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ABSTRACT

In an increasingly interconnected world, the pursuit of global justice has
emerged as an essential guiding principle for the international community,
especially in the context of mass atrocities and human rights violations that
transcend borders. The Responsibility to Protect (R2P), a doctrine
unanimously endorsed by world leaders at the 2005 United Nations World
Summit, seeks to operationalize this vision by bridging the historically rigid
divide between state sovereignty and the moral imperative to protect
populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against
humanity. This research paper examines the evolution, legal foundations,
and practical challenges of R2P within the framework of global justice. It
critically analyses how the traditional notion of sovereignty has shifted from
absolute non-interference to a conditional responsibility, and interrogates
whether this shift has been effectively translated into meaningful protection
for vulnerable populations.

Through a comprehensive literature review, conceptual analysis, and case
studies of Libya and Syria, the paper highlights the stark contrast between
the doctrine’s theoretical promise and its selective, often inconsistent
application in practice. While the 2011 intervention in Libya is frequently
cited as an example of R2P’s activation, it also exposed risks of mandate
expansion and misuse, leading to prolonged instability and debate about
regime change disguised as humanitarian action. Conversely, the Syrian
conflict demonstrated the failure of the international community to act
decisively despite clear evidence of mass atrocities, largely due to political
paralysis within the UN Security Council. These cases reveal the persistent
tension between moral obligation, political interests, and legal constraints.

Identifying gaps in the current scholarship and practice, the paper formulates
clear research questions, explores doctrinal and normative debates, and
proposes recommendations to enhance the credibility, consistency, and
legitimacy of R2P. It argues that for R2P to fulfil its potential as a pillar of
global justice, there is a pressing need for stronger multilateral cooperation,
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institutional reforms, and an unwavering commitment to preventing its
misuse for geopolitical ends. Ultimately, this study contributes to the
discourse on how the international community can bridge the divide between
sovereignty and humanitarianism, ensuring that “never again” becomes a
practical reality rather than a rhetorical promise.

Keywords: Responsibility to Protect, global justice, sovereignty,
humanitarian intervention, international law, human rights, Libya, Syria

Introduction

In the contemporary international system, the principles of sovereignty and non-intervention
have long formed the bedrock of global order and interstate relations. Rooted in the Peace of
Westphalia (1648) and later codified in the United Nations Charter (1945), state sovereignty
has traditionally granted governments the ultimate authority over their domestic affairs, free
from external interference. However, the last century’s horrific episodes of genocide, ethnic
cleansing, and crimes against humanity — from the Holocaust to the Rwandan genocide and
the Srebrenica massacre — have exposed the moral and practical limits of an international
order that treats sovereignty as absolute and inviolable. These tragic failures have forced the
global community to confront the uncomfortable truth that rigid non-interference can

sometimes shield perpetrators and leave vulnerable populations without protection.

Amid these challenges, the concept of global justice has gained traction as a normative ideal
demanding that the international community uphold universal human rights and ensure
protection for all, regardless of geographic or political boundaries. This ethical vision compels
states and global institutions to reconsider the balance between respecting sovereignty and
intervening to prevent mass atrocities. It is within this shifting moral and legal landscape that
the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) emerged as a landmark doctrine, formally endorsed by all
UN member states at the 2005 World Summit. R2P seeks to reconcile the tension between state
sovereignty and humanitarian imperatives by reframing sovereignty as a conditional

responsibility rather than an unconditional right.

The R2P doctrine rests on three pillars: first, the primary responsibility of each state to protect
its population from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity;
second, the responsibility of the international community to assist states in fulfilling this duty;
and third, the responsibility of the international community to take collective, timely, and

decisive action if a state manifestly fails to protect its population. This three-pillar framework
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attempts to embed the principles of global justice within the existing international legal order,
aiming to ensure that sovereignty cannot be used as a pretext for inaction in the face of mass

atrocities.

