounding the doctrine, the
structural imbalances of the United Nations system, particularly the Security Council, and
the persistent problem of selectivity in the application of international norms. It also
considers the perspectives of Global South actors, who have often viewed R2P with
skepticism, seeing it as a potential instrument of neocolonialism rather than a genuine
commitment to global justice. This chapter is essential to understand R2P’s contested

nature.

The core of the analysis is the third chapter which focuses on the Libyan intervention, a
turning point for R2P that simultaneously marked its most visible success and its most
glaring failure. The quick invocation of R2P in United Nations Security Council
Resolutions 1970 and 1973, and the subsequent military campaign led by NATO were
hailed by some as a decisive stand against mass atrocities. Yet, as the conflict exploded,
it became increasingly evident that the intervention diverged from the narrow protection
of civilians toward a regime change. This shift, together with the collapse of the Libyan
state, the rise of militias and the ensuing humanitarian crisis, has sparked a large debate

over whether the Libyan case reflects the misuse of R2P for geopolitical purposes.

Ultimately, this thesis argues that the future of R2P depends on a more principled
application, grounded in multilateral decision-making, transparency and accountability.
While the failures in Libya must serve as a ‘cautionary tale’, they also provide an
opportunity to reflect on how R2P can be reformed to fulfill its original promise: the
protection of vulnerable populations from the gravest crimes. The aim of this study is not
advocating for the abandonment of R2P but calling for its critical rethinking as a new
framework that prioritizes the prevention of atrocities over geopolitical interests. In this
spirit, this thesis contributes to an ongoing dialogue about how the international
community can uphold its collective responsibility to protect, while safeguarding the
principles of legality, legitimacy and human dignity that must guide any future

interventions.



1. Chapter I
The Evolution of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P)

Historically, the evolution of sovereignty has been closely intertwined with the
development of international norms regarding humanitarian safeguards. From the Peace
of Westphalia to the post-Cold War era, the understanding of state responsibility has
gradually shifted from an absolute concept of non-interference toward an increasing
recognition of the international community’s duty to protect populations from mass
atrocities. The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) emerged as a landmark in this context,
reflecting both moral ambitions and political complexities. Examining these historical
and theoretical roots is essential for understanding how R2P’s original vision has been

shaped, and often manipulated, by the realities of power politics.
1.1. The Historical Roots of Sovereignty

1.1.1. The Westphalian Concept of Sovereignty

The modern understanding of state sovereignty, that still underpins the current
international system, finds its roots in the Peace of Westphalia: a set of treaties signed in
1648 that concluded the Thirty Years’ War in Europe. With the Miinster and Osnabriick
Treaties, the European powers established that no external authority, whether imperial or
religious, could interfere in States’ internal affairs. These treaties are commonly regarded
as the birth of the sovereign state system, introducing a framework based on the principles
of territorial integrity and political self-determination, and establishing a new political

order based on each state's supreme authority within its own borders.

The Westphalian system marked a sharp break from the previous feudal order. In fact,
Westphalia emphasized the centrality of the state as the exclusive holder of sovereign
power within a given territory, introducing the doctrine of non-intervention as a pillar of
inter-state relations. In practice, this principle consolidated national identity and
centralized power, thereby bringing stability to Europe after years of wars. But, while it

provided rulers autonomy, it also established the supremacy of state borders, laying the



ground for a strict international system in which sovereignty was to be prioritized over

everything else.!

However, the Westphalian model, despite its revolutionary nature in the 17th century,
was never applied consistently. Powerful states often violated the principle of non-
intervention for their interests. Throughout European history, major powers intervened in
the affairs of weaker neighbors under various pretexts revealing a selective consideration
of sovereignty. Thus, from the very beginning the concept of sovereignty served both as
a legal norm and as a strategic tool. While it provided weaker states with a formal barrier
against domination, it also became a rhetorical tool used by stronger states to legitimize

and justify their own political aims.?

This fundamental tension, between sovereignty as a principle of equality and its
manipulation as a tool of power politics, would last for centuries, shaping the
development of international relations and the evolution of global governance. The
Westphalian idea of sovereignty remained influential through the 18th and 19th centuries
as empires expanded and international relations became more formalized through
diplomacy and treaties. Yet, its core tenets were called into question by the growing
recognition of shared norms, human rights and the collective responsibility of states,

especially in the aftermath of global conflicts.?

The codification of Westphalian sovereignty in modern international law is found in the
Charter of the United Nations, particularly Article 2(7), which reaffirms that "nothing
contained in the present Charter shall authorize the United Nations to intervene in matters
which are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction of any state."* This articulation is
often regarded as a reaffirmation of the Westphalian principle within the contemporary
global order. Nonetheless, the same Charter commits the international community to
promoting human rights and maintaining international peace and security as well,

implying a strong tension between non-intervention and the obligation to act in front of

! Philpott, Daniel. Revolutions in Sovereignty: How Ideas Shaped Modern International Relations.
Princeton University Press, 2001.

2 Krasner, Stephen D. Sovereignty: Organized Hypocrisy. Princeton University Press, 1999

* Anghie, Antony. Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of International Law. Cambridge University
Press, 2004

4 United Nations Charter, Article 2(7)



mass atrocities. The legacy of Westphalia thus lives on the fundamental ambivalence in
international relations: the valorization of state sovereignty and the imperative to protect

human dignity across borders.

The reason why Westphalian model lasted so long is due to its versatility. While the
principle of non-intervention remains a bedrock of international relations, it has been
reinterpreted in light of new normative challenges. The emergence of transnational
threats, such as terrorism, climate change and pandemics, has further complicated the
rigid application of sovereignty, necessitating greater cooperation and, in some cases,
legitimizing intervention. Furthermore, the post-World War II era and the process of
decolonization introduced several new sovereign states into the international system,
many of which saw sovereignty as a guarantee of independence and protection from
external domination.’ Lastly, the rise of international human rights law showed that states
could no longer claim unlimited authority over their populations when fundamental
human rights are at risk. The atrocities of the Holocaust, as well as the genocides in
Rwanda and Bosnia, demonstrated that sovereignty could also serve as a barrier behind
which regimes committed gross violations without external accountability. In response,
policymakers and scholars began to articulate new doctrines, including the Responsibility

to Protect, re-imaging sovereignty not as control, but as responsibility.6

Therefore, understanding the Westphalian concept of sovereignty is essential for placing
the emergence of the Responsibility to Protect in a way broader historical and legal
context. R2P did not emerge out of nowhere; it is the product of centuries of evolving
thoughts about the nature of state authority, the legitimacy of intervention and the
international community’s obligations to populations in danger. In this regard, the
Westphalian model remains both a historical anchor and a normative battleground, a point

of reference from which modern doctrines either gain legitimacy or seek transformation.

5 Jackson, Robert H. Quasi-States: Sovereignty, International Relations and the Third World. Cambridge
University Press, 1990

¢ International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS). The Responsibility to Protect.
International Development Research Centre, 2001



1.1.2. The Evolution of Sovereignty in International Law (19th—20th Century)

The evolution of sovereignty in the 19th and 20th centuries reflects a complex interplay
between legal formalism, imperial ambition and emerging international norms. While the
Westphalian concept had established a significant understanding of non-intervention and
territorial integrity, its application during the 19th century became increasingly selective
and instrumentalized by dominant powers. The prevailing international order of the time
was mostly shaped by European colonial expansion, based on doctrines that justified
intervention in the internal affairs of non-European societies. These justifications were
rooted in the so-called “standard of civilization,” which claimed that only states meeting
certain criteria, such as stable government, rule of law and economic development, could

be regarded as fully sovereign under international law.”

This discriminatory framework meant that much of the non-Western world was legally
excluded from equal participation in the international system. Colonial powers invoked
legal arguments for intervention and annexation, defining themselves as bearers of order
and progress. As Antony Anghie has argued, international law evolved in tandem with
colonialism, drawing boundaries between “civilized” and “uncivilized” peoples, and
reserving sovereignty as a privilege rather than a universal right.> Consequently, while
sovereignty remained a central concept, it was unevenly distributed in structures of

domination.

Amid this global imbalance, international law began to take on more formalized
characteristics. The 19th century witnessed the proliferation of multilateral treaties and
the establishment of codified norms. Nevertheless, the balance of power remained the
principal mechanism of order, with sovereignty often invoked rhetorically rather than
applied concretely. Humanitarian concerns were subordinated to strategic calculations

and interventions were framed as necessary civilizing missions.’

7 Gong, Gerrit W. The Standard of ‘Civilization’in International Society. Oxford University Press, 1984
8 Anghie, Antony. Imperialism, Sovereignty and the Making of International Law. Cambridge University
Press, 2004

° Simpson, Gerry. Great Powers and Qutlaw States: Unequal Sovereigns in the International Legal
Order. Cambridge University Press, 2004

10



World War I marked a significant moment in the re-evaluation of sovereignty. The
formation of the League of Nations introduced the principle of collective security,
suggesting that sovereignty could be limited for the sake of international peace. The
League’s Covenant emphasized the responsibility of states to avoid war and its mandate
system introduced an initial form of international trusteeship over former colonies and
defeated powers. While at the end the League proved ineffective in deterring aggression
by major states, it built the basis for a more integrated international legal order in which

sovereignty could be challenged under certain normative grounds.!”

In the wake of the devastation of totalitarian regimes in the 1930s and the subsequent
atrocities of World War 11, the establishment of the United Nations in 1945 marked a
watershed moment. The UN Charter reasserted the sovereign equality of all its members
but simultaneously introduced new principles that mitigated absolute state autonomy.
Article 1 of the Charter commits the organization to the promotion of human rights and
fundamental freedoms, while Article 2(7) maintains the principle of non-intervention in
domestic matters.!! This apparent contradiction encapsulates the postwar dilemma: how
to reconcile sovereignty with the international community’s growing commitment to

human dignity.

The postwar era also saw the rapid development of international human rights law. The
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), although non-binding, served as a moral
guide that inspired subsequent treaties, such as the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights (1966) and the Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the
Crime of Genocide (1948). These instruments collectively began to articulate a vision of
sovereignty conditioned by legal obligations to protect individuals within state borders.!?
Violations of these obligations increasingly prompted debates about legitimate forms of

international response.

10 Mazower, Mark. Governing the World: The History of an Idea. Penguin Press, 2012
! United Nations Charter, Articles 1 and 2

12 United Nations. Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 1948
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The decolonization wave that followed World War II added new complexity to the
discourse on sovereignty. For many new independent states, sovereignty was a synonym
of liberation and autonomy. As a result, any suggestion of intervention, regardless of the
humanitarian justification, was often viewed with suspicion. The principle of non-
intervention became a shield against neocolonialism and institutions like the Non-Aligned
Movement reaffirmed sovereignty as the cornerstone of international justice.!* Yet,
paradoxically, these same postcolonial states also became advocates for international
accountability in cases of grave human rights violations, revealing an ambivalent

relationship with these evolving norms.

By the end of the 20th century, this ambivalence had crystallized into competing
narratives. On one hand, sovereignty was still defended as essential to legal equality and
self-determination; on the other, it was increasingly challenged by transnational threats
and humanitarian emergencies that seemed to demand international engagement. This
directly influenced the formulation of the Responsibility to Protect, which sought to
articulate a new paradigm that redefined sovereignty as a responsibility rather than an

absolute right.'*

1.1.3. Sovereignty and Human Rights: The Post—Cold War Shift

The conclusion of the Cold War marked a critical point in the debate concerning
sovereignty and intervention, it represented an opportunity for the reconfiguration of
global norms. Central to this was a growing international consensus around the primacy
of human rights, which increasingly challenged the traditional understanding of
sovereignty as absolute and inviolable. The international community, inspired by a wave

of optimism, began to articulate a new moral imperative: states had a responsibility not

13 Jackson, Robert H. Quasi-States: Sovereignty, International Relations and the Third World. Cambridge
University Press, 1990

14 International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty. The Responsibility to Protect.
International Development Research Centre, 2001
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only to respect sovereignty but also to ensure the protection of individuals within their

jurisdictions. '3

The genocides in Rwanda (1994) and Srebrenica (1995) profoundly shaped this shift.
These atrocities, occurring despite the presence of international observers and, in the case
of Rwanda, in full view of a paralyzed UN, exposed the serious limitations of the non-
interventionist framework. The failure of the international community to prevent or stop
mass killings highlighted the inadequacy of existing legal tools, particularly the deference
to sovereignty that prevented timely action. These tragedies highlighted the urgent need
to re-evaluate the conditions under which the international community could, and should,

intervene in the internal affairs of states to prevent large-scale human suffering.'¢

Simultaneously, the doctrine of humanitarian intervention, long debated in scholar and
diplomatic circles, gained new relevance. While the idea of military intervention for
humanitarian purposes was not new, its invocation in the post—-Cold War era assumed a
different tone. Humanitarian justifications were increasingly used to legitimize the use of
force, most notably in Kosovo in 1999. There, NATO intervened militarily to prevent
ethnic cleansing of Albanians by Serbian forces, despite lacking authorization from the
UN Security Council. While many viewed the intervention as morally necessary, its
legality was contested, demonstrating the evolving and contradictory relationship

between legal norms and ethical goals in international affairs.!”

The Kosovo case became a focal point for the development of a new normative
framework. In response to growing demands for a more coherent approach to
humanitarian crises, then-UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan posed a fundamental
question: ‘if humanitarian intervention is indeed an unacceptable assault on sovereignty,
how should the world respond to gross and systematic violations of human rights?’!8.

This question encapsulated the tension between the principles of state sovereignty and the

15 Teson, Fernando R. Humanitarian Intervention: An Inquiry into Law and Morality. Transnational
Publishers, 2005

16 Barnett, Michael. Eyewitness to a Genocide: The United Nations and Rwanda. Cornell University
Press, 2002

17 Chesterman, Simon. Just War or Just Peace? Humanitarian Intervention and International Law.
Oxford University Press, 2001

18 Annan, Kofi. “Two Concepts of Sovereignty.” The Economist, September 18, 1999
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global commitment to human rights protection. The need for clarity led to the
establishment of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty
(ICISS) in 2000, which produced its seminal report The Responsibility to Protect the

following year.

At the same time, international law continued to evolve in ways that reinforced the
weakening of absolute sovereignty. The establishment of the International Criminal Court
(ICC) in 2002 institutionalized the principle that individuals, including heads of state,
could be held accountable for crimes against humanity and other serious offenses. While
the ICC faced significant political pushback, particularly from non-Western states, it
symbolized the growing commitment to individual accountability over the traditional

impunity afforded by sovereign immunity.!”

Ultimately, the post—-Cold War period did not determine the end of sovereignty, but rather
its transformation. Sovereignty remained a foundational principle of international law,
but it was increasingly conditioned by moral expectations and legal obligations. The
protection of populations from mass atrocities emerged as a key concern of the
international community, even as debates continued over the legitimacy, effectiveness
and impartiality of intervention. The tension between state autonomy and human rights
persist, not as a dual opposition but as an evolving dialectic at the heart of international
relations, and the legacy of this shift continues to inform the operational challenges and

normative aspirations of doctrines like R2P.

1.2. The History of Humanitarian Intervention Before R2P

1.2.1. Doctrinal Origins and Practice Through Centuries

The concept of humanitarian intervention, a precursor to the Responsibility to Protect,
has deep historical roots dating back to the 19th century, where it began as an evolving
doctrine based on both moral reasoning and the strategic interests of powerful states.
Though not yet codified under international law, the idea that a state could intervene to

prevent atrocities in another state’s territory gained space as European powers invoked

19 Schabas, William A. An Introduction to the International Criminal Court. Cambridge University Press,
2020
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humanitarian justifications for their actions, even when such interventions served their

imperial ambitions.

In that period, the Greek War of Independence (1827)%° and the French intervention in
Syria (1860)*! revealed a recurrent pattern: humanitarian rhetoric masked geopolitical
ambitions, making the doctrine inherently susceptible to manipulation.?? At the same
time, scholars like Henry Wheaton and Lassa Oppenheim engaged in debates over the
legitimacy of humanitarian intervention. Wheaton acknowledged that intervention could
be justified in "extreme cases of necessity," while Oppenheim stressed that it must remain
an exception to the general prohibition on the use of force?’. Yet, the absence of a
centralized enforcement mechanism left the doctrine reliant on state practice, with
powerful states interpreting it to satisfy their interests. The Concert of Europe, an alliance
of European powers after the Napoleonic Wars, institutionalized this selective approach,
authorizing interventions within European and Ottoman contexts while excluding non-

European regions, where intervention often took place as colonization?*.

The 20th century marked a critical phase in the evolution of humanitarian intervention,
with significant cases highlighting both the potential and the risks of intervention without
a formal legal framework. India’s 1971 intervention in East Pakistan (now Bangladesh)
was a response to mass atrocities and a massive refugee crisis but also served India’s
national security interests?>. Vietnam’s 1978 intervention in Cambodia ended the
genocidal rule of the Khmer Rouge but was viewed through the lens of Cold War rivalries,

leading to international condemnation despite its humanitarian impact?®.

20 Britain, France, and Russia intervened to protect Greek Christians from Ottoman oppression,
culminating in the Battle of Navarino. This intervention, while justified on humanitarian grounds, was
also a strategic move to weaken the Ottoman Empire

21t was framed as a mission to protect Maronite Christians from Druze violence, but allowed France to
expand its influence in the Levant
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These cases underscored the ambiguity of humanitarian intervention: balancing moral
obligations with national interests, often without international authorization. The absence
of a consistent legal framework meant that each intervention was judged ad hoc,

influenced by geopolitical alignments rather than clear ethical principles.

The 1990s brought the issue to the forefront, with three major crises (Rwanda, Bosnia,
and Kosovo) exposing the inadequacies of existing international law. In Rwanda (1994),
the international community’s failure to prevent genocide despite clear warnings
underscored the paralysis of the UN Security Council, where geopolitical interests
obstructed decisive action®’. In Bosnia (1995), the Srebrenica massacre highlighted the
failure of UN-protected "safe areas" when Dutch peacekeepers, operating under a limited

mandate, were unable to prevent the massacre of over 8,000 Bosnian people?®.

Kosovo (1999) represented a turning point in the evolution of humanitarian intervention.
Following the violent repression of Albanians by Serbian security forces, NATO
launched Operation Allied Force, a 78-day bombing campaign against the Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia. Despite the absence of UN Security Council authorization,
NATO justified the intervention on humanitarian grounds, arguing that immediate action
was necessary to prevent mass atrocities similar to those in Bosnia and Rwanda. The
intervention ultimately led to the withdrawal of Serbian forces from Kosovo and the

establishment of a UN-administered protectorate under UNSC Resolution 1244%,

However, Kosovo’s case sparked intense legal and diplomatic debates. Critics viewed it
as a violation of Article 2(4) of the UN Charter, which prohibits the use of force except
in self-defense or with Security Council approval. Defenders argued that the action,
though lacking formal legality, was morally justified, embodying the principle of "illegal
but legitimate”.’® The crisis exposed a huge divide between legality and legitimacy, a

tension that would shape subsequent discussions on the Responsibility to Protect, doctrine

27 United Nations. Report of the Independent Inquiry into the Actions of the United Nations during the
1994 Genocide in Rwanda, 1999

28 Power, Samantha. A Problem from Hell: America and the Age of Genocide. Basic Books, 2002
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Institution Press, 2000

30 Roberts, Adam. “NATO’s ‘Humanitarian War’ over Kosovo.” Survival, vol. 41, no. 3, 1999, pp. 102
123
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that aimed to address these kind of challenges by establishing a clear framework for

international action to protect populations from atrocity crimes.

This historical evolution of humanitarian intervention reflects a persistent tension
between ethical imperatives and state sovereignty. From 19™ century power politics to
20" century humanitarian crises, the doctrine evolved through inconsistent practices,
selective applications and recurring debates over legitimacy. It is within this context that
R2P emerged, seeking to establish a more principled and consistent approach to the

protection of populations at risk.
1.2.2. Problems of Legitimacy, Selectivity, and the Push for a New Framework

The cumulative experience of humanitarian interventions throughout the centuries
exposed several problems in the prevailing international order. Chief among these were
issues of legitimacy, inconsistency and the perceived instrumentalization of humanitarian
justifications by powerful states. The interventions in Rwanda, Bosnia and Kosovo
underscored the lack of a coherent legal and ethical framework to govern decisions around
the use of force for humanitarian purposes. These inconsistencies raised urgent questions:
who decides when intervention is justified? Under what authority? And based on which
criteria? The absence of clear answers to these questions fundamentally undermined the
legitimacy of humanitarian intervention in the eyes of many states, particularly in the

Global South.