Yet, despite its widespread rhetorical acceptance, the real-world implementation of R2P
remains uneven, selective, and often controversial. The international community’s intervention
in Libya in 2011 is frequently cited as a rare instance of R2P in action; however, the
intervention’s expansion from civilian protection to regime change sparked allegations that
R2P was misused to serve geopolitical interests. Conversely, the ongoing Syrian conflict
illustrates the Security Council’s paralysis and the devastating consequences of inaction,
despite overwhelming evidence of war crimes and crimes against humanity. These contrasting
cases reveal a fundamental tension at the heart of R2P: how to operationalize a doctrine
designed to protect the vulnerable without undermining the legitimate principle of state
sovereignty or becoming a tool for powerful states to pursue their strategic objectives under

the guise of humanitarianism.

This research paper situates R2P within the broader discourse on global justice and examines
whether the doctrine, as currently practiced, can genuinely bridge the sovereignty-
humanitarianism divide. It critically analyzes the evolution of the norm, its legal and ethical
foundations, and the extent to which it has been selectively or inconsistently applied. By
interrogating the structural, political, and normative barriers that hinder R2P’s consistent
enforcement, the paper aims to identify practical pathways for reform. In doing so, it
contributes to the urgent debate on how the international community can strengthen its
commitment to protect populations from mass atrocities without violating core principles of

international law.

To achieve this, the study combines doctrinal and normative analysis with empirical
examination of landmark cases such as Libya and Syria. It highlights the gap between R2P’s
rhetorical promise and its operational realities, mapping out the complex interplay between
moral imperatives, legal frameworks, and geopolitical interests. By addressing this gap, the
paper seeks to generate insights and recommendations for policymakers, legal scholars, and
global governance actors committed to making “never again” a meaningful guarantee rather

than a hollow aspiration.
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Background and Literature Review:

The emergence of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine must be understood against the
backdrop of the international community’s struggle to reconcile the principles of state
sovereignty with the universal commitment to human rights protection. The literature on R2P
spans multiple disciplines — international law, political science, security studies, and global

ethics — reflecting the doctrine’s complex normative, legal, and operational dimensions.

Historical Context

The modern concept of sovereignty took shape in the seventeenth century, particularly with the
Peace of Westphalia (1648), which established the principle of territorial integrity and non-
interference as fundamental norms of the state system. This Westphalian order formed the
foundation of the United Nations Charter in 1945, particularly Article 2(1) (sovereign equality)
and Article 2(7) (non-intervention in domestic affairs). However, the UN Charter
simultaneously created mechanisms to override sovereignty in cases where peace and security
were at risk — chiefly through Chapter VII, which empowers the Security Council to take

collective action.

The Cold War era posed significant obstacles to collective humanitarian action. Geopolitical
rivalry between the superpowers often led to stalemates in the Security Council, preventing
decisive responses to gross human rights abuses. It was only in the post-Cold War era that the
international community began to revisit the rigid non-intervention norm, prompted by high-

profile humanitarian crises in Somalia, Rwanda, and the Balkans.

Failures that Shaped the Norm

One of the seminal moments in this discourse was the 1994 genocide in Rwanda, where
approximately 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus were systematically slaughtered in 100
days. The failure of the UN Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR) and the Security
Council’s unwillingness to authorize timely intervention highlighted the moral bankruptcy of
the non-interventionist stance when populations faced existential threats. Similarly, the
massacre of over 8,000 Bosniaks in Srebrenica in 1995 under the supposed protection of UN

“safe areas” underscored the limitations of traditional peacekeeping mandates.

These events catalyzed academic and policy debates on how to prevent such tragedies in the
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future. Notable scholars like Gareth Evans, one of the architects of R2P, and Ramesh Thakur
have argued that the international community’s failure lay not in excessive interventionism but

in the lack of political will to act decisively when genocide and crimes against humanity

unfolded.

Humanitarian Intervention Debate

Before R2P emerged, the concept of humanitarian intervention — the use of force by states or
coalitions to stop widespread human rights abuses — was widely contested. Legal scholars
such as Fernando Tes6n defended the moral legitimacy of unilateral humanitarian intervention
when multilateral avenues were blocked. Others, like Simon Chesterman, warned that
humanitarian intervention without Security Council authorization undermines the international

legal order and risks misuse for geopolitical interests.

The 1999 NATO intervention in Kosovo, conducted without explicit Security Council
authorization, epitomized this legal-ethical dilemma. Although it arguably saved thousands of
Kosovar Albanians from ethnic cleansing, the bypassing of the Council provoked debates about

balancing legal principles with moral imperatives.

Birth of the Responsibility to Protect

In response to this moral and legal impasse, the Government of Canada established the
International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) in 2000. The
Commission’s 2001 report, The Responsibility to Protect, reframed the intervention debate by
asserting that sovereignty entails a responsibility: states must protect their populations from
mass atrocity crimes, and the international community must act collectively when states fail.
The report outlined the three-pillar approach that remains the backbone of R2P today —

prevention, reaction, and rebuilding.

At the 2005 UN World Summit, world leaders unanimously endorsed the R2P principle in
paragraphs 138 and 139 of the Summit Outcome Document. This endorsement marked the
formal birth of R2P as a global norm, though its legal status remains that of a political

commitment rather than a binding treaty obligation.

Scholarship on R2P’s Evolution

Since 2005, the academic literature has expanded to explore how R2P has been interpreted and
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applied. Alex J. Bellamy has contributed extensively to mapping the norm’s diffusion and
operational challenges. Jennifer Welsh has focused on the norm’s misuse and the risk of “norm
decay” due to selective application. Other scholars, like Thomas G. Weiss, have examined the
role of the UN Security Council, veto politics, and the normative friction between power

politics and human protection.

Literature also explores the role of regional organizations. The African Union’s Constitutive
Act contains the right of intervention in grave circumstances, positioning it as a forerunner of
R2P-like principles. However, implementation has been mixed, as seen in cases like Darfur

and Cote d’Ivoire.

Case Study Literature

Specific case studies dominate the applied literature on R2P. The 2011 intervention in Libya is
often cited as the first full invocation of R2P’s military pillar. Early scholarship hailed the
intervention as a landmark in civilian protection, but post-intervention analyses highlight that
NATO’s expansion of the mandate beyond civilian protection towards regime change severely

damaged trust in R2P’s good-faith application.

Conversely, Syria represents the doctrine’s paralysis when geopolitical rivalries supersede
humanitarian imperatives. Repeated vetoes by Russia and China in the Security Council
stymied collective action, leading scholars to question whether R2P can ever function

effectively in a multipolar world where permanent members hold competing interests.

Identified Gaps in Existing Literature

While significant scholarship exists on the conceptual underpinnings and major case studies, a
clear research gap persists in formulating practical pathways to strengthen R2P’s operational
credibility. The literature often stops at diagnosing the problem — selective enforcement,
misuse, or inaction — but offers limited policy-focused recommendations for how to reform
decision-making processes, empower regional actors, or limit the misuse of humanitarian

justifications.

Additionally, there is insufficient analysis of how R2P can adapt to new forms of atrocities,

such as cyber-enabled genocidal incitement, non-state actors’ mass violence, and climate-
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induced humanitarian crises. These emerging dimensions demand a renewed focus on both

normative evolution and institutional innovation.

Conclusion of Literature Review

The existing literature thus paints a complex picture of R2P as a milestone in the international
community’s normative commitment to global justice but also as a fragile instrument
vulnerable to political manipulation. This study builds on these insights, addressing the gap
between R2P’s moral promise and its practical implementation through a focused analysis of

its conceptual framework, operational challenges, and recommendations for reform.