The legitimacy crisis surrounding humanitarian intervention stemmed mostly from the
dominance of unilateralism and selective enforcement. While interventions like in
Kosovo were justified by some Western governments on humanitarian grounds, similar
crises in places like the Democratic Republic of Congo, Sudan or Chechnya were met
with international silence or paralysis.?! This selectivity gave rise to accusations of double
standards, where geopolitical interest, rather than moral principle, determined the

threshold for international action. The perception that humanitarianism was being

31 Bellamy, Alex J. The Responsibility to Protect: A Defense. Oxford University Press, 2015
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weaponized to justify regime change or to advance strategic interests significantly

weaken the normative power of the doctrine.*?

One of the most cited concerns was the bypassing of the United Nations Security Council
in favor of coalitions of the willing or regional alliances, particularly when vetoes from
permanent members obstructed consensus. As beforementioned, Kosovo’s intervention
opened the debate in this regard: in fact, while many commented “illegal but legitimate,”
others warned that such reasoning threatened to undermine the authority of international
law by privileging moral claims over institutional procedures.>* The tension between

legality and legitimacy became increasingly difficult to reconcile.

Moreover, the deeply political nature of the Security Council’s decision-making process
reinforced the idea that humanitarian intervention was susceptible to manipulation. The
veto power held by the five permanent members (P5) of the Council enabled them to
block action in situations where their strategic allies were implicated, thereby paralyzing
international response.®* This disfunction highlighted the need for reform not only of the
humanitarian intervention doctrine but also of the broader institutional architecture within

which it operated.

The selectivity problem also revealed a political divide between the Global North and
South. For many postcolonial states, sovereignty was a conquered principle and any
erosion of it, however well-intentioned, was viewed as potentially dangerous.*>> This
wariness was exacerbated by the fact that interventions tended to occur predominantly in
the Global South, further entrenching the belief that the rules of the international system
were being applied unevenly and discriminatorily. The legitimacy of humanitarian
intervention, therefore, became intertwined with questions of global equity and

representation in decision-making.
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Pluto Press, 2006
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At the same time, the increasing prevalence of intra-state conflicts and mass atrocity
crimes demonstrated that the existing norms of non-intervention, state consent and
humanitarian intervention’s customs were no longer sufficient to address contemporary
security threats. The inability of the international community to respond effectively to
mass atrocities and crimes against humanity pointed to a profound normative gap.
Traditional sovereignty-based frameworks could not adequately justify inaction for large-
scale suffering. This realization created a growing movement among scholars, diplomats
and civil society actors for the creation of a new doctrine, one that could reconcile the

core requirements of human protection with respect for state sovereignty.

1.3. The Emergence of the Responsibility to Protect

1.3.1. The ICISS Report (2001): Redefining Sovereignty

The publication of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty
(ICISS) report in December 2001 marked a turning point in the evolution of humanitarian
intervention and the broader question of sovereignty. Tasked with reconciling the need
for international action in the face of atrocity crimes with the historical principle of state
sovereignty, the Commission introduced the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) as a new

normative framework.

The ICISS was established in 2000 with the initiative of the Canadian government, in
response to the growing recognition of normative gaps exposed by the crises of the 1990s,
particularly Rwanda and Kosovo.’* The Commission’s mandate was to answer the
pressing question posed by UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan: ‘if humanitarian
intervention is inherently controversial and potentially a violation of sovereignty, how
should the international community respond to mass atrocities when states fail to protect
their own populations?’3’. The ICISS sought to provide a coherent and principled answer

to this dilemma.

36 Thakur, Ramesh. The United Nations, Peace and Security: From Collective Security to the
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The report’s central innovation was the conceptual shift from the “right to intervene” to
the “responsibility to protect” 3. This reframing was not merely semantic, and this
rthetorical transformation had profound legal implications. Rather than framing
intervention as a discretionary act by external powers, the ICISS argued that sovereignty
entails responsibility. Specifically, it articulated that states have the primary responsibility
to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes
against humanity. If a state is unable or unwilling to do so, the responsibility then shifts
to the international community.*® In this way, R2P did not undermine sovereignty but

redefined it as conditional upon the fulfillment of specific duties.

Importantly, the ICISS delineated R2P into three correlated responsibilities: the
responsibility to prevent, the responsibility to react and the responsibility to rebuild. By
grounding intervention within a set of responsibilities, ICISS report sought to create a
more comprehensive and less militaristic system. The preventive component emphasized
early action to address the causes of the conflict and mass violence, highlighting the
importance of development, governance and human rights promotion. The reaction
component regarded appropriate responses, ranging from diplomatic and economic
measures to, in extreme cases, military intervention. The rebuilding responsibility
stressed post-crisis recovery, including justice, reconciliation and institution-building.*
This tripartite framework aimed to shift the focus away from reactive force and toward a

more holistic approach to human protection.

The ICISS report also proposed a set of criteria to guide the use of force under R2P. These
included just cause (e.g., large-scale loss of life or ethnic cleansing), right intention, last
resort, proportional means and reasonable prospects of success.*! By establishing these
thresholds, the Commission aimed to guard against abuse and ensure that any intervention
under the R2P doctrine would be founded in clearly defined humanitarian imperatives.
These criteria were intended to complement, not replace, the authority of the United

Nations Security Council, which remained the primary body responsible for authorizing

3 ICISS. The Responsibility to Protect. International Development Research Centre, 2001
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coercive measures under Chapter VII of the UN Charter.*? These principles were designed
to provide a fair standard of judgement and a decision-making structure for future

interventions, thereby reducing the arbitrariness that had characterized past actions

While the ICISS emphasized the role of the Security Council, it also acknowledged its
limitations and susceptibility to political deadlock. To address this, the report encouraged
the Council to adopt a “code of conduct,” whereby the permanent members would
voluntarily agree to refrain from using their veto in situations involving mass atrocities.*
Although this proposal was never formally adopted, it represented an early attempt to

address the structural obstacles that had impeded timely and effective action in the past.

The reception of the ICISS report was mixed but influential. Many states from the Global
South expressed cautious interest, recognizing the potential of R2P to compensate
normative gaps while remaining concerned about the possibility of its misuse. Western
states generally welcomed the report, though not all endorsed its recommendations in
full.** Importantly, the ICISS laid the intellectual groundwork for the eventual adoption
of R2P by the United Nations in 2005.

The report’s influence extended beyond its immediate policy impact. It contributed to a
reconceptualization of international order in which the rights of individuals and
communities could, under specific conditions, have precedence over the inviolability of
borders. R2P, as envisioned by the ICISS, sought to institutionalize moral outrage and
turn it into policy, providing a structured path from recognition of atrocities to
coordinated international response.*’ In this regard, the report’s normative ambition was
clear: to create a framework where the international community could act decisively to

prevent and stop mass atrocities, without abandoning the principles of the UN Charter.

In retrospect, the ICISS report was both a culmination of the debates of the 1990s and a

blueprint for future engagement. It offered a principled and pragmatic approach to one of
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the hardest dilemmas in global governance: how to reconcile state sovereignty with the
international community’s obligation to protect human life. While the implementation of
R2P would face numerous challenges, the ICISS report remains a foundational document
that reshaped the conversation around intervention, responsibility and the evolving nature

of sovereignty in the 21st century.
1.3.2. Adoption at the 2005 World Summit

The 2005 World Summit constituted a landmark moment in the development of
international norms, as the United Nations General Assembly officially endorsed the
Responsibility to Protect with a high consensus. The World Summit was the first instance
in which all 191 UN member states expressed collective support for the principle that
sovereignty entails responsibility, particularly regarding the prevention of atrocity
crimes.*® This affirmation, adopted in the Summit Outcome Document, signified a
normative shift within the international community, embedding R2P within the global

discourse and paving the way for its institutionalization.

Paragraphs 138 and 139 of the 2005 Outcome Document form the cornerstone of R2P’s
international endorsement. In Paragraph 138, member states affirmed that ‘“each
individual State has the responsibility to protect its populations from genocide, war
crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity.”*’ This reaffirmation of national
responsibility reflected the core of the ICISS proposal. More importantly, Paragraph 139
articulated the international community’s responsibility to assist states in fulfilling this
duty and, if necessary, to take collective action “through the Security Council, in
accordance with the Charter,” should peaceful means be inadequate and national
authorities manifestly fail to protect their populations.*® These carefully negotiated
provisions represented a political compromise: while they upheld the centrality of state
sovereignty, they also legitimized international action under specific and exceptional

circumstances.
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Unlike the original ICISS report, the 2005 articulation of R2P was framed more narrowly.
The final document omitted references to the responsibility to rebuild, as well as the
criteria proposed for the use of force, such as last resort and proportionality.** This
narrowing reflected the reluctance of many states, particularly from the Global South, to
endorse broad mandates for intervention that could be misused by powerful actors. By
focusing strictly on the four atrocity crimes and emphasizing Security Council
authorization, the language of the Summit only attempted to balance the principle of non-

intervention with preventing mass atrocities.

The negotiations leading up to the adoption of R2P were intense and complicated. States
were divided over the potential implications of legitimizing intervention, particularly
given recent experiences such as the Iraq War in 2003, which was largely perceived as a
breach of international law.> Many states feared that endorsing R2P could provide a legal
or political cover for unilateral military interventions under humanitarian pretenses. In
this context, the involvement of influential middle powers, such as Canada, South Africa,
and Brazil, was crucial in mediating the debate and constructing language that could
achieve consensus. Their roles reflected a growing awareness that R2P’s legitimacy

depended not only on its content but also on the inclusivity of its formulation.

Though the Outcome Document lacked legal binding force, its unanimous endorsement
by the General Assembly conferred substantial normative legitimacy. Legal scholars have
debated whether the 2005 Summit constituted the formation of a new customary
international norm. While the absence of state practice and opinio juris makes this claim
premature, there is little doubt that the endorsement of R2P significantly elevated its
status as a political standard.! It institutionalized expectations around state conduct and
international responsibility in the face of mass atrocity crimes, providing a reference point

for future debates and decisions.
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The adoption of R2P at the World Summit also marked a symbolic shift in the post-Cold
War international order. It reflected the culmination of efforts to re-imagine sovereignty
not as a right to non-interference but as a duty of care. In the words of then-UN Secretary-
General Kofi Annan, it was an “embrace of a new international consensus” that sought to
learn from the failures of Rwanda and Srebrenica.’? Annan’s advocacy was instrumental
throughout the process and his vision of a “united human family” responsible for

protecting the most vulnerable underpinned the Summit’s political narrative.

Despite its symbolic importance, the 2005 endorsement of R2P did not resolve all
controversies. This framework left several operational questions unanswered, such as the
threshold for determining when a state had “manifestly failed” to protect its population
or what mechanisms should be used in cases of Security Council block. Moreover, the
reliance on the Security Council as the last arbiter of action meant that R2P’s
implementation remained vulnerable to geopolitical interests and great power politics.
These structural weaknesses would become evident in subsequent crises, most notably in
Libya and Syria, where the invocation, and non-invocation, of R2P would re-ignite

debates about selectivity, legitimacy and misuse.’”

Nonetheless, the 2005 World Summit was a foundational moment in the codification of
R2P. It transformed a controversial and contested idea into a globally accepted political
commitment. While the practical implementation of R2P would face challenges, the
consensus achieved in 2005 gave the doctrine its initial force, allowing it to evolve from
a conceptual proposition to a living norm in international relations. The endorsement
represented a moral affirmation of the international community’s collective
responsibility, a recognition that sovereignty could no longer serve as an impenetrable

shield against accountability in the face of atrocity crimes.
1.3.3. The Three Pillars of R2P: prevention, reaction, and rebuilding

Following its endorsement at the 2005 World Summit, the Responsibility to Protect

underwent a process of further refinement and operationalization. This effort culminated
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in the 2009 report of the United Nations Secretary-General, which formally articulated
R2P as comprising three distinct but interconnected pillars.>* These pillars were not only
designed to clarify the scope and content of the doctrine, but also to offer guidance to
states and international institutions tasked with preventing and responding to mass
atrocity crimes. The 2009 report therefore serves as a critical interpretative document,
elaborating the consensus of 2005 and aiming to transform political commitment into

policy implementation.

The first pillar asserts the primary responsibility of each state to protect its own population
from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity. This
component reaffirms the centrality of state sovereignty but recasts it as an obligation
rather than a privilege.>® It underscores that sovereignty entails duties toward one’s own
citizens and that the legitimacy of state authority is contingent on the protection of
fundamental human rights. The first pillar is thus both declaratory and preventive,
emphasizing that the most effective form of protection occurs through good governance,
rule of law, inclusive political institutions and development.*® This first point places the
center of action on national governments, reinforcing their main role in atrocity

prevention while also providing a normative scenario where they can be evaluated.

The second pillar addresses the responsibility of the international community to assist
states in fulfilling their protective functions. This includes a broad range of activities like
technical support, capacity-building, mediation and diplomatic engagement, that are
intended to enhance state resilience and prevent the escalation of tensions into mass
violence.®’ Crucially, this pillar is grounded in the principles of cooperation and consent.
It respects national sovereignty by trying to strengthen the protective capacities of states
and, at the same time, it recognizes that in a globally interconnected world, the prevention

of mass atrocities is a shared responsibility. The second pillar operationalizes R2P as a
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framework of solidarity, encouraging partnerships between states, regional organizations

and international bodies in pursuit of early warning and coordinated response.

The third pillar, often the most controversial, articulates the responsibility of the
international community to take timely and decisive action when a state is manifestly
failing to protect its population.®® This action, which may include coercive measures such
as sanctions, international criminal prosecution, or even military intervention, must be
conducted in accordance with the United Nations Charter. Most notably, it requires the
authorization of the Security Council under Chapter VII. This third point does not
constitute a new legal right of intervention; rather, it reiterates existing mechanisms for
collective action while placing them within the moral and political context of atrocity
prevention.”® It is precisely this pillar that continues to generate debate, particularly
regarding the legitimacy and consistency of international responses, as well as the role of

veto power in paralyzing action.

The interplay between the three pillars reveals R2P’s comprehensive logic: protection is
first and foremost a national duty; if that duty is jeopardized, the international community
must offer support, and if that support fails or is refused, international action must be
considered.®® Importantly, the three pillars are neither sequential nor hierarchical. They
are mutually reinforcing, designed to provide flexibility and adaptability to varying
circumstances. For example, preventive measures under the first and second pillars may
occur concurrently, while the transition to third pillar action may be triggered by rapid
deterioration or failure of earlier efforts. This layered approach allows R2P to function

both for crisis prevention and as a basis for response when prevention fails.

The 2009 Secretary-General’s report also emphasized the importance of timely
information, early warning mechanisms and coordinated action across the UN system. It
called for the appointment of a Special Adviser on the Responsibility to Protect and

recommended closer integration between R2P principles and other UN functions,

58 United Nations Secretary-General. Implementing the Responsibility to Protect, p. 10

59 Bellamy, Alex J. Responsibility to Protect: The Global Effort to End Mass Atrocities. Polity Press, 2009
60 Thakur, Ramesh. The United Nations, Peace and Security: From Collective Security to the
Responsibility to Protect. Cambridge University Press, 2006

26



including peacekeeping, human rights monitoring and development programming.!
These proposals aimed to embed R2P within the everyday operations of the UN, ensuring

that it was not relegated to rhetorical affirmations but made a concrete difference.

Despite these advances, the practical implementation of the three pillars has remained
uneven. While many states have expressed rhetorical support for R2P, their willingness
to act, particularly under the third pillar, has been inconsistent and often politicized. The
failure to intervene in Syria despite widespread atrocities, contrasted with the rapid
invocation of R2P in Libya, has led to criticism that the doctrine is applied selectively.5?
These criticisms have highlighted the need for greater transparency, accountability and

reform within UNSC, including limiting the use of veto in atrocity situations.

Nonetheless, the articulation of the three pillars has provided a coherent structure for
understanding and applying R2P. It represents a significant step toward bridging the gap
between the ideal of human protection and the realities of international politics. By
maintaining intervention in a range of preventive and cooperative measures, the three-
pillar framework offers a more holistic and less confrontational vision of collective

responsibility.

1.4. Early Implementations of R2P

1.4.1. Darfur and Kenya: Contrasting Applications of R2P

The crises in Darfur and Kenya serve as two contrasting early examples of the
Responsibility to Protect in action, illustrating both the doctrine's promise and its
limitations. These cases are crucial to understanding the initial challenges and ambiguities
in implementing R2P, reflecting the tension between international rhetoric and concrete

intervention.

The crisis in Darfur (Sudan), which began in 2003, was marked by brutal violence
perpetrated by Arab militias backed by the government. This conflict, which resulted in

mass killings, forced displacement, rape and widespread destruction of villages, was
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widely regarded as a case of ethnic cleansing or even genocide. Despite its seriousness,
the international response was characterized by hesitancy and fragmentation. Although
the UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan invoked the emerging concept of R2P as early as
2004, urging decisive action, the international community failed to respond effectively.
The African Union’s initial deployment of the African Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS)
in 2004 was a limited effort, obstructed by inadequate funding and a weak mandate®?.
Eventually, the United Nations authorized a hybrid mission, the African Union/United
Nations Hybrid operation in Darfur (UNAMID), through Security Council Resolution
1769 in 2007%. However, despite becoming one of the largest peacekeeping missions in
history, UNAMID struggled to protect civilians due to restricted access, ongoing
hostilities and insufficient political support. Political divisions among Security Council
members, particularly China and Russia who maintained ties with Sudan, softened the
international response®. Even the International Criminal Court’s indictment of Sudanese
President Omar al-Bashir, accused of genocide and crimes against humanity, proved
symbolic, as many states refused to enforce the arrest warrant®®. Darfur thus exposed the
gap between the theoretical endorsement of R2P and its practical implementation,

demonstrating how geopolitical interests could override humanitarian principles.

In contrast, the 2007-2008 post-election violence in Kenya highlighted R2P’s potential
for preventive and non-coercive action. Following a disputed presidential election, ethnic
violence erupted, resulting in over 1,100 deaths and the displacement of hundreds of
thousands®’. The international response was swift and diplomatic rather than military. The
African Union, under the leadership of former UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan,
facilitated a mediation process that led to an agreement that shared the power between the
opposing parties®®. This diplomatic intervention was supported by a coalition of
international actors, including the United Nations, the European Union and the United
States. Unlike Darfur, where R2P was invoked without effective action, the Kenyan crisis

showed that early coordinated diplomatic engagement could prevent mass atrocities. The
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inclusion of regional organizations, such as the African Union, enhanced the legitimacy
of the process and demonstrated that local leadership could play a decisive role in conflict
resolution®. However, while the Kenyan intervention successfully prevented further
violence, it did not resolve the underlying political and ethnic tensions, which continued

to challenge the country in the years that followed.

These two cases underscore the inconsistent application of R2P in practice. In Darfur, the
doctrine was invoked as a justification for international concern but failed to prevent
atrocities due to weak enforcement mechanisms and political divisions. As Alex Bellamy
said, ‘R2P was invoked more often than implemented’.”? In Kenya, R2P’s preventive
dimension was effectively applied, showcasing how diplomatic and regional mechanisms
could avert escalation’!. However, the contrast between the two reveals a critical insight:
while R2P can be a powerful tool for preventive diplomacy, its impact is severely limited
when enforcement depends on the willingness of powerful states or the absence of
geopolitical interests. Understanding these early implementations is essential for
assessing the evolution of R2P, highlighting the need for stronger and more consistent
mechanisms to ensure that the principle does not remain a rhetorical tool but becomes a

reliable framework for protecting populations at risk.
1.4.2. Ciritical Reactions and International Reception

The initial applications of the Responsibility to Protect doctrine generated significant
debate among policymakers, scholars and civil society. While the principle was
welcomed in theory as a necessary evolution in international norms, its implementation
raised questions about legitimacy, coherence and the political dynamics surrounding its
invocation. The global reaction to these early cases highlighted not only a growing
normative consensus on the need to prevent mass atrocities, but also deep tensions around

sovereignty, selectivity and geopolitical interest.