Conceptual Framework

The conceptual framework of this research situates the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) at the
intersection of three interrelated domains: the evolving norm of global justice, the redefinition
of state sovereignty as responsibility, and the operational mechanisms through which R2P seeks
to bridge the gap between moral imperatives and legal constraints. This framework not only
grounds the study theoretically but also guides its analytical lens for assessing R2P’s

application in real-world crises.

Global Justice as a Normative Imperative

The first pillar of this framework is the normative concept of global justice, which contends
that all individuals possess inherent rights and dignity, regardless of nationality. This notion is
deeply influenced by cosmopolitan theorists like John Rawls, who advanced the idea of a Law
of Peoples, and Thomas Pogge, who emphasized the moral duty of affluent states to prevent
severe human rights deprivations worldwide. Within this vision, the protection of populations
from genocide, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity is not a discretionary act but a

shared moral obligation.

Global justice challenges the state-centric paradigm by asserting that the international
community bears collective responsibility for protecting human security when domestic
mechanisms fail. In this sense, R2P emerges as an institutionalized expression of global justice,
embedding this moral commitment within the operational structure of the United Nations and

regional organizations.
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Sovereignty as Responsibility

The second pillar redefines the principle of state sovereignty. Traditionally rooted in the
Westphalian system, sovereignty has been equated with absolute authority and non-
interference. However, as highlighted in the Literature Review, post-Cold War humanitarian
crises revealed the limits of this rigid approach. The ICISS Report (2001) decisively reframed
sovereignty as a responsibility, arguing that state legitimacy derives not merely from territorial

control but from fulfilling fundamental duties toward its population.

This reconceptualization transforms sovereignty from a static shield into a dynamic condition.
States that fail to protect their citizens from mass atrocity crimes lose the moral and political
legitimacy to invoke non-interference. Thus, R2P operationalizes this idea through its three

pillars:

1. Primary Responsibility: The state itself has the foremost obligation to prevent mass

atrocities.

2. International Assistance: The international community must help states build capacity to

fulfil this duty.

3. Timely Collective Action: If a state manifestly fails, the international community must

intervene collectively, preferably through the UN Security Council.

By anchoring intervention within a multilateral framework, R2P seeks to reconcile

humanitarian imperatives with international law’s prohibition of unilateral aggression.

Operational Mechanisms and Norm Diffusion

The third component of the framework examines the mechanisms that enable or hinder R2P’s
implementation. Norm scholars like Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink have argued that
norm diffusion depends on how global norms are institutionalized, localized, and internalized
by states and international organizations. R2P’s success thus hinges on more than rhetorical
endorsement; it requires practical mechanisms for early warning, preventive diplomacy,

capacity-building, and, when necessary, collective enforcement.

Key operational factors identified in the framework include:
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e Security Council Dynamics: As the primary authority for authorizing coercive
measures, the Security Council’s composition and veto power critically shape whether

R2P can be invoked.

e Regional Organizations: Bodies like the African Union and European Union can

reinforce or substitute collective action when the UN system is paralyzed.

e Political Will: Domestic politics within powerful states often determine whether

humanitarian concerns translate into concrete action.

e Prevention versus Reaction: The framework highlights the imbalance in R2P practice,
where reaction (coercive measures) often overshadows the less visible but vital work

of prevention.

Intervening Variables: Selectivity and Misuse

A crucial aspect of this framework is the recognition of intervening variables that mediate
R2P’s outcomes. Selectivity in application remains a persistent challenge — as seen in the stark
contrast between Libya and Syria. The misuse of R2P to advance regime change or geopolitical
goals, as critics argue happened in Libya, erodes trust in the norm’s genuine humanitarian

intent.

Furthermore, the veto power of the five permanent Security Council members often transforms
moral consensus into political stalemate. This institutional reality creates a mismatch between
the normative ambition of “never again” and the practical limitations of the existing global

governance architecture.

This schematic captures how normative ideals flow through institutional pathways, mediated
by real-world power dynamics, ultimately shaping whether populations at risk receive the

protection they are entitled to under R2P.

Conclusion of Framework

In summary, this conceptual framework positions R2P as a fragile but necessary bridge between
the moral demands of global justice and the legal realities of state sovereignty. By mapping

how ideals, institutions, and political realities interact, the framework provides the analytical
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foundation for this study’s central research question: How can the Responsibility to Protect be
operationalized more consistently and effectively without compromising legitimate state

sovereignty?

This framework thus directly informs the next sections of the paper, which articulate the study’s
specific objectives, research questions, and methodological approach for examining how R2P

can be strengthened in theory and practice.

Objectives of the Study

The primary objectives of this research paper are:

1. To critically examine the historical evolution and normative foundations of the

Responsibility to Protect (R2P) within the broader discourse of global justice.

2. To analyze how the concept of state sovereignty has shifted from absolute non-interference
to conditional responsibility, and how this shift impacts the legal and ethical legitimacy of

humanitarian intervention.

3. To investigate the practical challenges, successes, and failures in implementing R2P, with a

special focus on the contrasting cases of Libya and Syria.

4. To identify structural, political, and institutional barriers that hinder the consistent and

credible application of R2P.

5. To propose actionable recommendations for strengthening R2P as an effective mechanism
for bridging sovereignty and humanitarianism without enabling misuse for geopolitical

interests.

Research Questions

Based on the above objectives, the study is guided by the following key research questions:

1.What are the core historical, legal, and normative foundations that underpin the

Responsibility to Protect?

2. How has the traditional concept of state sovereignty evolved to accommodate the idea of
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sovereignty as responsibility?

3.Why has the implementation of R2P been inconsistent and selective in different humanitarian

crises, despite widespread rhetorical endorsement?

4.What lessons can be learned from the contrasting cases of Libya and Syria in terms of

operational challenges and unintended consequences?

5.What practical reforms and policy measures can enhance the credibility, consistency, and

legitimacy of R2P as an instrument of global justice?

Research Methodology

The methodology adopted in this research is primarily qualitative and doctrinal in nature,
complemented by a comparative case study approach. Given the normative and legal
dimensions of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) and its operational challenges, a qualitative
method allows for a comprehensive exploration of relevant international instruments, state

practices, and scholarly debates.

Research Design

This study employs a doctrinal legal research method, which involves the systematic analysis
of primary and secondary legal sources. The primary sources include foundational international
treaties and documents such as the UN Charter (1945), the 2005 World Summit Outcome
Document, key Security Council resolutions, and regional instruments like the African Union’s
Constitutive Act. Secondary sources consist of academic books, peer-reviewed journal articles,
commission reports, and scholarly commentary that trace the evolution, application, and

critique of R2P.

Comparative Case Study Approach

To examine how R2P operates in practice, the research utilizes a comparative case study of
Libya (2011) and Syria (2011—present). These cases have been strategically selected due to
their contrasting outcomes. Libya illustrates an instance where R2P was invoked and
operationalized through military intervention, albeit controversially, while Syria demonstrates

the doctrine’s paralysis when geopolitical interests block collective action. Analyzing these two
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cases provides empirical grounding to test the conceptual framework and highlight the gap

between normative aspirations and practical realities.

Analytical Framework

The analysis combines normative and doctrinal techniques. Normative analysis helps assess
the moral and ethical justifications for humanitarian intervention under global justice theories,
while doctrinal analysis focuses on interpreting the legal status, scope, and limitations of R2P
within the existing international law framework. This dual approach enables a holistic
understanding of how R2P reconciles the principles of sovereignty and humanitarian

protection.

Data Collection

As this study is doctrinal and qualitative, it does not involve primary fieldwork or empirical
surveys. Data is collected from publicly available legal documents, official UN reports,
Security Council debates, statements by member states, scholarly monographs, and peer-
reviewed articles. Reputable academic databases such as JSTOR, HeinOnline, and UN Digital

Library are used to ensure credibility and reliability.