 Williams, Paul D., “The African Union’s Role in Peace Operations,” International Affairs, Vol. 89, No.
1,2013

0 Bellamy, Alex J. “Responsibility to Protect in the Real World: The Case of Darfur.” Global
Responsibility to Protect, vol. 1, no. 3, 2009, pp. 305-325

"l Thakur, Ramesh, The United Nations, Peace and Security: From Collective Security to the
Responsibility to Protect, Cambridge University Press, 2006

29



One of the most frequent criticisms of R2P’s application in Darfur was the international
community’s delayed and fragmented response. Although the situation in Sudan’s
western region had already escalated by the early 2000s, with reports of mass killings,
ethnic cleansing and large-scale displacement, states fell short of addressing the scale of
the crisis. The United Nations Security Council did pass a series of resolutions, including
Resolution 1556 in 2004 and 1706 in 2006, but these were often counterbalanced by
political compromises and lacked enforcement mechanisms’?. Many observers argued
that the UNSC's failure to act decisively undermined the credibility of R2P, suggesting
that even with an emerging norm, geopolitical self-interest continued to outweigh

humanitarian urgency’>.

By contrast, the response to Kenya’s post-election violence was seen as a successful and
non-coercive application of R2P’s second pillar. International actors, led by the African
Union and supported by the UN, EU and key Western states, intervened quickly through
mediation and diplomacy to prevent the escalation of violence®. This model was praised
for its emphasis on regional ownership and early engagement. However, even this case
provoked debate. Critics pointed out that the absence of major strategic interests in Kenya
among the UNSC’s permanent members facilitated consensus, an element rarely present
in other contexts’. This observation reinforced the concern that R2P’s application
remained inconsistent, dependent less on normative commitment than on political

convenience.

The inconsistent reception of R2P also reflected structural challenges in the international
system. The UNSC’s decision-making process, particularly the veto power of its five
permanent members (P5), was often seen as an obstacle to consistent and impartial
application of the doctrine. In Darfur, and later in Syria, the divisions among P5 members,
rooted in divergent strategic interests, blocked the Council from taking meaningful

action’®, Additionally, human rights advocacy groups like Human Rights Watch and the
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International Crisis Group frequently criticized governments for failing to uphold their

commitments and for invoking R2P only when politically convenient’”.

Academically, the early cases led to the increase of literature evaluating R2P’s
effectiveness and limitations. Scholars like Gareth Evans, one of the creators of the
concept, maintained that despite setbacks, R2P was a major normative advancement that
had reshaped the discourse on intervention’®. Others, such as Edward Luck, emphasized
the importance of building political consensus and institutional mechanisms to
operationalize the doctrine more effectively’”. Meanwhile, critical theorists and post-
colonial scholars voiced concern over the potential for selective enforcement and the

erosion of state sovereignty without adequate safeguards.

In sum, the initial international reactions to the early implementations of R2P were mixed,
characterized by both optimism and skepticism. While the doctrine was considered as a
transformative norm, its uneven application exposed the challenges of aligning political
will with humanitarian ideals. The cases of Darfur and Kenya illustrated the doctrine’s
potential and its pitfalls: success when actors are aligned and proactive, and failure when
strategic interests or institutional limitations intervene. This tension between principle
and practice would become even more pronounced in subsequent interventions,

particularly in Libya, where R2P’s future as a credible norm would be profoundly tested.
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2. Chapter II
Literature Review

The Responsibility to Protect has been the subject of extensive academic debate,
generating a complex web of interpretations that reflect legal, ethical, and political
tensions. The doctrine’s theoretical foundations are contested, with disagreements over
its status as a legal norm, the scope of its application and its vulnerability to selective
enforcement. Engaging with this literature is essential to unpack the competing narratives
that have shaped R2P’s evolution and practice. By studying these perspectives, it becomes
possible to identify the gaps and contradictions that have allowed R2P to be manipulated

for purposes beyond its humanitarian mandate.
2.1. R2Pin the Academic Debate

2.1.1. Supporters of R2P: Normative and Humanitarian Perspectives

The Responsibility to Protect has gained substantial support among diplomats, scholars
and humanitarian organizations who view it as a necessary evolution in international

norms, transforming the concept of sovereignty from a right to a responsibility.

Supporters of R2P emphasize that it is fundamentally a humanitarian principle aimed at
preventing human suffering. They argue that the doctrine represents a critical response to
the failures of the 1990s, such as the Rwandan genocide and the massacre in Srebrenica,
where international inaction led to catastrophic loss of many lives®. For them, R2P is not
about undermining state sovereignty, but rather about redefining it as a responsibility that
states owe to their populations. If a state is unable or unwilling to protect its citizens, the

international community has not only the right but the duty to intervene®!.

Normatively, R2P has been described as a significant step forward in the evolution of
international law and ethics. Scholars like Gareth Evans have argued that the doctrine

reaffirms the ethical goal of the international community to prevent suffering, placing
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human rights above traditional notions of non-interference®?. According to Evans, R2P is
a "global moral commitment" that seeks to ensure that the world never again stands by
while mass atrocities occur®®. This moral foundation is embraced by humanitarian
organizations such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International, which have

consistently called for the implementation of R2P in crisis situations.

Legally, R2P has also been recognized as an emerging norm of international law, though
it is not yet fully codified as a binding treaty. Advocates contend that the adoption of R2P
at the 2005 World Summit and its reaffirmation in subsequent United Nations Security
Council resolutions have solidified its status as a legitimate basis for international
action®®. For supporters, this institutionalization of R2P provides a framework for
mobilizing diplomatic, economic and, if necessary, military measures to protect civilian

populations from mass atrocities.

2.1.2. Ciritics of R2P: Realism, Neocolonialism, and Power Politics

While the Responsibility to Protect has been lauded as a humanitarian and normative
advancement in international relations, it received many critics. Realist scholars have
claimed that R2P is inherently susceptible to manipulation by powerful states,
transforming a humanitarian doctrine into a tool of geopolitical influence. According to
this perspective, R2P is less about protecting vulnerable populations and more about
providing a moral justification for interventions that serve the strategic interests of
dominant global powers. Realists claim that state behavior in international relations is
ultimately driven by national interests rather than altruistic commitments, and they argue
that R2P has often been selectively applied, reflecting the interests of Western states

rather than any consistent ethical standard®.

One of the most prominent reasons behind the critics is its selective application. Cases

where R2P was invoked to justify military intervention are frequently contrasted with
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situations where despite clear evidence of mass atrocities, the international community
failed to take decisive action®®. Critics contend that this inconsistency exposes R2P as a
doctrine manipulated by the United Nations Security Council, particularly its permanent
members who possess veto power. In such situations, the UNSC’s ability to act is less a
function of humanitarian necessity than of the geopolitical interests of the United States,

Russia, China, France and the United Kingdom®’.

Beyond concerns of selectivity, critics have also raised alarm about the potential
neocolonial dimensions of R2P. Post-colonial theorists argue that R2P can be “seized” by
powerful states to impose their will on weaker nations under the guise of
humanitarianism®®. They contend that the wording "saving populations from oppressive
governments” can serve as a pretext for regime change. For these critics, R2P risks
becoming a modern form of imperialism, where powerful states dictate the conditions of
sovereignty and intervene in the domestic affairs of other countries without sufficient

accountability®’.

Furthermore, the focus on military intervention as a means of implementing R2P has also
been criticized. Humanitarian organizations like Médecins Sans Frontiéres have argued
that the militarization of humanitarianism undermines the core values of the doctrine,
shifting attention away from prevention and peaceful conflict resolution®®. Instead of
serving as a last resort, military intervention has often been used as the primary method
of enforcing R2P, overshadowing diplomatic and preventive measures. This reliance on
force not only destabilizes the target countries but also damages the credibility of the

doctrine itself.
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2.1.3. The Tension Between Theory and Practice

Although R2P has been mostly celebrated as an achievement in international relations,
yet there’s a huge gap between its theoretical promises and practical implementation.
While R2P, in theory, is framed as a doctrine aimed at protection, its application has
frequently been inconsistent, selective and shaped by political considerations. This divide
between theory and practice has led some scholars to question the true utility and purpose
of R2P as a humanitarian norm, suggesting that it functions more as a rhetorical device

than a reliable framework for action®!.

Firstly, the gap is evident when it comes to the behavior of the United Nations Security
Council. Theoretically, the UNSC should foster R2P initiatives in face of mass atrocities.
Nevertheless, in practice, even though the ICISS proposed a ‘code of conduct’ for it, in
reality the UNSC’s decisions are often influenced by the geopolitical interests of the five
permanent members (P5): the United States, France, Russia, the United Kingdom and
China. The use of veto power by any of these states can block R2P interventions, even in

cases where mass atrocities are evident, thereby generating selectivity.

Moving on, the implementation of R2P has often been criticized for its overreliance on
military intervention, despite the doctrine’s theoretical emphasis on prevention and
peaceful resolution. The Libyan intervention, initially justified as a measure to protect
civilians, rapidly evolved into a regime change operation, leading to widespread
instability and a prolonged civil war®2. This result has been cited as evidence that R2P
can be easily manipulated to justify the use of force, even when less aggressive measures

could be effective.

In addition to the previous problems, the effectiveness of R2P has been obstructed by a
lack of clear practical guidelines for implementation. Although the doctrine is built on
three pillars (state responsibility, international assistance and international intervention),

the criteria for moving from one pillar to the next remain too vague. This ambiguity has
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enabled states to interpret the theories concerning R2P in ways that align with their
interests while avoiding accountability for inaction in cases where intervention is
politically or economically inconvenient®. As a result, R2P’s credibility has suffered,
with its theoretical promise of universal protection undermined by the realities of power

politics.

Ultimately, the tension between the theory of R2P and its practice reveals the challenges
of translating normative ideals into consistent international action. While R2P offers a
powerful framework for protecting vulnerable populations, its success depends not only
on its normative appeal but also on the willingness of states to prioritize humanitarian

principles over strategic interests.

All these disparities have led critics to argue that R2P is not governed by humanitarian
principles, but by the strategic interests of powerful states. Without greater institutional
accountability and clearer criteria for action, R2P risks being remembered more for its

failures than for its promise.
2.1.4. Implications for R2P's Credibility and Legitimacy

The selective and inconsistent application of the Responsibility to Protect has profoundly
affected its credibility and legitimacy as an international norm. Indeed, R2P has become
a subject of skepticism and criticism, largely due to the perception that it is wielded
according to the geopolitical interests of powerful states. This decline in credibility is not
a mere theoretical concern but a practical reality that undermines the very foundation of
the doctrine. If R2P is perceived as a tool of great power manipulation rather than a
universal moral obligation, its ability to prevent and respond to mass atrocities is

significantly compromised 4.

One of the most significant consequences of selective R2P application is the loss of trust
among states, particularly those in the Global South. As beforementioned, many of these

states, which have historically experienced external intervention under the pretext of
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humanitarianism, view R2P with suspicion. Many real-world examples reinforced the
belief that R2P is applied based on the strategic interests of the United States, France, the
United Kingdom and their allies, while being ignored when the interests of Russia or
China are at stake”. This perception has led to growing opposition among developing
nations, including members of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), who argue that R2P
is a doctrine manipulated by powerful states to justify interference in the domestic affairs

of weaker nations’®.

As cited before, the credibility crisis surrounding R2P is further exacerbated by the lack
of clear and consistent criteria for its implementation. The doctrine’s pillars are subject
to quite broad interpretation, allowing powerful states to invoke or ignore R2P based on
their own preferences. This flexibility, which was intended to allow R2P to adapt to
diverse situations, has instead enabled its misuse. The result is a doctrine that is both

powerful in theory and unreliable in practice, so consequently an unreliable doctrine.

Moreover, the perception of R2P as a selective instrument has also weakened its
normative value. For a doctrine to be recognized as an international norm, it must be
applied consistently, based on principles rather than politics. R2P’s reputation as a
doctrine driven by geopolitical interests rather than humanitarian necessity has led to a
decline in international support, particularly among states that fear becoming future
targets of intervention®’. As these states grow more resistant to R2P, the likelihood of
building consensus around its application diminishes, making it even harder for the

international community to respond effectively to mass atrocity situations.
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2.2. The Role of Law and International Organizations

2.2.1. The United Nations Charter, the Use of Force Norms and Structural
Imbalances in the UN System

The Responsibility to Protect doctrine is deeply rooted in the principles of international
law but operates within a way more complex model defined by the United Nations
Charter. This Charter, the cornerstone of modern international law, enshrines two
fundamental principles: the prohibition of the use of force (Article 2(4)) and the protection
of state sovereignty (Article 2(7))°®. These provisions are designed to preserve
international peace and security, shielding states from external interference. However,
they also impose significant constraints on the international community's capacity to

intervene in cases of mass atrocities.

Particularly, the prohibition of the use of force under Article 2(4) is a foundational
principle of the UN system, reflecting the post-World War II commitment to prevent the
recurrence of global conflicts. This principle is aimed at maintaining international order
by prohibiting states from using force against the territorial integrity or political
independence of any state. Yet, this restriction is not absolute. Two key exceptions are
recognized within the UN Charter: the right of individual or collective self-defense under
Article 51 and the use of force authorized by the Security Council under Chapter VII*,

which is empowered to determine threats to international peace and take necessary

measures, including military action.

The Security Council, as the primary body responsible for maintaining international peace
and security, is composed of fifteen members, but real decision-making power rests with
the five permanent members. Each possesses veto power, enabling them to unilaterally
block any substantive resolution'®. This mechanism, originally designed to ensure that
the major powers would remain engaged in the UN system rather than bypassing it

entirely, has instead become a tool for protecting the geopolitical interests of these states,
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even at the expense of humanitarian principles'®!. By consequence, this concentration of
power has consistently exposed R2P to the strategic interests of the PS5, undermining its

humanitarian objectives.

The structural imbalance within the UNSC is a critical factor in this selective use. The
veto power effectively allows the P5 to protect their allies or strategic interests, even in
the face of severe human rights violations. This imbalance is not merely a procedural
issue but a reflection of the geopolitical reality that governs the UN. Decisions on
intervention, even under humanitarian pretenses like R2P, are inevitably influenced by
the calculations of these powerful states. The result is a system where the enforcement of
international norms, including R2P, is inconsistent, shaped more by political bargaining

than by humanitarian principles.

This structural imbalance is further aggravated by the lack of accountability for the P5.
While they hold the power to determine the course of international action, they are not

subject to any higher authority within the UN system!%2

. This has led to a persistent double
standard, where powerful states can selectively apply international law while remaining
immune to its consequences. As a result, R2P is consistently challenged by the selective

manner in which it is applied.
2.2.2. Interests of Permanent Members

The selective application of the Responsibility to Protect is not merely a consequence of
the veto power held by the permanent members of the United Nations Security Council,
but also a direct reflection of the geopolitical interests of these states. The P5 are not
neutral actors in international affairs. Instead, their decisions on whether to support,
oppose, or remain indifferent to R2P interventions are consistently shaped by their
strategic, economic and political interests. This reality directly undermines the claim that
R2P is a universal humanitarian doctrine, revealing how its application is instead dictated

by great power politics.
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The United States and its Western allies, France and the United Kingdom, have
historically supported R2P interventions in regions where they have strategic interests,
particularly in the Middle East and North Africa. The 2011 intervention in Libya that will
be discussed later serves as a case in point. While the stated objective was to protect
civilians from the Gaddafi regime, the rapid escalation from civilian protection to regime
change suggested that broader geopolitical objectives were at play, including the desire
to reshape the region in a manner favorable to Western influence and to secure access to
Libya’s significant oil reserves'®. Conversely, in regions where Western powers lack
strategic interests, such as Myanmar or the Central African Republic, their support for

R2P has been limited to diplomatic statements rather than meaningful action.

Russia and China, on the other hand, have consistently opposed R2P interventions that
threaten their allies or undermine their strategic influence. This pattern is most evident in
the Syrian conflict, where Russia has repeatedly used its veto to block resolutions
condemning the Assad regime!'%. As a close ally of Syria, and with its only Mediterranean
naval base located at Tartus, Russia’s opposition to intervention was driven by both
strategic and security considerations. China, which has traditionally adhered to a policy
of non-interference in the domestic affairs of sovereign states, has also used its veto to
shield its allies, viewing R2P as a potential tool for Western interference in domestic

politics!®,

The interests of the P5 are not limited to military or security concerns. Economic factors
also play a crucial role. China’s investments in African nations have led it to oppose R2P
measures that might threaten the stability of its economic partners, even in the face of
clear humanitarian crises!'®. Similarly, Russia has used its influence to protect states that
align with its energy interests or provide a counterbalance to Western influence in

international affairs. This strategic calculus means that R2P is not applied based on
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objective humanitarian criteria, but rather according to the political, economic and

strategic priorities of the world’s most powerful states.
2.2.3. UN Security Council vs UN General Assembly

Said that, it is evident that a significant burden is placed on the United Nations Security
Council. This is the reason why the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) has been
seen as a potential alternative for upholding R2P’s principles, particularly in situations

where the Security Council is deadlocked.

The General Assembly’s Uniting for Peace resolution, adopted in 1950, provides a legal
basis for the General Assembly to take action in cases where the Security Council fails to
maintain international peace and security due to lack of unanimity among its permanent
members!?’. This resolution has been invoked on several occasions, including in the
context of the Korean War and, more recently, in relation to the Syrian conflict, where
the General Assembly adopted resolutions condemning atrocities despite the Security

108

Council’s paralysis'”®. However, while the General Assembly can issue resolutions, these

are non-binding and lack the enforcement mechanisms of Security Council resolutions.

The disparity between the Security Council’s binding authority and the General
Assembly’s limited influence further highlights the structural imbalance within the UN
system. While the General Assembly can provide a platform for moral condemnation and
building consensus, it lacks the power to authorize the use of force or impose sanctions,
leaving it dependent on the Security Council for any meaningful enforcement. This
institutional division has significant implications for R2P’s credibility, as it means that
the doctrine’s implementation is ultimately subject to the approval of a few powerful

states rather than a truly global consensus!'?.
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2.2.4. Proposals for Reform and Accountability

The selective and inconsistent application of the Responsibility to Protect has not only
undermined its credibility but has also prompted widespread calls for reform.
International organizations, diplomats and scholars have proposed various mechanisms
to enhance the accountability, transparency, and consistency of R2P’s application, aiming
to ensure that it functions as a genuine humanitarian doctrine rather than an instrument of

great power politics.

One of the most significant reform proposals has focused on limiting the use of the veto
by the permanent members of the United Nations Security Council in cases of mass
atrocity crimes. The French-Mexican initiative, for example, advocates for a voluntary
restraint on the use of the veto when dealing with situations involving genocide, war
crimes, ethnic cleansing or crimes against humanity!!?. This proposal, supported by
numerous UN member states, is intended to prevent the P5 from blocking humanitarian
interventions solely to protect their allies or strategic interests. While this initiative has
gained significant rhetorical support, it remains non-binding and none of the P5 have

formally committed to it, demonstrating their privileged status'!!.

A second important proposal is the ACT (Accountability, Coherence, and Transparency).
The ACT group is an interregional initiative of 27 United Nations member states,
established in 2013 with the aim of enhancing the functionality of the UN Security
Council through increased accountability, coherence and transparency. In 2015, the group
introduced a "Code of Conduct regarding Security Council Action against Genocide,
Crimes against Humanity, or War Crimes."!!? This code calls on all UNSC members,
both permanent and elected, to refrain from voting against credible draft resolutions
aimed at preventing or halting mass atrocities. It is built upon five main commitments:
supporting timely and decisive Security Council action to prevent or end genocide, crimes

against humanity or war crimes; refraining from opposing credible resolutions addressing
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such crises; inviting the UN Secretary-General to bring to the Council’s attention
situations that could lead to such crimes; fully and promptly considering these
assessments by the Secretary-General; and encouraging other UN member states to
commit to this code.!'® As of 2023, 129 UN member states or observers have endorsed
the code, including two permanent members of the UNSC (France and the United
Kingdom) representing approximately two-thirds of the UN General Assembly.!!* This
widespread support demonstrates significant backing for a more responsible and
responsive Security Council, especially in contexts of severe human rights violations. The
ACT group continues to advocate for reforms aimed at improving the Security Council’s
working methods, promoting greater transparency in its operations and enhancing the

inclusion of non-permanent members in decision-making processes.!!

Another proposed reform is the enhancement of the role of the United Nations General
Assembly (UNGA) in R2P situations. The Uniting for Peace resolution, which allows the
General Assembly to take action when the Security Council is deadlocked, has been
suggested as a mechanism for bypassing the veto and enabling a more democratic
decision-making process!'®. However, the non-binding nature of General Assembly
resolutions and the absence of enforcement mechanisms limit the practical impact of this
approach. Nevertheless, the increased use of the General Assembly in recent crises
demonstrates its potential as a forum for maintaining international pressure and

legitimacy!!’.