Scope and Limitations

While this study provides in-depth insight into R2P’s conceptual foundations and operational
challenges, it acknowledges certain limitations. First, the analysis is limited to publicly
documented material and does not include confidential diplomatic communications, which
could offer additional perspectives. Second, the comparative scope is restricted to two major
case studies; broader comparative analysis with other contexts (e.g., Darfur, Myanmar) is
beyond the paper’s scope but is identified as an area for future research. Finally, the study
focuses primarily on legal and normative dimensions rather than extensive quantitative data,

which may complement but not replace the depth provided by qualitative doctrinal inquiry.

Ethical Considerations

As the research does not involve human subjects or sensitive personal data, no formal ethical
clearance is required. However, all secondary data sources are duly cited following APA style

guidelines, ensuring proper academic integrity and avoidance of plagiarism.
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Conclusion of Methodology

By combining doctrinal legal research with a comparative case study approach, this
methodology is designed to systematically examine the Responsibility to Protect as both a
normative ideal and an operational mechanism. It provides the analytical foundation for the
subsequent findings, discussion, and recommendations aimed at strengthening R2P as a

credible instrument of global justice.

Findings

This section presents the key findings derived from the comparative study of the Responsibility
to Protect (R2P) as applied in the contexts of Libya and Syria. The purpose is to objectively
highlight what emerged in practice when the international community attempted — or failed

— to operationalize the doctrine’s core pillars.

1. Libya (2011)

1.1 Invocation of R2P

The Libyan civil crisis of 2011 marked the first explicit invocation of the R2P framework under
the UN’s authority to authorize military force. Following reports of systematic attacks by the
Gaddafi regime against civilian protesters, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1973,
which authorized “all necessary measures” to protect civilians. This demonstrated a rare
consensus among major powers to act swiftly under the third pillar of R2P — timely and

decisive action when a state manifestly fails to protect its population.

1.2 Implementation

The NATO-led coalition enforced a no-fly zone and conducted air strikes against Libyan
government forces. Initially, these measures aligned with the stated goal of protecting civilians
in Benghazi and other opposition-held areas. The intervention succeeded in halting an
imminent massacre that many observers feared would occur had Gaddafi’s forces recaptured

rebel-held cities.

1.3 Outcome and Controversy

However, the intervention’s execution revealed a major operational issue: the mission’s scope
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expanded from civilian protection to regime change. The NATO campaign culminated in the
fall and death of Muammar Gaddafi, after which Libya descended into protracted instability,

civil conflict, and the rise of armed militias and extremist groups.

Key Finding (Libya)

While Libya demonstrated that R2P could be activated, it exposed how vague mandates and
the lack of post-intervention planning could lead to unintended consequences. The perceived
misuse of R2P as a pretext for forced regime change undermined trust in the norm and

intensified suspicion, particularly among states wary of Western interventionism.

2. Syria(2011-Present)

2.1 Failure to Act Collectively

In Syria, peaceful protests against the Assad regime in 2011 escalated into widespread violence
and civil war. The conflict rapidly transformed into one of the most devastating humanitarian
crises of the 21st century, marked by large-scale civilian casualties, chemical weapons attacks,

and forced displacement.

Despite overwhelming evidence of mass atrocities and crimes against humanity, the UN
Security Council repeatedly failed to authorize collective measures under R2P’s third pillar.
Draft resolutions aimed at imposing sanctions, referring the situation to the International
Criminal Court, or authorizing force were vetoed multiple times, primarily by Russia and

China.

2.2 Humanitarian Catastrophe

As a result of this paralysis, over half a million Syrians have died, millions have become
refugees, and widespread destruction has devastated cities and infrastructure. Various non-state
actors, including extremist groups like ISIS, further complicated the situation, raising the stakes

for regional and global security.

2.3 Ad-Hoc Responses

In the absence of a unified Security Council response, states resorted to fragmented, often

contradictory actions. Regional powers and external actors intervened to support competing
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sides, turning Syria into a proxy battleground. Humanitarian corridors, ceasefire agreements,

and limited aid deliveries were implemented but largely failed to prevent mass suffering.

Key Finding (Syria)

The Syrian crisis exposed the limits of R2P when the consensus-based Security Council is
paralyzed by the veto power of permanent members. Unlike Libya, where action was swift and
collective, Syria illustrates how geopolitical rivalries can render R2P ineffective, highlighting

the doctrine’s structural dependency on political will and multilateral consensus.

3. Cross-Case Insights

1. Selective Application

Libya and Syria demonstrate that R2P’s success or failure is not solely determined by the scale
of human suffering but by the geopolitical context and the willingness of major powers to act

collectively.

2. Credibility Gap

The Libya experience fueled allegations that R2P could be manipulated for strategic goals

beyond civilian protection, contributing to reluctance to authorize robust measures in Syria.

3. Institutional Constraints

Both cases show that the Security Council’s structure — particularly the veto power — remains

a critical barrier to the consistent application of R2P, despite its normative acceptance.

4. Post-Intervention Risks

Libya underscores the need for robust post-intervention planning to prevent state collapse and

long-term instability, which can undermine the humanitarian rationale of intervention.

5. Normative Fragility

Together, these cases highlight that while R2P has normative resonance, its practical credibility

depends on addressing structural flaws within the global governance system.
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Summary of Findings

The comparative findings confirm the core research concern of this paper: although R2P has
been established as a normative commitment, its operational reality remains contingent on
selective political will, institutional limitations, and the absence of safeguards against misuse.
The lessons drawn from Libya and Syria illustrate the urgent need for practical reforms to
ensure that R2P does not remain an aspirational slogan but evolves into a reliable tool of global

justice.

Discussion

The findings from the Libya and Syria cases clearly demonstrate that the Responsibility to
Protect (R2P) sits at a fragile intersection of moral imperative and political reality. The
conceptual framework established in this study — linking global justice, sovereignty as
responsibility, and operational mechanisms — provides a useful lens to interpret why R2P’s

promise often falters in practice.

Libya illustrates that, under certain conditions, the international community can act collectively
to prevent mass atrocities. Yet the same case shows how easily R2P’s legitimacy can erode
when military interventions expand beyond civilian protection to regime change without
adequate post-conflict planning. This misstep has fed suspicion, especially among non-Western

states, that R2P might serve as a cover for pursuing strategic or ideological objectives.

Syria, in contrast, demonstrates how the very structure meant to safeguard peace — the
Security Council — can become an obstacle when major powers hold conflicting interests. The
veto power, intended as a safeguard against hasty aggression, has instead enabled stalemate
even in the face of clear mass atrocities, leaving the core promise of “never again” tragically

unmet.

Together, these findings underscore the fragile balance between sovereignty and intervention
that R2P seeks to navigate. The doctrine’s reliance on Security Council authorization means
that geopolitical realities often override humanitarian necessity. This selectivity and
inconsistency damage the credibility of R2P and weaken its standing as a pillar of global

justice.

The findings also highlight a preventive gap: much of R2P’s operational focus in practice has
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been reactive, emphasizing military or coercive measures once crises erupt. The preventive
pillar — capacity-building, diplomatic engagement, and early warning — remains
underdeveloped. Without robust preventive tools, the international community risks being left

with only undesirable choices: intervene militarily or stand by helplessly.

In summary, the discussion reveals that for R2P to bridge sovereignty and humanitarianism
effectively, the international community must address both structural flaws and political
disincentives that hinder timely, legitimate action. The next section outlines practical
recommendations to strengthen R2P’s credibility and ensure that the doctrine lives up to its

intended role as a guarantor of global justice.