Further reforms have focused on the need for clearer criteria for R2P’s invocation. Gareth
Evans has advocated for the adoption of a “threshold of harm” model, which would

establish specific conditions under which R2P could be triggered, such as the presence of
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mass atrocity crimes verified by independent investigations''®. This model would reduce
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the risk of subjective interpretations and ensure that R2P is applied based on objective

humanitarian criteria rather than political convenience.

Additionally, proposals have been made to enhance regional organizations’ role in
implementing R2P, particularly in cases where the Security Council is deadlocked. The
African Union’s experience in Kenya in 2008 demonstrates how regional actors can
effectively mediate and prevent violence without resorting to coercive measures'!’.
Strengthening the capacity of regional organizations to engage in preventive diplomacy,
monitor crises and provide humanitarian support would reduce reliance on the Security

Council and enhance the legitimacy of R2P interventions.

In conclusion, while R2P has been criticized for its selective and inconsistent application,
these reform proposals offer potential pathways to restore its credibility as a humanitarian
doctrine. However, the effectiveness of these proposals ultimately depends on the
willingness of powerful states, particularly the P35, to relinquish some of their privileges
and commit to a more equitable and accountable system. Unless such reforms are
implemented, R2P is likely to remain a doctrine vulnerable to geopolitical manipulation,

failing to fulfill its original humanitarian promise.
2.2.5. The Influence of Regional Organizations

The Responsibility to Protect has not only been shaped by the dynamics of the United
Nations but has also been significantly influenced by regional organizations, which have
played a crucial role in its application. Regional organizations, such as the African Union
(AU) and the Arab League, have been both advocates and critics of R2P, reflecting the
complicated relationship between regional norms and global governance. Their
involvement in R2P cases has highlighted the importance of local legitimacy and regional

ownership in determining the credibility and effectiveness of international interventions.

The African Union, for instance, has developed its own normative framework that aligns
with R2P, specifically in Article 4(h) of the AU Constitutive Act, which authorizes the

organization to intervene in member states in cases of war crimes, genocide, and crimes
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against humanity!2°

. This provision, which predates the global adoption of R2P,
demonstrates the AU’s commitment to atrocity prevention within the continent. However,
the AU’s approach to R2P has been characterized by a preference for mediation and
political solutions over military intervention. This was evident in the Kenyan crisis of
2008, where the AU, led by Kofi Annan, successfully mediated a power-sharing
agreement, preventing the escalation of violence without the need for coercive

measures!2!. This case highlighted the AU’s capacity to implement R2P principles in a

manner that emphasized diplomacy over force.

Conversely, the Arab League’s engagement with R2P has been more ambiguous. In 2011,
the Arab League played a pivotal role in the adoption of UNSC Resolution 1973, which
authorized the use of force in Libya under R2P. The League’s endorsement provided
regional legitimacy to the intervention, but the subsequent transition from protecting
civilians to facilitating regime change led to criticism that R2P had been manipulated for
strategic purposes!?2. Following the Libyan experience, the Arab League has been more
cautious in its endorsement of international interventions, as seen in its reluctance to

support coercive measures in the Syrian conflict.

2.3. Legal and Normative Interpretations of R2P

2.3.1. Customary Law vs Soft Law Debate

The Responsibility to Protect has always occupied a contested space within international
relations and international law, caught between the fields of customary law and soft law.
This ambiguity is central to understanding the doctrine’s selective application and its
susceptibility to geopolitical manipulation, which directly connects to the research
question of this thesis. As a concept, R2P was never codified as a binding international

treaty because it was adopted only as a political commitment at the 2005 World
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Summit!23. This status as a non-binding norm has significant implications for how R2P

is interpreted and applied.

Supporters of R2P argue that despite its status as soft law, the doctrine has gained
normative force through repeated references in UNSC resolutions, General Assembly
debates and international discourse!'?*. They claim that the frequent invocation of R2P in
these contexts has contributed to the gradual emergence of a customary norm, one that
obliges states to protect populations from mass atrocities and empowers the international
community to intervene when states fail to do so'?. According to this view, R2P has
evolved beyond a mere political commitment and now represents an emerging principle

of customary international law, even if it lacks the formal status of a binding legal rule.

However, this interpretation is highly contested. Opponents argue that R2P’s normative
force is undermined by its inconsistent application and the lack of clear and universally
accepted criteria for its invocation. Unlike established customary norms, which are
characterized by consistent state practice and a sense of legal obligation (opinio juris),
R2P’s implementation has been highly selective, determined more by the geopolitical
interests of the UNSC’s permanent members than by any uniform legal standard!?®. The
doctrine’s reliance on UNSC authorization, where the veto power of the P5 can block
action even in the face of clear mass atrocities, further weakens any claim that R2P has

attained the status of customary law'?’.

This tension between R2P as an emerging norm and its status as a soft law instrument is
extremely important to grasp its selective application. Since R2P lacks the clarity and
enforceability of customary international law, it remains vulnerable to manipulation. Its
invocation is determined not by consistent universal criteria, but by the interests and

strategies of those with the power to authorize or block action. This legal ambiguity is not
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only an academic issue, it is a practical reality that directly affects the doctrine’s

credibility and effectiveness, as subsequent sections of this thesis will demonstrate.
2.3.2. Intersection with International Humanitarian Law

The R2P doctrine is often framed as a moral and political commitment to prevent mass
atrocities, but it also intersects significantly with established principles of International
Humanitarian Law (IHL). This intersection is critical because it reveals the extent to
which R2P is grounded in existing legal norms, yet also exposes the challenges of

applying these norms consistently in practice.

International Humanitarian Law, known as the law of armed conflict, is designed to
regulate the conduct of hostilities and protect those who are not participating in combat,
such as civilians, prisoners of war and medical personnel'?®. The Geneva Conventions of
1949 and their Additional Protocols form the core of IHL, establishing a legal picture that
prohibits deliberate attacks on civilians, the use of indiscriminate weapons and other acts
that constitute war crimes!?’. These principles are directly relevant to R2P because the
doctrine explicitly aims to protect populations from four specific crimes: genocide, war
crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity'*?. Each of these crimes is also

defined and prohibited under IHL.

However, while R2P draws heavily on IHL in defining its objectives, it departs from
traditional humanitarian law in one crucial respect: it explicitly permits international
intervention in the domestic affairs of sovereign states when they fail to protect their
populations. IHL, by contrast, is primarily concerned with the conduct of warfare and the
protection of non-combatants, rather than authorizing external interventions to prevent
atrocities. This distinction places R2P in a delicate position, caught between a normative

commitment to protecting civilians and the legal constraints of state sovereignty!3!. As a
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result, the application of R2P has often been characterized by tension between these two

frameworks.

2.4. Legal and Ethical Tensions of R2P

2.4.1. The Ethics of Intervention: Just War Theory and Consent

The ethical foundation of the Responsibility to Protect is closely tied to the principles of
Just War Theory, a doctrine that has historically been used to evaluate the moral
legitimacy of armed interventions. Just War Theory, which dates back to the writings of
Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, establishes a set of criteria that must be met for the use
of force to be considered just, including just cause, right intention, proportionality and
last resort!?2. These principles provide a moral framework for assessing the legitimacy of
interventions and they are significant for R2P, which is premised on the idea that military

intervention can be justified in order to prevent mass atrocities.

Following Just War Theory, the concept of just cause is particularly important for R2P
because, under the doctrine, a just cause for intervention exists when there is a credible
threat of genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, or crimes against humanity!3®. This
aligns with the four specific crimes identified in the 2005 World Summit Outcome
Document as triggers for R2P'**, However, the practical application of this principle has
been inconsistent, as interventions under R2P have often been influenced by political

considerations rather than strict adherence to just cause.

Another critical aspect of Just War Theory is the principle of right intention, which
requires that the primary motivation for intervention must be to protect civilian

populations, not to advance the intervening state’s own interests!3®. This principle has
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frequently been violated in the application of R2P, where geopolitical interests have often

overshadowed humanitarian objectives.

Furthermore, the principle of consent is central to the ethical legitimacy of interventions
under international law. In theory, R2P respects state sovereignty by requiring UNSC
authorization for military action, ensuring that interventions are based on collective
decision-making rather than unilateral action'*¢. However, this system is undermined
when the UNSC is deadlocked by the political interests of its P5, leading to selective

interventions where consent is either bypassed or manipulated.
2.4.2. Legal Ambiguity: Is R2P Binding or Aspirational?

The Responsibility to Protect exists in a state of legal ambiguity, oscillating between
being an aspirational norm and a binding obligation under international law. This
ambiguity is at the heart of the doctrine’s selective application, as it allows states to

interpret it in a manner that suits their interests.

The 2005 World Summit that formally endorsed R2P in paragraphs 138 and 139 is
deliberately cautious. It states that the international community is “prepared to take
collective action” through the United Nations Security Council in accordance with the
UN Charter, but it does not create a legal obligation for intervention'*’. This phrasing
reflects a compromise between states that favored a strong and binding R2P, and those

that were concerned about the doctrine being used as a pretext for external interference.

The result is a doctrine that has significant normative weight but lacks clear legal status.
Scholars like Alex Bellamy have argued that while R2P has become a powerful political
norm, it cannot be considered customary international law because it does not meet the
criteria of consistent state practice and opinio juris (the belief that a norm is legally

2

binding)'*%. Instead, R2P is best understood as a form of “soft law,” a concept that

occupies a middle area between political commitments and legally enforceable rules!’.
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This status allows states to invoke R2P when it aligns with their interests but to disregard

it when it does not.
2.4.3. Risk of Misuse: Who Determines 'Just Cause'?

One of the most contentious aspects of R2P is the determination of what constitutes a
“just cause” for intervention. As repeatedly said, the 2005 World Summit Outcome
Document specifies four crimes that trigger R2P!4°, however, while these categories
appear clear in theory, their interpretation and application in practice are subject to
significant ambiguity. This ambiguity is not only a technical issue, but also a fundamental
problem that exposes R2P to the risk of misuse. At the core of this problem is the question

of who has the authority to determine when a situation qualifies as a “just cause”.

Technically, in the current international system, this role belongs primarily to the United
Nations Security Council which has the authority to authorize R2P interventions under
Chapter VII of the UN Charter!*!. However, this system is inherently flawed because
there are no grounds on which it is possible to determine when it is ‘just’ or ‘not enough
just’. This makes the decision highly subjective and at this point it is clear that the Security
Council’s decisions are influenced by the P5. As a result, this determination is not based

on fairness and justice or humanitarian criteria, but rather on political calculations!*?,

Furthermore, the ambiguity surrounding “just cause” allows for subjective interpretations
from other states as well. Powerful states can manipulate this concept to justify
interventions in regions where they have strategic interests while ignoring similar crises
elsewhere. This selective application not only undermines the credibility of R2P but also
fuels accusations of hypocrisy and double standards. As this thesis will demonstrate,
unless clearer criteria for determining “just cause” are established, R2P will continue to
be vulnerable to manipulation, serving as a convenient tool for powerful states rather than

a consistent humanitarian doctrine.
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2.5. Analytical Framework

2.5.1. Realist Lens: Interests Driving Intervention

The analysis of the Responsibility to Protect within this thesis is fundamentally grounded
in a realist perspective of international relations, a theoretical lens that emphasizes the
role of state interests, power dynamics and strategic calculations in shaping state
behavior. Realism, as a theory, is premised on the idea that states are the primary actors
in the international system, driven by the pursuit of their own national interests rather
than moral or humanitarian considerations. As Hans Morgenthau argues, international
politics is governed by the struggle for power among states, where moral principles are
subordinate to the pursuit of national interest!4’. Kenneth Waltz emphasizes that the
anarchic structure of the international system compels states to act in ways that ensure
their own survival, reinforcing a logic of self-help'#*. Similarly, John Mearsheimer
contends that great powers are engaged in a constant pursuit of maximizing their relative
power to guarantee their security!#. These perspectives are particularly relevant to the
research question of this thesis, which seeks to determine the extent to which R2P,
originally conceived as a humanitarian doctrine, has been applied selectively and

arbitrarily in Libya to serve geopolitical interests.

From a realist standpoint, the selective application of R2P can be explained as a reflection
of the power dynamics within the United Nations Security Council, where the five
permanent members possess the power to authorize or block interventions under the
doctrine. As Mearsheimer highlights, these states are not neutral arbiters of humanitarian
principles, rather they are strategic actors that weigh the costs and benefits of intervention
based on their national interests'#. The realist view contends that R2P is invoked when

it aligns with the strategic objectives of the P5 and ignored when it does not.

The intervention in Libya in 2011 is a clear example of this realist dynamic. Although the

mission was justified under R2P as a measure to protect civilians, it rapidly evolved into
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a regime change operation aimed at removing Muammar Gaddafi from power. As the
next chapter will illustrate, critics have argued that the rapid escalation of military action
reflected the strategic interests of Western states, particularly France and the United
States, which sought to reshape North Africa in a manner favorable to their influence!*’.
Libya’s significant oil reserves and its strategic location further reinforced Western
incentives to intervene, raising questions about whether the primary motivation was
humanitarian protection or geopolitical gain'#®. This outcome directly aligns with the
realist view that states use humanitarian justifications as a facade for pursuing their own

strategic objectives.

Realism also helps explain the inconsistent international response to other humanitarian
crises. In regions of limited strategic value to the great powers, such as the Central African
Republic or Myanmar, R2P has been applied primarily through diplomatic statements
rather than meaningful action'*. As Waltz suggests, the absence of strategic interests
often results in inaction, regardless of the humanitarian situation'>°. This disparity reveals
a fundamental problem with R2P’s claim to be a universal humanitarian doctrine: its
invocation is determined not by consistent moral principles, but by the interests of the
world’s most powerful states. The realist perspective thus provides a critical analytical

framework for understanding the selective application of R2P.

Furthermore, the realist lens highlights the inherent contradiction within R2P: while the
doctrine is framed as a commitment to protect vulnerable populations, its implementation
is entirely dependent on the willingness of states to act. In practice, this means that R2P
is not a guarantee of protection but a tool of international politics, applied only when it
those with the power to enforce it are willing to enforce it!>!.

In conclusion, the realist lens provides a analytical picture for understanding the dynamics

of R2P. By emphasizing the role of state interests, power politics, and strategic
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calculations, it exposes the gap between the doctrine’s humanitarian rhetoric and its

selective, interest-driven application.

2.5.2. Criteria for Evaluating R2P’s Implementation

The analysis of the Responsibility to Protect in this thesis requires a clear set of criteria
to evaluate its implementation. Given that R2P is by nature a normative doctrine,
assessing its effectiveness and consistency demands a framework that goes beyond mere
political outcomes, focusing instead on the principles it is meant to uphold. It is pivotal

to establish key criteria for evaluating R2P’s application.

The first and most fundamental criterion for evaluating R2P is adherence to humanitarian
principles. As a doctrine rooted in the protection of vulnerable populations, R2P’s
legitimacy is dependent on its consistent application in response to genuine threats of

152 This criterion

genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity
requires an analysis of whether R2P was invoked in response to credible evidence of such
crimes, as well as whether the primary objective of the intervention was genuinely

humanitarian.

The second criterion is consistency in application, which examines whether R2P has been
applied uniformly across different crises. For a doctrine to be considered a credible
international norm, it must be applied without bias, regardless of the political, economic

153

or strategic significance of the affected region'>>. However, R2P has been applied in a

highly selective manner, with interventions in cases such as Libya but inaction in

Myanmar, where the Rohingya population faced ethnic cleansing!>*

. This inconsistency
undermines R2P’s credibility, exposing it to accusations of double standards and selective

humanitarianism.

The third criterion is legal legitimacy, which focuses on whether R2P interventions were

conducted in accordance with international law. This involves examining whether
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interventions were authorized by the UNSC under Chapter VII of the UN Charter,
whether they were conducted without clear legal authority and the reason behind its
invocation!*. The centrality of UNSC authorization means that R2P is vulnerable to the

political dynamics of the Council’s permanent members (P5).

The fourth criterion is accountability and proportionality, which assesses whether R2P
interventions were carried out in a manner that minimized harm to civilians and respected
the principles of necessity and proportionality. This is critical for maintaining the
doctrine’s humanitarian credibility. In Libya, for example, the NATO-led intervention
went beyond civilian protection, resulting in significant collateral damage and
contributing to the country’s prolonged instability!*¢. Such outcomes raise questions
about whether the intervention adhered to the principle of proportionality, a core tenet of

international humanitarian law.

Finally, the fifth criterion is commitment to post-intervention rebuilding, which evaluates
whether the international community took responsibility for stabilizing and rebuilding the
affected state after the crisis. This aspect is crucial because R2P is not only about reacting
to mass atrocities but also about ensuring long-term peace and stability. The failure to
commit to meaningful post-conflict reconstruction in Libya, where the country descended
into chaos following Gaddafi’s overthrow, highlights a recurring weakness in the

implementation of R2P!%7,

These five criteria (humanitarian principles, consistency, legal legitimacy, accountability,
and post-intervention rebuilding) will serve as the analytical framework for this thesis.
They provide a comprehensive basis for evaluating whether R2P has been applied in
Libya as a genuine humanitarian doctrine or manipulated to serve the geopolitical

interests of powerful states.
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3. Chapter III
The 2011 Intervention in Libya: Case Study

The 2011 NATO intervention in Libya stands as a defining moment in the history of the
Responsibility to Protect, showing the tensions between humanitarian ideals and
geopolitical realities. Framed as a mission to prevent mass atrocities, the intervention
quickly shifted toward regime change, raising profound questions about the selective and
strategic application of R2P. The Libya case reveals how narratives of urgency, combined
with Security Council dynamics and media framing, can shape interventions that diverge
from their stated objectives. Analyzing this case critically sheds light on the practical

challenges and risks in implementing R2P under complex political conditions.
3.1. Background of the Libyan Crisis

3.1.1. Political and Social Conditions Pre-2011

To understand the dynamics that led to the invocation of the Responsibility to Protect
during the 2011 NATO intervention in Libya, it is essential to examine the political and
social conditions in the country prior to the uprising. Libya under Muammar Gaddafi was
a deeply autocratic regime, characterized by the concentration of power in the hands of
one man and a security system designed to suppress opposition. Having come to power
in 1969 through a military coup that deposed King Idris I, Gaddafi constructed a political
regime rooted in his ideology of “Jamabhiriya,” or “state of the masses,” as outlined in his
Green Book'®. This system rejected traditional representative democracy and instead
claimed to empower the people through “people’s congresses” and ‘“revolutionary

committees.” In practice, however, these institutions were tightly controlled and dissent
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was met with severe repression. Political parties were banned, independent media did not

exist and Gaddafi’s regime routinely imprisoned, tortured and executed opponents!*.

Libya’s internal governance also suffered from severe centralization and clientelism.
While the country possessed vast oil wealth, this wealth was not equitably distributed.
Gaddafi maintained power through a combination of patronage networks, military loyalty
and tribal manipulation. His rule exacerbated tribal divisions, rewarding certain tribes,
particularly those from his native Sirte region, while marginalizing others, creating long-
term tensions that would later fuel the uprising!®®. The Libyan state lacked strong
institutions independent from Gaddafi, which left the country institutionally fragile and

heavily reliant on his personal authority.

Despite authoritarian control, Libya was not immune to external influences and growing
popular discontent. By the late 2000s, Libyan population faced rising unemployment,
particularly among the youth, along with inflation and a housing crisis. The lack of civil
liberties, rampant corruption and the regime’s failure to address basic socio-economic
demands eroded the legitimacy Gaddafi once claimed. Moreover, international
developments also shaped Libya's trajectory. The Arab Spring, which began in Tunisia in
late 2010 and quickly spread to Egypt, provided both inspiration and a precedent for

popular uprisings against entrenched authoritarian regimes!®!.

While Libya had previously been a pariah state, especially following the 1988 Lockerbie
bombing and its subsequent sanctions, Gaddafi had made notable efforts to normalize
relations with the West in the early 2000s. He accepted responsibility for past acts of
terrorism, dismantled Libya’s weapons of mass destruction programs and sought re-
rapprochement with Western powers, particularly Italy, the UK and the United States!'®2.
These efforts led to Libya being re-integrated into the international community, receiving

foreign investments and experiencing renewed diplomatic relations. This normalization
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process gave Gaddafi some legitimacy abroad, despite the continued absence of

democratic reforms at home.

Yet, this re-integration also meant that Libya became more visible to the international
community, including human rights organizations and Western governments. Reports of
repression, arbitrary detention and torture never ceased. Organizations such as Human
Rights Watch and Amnesty International continued to document widespread human
rights abuses in the years preceding 2011, including the notorious Abu Salim prison
massacre in 1996, where over 1,000 prisoners were killed in a single day'®’. These
violations, however, were often downplayed by Western governments during periods of

economic and security cooperation.