Recommendations and Way Forward

Building on the key findings and critical discussion, this section outlines practical
recommendations to strengthen the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) as an effective instrument

for balancing state sovereignty with the moral imperative of global justice.

1. Reform Security Council Working Methods

A primary structural obstacle is the misuse of veto power in situations involving mass atrocities.
Permanent members should adopt a voluntary political commitment — such as the “Code of
Conduct” or the “French-Mexican initiative” — to refrain from using the veto where genocide,
war crimes, ethnic cleansing, or crimes against humanity are at stake. This step would help

depoliticize humanitarian crises and enable timely action.

2. Strengthen the Preventive Pillar

States and regional organizations should invest more in early warning systems, mediation
capacity, and diplomatic tools to address emerging threats before they escalate. Enhanced
funding for conflict prevention mechanisms, including civilian protection training and
capacity-building in fragile states, can reduce the likelihood that coercive measures become

necessary.

3. Develop Clearer Mandates and Post-Intervention Plans

When military intervention is authorized under R2P, Security Council resolutions must define
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clearer, limited objectives focused strictly on civilian protection. Equally important is robust
post-intervention planning to ensure that the power vacuum does not lead to state failure, as
occurred in Libya. Long-term peacebuilding and institution-building should be integral to R2P

mandates.

4. Empower Regional Organizations

Regional bodies such as the African Union and European Union can complement the UN
framework by providing rapid response capabilities and political legitimacy. Strengthening the
capacity and legal basis of regional organizations to act within the R2P framework can help

bypass Security Council deadlock when appropriate and legitimate.

5. Foster Global Consensus Through Dialogue

Continued dialogue among states, scholars, and civil society can build trust and clarify
misunderstandings about R2P’s purpose and limits. Confidence-building measures can help

address concerns that R2P is a tool for regime change rather than genuine civilian protection.

Way Forward

If implemented, these measures can help close the gap between R2P’s aspirational promise and
its operational reality. Ultimately, achieving the goals of global justice requires that the
international community strengthen legal frameworks, build political will, and uphold its
collective moral commitment to protect the world’s most vulnerable populations. Without such

reforms, “never again” risks remaining an empty slogan rather than a binding global norm.

Conclusion

The doctrine of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) emerged as a bold attempt to bridge the
long-standing tension between the principles of state sovereignty and the moral duty to prevent
mass atrocities. Rooted in the failures of Rwanda, Srebrenica, and other tragic episodes, R2P
redefined sovereignty as a responsibility rather than an absolute right, placing the protection of

populations at the center of legitimate statehood.

This paper has examined R2P’s historical evolution, normative underpinnings, and operational

reality through a detailed literature review, conceptual analysis, and case studies of Libya and
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Syria. The findings make clear that while R2P has achieved rhetorical acceptance as a guiding
principle of global justice, its inconsistent and selective implementation has exposed deep

structural and political flaws in the current international system.

Libya demonstrated that decisive action is possible but also highlighted how poorly defined
mandates and the lack of post-intervention planning can undermine the doctrine’s credibility.
Syria showed the devastating consequences when political rivalries paralyze the Security

Council, leaving populations unprotected despite clear evidence of mass atrocities.

To bridge this credibility gap, the paper has proposed practical reforms: limiting veto misuse,
strengthening preventive measures, empowering regional organizations, and ensuring that
interventions remain strictly focused on civilian protection. These recommendations aim to

restore trust in R2P as a genuine humanitarian tool rather than a geopolitical instrument.

Ultimately, the responsibility to protect reflects a broader commitment to global justice in an
interdependent world. It demands that the international community act not just when
convenient but whenever basic human rights and human dignity are under threat. Translating
“never again” from an empty slogan to an enforceable norm requires sustained political will,

institutional innovation, and unwavering moral resolve.

If these challenges are met with sincerity and collective action, R2P can yet evolve from a
fragile promise into a reliable safeguard for humanity’s most vulnerable — truly bridging

sovereignty and humanitarianism in the 21st century.
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