It is within this socio-political backdrop that the February 2011 protests in Libya must be
situated. Initially inspired by regional movements demanding reform and
democratization, protests in cities such as Benghazi rapidly escalated into a full-scale

uprising, fueled by years of resentment and state repression.

Although the escalation of violence and the government’s response would later form the
basis for invoking R2P, it is clear roots of the crisis were embedded in decades of political
repression, economic mismanagement and social fragmentation. Crucially, understanding
these structural and historical factors helps differentiate between the pretext for
intervention and the deeper context in which the Libyan crisis unfolded. It also lays the
groundwork for assessing whether the international response in 2011, under R2P, was
indeed proportional to the situation on the ground, or whether it was shaped, at least in

part, by ulterior geopolitical motives.

3.1.2. The February Uprising, Gaddafi’s Response and Calls for International

Action

The February 2011 uprising in Libya marked a critical turning point in the country’s
history, culminating in international intervention under the Responsibility to Protect

framework.
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The uprising began on 15 February 2011 in Benghazi, instigated by the arrest of human
rights lawyer Fathi Terbil, who had represented families of victims of the 1996 Abu Salim
prison massacre. Protests quickly broke out, fueled by fury over repression, corruption,
unemployment and the lack of political freedoms. The influence of the Arab Spring was
undeniable: demonstrators in Libya, as in Tunisia and Egypt, called for democratic
reforms and an end of the autocratic rule. What initially resembled peaceful
demonstrations soon escalated into armed clashes as government forces cracked down
violently, and opposition groups, some of whom were defecting members of the armed

forces, responded in the same way!64,

Gaddafi’s response was both rhetorical and military. In his infamous speech on 22
February 2011, he included threats of mass extermination and vowed to cleanse Libya
“house by house,” referring to protesters as “rats” and calling on loyalists to defend the
nation at any cost!®. This language, coupled with the deployment of snipers, heavy
weaponry and air strikes against civilians, was interpreted by many as a signal of
imminent mass atrocity. The regime’s use of force in urban centers like Misrata and
Zawiya, along with reports of indiscriminate shelling, reinforced the perception that a

humanitarian catastrophe was unfolding!¢®.

The rapid recognition of the National Transitional Council (NTC) as the legitimate
representative of the Libyan people by several Western and Arab states further
accelerated the collapse of the Gaddafi regime’s legitimacy. Within days, the opposition
had gained control of significant portions of eastern Libya, including Benghazi,
effectively dividing the country. The international community’s growing support for the
rebels, both diplomatically and materially, also influenced the trajectory of the conflict.
France was among the first to recognize the NTC, followed by the United Kingdom and

the United States, signaling a clear alignment with the anti-Gaddafi forces!'®”.

As the conflict in Libya intensified during February and March 2011, a growing number

of international voices began to call for decisive action to protect civilians from Gaddafi’s
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violent repression. Early appeals for international action came from within Libya itself,
the NTC lobbied international actors to recognize its authority and support military
intervention to halt what it portrayed as an imminent massacre in Benghazi, Gaddafi’s
next military target. These appeals were soon echoed by regional actors such as the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) and the League of Arab States. On 12 March 2011, the Arab
League took the unprecedented step of formally requesting the United Nations to impose

a no-fly zone over Libya to protect civilians!®®

. This regional endorsement significantly
bolstered the credibility of subsequent action, allowing Western powers to frame

intervention not as Western imperialism but as a response to an Arab consensus.

The framing of the crisis was critical. Western political leaders emphasized the imperative
to prevent a massacre, repeatedly invoking the episodes of Rwanda and Srebrenica to
justify rapid action. The French President Nicolas Sarkozy and British Prime Minister
David Cameron pushed particularly for immediate military engagement and recognition
of the NTC. France became the first country to officially recognize the Council on 10
March 2011, a move that prefigured its leading role in the eventual NATO operation'®.
Meanwhile, in the United States, President Obama adopted a more cautious tone initially,
but ultimately backed intervention after receiving Arab League support and facing

pressure from both domestic and international circles!”.

3.2. The International Community’s Response

3.2.1. UNSC Resolution 1970 and 1973

The international community’s formal response to the Libyan crisis crystallized through
the adoption of two pivotal United Nations Security Council resolutions: 1970 and 1973.

These resolutions marked a turning point in international intervention practices and

168 [ eague of Arab States. “Statement on Libya,” March 12, 2011

169 Reuters. “France Recognizes Libyan Opposition Council.” March 10, 2011

170 Lynch, Marc. The Arab Uprising: The Unfinished Revolutions of the New Middle East, PublicAffairs,
2012, p. 102

59



represented the first time the Responsibility to Protect was explicitly invoked to authorize

coercive measures, including the use of force, against a functioning state.

UNSC Resolution 1970, unanimously adopted on 26 February 2011, responded to early
reports of mass violence by the Gaddafi regime. The resolution condemned the use of
military force against peaceful protesters and called for an immediate end to violence. It
imposed a comprehensive arms embargo, a travel ban and an asset freeze targeting
Gaddafi and his close associates, while referring the situation to the International
Criminal Court for investigation, a move that underscored the gravity of the alleged
crimes and set an important legal precedent!’!. The referral to the ICC marked the first
time such a mechanism was invoked unanimously by the Security Council in the absence

of consent from the concerned state!”2.

While Resolution 1970 signaled a strong diplomatic condemnation and an effort to deter
further violence through non-military means, the Libyan regime was not dissuaded. As
the conflict escalated, the international community shifted its stance from sanctioning
repression to contemplating direct military intervention. This evolution culminated in
Resolution 1973, adopted less than a month later on 17 March 2011, which authorized
the use of “all necessary measures” to protect civilians under threat of attack, effectively

legalizing military action!”?.

Resolution 1973 was passed with ten votes in favor and five abstentions (Russia, China,
Germany, India and Brazil). Notably, the abstentions came from states skeptical of
military intervention or concerned about setting a precedent for humanitarian use of force
without adequate checks. Russia and China, in particular, expressed concern about regime
change under the pretext of civilian protection'’*. Nevertheless, the fact that neither
vetoed the resolution, opting instead to abstain, was interpreted by many as a cautious

endorsement or at least a strategic decision to avoid diplomatic isolation. The absence of
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a veto was critical: without it, the resolution provided legal cover for NATO to intervene

under Chapter VII of the UN Charter.

What stands out about Resolution 1973 is the large scope of its language. While the
resolution was framed in humanitarian terms, its interpretation and implementation went
far beyond civilian protection. By authorizing “all necessary measures,” the Council
granted intervening powers a significant degree of interpretive freedom. The only explicit
constraint was the prohibition of “a foreign occupation force of any form on any part of
Libyan territory”!7, Its vagueness left space for military operations and opened the door
to actions that would soon go far beyond the protection of civilians. Within days of its
adoption, NATO initiated an air campaign that systematically targeted Libyan military
infrastructure, command centers and eventually the convoys of Gaddafi himself. While
the Arab League had supported a no-fly zone, it expressed concern just days after the
intervention began, as the scope of the NATO bombing campaign grew far beyond initial
expectations'’®. This disconnection between regional support and Western execution
raises questions about the degree to which intervention remained grounded in its original

humanitarian intent.

The speed of these international responses, especially compared to other humanitarian
crises, raises legitimate questions about selectivity and proportionality. The R2P doctrine,
intended to be a last resort after peaceful means had been exhausted, was invoked at a
pace that surprised even seasoned observers. The Libyan case thus becomes a pivotal
example for this thesis’s inquiry: while there was indeed a risk of severe repression, the
framing and rapid escalation of the intervention suggest that strategic interests, such as
securing influence in North Africa, maintaining credibility after the Arab Spring, and
accessing Libyan energy markets, may have played a more significant role than

acknowledged in the public discourse!”’.

The transformation of the mission from civilian protection to regime change raised

immediate concerns among scholars and political observers. Although the resolution was
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legally justified through R2P principles, its implementation stretched the mandate’s
humanitarian intent. The protection of civilians soon merged with overt support for the
rebel forces, including intelligence-sharing, aerial strikes in support of their advances and
logistical coordination: all actions that contributed to the collapse of the Libyan regime!78.
This shift highlights the discrepancy between the narrow legal authorization and the

broader strategic goals pursued on the ground.

Moreover, the rapid progression from Resolution 1970 to 1973, in a period of less than
three weeks, raises questions about whether all non-military avenues were adequately
explored. Critics such as Aidan Heir and Gareth Evans argue that diplomacy, sanctions,
safe corridors for civilians and mediation efforts were prematurely abandoned in favor of
an armed solution'”®. The African Union's mediation plan, for example, which proposed
a ceasefire and a roadmap for political transition, received scarce support from Western
powers and was effectively sidelined!®?. This marginalization of non-Western diplomatic
efforts suggests that the primary concern may not have been humanitarian protection per
se, but rather geopolitical positioning and the opportunity to realign the region in the wake
of the Arab Spring and highlights the asymmetry of influence in the international system,
where global decision-making remains heavily concentrated among Western states with

military and economic dominance!8!.

Ultimately, Resolutions 1970 and 1973 set a precedent in international law by
operationalizing R2P through the UNSC. However, their content, timing and aftermath
show how humanitarian language can be employed to authorize interventions that serve
multiple, sometimes conflicting, agendas. The Libyan case illustrates how the formal
mechanisms of international law can be used both to uphold norms and to legitimize

actions that reflect the interests of the most influential actors in the global system.
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3.2.2. NATO’s Role and the Shift from Protection to Regime Change

The implementation phase of the intervention in Libya marked a pivotal transformation
in the application of the Responsibility to Protect. While United Nations Security Council
Resolution 1973 explicitly authorized “all necessary measures” to protect civilians, the

actions undertaken by NATO quickly evolved beyond this narrow mandate.

NATO’s military operation began on 19 March 2011 under the codename Operation
Unified Protector. Initially, enforcement was limited to establishing a no-fly zone and
conducting airstrikes to neutralize Libyan air defenses, in line with Resolution 1973’s
primary objective of preventing attacks on civilians. Within days, however, the scope of
NATO’s involvement expanded considerably. Target lists included not only airfields and
anti-aircraft installations, but also command-and-control nodes, logistical hubs and
eventually armed convoys associated with regime forces, evn when far removed from

immediate threats to civilian populations'®?.

As the campaign went on, NATO forces assumed a more visible role in shaping the
outcome of the conflict. The alliance’s support for the National Transitional Council,
resembled a coordinated effort to ensure the military success of the opposition. The
emphasis shifted from civilian protection to the systematic dismantling of the regime’s
military infrastructure, undermining claims that the intervention was strictly

humanitarian.

This shift did not go unnoticed. By mid-April 2011, political figures and analysts began
raising concerns about mission creep. Especially the African Union criticized the
sidelining of its ceasefire proposals, which called for negotiations without preconditions.
These proposals were rejected by the NTC and received little traction among NATO
states, which insisted that any transition must begin with Gaddafi’s departure from
power!®3. The rejection of a negotiated settlement, before serious diplomatic alternatives
had been exhausted, suggests a clear preference for military victory over political

compromise.
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Furthermore, statements by NATO and Western leaders increasingly framed the conflict
in terms of regime legitimacy rather than civilian protection. US President Barack Obama,
UK Prime Minister David Cameron and French President Nicolas Sarkozy published a
joint article in April 2011 asserting that Libya’s future “cannot include Gaddafi,” thus
publicly committing to regime change as an implicit policy goal'®4. This rhetorical shift
blurred the line between humanitarian intervention and strategic interference, casting

doubt on the credibility of R2P as a neutral doctrine.

The most controversial moment in this operational evolution occurred in October 2011,
when NATO-supported rebel forces captured and summarily executed Muammar
Gaddafi near his hometown of Sirte. NATO airpower had bombed Gaddafi’s fleeing
convoy minutes before his capture, effectively sealing his fate!®>. While NATO denied
direct involvement in the killing, its role in facilitating to bring down to the regime left
little doubt about the political intent behind the military campaign. The death of Gaddafi
was celebrated by many Western leaders, yet it left a power hole that plunged Libya into

years of instability, civil war and the proliferation of armed militias!'®.

The transition from civilian protection to active regime dismantling constitutes one of the
most striking aspects of the Libyan intervention. The political consensus among NATO
members was that Gaddafi’s removal was essential to achieving lasting peace, a belief
that shaped the alliance’s interpretation of its responsibilities on the ground'®’. While
NATO officially maintained that its mandate was limited to protecting civilians, its
operational behavior suggested otherwise. Airstrikes were often carried out in areas where
civilians were not immediately at risk and the scale of intervention far exceeded what was

necessary to prevent mass atrocities. Moreover, the lack of a post-conflict stabilization
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plan revealed that humanitarian concerns had been subordinated to short-term political

outcomes'®8.

In retrospect, the Libyan intervention exposed significant vulnerabilities in the R2P
regime. While it demonstrated that the international community could respond swiftly to
threats of mass atrocities, it also highlighted the risk that humanitarian justifications can
be used to cloak geopolitical agendas. The selective use of force, the abandonment of
diplomatic avenues, and the absence of a post-conflict reconstruction strategy all point to
a pattern of behavior that aligns poorly with R2P’s original intent. Rather than serving as
a principled humanitarian doctrine, R2P in Libya became a vehicle for strategic

realignment, a finding that lends critical support to the central argument of this thesis.
3.2.3. Arab League and African Union Positions

The positions adopted by the Arab League and the African Union during the 2011 Libyan
crisis played a crucial role in legitimizing or contesting international action under the
Responsibility to Protect. While the Arab League's endorsement of a no-fly zone was
instrumental in building the legal and political momentum behind United Nations
Security Council (Resolution 1973, the African Union consistently opposed foreign

military intervention, advocating instead for a political settlement.

The Arab League, an organization traditionally characterized by internal divisions and
policy paralysis, surprised many by calling on the United Nations to enforce a no-fly zone
over Libya on 12 March 2011. In its official communiqué, the League justified the request
by citing the regime’s “grave violations of human rights” and its use of military force
against civilians'®®. The move, led primarily by Qatar and backed by countries such as
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, provided Western powers with regional

political cover for military action. It also served as a rhetorical device in the UNSC debate,
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as Western diplomats repeatedly cited the Arab League’s position to argue that the

proposed intervention enjoyed regional legitimacy!®.

However, the motivations behind the Arab League’s support for the no-fly zone were not
purely humanitarian. As scholars have noted, Qatar and other Gulf states viewed
Gaddafi’s fall as an opportunity to extend their influence over a key North African state
while also aligning themselves with the wave of popular uprisings that were reshaping
the Arab world'®!. Moreover, Gaddafi’s history of confrontational behavior toward Arab
monarchies, combined with his irregular regional diplomacy, had alienated many Arab

leaders, who saw in the uprising a chance to remove a serious rival'*?

. These underlying
strategic interests complicate any narrative that presents the Arab League’s endorsement

as a straightforward expression of humanitarian solidarity.

The African Union, by contrast, adopted a markedly different position. From the early
stages of the conflict, the AU rejected foreign military intervention and consistently
advocated for a mediated political solution. On 10 March 2011, only two days before the
Arab League's endorsement of the no-fly zone, the AU Peace and Security Council
announced the establishment of an ad hoc High-Level Committee on Libya, composed of
the heads of state of Mauritania, Mali, South Africa, Uganda and Democratic Republic
of the Congo'?’. The committee was tasked with negotiating a ceasefire, facilitating

dialogue between the parties and promoting democratic reforms.

The AU’s strategy, however, was effectively sidelined by the rapid adoption of
Resolution 1973 and the commencement of NATO operations. Despite multiple
diplomatic missions, including attempts to meet with both the Gaddafi regime and the
National Transitional Council, the AU was unable to impose itself as a credible mediator.

This marginalization was exacerbated by the perception among Western powers that the
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AU lacked the political cohesion, military capacity and urgency needed to stop the

violence!%4,

Yet, dismissing the AU’s efforts raises fundamental questions about the selectivity of
international engagement. Unlike the Arab League, the AU was directly invested in
Libya’s future not only geopolitically but also normatively, having developed its own
doctrine of ‘“non-indifference” which, at least rhetorically, aligned with the core
principles of R2P!%3. However, its preference for dialogue and peaceful resolution
conflicted with the Western inclination toward rapid coercive action. As such, the
international community effectively ignored the AU’s proposals, undermining the

inclusive and multilateral spirit that R2P was designed to promote.

The contrasting responses of the Arab League and the AU illuminate the geopolitical
calculations embedded within the discourse of R2P. The Western coalition chose to
amplify the Arab League’s call for intervention while disregarding the AU’s insistence
on political dialogue. This asymmetry illustrates how regional voices are not engaged
with equally, but rather selectively, depending on how closely their preferences align with
the strategic interests of powerful international actors!®®. Such selectivity not only
undermines the normative legitimacy of R2P but also weakens regional ownership of
peace and security efforts. It is precisely in these inconsistencies that the selective and

interest-driven nature of R2P becomes most visible.

3.3. Discourse and Justifications for the Intervention

3.3.1. Humanitarian Rhetoric and the “Benghazi Massacre”

One of the main factors for legitimizing the 2011 intervention in Libya was the invocation
of a potential humanitarian catastrophe in the city of Benghazi. Western leaders, media

and international institutions consistently presented the threat of a “massacre” in
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Benghazi as imminent, evoking past failures to prevent mass atrocities, such as those in

Rwanda and Srebrenica, as moral justification for immediate military action.

The core of the humanitarian argument rested on the claim that Muammar Gaddafi was
preparing to launch an indiscriminate assault on Benghazi, the main base of opposition
forces and home to approximately 700,000 civilians. In a widely circulated speech on 22
March 2011, Gaddafi vowed to show “no mercy” to “traitors” and to cleanse the country

»197 This rhetoric was seized upon by the international media and

“house by house
political leaders alike, who interpreted it as a genocidal threat. US President Barack
Obama, in justifying the intervention, declared that “left unchecked, we have every reason
to believe that Gaddafi would commit atrocities against his people”!®. Similarly, UK
Prime Minister David Cameron and French President Nicolas Sarkozy framed the
potential fall of Benghazi as a humanitarian catastrophe in waiting, one that could not be

ignored by a morally responsible international community!®®.

However, scholars and human rights observers have since challenged the factual basis of
these claims. Alan Kuperman argues that while Gaddafi’s rhetoric was undoubtedly
violent and authoritarian, there was little concrete evidence to suggest that a massacre in
Benghazi on the scale of Rwanda or Srebrenica was imminent>*°, Prior to the NATO
intervention, Gaddafi’s forces had retaken several towns from rebel control, like Ajdabiya
and Zawiya, without committing mass atrocities against civilians. While violations
occurred, they did not demonstrate a systematic policy of extermination. Moreover,
Gaddafi publicly promised amnesty to those who laid down arms and asserted that his

fight was against armed insurgents, not civilians?°!.

The discrepancy between threat perception and available evidence is central to the
analysis of R2P’s application in this case. While the protection of civilians is the
cornerstone of the doctrine, the threshold for invoking it must be grounded in a credible

and evidence-based assessment of imminent mass atrocity crimes. In Libya, that threshold
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was arguably lowered to accommodate political interests. The humanitarian narrative was
not only persuasive but emotively powerful: invoking the horrors of past international
failures served as a compelling moral imperative, even when the parallels may not have

been substantiated?°2.

This rhetorical strategy was further reinforced by selective media coverage and strategic
messaging by key actors. Al Jazeera, for instance, played a critical role in broadcasting
the rebellion and the regime’s violent responses, often relying on opposition sources

203 At the same time,

whose claims were difficult to independently verify in real time
Western governments relied on intelligence assessments that were not made public or
subjected to independent scrutiny. The result was a narrative environment in which the
worst scenario was presented as a near certainty and immediate military action was

portrayed as the only viable ethical response?*.

The urgency with which the Benghazi massacre narrative was deployed also prevented
the exploration of alternative solutions. Proposals for negotiated settlements or ceasefires,
were dismissed as insufficient or untrustworthy, despite the fact that the alleged massacre
had not yet occurred®®. The speed of the intervention reflected a sense of urgency that,
while perhaps sincere, was not accompanied by a proportional investigation into peaceful

alternatives.

The instrumentalization of the Benghazi massacre narrative reveals how humanitarian
discourse can be manipulated to justify actions that serve broader strategic aims. In this
case, regime change was not part of the UN mandate, but it became an effective outcome
of the intervention. By presenting a simplistic division between action and genocide,
intervening powers positioned themselves as the moral actors of last resort, while
effectively bypassing more complex assessments of the conflict’s dynamics. This

simplification of the narrative not only undermined the potential for mediation but also
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set a precedent for how R2P might be invoked in future crises: not as a measured doctrine,

but as a reactive instrument shaped by prevailing political will.
3.3.2. Western Strategic Interests (France, UK, US)

As the 2011 NATO intervention in Libya unfolded, it became increasingly evident that
the actions of key Western states, namely France, the United Kingdom and the United
States, were not solely dictated by humanitarian imperatives. Rather, their conduct
suggests that strategic interests significantly influenced their interpretation and

implementation of the Responsibility to Protect.

France was arguably the most assertive advocate for military intervention in Libya.
President Nicolas Sarkozy’s administration led the early charge for recognizing the
National Transitional Council and pushing for UNSC Resolution 1973. France was the
first country to officially recognize the NTC on 10 March 2011, even before the UN

endorsed military action?%

. While framed publicly as a moral stance against repression,
France’s motives were deeply entangled with both domestic and international strategic
objectives. Domestically, Sarkozy was facing declining support and sought a foreign

policy success to bolster his image as a decisive global leader?"’

. Internationally, Libya
offered France a unique opportunity to reassert its leadership within NATO, particularly
after its controversial refusal to join the Iraq War in 2003. Moreover, economic incentives
played a crucial role. French oil main company Total had considerable interests in Libyan
oil production, and internal communications leaked after the intervention revealed that
the NTC had promised France preferential access to Libya’s oil reserves in exchange for
its early support?®®. These revelations challenge the supposed altruism of France’s

humanitarian motivations and suggest that regime change was not simply a product of

military action, but an implicit objective intertwined with national economic gains.

The United Kingdom, under Prime Minister David Cameron, quickly aligned with

France’s position, co-authoring key diplomatic initiatives and actively participating in the
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air campaign. As with France, the UK framed its involvement in humanitarian terms,
emphasizing the need to prevent a massacre in Benghazi. Yet, behind this rhetorical front,
Britain was also pursuing strategic imperatives. Libya had long been considered an
important player in the Mediterranean security environment and London viewed
Gaddafi’s potential fall as a chance to shape a new and Western-aligned political order in
North Africa??®. Additionally, there was a reputational dimension: British leaders saw
Libya as an opportunity to rehabilitate the UK’s interventionist credentials following the
damaging legacy of Iraq, this time under a more multilateral and legally sanctioned
mandate?!®. Beyond this, economic interests were again present. British energy firm BP
had signed major exploration and production agreements with Libya in the years
preceding the uprising. Although these contracts were secured under Gaddafi, the UK
government recognized that supporting the opposition could ensure continued access to
oil markets under a post-Gaddafi regime more dependent on Western political backing?!!.
Strategic access to Mediterranean trade routes and counterterrorism cooperation were also
long-term considerations that made Libya a significant partner for British foreign policy

planners.

The United States, although initially more cautious, ultimately played a decisive role in
the military operation. President Barack Obama framed the intervention as a “limited,
proportional, and multilateral” engagement to prevent atrocities?!2. Nevertheless, US
involvement was not merely reactive to humanitarian need. The Obama administration
saw Libya as an opportunity to reaffirm American leadership in multilateral conflict
resolution, what Secretary of State Hillary Clinton termed “smart power.” Crucially,
Libya allowed the US to demonstrate that it could avoid the mistakes of unilateralism
seen in Iraq, instead leading “from behind” by enabling European allies while providing
indispensable military support such as precision strikes, intelligence, and aerial
refueling®!3. Strategically, Washington was also concerned with regional instability

following the Arab Spring. The fall of autocratic regimes in Tunisia and Egypt had
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already reshaped the regional landscape and the White House was wary of appearing
indifferent to the democratic aspirations sweeping the region. A successful intervention
in Libya was expected to reinforce US credibility and moral leadership during this period

of transformation?!*

. Moreover, by supporting the rebels and facilitating Gaddafi’s
removal, the US aimed to secure influence in a post-revolutionary Libya that could serve
as a counterweight to competing powers, including China and Russia, both of which had

growing economic stakes in North Africa.

Taken together, the actions of France, the UK and the US illustrate how humanitarian
discourse and strategic interest can converge under the banner of R2P. While these
powers publicly claimed to act on behalf of universal principles and to prevent mass
atrocities, their conduct reveals a pragmatic alignment of normative language with
realpolitik objectives. Their selective engagement, prioritizing Libya while ignoring or
minimizing equally dire humanitarian crises elsewhere, further confirms the inconsistent
application of R2P, shaped less by need and more by strategic viability and interest

alignment.

3.3.3. Media Narratives and the Legitimization of Action

In the context of the 2011 Libyan intervention, international media played a pivotal role
not only in shaping public opinion but also in legitimizing the use of military force under
the Responsibility to Protect framework. While states and multilateral organizations
formally drive international action, the discursive environment created by global media

significantly influences how crises are framed, interpreted and responded to.

The dominant media narrative reduced the Libyan uprising as a binary struggle between
a dictator and a pro-democracy movement wanting freedom. Outlets such as CNN, BBC,
Al Jazeera and France 24 offered extensive coverage of the protests and subsequent
crackdown, frequently broadcasting graphic images of state violence and civilian
suffering. These reports emphasized the immediacy of the humanitarian threat, especially

in Benghazi and provided a powerful emotional push for action. In particular, Al Jazeera’s
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Arabic service played a central role in shaping Arab public perception, framing the
uprising as part of the Arab Spring and portraying the National Transitional Council as a

legitimate and democratic alternative to Gaddafi’s regime?!>.

However, much of the information reported in the early weeks of the conflict came from
opposition sources or unverifiable claims circulated via social media. This reliance on
uncorroborated testimonies contributed to an information environment in which the
narrative of imminent mass atrocity was amplified without sufficient critical scrutiny.
Reports of mass rapes allegedly ordered by Gaddafi, of the use of mercenaries and of
plans to “slaughter” the population of Benghazi gained widespread traction, despite later
investigations by organizations such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch
revealing little or no evidence to support these allegations?!. Yet by the time doubts

emerged, public and diplomatic support for intervention had already solidified.

Media framing played a crucial legitimizing function by strategically aligning the Libyan
crisis with prior humanitarian failures. Frequent references to Rwanda and Srebrenica
served as implicit moral triggers. Political leaders echoed this framing in their rhetoric,
as did journalists who invoked these historical traumas to argue for a “never again”
approach?!”. The public narrative thus bypassed nuanced analysis of the Libyan context,
instead relying on moral dichotomies and the imperative of urgent action. In this

environment, military intervention became not only justifiable but morally obligatory.

Furthermore, the media largely failed to evaluate the positions of regional and
international actors, particularly those calling for restraint or political solutions. The
African Union’s peace plan, for instance, was almost entirely absent from mainstream
Western media coverage during March and April 2011%!8, Meanwhile, the Arab League’s

endorsement of a no-fly zone was widely reported and celebrated. The selective
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amplification of certain voices over others contributed to a simplified international

discourse that excluded non-coercive alternatives.

Equally notable was the media’s minimal attention to the geopolitical implications of the
intervention. Little coverage was given to France’s and Britain’s energy interests, the
economic and strategic stakes of the conflict or the longer-term risks of state collapse.
Instead, the dominant message emphasized short-term humanitarian imperatives,
obscuring the possibility that the intervention might produce long-term instability. Only
after the fall of Gaddafi and the descent into post-intervention chaos did retrospective

critiques begin to surface in mainstream discourse?!.

This phenomenon aligns with what scholars such as Chouliaraki and Orgad describe as
“humanitarian journalism,” wherein media portrayals of suffering are detached from
political complexity and instead focus on emotive urgency??’. With images of victims and
framing the situation through moral binaries, media narratives contributed to a political
climate in which intervention was normalized and alternative responses delegitimized. In
the case of Libya, this trend meant that R2P was not debated as a legal and normative
framework with strict criteria and accountability mechanisms, but rather as an instinctive

moral reaction to sensationalized media reports.

3.4. Consequences of the Intervention

3.4.1. Collapse of the Libyan State

The aftermath of the 2011 NATO intervention in Libya offers one of the clearest
illustrations of the risks associated with the selective and interest-driven application of
the Responsibility to Protect. While the intervention was cleand launched to prevent
imminent mass atrocities, its long-term effects provoked many damages, including the
complete dismantling of the Libyan state, a lasting civil war, the proliferation of armed

militias and regional destabilization.
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By October 2011, with Gaddafi captured and killed in Sirte, the primary objective of
Western powers appeared to have been achieved. However, what followed was not the
emergence of a stable democracy but the rapid fragmentation of Libyan political and
institutional structures. The National Transitional Council, which had served as the de
facto government during the conflict, proved unprepared to govern a highly divided and
militarized country. With no unified national army and no mechanisms for disarmament,
the NTC struggled to assert authority over the dozens of autonomous armed groups that

had formed during the revolution??!.

Without control over force, state of chaos took place in Libya. Cities and regions were
controlled by competing militias loyal to local, tribal, ideological or regional interests.
The dissolution of state institutions left an important space in power that enabled
extremist groups, including Islamic State affiliates, to establish territorial control in parts
of the country by 2014?%2, The security situation deteriorated to such an extent that foreign
embassies closed and international personnel were evacuated. The promise of

humanitarian protection through R2P had, in practice, produced a failed state.

Western powers, particularly France, the United Kingdom and the United States, bore
responsibility for this outcome. As critics noted, the intervention had been executed with
no plan for post-conflict governance, reconstruction or reconciliation. The Libya
operation thus reflected the mistakes of previous interventions, notably Iraq in 2003,
where regime change was pursued without consideration for institutional rebuilding??3.
The “responsibility to rebuild,” although less developed than the other pillars of R2P, is
a normative commitment embedded in the original framework. Its omission in the Libyan
case underscores the instrumentalization of R2P as a means to a military end rather than

as a comprehensive humanitarian obligation??*,
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This abandonment had severe human and geopolitical consequences. Libya's security gap
fueled one of the worst migration crises in the Mediterranean, as thousands of refugees
used Libya’s poorly guarded borders and lawless coastal regions to embark on dangerous
journeys to Europe. Many of these migrants were subjected to human trafficking, torture
and abuse in detention camps run by militias and criminal networks??°. The collapse of
the Libyan state thus had transnational repercussions, directly affecting European security

and immigration politics.

In addition, the proliferation of weapons and fighters from Libya destabilized neighboring
states, particularly Mali and the Sahel region. Arms stolen from Libyan arsenal found
their way into the hands of insurgents and terrorist groups, triggering new conflicts and
undermining fragile peace processes. The Libyan intervention, once hailed as a model for
successful humanitarian intervention, came to be viewed as a cautionary tale of strategic

short-termism and long-term negligence??°.

The failure to anticipate or mitigate these consequences calls into question the sincerity
of the intervening states’ humanitarian commitment. If the primary concern had been the
welfare of the Libyan people, then the post-conflict phase would have been marked by
coordinated support for institution-building, economic recovery and reconciliation.
Instead, Libya was effectively left to its fate, reinforcing the perception that regime
change, not protection, was the real objective. This sequence of events supports the
thesis’s argument that R2P was selectively invoked to serve geopolitical aims and

subsequently discarded once those aims were met.

In conclusion, the collapse of the Libyan state following the NATO intervention reveals
the structural deficiencies of R2P when implemented without a long-term vision. The
absence of post-intervention engagement turned what was initially framed as a
humanitarian mission into a case of unintended, or perhaps ignored, consequences. The
Libyan case exemplifies how the use of R2P, when driven by strategic imperatives rather

than consistent normative criteria, can produce outcomes antithetical to its foundational
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goals. It thus compels a critical reassessment of the doctrine’s credibility and its future

application in international politics.
3.4.2. Rise of Militias, Terrorism and Civil War

The disintegration of state authority created fertile conditions for the emergence of local
militias, extremist organizations, and transnational terrorist groups. Immediately
following Gaddafi’s ouster, Libya found itself without a functioning central authority.
The National Transitional Council, though internationally recognized, lacked the capacity
to unify the country’s fragmented political and military landscape. During the war,
numerous armed groups had formed under the umbrella of anti-Gaddafi resistance, but
many were driven by ideological motivations rather than loyalty to a national
government. Once the regime fell, these militias refused to disarm and the transitional

authorities were too weak or too compromised to enforce demobilization??’.

This proliferation of militias rapidly turned into a struggle for territorial control and
political legitimacy. Armed groups seized strategic infrastructure, such as airports, oil
fields and ports, using these assets to consolidate local power and extract economic rents.
Some militias aligned themselves with political factions or attempted to operate as self-
proclaimed protectors of local populations, while others degenerated into criminal
enterprises. The collapse of central governance transformed Libya into what analysts have
described as a "militiaocracy", a state where power is exercised not through legitimate
institutions, but through force and territorial control?2®,

Among the most dangerous consequences was the rise of jihadist groups, most notably
the Islamic State (ISIS), which exploited Libya’s chaos to establish a base of power. By
2015, ISIS had captured the city of Sirte, turning it into a de facto capital and recruiting
both local and foreign fighters®?®. The group carried out mass executions, enforced brutal
governance and used Libya as a base for training and launching regional attacks. The

emergence of ISIS in Libya represented not only a humanitarian disaster but also a
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transnational threat, as the group’s presence destabilized neighboring countries and

served as a hub for trafficking weapons and fighters across borders?3°.

In parallel, Libya's civil conflict became increasingly internationalized. Rival factions
received support from competing regional and international actors, including Turkey,
Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, Egypt and Russia. The two major blocs, based in Tripoli
and Tobruk, each claimed legitimacy and waged campaigns for control over the country’s
institutions and resources. This polarization entrenched the conflict, turning Libya into a
proxy battleground and further complicating efforts to broker peace*}!. The persistent
warfare devastated civilian infrastructure, displaced hundreds of thousands of people and

shattered the prospects for democratic transition.

The role of the international community after the 2011 intervention remains one of
disengagement and inconsistency. Despite promises of support, NATO members largely
retreated from Libya after Gaddafi's death, leaving fragile institutions to deal with the
fallout of a regime collapse they had helped bring about. The UN Support Mission in
Libya (UNSMIL) was unable to restore security or facilitate a sustainable political
process in the absence of genuine coordination and support from powerful states**2. The
result was a country in chronic instability, where violence, political fragmentation and

economic collapse became features of the post-intervention reality.

The collapse into civil war not only exposed the limitations of the intervention but also
challenged the legitimacy of the R2P doctrine itself. The principle, conceived to prevent
mass atrocities and protect populations, appeared to have facilitated a military operation
that lacked long-term vision or accountability. As the situation deteriorated, the initial
narrative of humanitarian protection was replaced by one of strategic failure, and even
233

betrayal, by the very actors who had claimed to act in defense of the Libyan people

The failure to ensure security, promote reconciliation or prevent the rise of extremism
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suggests that the intervention, far from achieving R2P’s goals, contributed to outcomes

that directly violated them.
3.4.3. Regional Destabilization and Migration Flows

The 2011 NATO intervention in Libya did not only affect the country’s internal political
landscape; it also had far-reaching consequences for the broader North African and
Mediterranean regions. The collapse of the Libyan state unleashed many destabilizing
effects, most notably the diffusion of weapons and fighters across weak borders, the
intensification of transnational criminal activity and the triggering of unprecedented

migration flows toward Europe.

One of the most immediate consequences of the intervention was the uncontrolled
proliferation of Libyan arms arsenal. Prior to the conflict, Gaddafi had gathered one of
the largest arsenals in Africa, including light weapons, anti-aircraft missiles and
explosives. Following the collapse of central authority, much of this weaponry was stolen
and trafficked into neighboring countries. The Sahel region was particularly affected, as
Tuareg fighters, some of whom had fought for Gaddafi, returned to Mali with arms, later
contributing to the 2012 insurgency that destabilized the country and led to a French-led
military intervention?*4. Libyan weapons also reached Boko Haram in Nigeria and other
jihadist groups operating across the Sahara, exacerbating insecurity throughout the

region®3’,

The regional spillover of the Libyan crisis reveals how the intervention inadvertently
undermined fragile security architectures across Africa. Countries with weak borders and
limited institutional capacity were particularly vulnerable to the transnational
consequences of Libyan state collapse. This chain reaction illustrates a major flaw in the
intervention: the failure to anticipate and contain externalities. The United Nations,
NATO members and regional organizations lacked coordinated post-intervention

mechanisms to prevent Libya’s internal disorder from escalating into a broader security
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threat?3®, The narrow interpretation of R2P as a mandate for short-term military action,
without a parallel commitment to regional stabilization, thus contributed to systemic

instability far beyond Libya’s borders.

In addition to security concerns, Libya became a central area for irregular migration and
human trafficking. Prior to the 2011 intervention, Gaddafi’s regime had acted as a de
facto gatekeeper for African migration into Europe. His cooperation with the EU,
particularly through bilateral deals with Italy and support for joint border patrols,
significantly reduced migratory pressure on European states®*’. With the fall of Gaddafi
and the collapse of Libya’s coast guard and border management institutions, human
trafficking networks flourished. Armed groups, tribes and criminal organizations
exploited the hole to turn Libya into a major transit zone for migrants from Sub-Saharan

Africa, the Horn of Africa and even South Asia?*.

The humanitarian costs of this transformation were staggering. Migrants and refugees
found themselves trapped in a lawless country where they were subjected to extortion,
sexual violence, forced labor and arbitrary detention. Numerous reports from
international NGOs, such as Amnesty International and Médecins Sans Fronticres,
documented systematic abuse in informal detention centers run by militias and
smugglers®*. The Mediterranean route from Libya to Italy became one of the deadliest
migration corridors in the world, with thousands of people dying at sea or going missing

during attempted crossings?4’.

The migration crisis triggered by Libya’s collapse also had significant political
implications for Europe. The influx of refugees and migrants intensified anti-immigrant
sentiment and contributed to the rise of far-right parties in several European countries.
Governments across the EU were forced to implement increasingly restrictive migration

policies, often in contradiction with international human rights standards. At the same
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time, efforts to externalize migration control by funding Libyan coast guard operations or
partnering with local militias were heavily criticized for enabling further abuses?#!. These
developments underscore how the unintended consequences of the Libyan intervention
resonated far beyond North Africa, reshaping European domestic politics and

undermining the moral authority of liberal democracies.

The regional destabilization and migration crisis that followed the 2011 intervention
further complicate the claim that the use of R2P in Libya was driven by humanitarian
concern. While the initial goal may have been to prevent mass atrocities, the long-term
fallout included the spread of violence, the empowerment of non-state actors and the
collapse of humanitarian protections for vulnerable populations across borders. These
outcomes challenge the credibility of the intervention and highlight the dangers of treating
R2P as a momentary obligation rather than a sustained commitment to human security.
Moreover, the selective engagement of international actors, evident in their rapid
mobilization to bomb Libya and their slow or absent response to its collapse, reinforces
the thesis that geopolitical calculations, not consistent humanitarian principles, shaped

the application of R2P.

3.5. Reflections on R2P in the Libyan Case

3.5.1. Was R2P Misused?

The 2011 intervention in Libya is perhaps the most emblematic case in which the
Responsibility to Protect doctrine was invoked in good faith but later accused of being
co-opted for strategic and political ends. Initially presented as a necessary response to an
imminent humanitarian crisis, the intervention rapidly shifted in purpose, execution, and
outcome, calling into question whether R2P was applied faithfully or whether it was

misused by powerful states under the cover of humanitarianism.

The original justification for NATO’s intervention was grounded in the prevention of
mass atrocities, especially in the city of Benghazi. United Nations Security Council

Resolution 1973 authorized “all necessary measures” to protect civilians, explicitly
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excluding the deployment of a foreign occupation force?*?. However, the speed with
which the operation moved from civilian protection to direct military support for the
opposition, and ultimately to regime change, has led many scholars and practitioners to
conclude that the doctrine was distorted in practice. As Noam Chomsky remarked at the
time, “The Libyan case has demonstrated how R2P can be turned into a weapon for

regime change rather than a tool for human protection”?,

Critically, the shift in the intervention’s objectives was not accompanied by a
corresponding re-evaluation by the United Nations or other international bodies. The
initial claim of a imminent massacre in Benghazi, while persuasive at the time, was not
subjected to rigorous verification. Retrospective analyses, including those by Amnesty
International and the International Crisis Group, found no concrete evidence that
Gaddafi’s forces had systematically targeted civilians in recaptured towns prior to
NATO’s involvement?**. The invocation of R2P thus rested on assumptions and rhetorical
urgency rather than a confirmed pattern of atrocity crimes that met the threshold of the

doctrine.

Furthermore, the exclusion of regional actors who offered alternative solutions, such as
the African Union’s ceasefire proposals, demonstrates the selectivity with which R2P was
applied. Rather than exhausting peaceful means, NATO and its allies privileged a military
solution from the outset, undermining the “responsibility to prevent” and “responsibility
to rebuild” pillars that are equally essential to the integrity of R2P2#°. This partial
application effectively undermined the doctrine’s comprehensiveness, turning it into a
legitimizing device for intervention rather than a framework for holistic civilian

protection.

In my view, this represents an evident misuse of R2P. While the intent to prevent mass

atrocities may have been genuine among some actors, the operationalization of the
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intervention lacked proportionality, accountability, and long-term planning. Once
Gaddafi fell, the intervening powers quickly disengaged, leaving Libya in institutional
ruin. The collapse of state authority, the rise of militias, the emergence of terrorist safe
havens, and the subsequent migration crisis were not unforeseeable consequences; they
were, arguably, neglected responsibilities that should have been anticipated by any actor

sincerely committed to R2P24°,

The consequences of this misuse have been devastating not only for Libya but also for
the doctrine itself. Many countries in the Global South, already wary of Western
interventionism, have since become more skeptical of R2P. The case has provided
concrete reasons to critics who argue that R2P is merely a tool for neo-imperialism,
selectively applied in weak states while ignored in situations involving allies of powerful
nations (e.g., Syria, Yemen, or Myanmar)?*’. This erosion of trust has hindered efforts to
build consensus around R2P’s future applicability and has made future Security Council

action under the doctrine far more difficult.

Yet, it would be overly simplistic to claim that R2P is inherently flawed. The doctrine
remains one of the few normative innovations in international law that centers the
protection of populations as a global responsibility. The Libyan case, however, illustrates
the urgent need for structural reform: clearer criteria for invocation, mechanisms for
accountability, and institutional checks to prevent mandate drift. Without such
safeguards, R2P will continue to be vulnerable to co-optation by powerful states and

reduced to a rhetorical fagade for strategic intervention.

In conclusion, the intervention in Libya demonstrates that R2P was not just imperfectly
applied, it was fundamentally misused. The doctrine’s principles were selectively
interpreted, alternatives were dismissed, and post-conflict obligations were ignored. This
not only delegitimized the Libyan operation but also cast a long shadow over R2P’s

credibility. If R2P is to survive as a meaningful doctrine, it must be protected from
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instrumentalization and grounded in consistent, legally and genuinely humanitarian

practice.
3.5.2. R2P’s legacy for Future Interventions (success, failure, or geopolitical tool)

The 2011 NATO-led intervention in Libya has become a pivotal case in the debate over
the legitimacy, consistency and future viability of the Responsibility to Protect. While it
was initially described as a mere application of the doctrine, the following chaos has
transformed it into a cautionary story. The Libyan experience has not only shaped
perceptions of R2P but has also altered the willingness of international actors to invoke it

in subsequent crises.

Following the intervention, the international community failed to commit to Libya’s
reconstruction or political stabilization. As outlined in previous sections, the void left by
Gaddafi’s fall gave rise to a fractured state, militia rule, the spread of terrorism and
regional destabilization. The abandonment of post-intervention responsibility has become
emblematic of R2P’s third pillar, the “responsibility to rebuild”, being neglected
altogether. This failure contributed to a broader loss of confidence in the doctrine itself,
particularly among countries in the Global South, who had already viewed R2P with
suspicion, fearing it could serve as a pretext for regime change and neo-colonial

interference®*®,

In the years following Libya, major humanitarian crises (Syria, Yemen, Myanmar and
Ethiopia) have not seen R2P invoked at the United Nations Security Council. The
paralysis of the Council has been exacerbated by the return of great power rivalry,
especially between Russia and the United States, which has led to the frequent use of the

veto to block meaningful intervention?#’

. While this stalemate cannot be blamed solely
on Libya, the Libyan case has undeniably provided motives to R2P’s detractors. Russia
and China, for example, have cited the “abuse” of the Libyan mandate as justification for

opposing subsequent resolutions, especially on Syria?>. In this sense, Libya did not only
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compromise the doctrine’s credibility, it effectively diminished the consensus around its

application, weakening international resolve in the face of atrocities.

In my opinion, the most damaging legacy of the Libya case is the erosion of moral clarity
around R2P. The intervention showed that even when actions are taken under a
multilateral framework with formal UN authorization, they can still be distorted by other
motives. The mandate to protect civilians was swiftly expanded into one of regime
change, with insufficient regard for what would follow. While some analysts argue that
Gaddafi’s removal was necessary to protect civilians, the lack of a clear plan for post-
conflict governance raises serious ethical and strategic concerns®!. If regime change
becomes the implicit goal of R2P, then the doctrine risks becoming indistinguishable
from traditional interventionism and thus, unacceptable to many members of the

international community.

That said, abandoning R2P entirely would be a mistake. The principle retains
considerable moral and legal weight. It has been incorporated into countless UN
documents, endorsed by regional organizations such as the African Union and the
European Union, and cited in preventive diplomacy efforts. Its failures in Libya should
not lead to its dismissal but rather to its reform. One important lesson from Libya is the
need to ensure that any intervention under R2P must include a credible post-conflict
strategy, ideally coordinated and financed by a coalition of actors beyond those who
participated militarily. Additionally, the role of regional organizations, sidelined in the
Libyan case, must be elevated. The African Union, which proposed a ceasefire and
negotiation plan in 2011, was marginalized, contributing to African resentment and

perceptions of Western double standards®*2.

Another critical lesson concerns the centrality of trust. R2P’s effectiveness depends on
global consensus and that consensus cannot be sustained if the doctrine is used
opportunistically. This requires institutional reforms, including limitations on the use of

the veto in cases of mass atrocities, a proposal long championed by the Accountability,
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Coherence, and Transparency (ACT) Group and others. While difficult to implement,
such reforms are essential if R2P is to survive as a legitimate framework. Without
mechanisms to prevent its abuse, the doctrine will remain vulnerable to the accusation

that it serves the interests of the powerful at the expense of the weak?>.

In conclusion, the Libyan case has left a complex and largely negative legacy for the
Responsibility to Protect. While it briefly appeared to validate the international
community’s ability to act swiftly in the face of mass atrocities, it ultimately revealed the
deep structural and political limitations of the doctrine. Future interventions under R2P
must internalize the lessons of Libya: intervention cannot end with bombs; it must include
peacebuilding, reconstruction and accountability. Unless these principles are
institutionalized and enforced, R2P risks becoming another tool of selective

humanitarianism, divorced from the very values it was meant to uphold.
3.5.3. Decline of Consensus Around R2P

While the NATO intervention was initially celebrated as a landmark case of international
cooperation facing potential mass atrocities, its long-term consequences have been far
more ambiguous. Among the most significant outcomes has been the gradual erosion of
international consensus around R2P, both within institutional frameworks such as the

United Nations and in the broader normative debate on humanitarian intervention.

Prior to 2011, R2P had been gradually gaining acceptance as a legitimate international
norm. Following its unanimous endorsement by UN member states at the 2005 World
Summit, R2P was increasingly seen as a means to bridge the gap between state
sovereignty and international human rights protection?*. However, the intervention in
Libya badly undermined this fragile consensus. As numerous scholars have noted,
Resolution 1973 was interpreted expansively by NATO to include direct military support

for rebel forces and the ousting of Muammar Gaddafi?>>>. For many states, particularly in
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the Global South, this represented a betrayal of the original mandate and a confirmation
of long-standing fears that R2P could serve as a cloak for Western geopolitical

interests2>9.

The result was a backlash against R2P in subsequent international crises. Nowhere has
this been more evident than in the case of Syria. Despite an even greater humanitarian
catastrophe, the Security Council remained paralyzed, with Russia and China consistently
vetoing resolutions that even hinted at coercive measures. These vetoes were often
justified explicitly by reference to Libya, with both powers arguing that NATO had

257 The precedent of

overstepped its mandate and that similar abuses could occur again
Libya thus directly contributed to the stalling of international action in Syria, illustrating

how a single case of misuse can reverberate across multiple theaters of crisis.

Personally, I believe this erosion of consensus reveals both a structural flaw in the R2P
framework and a deeper moral rupture in international relations. While the doctrine was
intended to transcend power politics by placing human rights at the center of global
concern, the Libya experience revealed that the application of R2P remains subject to the
strategic calculations of powerful states. The inconsistency with which R2P has been
applied (intervening forcefully in Libya, staying inert in Syria and ignoring Yemen or
Myanmar) has reinforced the perception that it is not a universal principle but a selectively
applied tool?*8, This inconsistency has led many states to distance themselves from R2P,
viewing it as a mechanism that legitimizes external interference rather than as a protective

norm grounded in moral responsibility.

The Libyan intervention also revealed institutional weaknesses within the UN system.
The Security Council remains the gatekeeper for authorizing coercive action, yet its
composition and veto structure often prevent timely and impartial responses to mass
atrocities. Following the Libya case, initiatives such as the French proposal to suspend

veto power in cases of atrocity crimes, or the ACT Group's Code of Conduct, gained
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traction but ultimately failed to produce binding reforms®®. Without procedural
safeguards and accountability mechanisms, R2P will continue to be susceptible to

manipulation, and consensus around it will remain elusive.

However, the erosion of consensus should not be equated with the rejection of R2P's core
principles. Many states continue to support the doctrine in its non-coercive forms, such
as early warning mechanisms, capacity-building, and diplomatic engagement. What has
been damaged is not the idea that the international community has a responsibility to
protect, but the trust that such action will be guided by consistent and legitimate criteria.
If anything, the Libya case underscores the need for more robust multilateral structures
to ensure that R2P is implemented fairly and with a long-term commitment to

peacebuilding?®°.

In conclusion, the intervention in Libya represents a turning point in the evolution of R2P.
While it demonstrated that rapid international mobilization is possible under the doctrine,
it also exposed the fragility of the consensus that underpinned it. If R2P is to survive as a
meaningful normative framework, future applications must be accompanied by
institutional reforms, consistent application and a renewed commitment to the values it
was designed to uphold. Otherwise, the erosion of consensus witnessed in the aftermath

of Libya may well prove fatal to the doctrine’s future.
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4. Chapter 4
Rethinking R2P: Proposals for Reform and a New
Framework

The challenges exposed by the Libya intervention demand a critical reflection on how the
Responsibility to Protect can be reformed to fulfill its humanitarian promise while
avoiding manipulation for geopolitical ends. Addressing issues such as selective
application, the absence of clear thresholds and the marginalization of local actors
requires a re-thinking of both the doctrine’s principles and its operational mechanisms.
Proposals for reform, including limiting the veto, enhancing regional engagement and
establishing accountability frameworks are essential for rebuilding trust in R2P. This
chapter explores these pathways, offering constructive solutions to bridge the gap

between principle and practice.
4.1. Identified Flaws in the Current R2P Model

4.1.1. Overreliance on Military Solutions

A fundamental flaw in the current implementation of the Responsibility to Protect lies in
its excessive reliance on military solutions as the primary, and often only, means of
addressing mass atrocities. While R2P was conceived as a holistic doctrine encompassing
prevention, response and rebuilding, in practice the international community has largely
interpreted it through the lens of coercive force. The Libyan intervention in 2011
exemplifies this pattern with the authorization of "all necessary measures", which quickly
translated into an expansive military campaign with little investment in diplomacy,
mediation or non-military strategies. As a consequence, it becomes evident that the
overemphasis on force not only risks distorting R2P’s purpose but also undermines its

credibility as humanitarian doctrine.

89



The consequences of this militarized approach are clear. In Libya, the NATO-led
operation succeeded in toppling Gaddafi’s regime but failed to establish a stable post-
conflict order. This outcome was not inevitable, it was the product of a strategic choice
to prioritize short-term military goals over long-term political solutions. The international
community did not adequately explore non-violent alternatives such as negotiated
settlements, power-sharing agreements or robust support for African Union mediation
efforts. This pattern reveals a dangerous picture of R2P practice: when confronted with
crises, especially in states with geopolitical importance to the Global North, the response
often defaults to airstrikes and regime change, rather than sustained diplomatic

engagement or support for local capacities.

Moreover, the focus on military tools often obscures the deeper structural causes of crises
(economic inequality, weak institutions or historical grievances) that no amount of
bombing can resolve. By framing intervention between inaction and military force, the
international community traps itself in a cycle of selective engagement that fails to
address the roots of violence. Libya must be a reminder that military action, even when
justified by the desire to protect civilians, can unleash forces beyond control, including

state collapse, regional destabilization and prolonged civil conflict.

Ultimately, again the overreliance on military means within R2P reflects the doctrine’s
vulnerability to geopolitical manipulation. Powerful states are more likely to support
interventions that align with their strategic interests, using humanitarian language as a
veneer. The Libyan case is not an isolated incident but part of a pattern that risks reducing
R2P to an instrument of power politics. If the doctrine is to survive, it must evolve beyond

the assumption that military force is the default response to human suffering.

4.1.2. Absence of Clear Criteria for Intervention

A second weakness in the Responsibility to Protect doctrine is the absence of universally
accepted criteria for when and how to intervene in cases of mass atrocities. The Libyan
intervention in 2011 has highlighted how this lack of clear standards creates space for
arbitrary application, leaving the doctrine vulnerable. Without binding guidelines,
powerful states retain the discretion to define the urgency, proportionality and legitimacy

of action, which can lead to inconsistent responses across different crises. Reflecting on
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the Libyan case, it is evident that the international community’s interpretation of the
threshold for action was shaped less by objective assessments of risk and more by political
considerations, notably the interests of NATO members and their allies. While the
rthetoric of "imminent genocide" in Benghazi has dominated debates, the evidence
supporting such narrative was contested even at the time and no independent mechanism
existed to verify the claims before authorizing force?®!. This underscores a central
problem: the absence of agreed criteria allows narratives to be constructed to fit political
agendas, as opposed to fostering impartial decisions based on the severity and nature of

the threat.

This gap is deeply troubling. If R2P is to function as a universal norm, it must not be left
to the interpretation of a few powerful actors who, intentionally or not, may prioritize
strategic interests over genuine humanitarian imperatives. The Libya case depicts how
the ambiguity surrounding intervention criteria facilitated a rapid shift from protection to
regime change, a transition that eroded trust in the doctrine and damaged its credibility.
The lack of transparency and accountability in decision-making further compounded this
erosion, leaving many states skeptical about supporting future R2P actions, especially

when they involve military force.

The international community must confront this structural ambiguity. R2P’s moral
foundation risks crumbling unless it is anchored in clear and legally codified criteria that
guide when intervention is warranted. Proposals such as the "Responsibility While
Protecting" (RwP) initiative, which emerged from Brazil in 2011, offer a valuable starting
point, advocating for a set of principles, including last resort, proportionality and post-
intervention accountability, that could constrain opportunistic uses of R2P?%2, Without
these or similar mechanisms, the doctrine will remain vulnerable to selective invocation
and the kind of geopolitical misuse seen in Libya will likely persist. The challenge is not
whether R2P should exist, but how to ensure that its application aligns with the very

humanitarian principles it was designed to defend.
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4.1.3. Political Manipulation of Humanitarian Language

Lastly, one of the most troubling aspects emerging from the Libyan case study is the
political manipulation of humanitarian language to justify military intervention. The
Responsibility to Protect was originally conceived as a doctrine to prevent mass atrocities,
yet in practice, its language has been instrumentalized to serve the strategic interests. The
Libyan intervention exemplifies this methodology: the framing of Gaddafi’s actions as an
imminent “genocide” and the repeated invocation of the specter of a “Benghazi massacre”
played a decisive role in building support for military action. Yet, as several post-
intervention assessments have shown, the claims of an imminent genocide were not

corroborated by independent evidence at the time?%3.

This political instrumentalization of humanitarian narratives is perhaps the most
dangerous threat to R2P’s credibility. When the language of protection is manipulated to
justify regime change or geopolitical strategies, it undermines the very moral foundation
upon which the doctrine rests. In the Libyan case, humanitarian rhetoric was used as a
shield for a wider agenda that included removing an authoritarian leader, securing access
to resources and demonstrating Western resolution (and help) in a region marked by the
Arab Spring. While Gaddafi’s regime had undeniably committed human rights abuses,
the framing of the intervention as an urgent necessity to prevent mass covered the more
complex political realities, and left little room for alternative solutions, such as

negotiations or regional mediation efforts?4.

The selective amplification of certain crises while ignoring others further reveals the
opportunistic nature of such rhetoric. Why was the international community so quick to
act in Libya, but hesitant in Syria, Yemen or Myanmar? The answer lies not in the gravity
of the humanitarian situations, but in the alignment of (or lack thereof) those crises with

the strategic interests of major powers. This inconsistency erodes trust in the international
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system and reinforces perceptions that R2P is a tool of Western interventionism rather

than a neutral system for protecting civilians?®>.

In conclusion, if the international community is serious about upholding the doctrine’s
legitimacy, it must develop mechanisms to ensure that claims of impending mass
atrocities are rigorously verified and that humanitarian language is not used as a pretext

for interventions driven by ulterior motives.

4.2. Reforming the Decision-Making Process

4.2.1. Limiting the UNSC Veto in Mass Atrocity Cases

As largely debated in the previous chapters, the unrestricted use of the veto by permanent
members of the United Nations Security Council, particularly in situations involving mass
atrocities, represents a key obstacle to the effective implementation of the Responsibility
to Protect. The aftermath of Libyan case underscores this issue, because the backlash
against perceived abuses of the mandate has made powerful states even more reluctant to
act, with Russia and China frequently invoking the Libya precedent to block resolutions
on Syria and beyond?%¢. This pattern reveals a fundamental structural flaw: the Security
Council, as currently configured, allows political interests to override moral imperatives,
leaving populations vulnerable to violence while powerful states wield vetoes as

instruments of realpolitik.

Reforming the veto system should not only be a technical issue, but also an ethical
obligation. There must be a mechanism that prioritizes the protection of civilians over the
strategic calculus of a few states to prevent future tragedies like Rwanda, Srebrenica or
even the post-Libya destabilization. Proposals such as the French initiative to voluntarily
suspend the veto in cases of mass atrocities or the ACT Group’s Code of Conduct offer
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promising starting points=®’. Yet, these proposals remain non-binding and largely ignored,
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reflecting the entrenched resistance of powerful states to relinquish even a modicum of

their influence.

The international community’s failure to institutionalize such reforms is a proof of the
limitations of the current system. Without meaningful restrictions on the veto, R2P risks
becoming a void doctrine, applied selectively when it aligns with the interests of the
powerful and ignored when it does not. The Libya case demonstrates that even when
action is taken, it can be swiftly followed by inaction elsewhere, eroding both moral

credibility and the willingness of states to support future interventions.

Ultimately, limiting the veto in atrocity situations is not a universal remedy, but it is a
necessary step toward making R2P more consistent and principled. Without such reforms,
the international community will continue to face a credibility gap: a doctrine that only
aspires to protect populations yet remains shackled by the political agendas. If they are
serious about upholding the promise of “never again,” then limiting the UNSC veto in

these situations must be a priority.

4.2.2. Strengthening the Role of the General Assembly

Concerning the excessive concentration of decision-making power within the United
Nations Security Council where the use of the veto often blocks action even in the face
of mass atrocities, strengthening the role of the General Assembly could provide a
counterbalance to this structural imbalance. The General Assembly, as the most
representative body within the UN system, offers a forum less constrained by the political
strategies and interests of a few powerful states. This inclusivity is particularly crucial
when Security Council inaction allows mass atrocities to continue unchecked, as was the

case in Syria after the Libya intervention.

The use of the "Uniting for Peace" mechanism, established during the Korean War crisis,

offers a precedent for empowering the General Assembly in moments of Security Council
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paralysis®®®. Although rarely used, this mechanism allows the General Assembly to

recommend collective action, including the use of force, when the Security Council fails
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to act in the face of threats to peace and security. Revitalizing and institutionalizing this
pathway for R2P situations could help prevent a repeat of the Libyan scenario, where
post-intervention consensus eroded and the doctrine’s legitimacy was undermined.
However, the General Assembly’s resolutions are non-binding and their moral weight
depends on the political will of member states. This limitation cannot be ignored, but in
my opinion, giving the General Assembly a stronger voice, especially through procedural
reforms that elevate its role in atrocity prevention, would enhance R2P’s resilience against

selective application.

Strengthening the UNGA'’s role could also promote greater transparency and inclusivity
in decision-making processes. The Libya case revealed how unclear decision-making,
dominated by a few Security Council members, can lead to interventions driven by
strategic interests rather than objective humanitarian needs. A stronger General Assembly
role could force greater accountability by requiring debate and input from a diverse range

of states, including those most directly affected by the consequences of intervention.

Ultimately, if R2P is to avoid being perceived as a tool for Western-led interventions, the
General Assembly must play a more central role in legitimizing or questioning the use of
force in atrocity situations. This shift would not eliminate the problems of selectivity
entirely, but it would at least diffuse decision-making power and foster a more pluralistic

approach to the protection of civilians.

4.2.3. Enhancing Regional Organizations’ Mandates

Finally, the marginalization of regional organizations in decision-making and
intervention processes under the Responsibility to Protect is a critical lesson emerging
from the Libyan case as well. While the African Union and the Arab League were both
involved in the Libyan crisis, their roles were ultimately sidelined by the more dominant
NATO-led intervention. The AU’s proposal, for instance, was completely ignored by the
United Nations Security Council and Western actors, who favored a military response.
The insufficient recognition and empowerment of regional organizations as legitimate

and necessary actors in the operationalization of R2P was more than evident.
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Enhancing the mandates of regional organizations is a matter of political fairness and
practical necessity. Regional bodies often possess greater contextual understanding,
cultural proximity and local credibility, all of which are vital for crafting effective and
sustainable responses to crises. The African Union’s efforts in Libya demonstrated a
willingness to engage diplomatically and a capacity for conflict resolution that should
have been harnessed rather than dismissed. Strengthening these mandates would involve
providing regional organizations with technical support and institutional authority to
implement R2P principles, including preventive diplomacy, mediation and, when

necessary, regional enforcement action.

Furthermore, giving regional organizations a stronger voice could serve as a
counterbalance to the tendency of powerful states to dominate R2P decision-making. By
ensuring that regional perspectives are integrated into Security Council deliberations, the
international community could help mitigate the selective application of R2P and promote
a more equitable and multipolar approach to civilian protection. In my view, this is
particularly important in contexts like Africa and the Middle East, where external
interventions have often been viewed with deep skepticism due to their historical

associations with imperialism and geopolitical interference®®.

4.3. Establishing Clear Criteria for Legitimate Intervention

4.3.1. Threshold of Harm and Imminence

The Libyan intervention in 2011 illustrates the absence of precise and universally agreed
criteria defining when an intervention is justified. The decision to authorize military
action rested on a narrative of an imminent humanitarian catastrophe, yet the threshold of
harm that would have justified such drastic action was never precisely established and the
notion of "imminence" remained subjective, shaped by political discourse rather than
independent analysis. This vagueness allowed for a highly elastic interpretation, which in
turn enabled the instrumentalization of R2P. This lack of definitional clarity undermines

both the legitimacy and the consistency of the doctrine. If an evidence-based threshold
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for when an intervention is warranted cannot be established, R2P turns into just a

rhetorical tool.

The challenge, however, is not simply to define a threshold but to ensure that it is
operational, impartial and generally respected. The threshold for intervention should be
set at a level of harm that is serious enough to demand collective action, but also
accompanied by a stringent requirement of verifiable evidence. In Libya, the claims of
mass atrocities were never subjected to an independent assessment before military action
was launched, which raises serious questions about the objectivity of the intervention as
the scholar Aidan Hehir did*’?. A stronger framework would require that any invocation
of R2P be based on a multilateral and impartial fact-checking process, perhaps led by the
UN Human Rights Council or an independent commission, to assess whether the

threshold of harm has been crossed.

Failing to set clear limits would leave the doctrine vulnerable to manipulation, as seen in
Libya, where the narrative of urgency became a justification for regime change. A more
precise threshold with procedural safeguards would help ensure that interventions are
truly exceptional measures of last resort, rather than opportunistic actions hidden behind
humanitarian language. It would also foster greater trust in R2P, particularly among states

in the Global South, where skepticism toward the doctrine remains high.
4.3.2. Proportionality and Last Resort

The Libyan intervention exposed the lack of clear operational standards as well for
ensuring that the use of force under the Responsibility to Protect adheres to the principles
of proportionality and last resort. While the doctrine, in theory, embraces these principles,
in practice they have been overlooked or interpreted flexibly to suit political agendas. In
Libya, the speed at which military action was authorized and the width of its
implementation let suppose a failure to consider whether all non-military options had
been exhausted and whether the scale of intervention was truly proportionate to the threat.

The Security Council’s Resolution 1973 authorized “all necessary measures” to protect
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civilians, but this wide mandate quickly became a justification for a full-scale military
campaign and regime change®’!. The lack of rigorous scrutiny in assessing whether less
invasive means could have achieved protection objectives is problematic, as it

undermines the legitimacy of intervention and sets a dangerous precedent for future cases.

Proportionality and last resort must not remain abstract principles but must be embedded
as operational requirements in the decision-making process. The Libyan case shows how
their absence can lead to an escalation of violence rather than a mitigation of harm. The
rapid shift from a narrowly defined civilian protection mandate to an expansive military
strategy, including the targeting of government infrastructure and support for rebel forces,
raises questions about whether the intervention’s scale was necessary and whether its
outcomes (state collapse, civil war and regional destabilization) could have been

anticipated and possibly avoided with a more restrained approach?’2,

Furthermore, the principle of last resort should require that all diplomatic, economic and
political avenues be thoroughly explored and publicly documented before any military
action is taken. In Libya, mediation efforts, including those led by the African Union,
were sidelined, suggesting a lack of genuine commitment to exhausting non-violent
alternatives. This failure was not an accident but a consequence of the political
motivations driving the intervention. When humanitarian language is used to legitimize
pre-existing geopolitical agendas, proportionality and last resort become secondary

concerns.
4.3.3. Accountability and Post-Intervention Evaluation

The third and last weaknesses in the application of the Responsibility to Protect in Libya
was the absence of solid mechanisms for accountability and post-intervention evaluation.
The 2011 NATO intervention ultimately failed to establish a framework for assessing the
long-term consequences of the operation or holding actors accountable for their actions.

This lack of post-intervention analysis has contributed to the perception that R2P can be
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instrumentalized for short-term political objectives, with little regard for the aftermath or
the suffering of populations left behind. In the case study, the absence of a formal
accountability process meant that no one was held responsible for the collapse of state
institutions, the proliferation of militias and the destabilization of the region, all of which

exacerbated the very human suffering R2P was meant to prevent.

Accountability must be an integral part of any R2P intervention. If the doctrine is to retain
legitimacy, it cannot end with the cessation of hostilities or the fall of a regime; it must
extend to an evaluation of the intervention’s consequences, including whether the use of
force was proportionate, whether alternative measures were sufficiently explored and
what the long-term impacts on civilian populations have been. Without this post-
intervention assessment, R2P is a doctrine of convenience, invoked in the heat of crisis
and forgotten in the aftermath. The international community’s failure to learn from Libya,
by systematically evaluating the intervention’s outcomes and identifying mistakes,
reflects an unwillingness to confront uncomfortable truths about the misuse of

humanitarian language and the selective application of R2P principles.

Moreover, establishing formal mechanisms for post-intervention evaluation would serve
as a deterrent against the instrumentalization of R2P for geopolitical purposes. If
intervening states know they will be held accountable not only for their intentions but for
the actual consequences of their actions, they may exercise greater caution and ensure
that humanitarian rhetoric is not simply a pretext for power projection. Accountability
should not be an optional add-on to R2P but a core component of its framework. Without
accountability and evaluation, the lessons of Libya risk being ignored and the cycle of

selective and interest-driven interventions will continue unchecked.

4.4. Strengthening the Preventive Pillar

4.4.1. Early Warning Systems and Diplomacy

A crucial, however neglected, main component of the Responsibility to Protect is its
preventive pillar, specifically the capacity for early warning and the political will to act
upon it. The case study analyzed in chapter 3 demonstrates how the failure to invest in

strong early warning systems and sustained diplomatic engagement can lead to a crisis
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that goes out of control. In 2011, there were certainly signs of escalating tensions and
repression in Libya, but there was little coordinated effort to proactively address the
underlying problems or to engage in preventive diplomacy before violence erupted. This
omission contributed to a reactive posture by the international community, where the
eventual intervention was framed as an emergency response rather than a failure of

prevention.

Reflecting critically on the Libyan case, it becomes evident that strengthening early
warning mechanisms and diplomatic actions would be a great procedural enhancement.
In my view, too much of the global response to crises remains driven by last-minute, often
military, interventions, rather than by sustained efforts to de-escalate tensions before they
explode. Effective early warning systems (built on credible, transparent data, local
knowledge and regular monitoring) could help identify warning signs of mass atrocities
at an earlier stage, allowing for non-military tools such as mediation, political dialogue
and sanctions to be deployed. This approach would not only reduce the likelihood of
armed conflict but also ensure that R2P is seen as a doctrine of prevention rather than

punishment.

However, the existence of early warning systems is meaningless without the political will
to act. The ‘selective listening” undermines the credibility of R2P as a genuinely
multilateral and preventative doctrine. No intervention under R2P should be authorized
unless there is a demonstrable record of sustained preventive engagement, including

attempts at diplomacy, economic incentives and other non-violent measures.

4.4.2. Economic and Political Incentives for Prevention

While military intervention often dominates discussions on R2P, it is essential to
recognize that prevention is not merely about early warnings or diplomatic statements, it
also requires practical leverage. The use of economic and political incentives to encourage
states at risk of mass atrocities to alter their behavior is a strong tool but underused. Prior
to the 2011 intervention, the international community largely focused on condemnation
and threats, but little was done to offer Libya credible incentives for political reform,
dialogue or human rights improvements. This omission reflected that military action was

seen as the default solution, rather than a last resort.
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The failure to employ economic and political incentives in Libya demonstrates a
fundamental gap in the operationalization of R2P. Sanctions, for example, are often
treated as punitive tools, but they can also be designed as part of a constructive strategy,
offering pathways for regime behavior change, conditional relief or access to international
support in exchange for concrete human rights commitments. In Libya’s case, the
sanctions imposed in early 2011 were framed in purely punitive terms, with no structured
dialogue for Gaddafi’s government to de-escalate the crisis in exchange for relief?’3. This
rigid approach left no viable exit strategy, edging the regime and pushing it further into a

defensive and violent stance.

Political incentives are equally important. The mediation efforts by the African Union
could have been strengthened with international backing and concrete offers, such as
guarantees for transitional justice or international monitoring mechanisms to protect
civilians during negotiations. However, these proposals were sidelined, revealing the
limited appetite of major powers to prioritize non-violent solutions once the intervention

narrative took hold.
4.4.3. Coordination with NGOs and Civil Society

The Libyan intervention in 2011 revealed how limited engagement with non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and civil society actors can weaken both the
legitimacy and the effectiveness of international action. Generally speaking, they are
often the first to document emerging atrocities, provide early warnings and mobilize
advocacy efforts. However, in the Libya case, their insights were not systematically
integrated into the decision-making processes that led to the NATO intervention. Instead,
major powers opted for a top-down approach that privileged state-level deliberations in
the UN Security Council over more inclusive engagement. This exclusion contributed to

the perception that R2P was not a truly multilateral and humanitarian initiative.

The very spirit of R2P, which is supposed to be a collective shared responsibility to
protect populations from mass atrocities requires coordination with these stakeholders.

These organizations offer unique perspectives and can challenge official narratives that
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may be shaped by political agendas. For example, while governments debated
intervention in Libya, many humanitarian organizations and local actors voiced concerns
about the likely humanitarian fallout of military action, including the destabilization of
the country and the risk of civilian casualties?’*. These warnings, however, were ignored
too, reinforcing the sense that R2P in Libya was applied selectively, with limited regard

for the complex realities on the ground.

Institutionalizing mechanisms for systematic coordination with NGOs would strengthen
the R2P framework by ensuring that a diversity of expertise informs international
responses. This could include formal consultation processes, structured channels for
sharing data and assessments and greater transparency in how civil society inputs are used
in Security Council deliberations. It would also help prevent the co-option of
humanitarian language by political actors seeking to justify interventions that may not

align with the needs and interests of affected populations.

Again, with this attitude becomes evident the tendency to treat R2P as a state-centric
doctrine rather than a global endeavor. If R2P is to fulfill its promise, it must embrace a
more inclusive approach that recognizes the indispensable role of non-state actors in the

protection of civilians.

4.5. A Humanitarian First-Vision for R2P

4.5.1. Re-centering Victims and Local Populations

The Responsibility to Protect was initially conceived as a doctrine to protect people from
mass atrocities, yet in practice, it has frequently marginalized the very communities it
purports to defend. In Libya, the intervention was justified in the name of protecting
civilians, but there was little meaningful engagement with those most affected, they were
treated as passive recipients of external decisions. The people of Libya were absent from
the deliberations that shaped the international response and their voices were

overshadowed by the interests of external powers?’>. This disconnection between the
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principle of protection and the realities on the ground leads to the need to re-center victims

and local populations, which is at the heart of R2P’s operational framework.

A truly humanitarian vision of R2P must prioritize the needs and perspectives of those
directly impacted by conflict. This requires moving beyond a state-centric model and
embracing participatory approaches that involve local communities in decision-making
processes at every stage, from early warning and prevention to intervention and post-
conflict recovery. Too often, as in Libya, interventions proceed based on assumptions
about what is best for “the people,” without asking them. This not only risks misreading
the situation but can also fuel resentment and undermine the legitimacy of any external

action.

To operationalize this shift, the international community should establish mechanisms
that ensure affected populations have a seat at the table. This could include consultative
bodies within the United Nations system, dedicated channels for civil society input into
Security Council deliberations and dialogue processes before any intervention is
authorized. Moreover, any R2P-mandated action must be accompanied by long-term
support for local capacity building, governance reform and inclusive peace processes that

prioritize local ownership.
4.5.2. Building Trust in International Institutions

At this point, it is easy to assess how selective and inconsistent application of R2P can
deepen skepticism, particularly among states in the Global South. Many governments
viewed the Libya case not as a genuine humanitarian intervention, but as a political
maneuver by powerful Western states to justify regime change under the guise of civilian
protection?’. This perception has had lasting consequences because it has weakened
support for R2P and deepened suspicions that international institutions, especially the UN

Security Council, serve the interests of a few rather than the collective good.

Rebuilding trust in international institutions must be one of the priorities. This requires

moving beyond rhetoric and demonstrating, in practice, that institutions like the UN can
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act impartially, prioritize human protection over geopolitical interests and apply
principles consistently across cases. The Security Council’s failure to authorize
intervention in Syria, despite widespread atrocities, while moving decisively in Libya,

has only reinforced perceptions of double standards®”’.

Thus, to rebuild trust, structural reforms are necessary, but so is a cultural shift in how
interventions are approached. Greater transparency in decision-making, more inclusive
consultation processes involving states from different regions and a commitment to
follow-up assessments of interventions, all these steps can help demonstrate that R2P is
truly a shared responsibility. Clearly, trust cannot be imposed. It must be earned through
consistent, fair and accountable action. Since the Libyan case exposed the fragility of trust
and the ease with which it can be shattered, rebuilding it will take time, but it is essential
if R2P is to regain its legitimacy and be seen as a doctrine genuinely aimed at preventing

mass atrocities.

4.5.3. Toward a Normative Revival of R2P

The Responsibility to Protect was born out of a profound moral principle: to ensure that
the international community would never again stand by in the face of atrocities. Yet, as
the Libya case demonstrates, the application of R2P has often fallen short of its noble

ideals.

However, R2P remains too important to abandon. The alternative (returning to a world
where sovereignty is an absolute shield, regardless of atrocities committed by a state
against its own people) is unacceptable. The challenge, therefore, is not to discard R2P,
but to reform and revive it as a better doctrine. This means returning to the original spirit
of R2P as articulated in the 2001 ICISS Report: a framework that prioritizes prevention,
centers the voices of affected populations and ensures that any use of force is genuinely

a last resort, subject to rigorous oversight and post-intervention accountability?7s.
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A normative revival of R2P requires several key shifts. First, the principle must be de-
politicized and applied consistently, without being manipulated by the strategic interests
of major powers. Second, R2P must be re-grounded in a commitment to multilateralism,
with stronger roles for regional organizations, the General Assembly and civil society in
decision-making processes. Third, and perhaps the most important, R2P must reclaim its
preventive focus, emphasizing diplomacy, economic and political incentives, and early

warning systems over coercive measures whenever possible.

The Libya case must serve as a cautionary tale but also as a call to action. If the
commitment to protect populations from mass atrocities is serious, the failures of the past
should not define the future of R2P. The doctrine must evolve, but it must not be
abandoned. Its promise, a world where the international community acts to prevent the

crimes against humanity, remains a moral and political aspiration worth fighting for.
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Conclusion

This thesis has critically examined the selective and interest-driven application of the
Responsibility to Protect through the lens of the 2011 NATO intervention in Libya. It set
out to answer the central research question: 7o what extent has the Responsibility to
Protect, originally conceived as a humanitarian doctrine, been applied selectively and
arbitrarily in Libya in 2011 to serve geopolitical interests? Through a structured analysis
across four chapters, this study has demonstrated that while R2P was born out of a genuine
ethical commitment to prevent mass atrocities, its application in Libya reveals a

significant gap between normative ideals and political practice.

The case study of Libya has illustrated how R2P, despite its aspirational objectives, has
been susceptible to manipulation by powerful states pursuing strategic interests. The
humanitarian rhetoric surrounding the "Benghazi massacre" was instrumental in
galvanizing international support for intervention, yet evidence suggests that the threat of
imminent genocide was exaggerated and the subsequent military operation swiftly
became a regime change campaign. NATO’s actions, framed as a moral necessity to
protect civilians, ultimately resulted in the overthrow of Muammar Gaddafi’s regime and
plunged Libya into prolonged instability and regional chaos. This outcome challenges the
foundational premise of R2P as a doctrine committed solely to humanitarian protection,
revealing instead a selective engagement shaped by the geopolitical calculations of the

Security Council's permanent members.

The literature review and theoretical framework further underscored how R2P’s
implementation is constrained by structural imbalances within the UN system, where the
veto power of the PS5 undermines consistent application. The analysis also highlighted the
lack of clear criteria for invoking R2P, leaving it vulnerable to subjective interpretations
and political instrumentalization. While some scholars defend R2P’s normative value as
a progressive step in international relations, the Libyan intervention illustrated how, in
practice, the doctrine can become a convenient tool for states to classify strategic

interventions in humanitarian language.
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This thesis does not argue for the abandonment of R2P. On the contrary, the normative
aspiration of preventing mass atrocities remains central and must be preserved. However,
as said at the beginning, the Libyan case serves as a ‘cautionary tale’, reminding us that
good intentions can be manipulated when international norms are operationalized in a
politicized international order. R2P must evolve to address its deficiencies: clearer and
binding criteria for intervention, stronger oversight mechanisms and a commitment to
post-intervention accountability are essential if the doctrine is to regain credibility and
avoid further decline of consensus. Without these reforms, R2P risks becoming a void

doctrine, invoked when convenient and ignored when politically costly.

Furthermore, the broader implications of the Libya case highlight the importance of
moving beyond reactive, militarized responses to crises. The overreliance on force, as
seen in Libya, often produces unintended and destructive consequences that undermine
the very objectives R2P seeks to achieve. A reformed R2P must emphasize prevention,
diplomacy and support for local and regional solutions as primary tools of protection. It
must also shift toward a genuinely multilateral approach, empowering voices from
regional organizations and civil society to counterbalance the dominance of powerful

states in shaping intervention agendas.

Ultimately, the Libya intervention demonstrates that the moral legitimacy of R2P relies
on its consistent and accountable application. The doctrine’s future depends on the
willingness of the international community to confront its internal contradictions and
commit to reforms that prioritize the protection of populations over the pursuit of
geopolitical advantage. R2P’s promise remains a noble goal, but without structural

change, the doctrine risks further decline into irrelevance or misuse.

This thesis has argued that the Libya case is not an isolated failure but a reflection of
systemic flaws within the current global order. The challenge ahead is to reclaim the
original spirit of R2P, ensuring that its application is grounded in genuine humanitarian
concern rather than political expediency. Only by doing so the international community
can hope to honor the moral imperative that gave birth to R2P: the shared responsibility

to protect populations from the gravest crimes of our time.
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