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Abstract: 

In 2011, the Libyan and Syrian crises caught the attention of the media and international society. 

Whereas the former reached a positive outcome in compliance with the application of the 

Responsibility to Protect norm, the latter continues to claim the lives of thousands of people to 

this day. Despite calls by the international community, China and Russia continue being an 

impediment for the adoption of measures in Syria in the name of the Responsibility to Protect. 

Their arguments are in line with the criticized Libyan intervention. Nevertheless, it is possible that 

the real reasons behind this shift of attitude from one crisis to another, are nothing more than a 

neo-realistic response to regional politics.  
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1. Introduction 

February 2011 saw the outbreak of a crisis that captured the attention of the international 

community. The crisis in Libya was considered a perfect case to endorse the Responsibility to 

Protect (RtoP) norm if forthcoming risks of mass atrocities should arise. Libyan civilians were 

the target of mass atrocities at the hands of government armed forces, the international 

community, as well as governmental and non-governmental organizations, through a series of 

political, economic and later military measures, acted to protect the population, thus respecting 

the RtoP principle. A similar case took place in Syria. The Protests that onset the Syrian crisis, 

which continues to this day, and that started mid-March 2011, were instantly counteracted by 

Syrian security forces, and as in the Libyan crisis, the civilians were victims of attacks and mass 

atrocities. Nevertheless, and unlike Libya, the RtoP principle has not yet been fulfilled in Syria, 

and this crisis that counts its victims by thousands, seems not likely to be resolved through the 

RtoP.  

The responsibility to protect is an initiative that was developed by the United Nations (UN) to 

spread the responsibilities every sovereign state has to their people, and the responsibilities the 

term sovereignty incurs. The initiative was particularly developed to ensure that the member 

states of the United Nations developed national policies to counter crimes against humanity, 

racial-related crimes and other social crimes. The member states that take part in the initiative are 

compelled to protect their society to sustain peace, failure to which the international community 

has the mandate to force the state to pursue the same through possible sanctions. Every state has 

been delegated with the responsibility to protect its people from mass atrocities at whichever 

cost, and sovereignty is not to be used as an excuse for preventing its implementation, by the 

international community, in the event of failure.  

The RtoP as a norm was accepted by general consensus in the 2005 world summit1, and 

resolutions (Res.) passed by the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) and the United 

Nations General Assembly (UNGA) in 2007 and 2009 confirmed this commitment2. The 

international community has been mandated the responsibility to protect and the power to 

                                                            
          1 UNGA. (2005) “World Summit Outcome Document Res. A/60/ L.1” Par. 138-139. 
          2 UNSC & UNGA. (2007, 2009) “Res. S/RES/1755 and R/63/308”.  
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intervene whenever a member state violates its duty to defend its citizens. This initiative has 

recorded remarkable success in a few cases, for instance Darfur, Côte d’Ivoire, and most recently 

Libya, while in others it has failed miserably, such in the cases of Burma and Syria. This failure 

is due to the lack of cooperation among states; nations like Russia and China have used 

sovereignty as an impediment for the implementation of the principle.  

Nowadays the RtoP seems to be on standby, and the Syrian crisis has further complicated this 

status3. Whereas for many, the UN military action in Libya has been a validation of the RtoP 

doctrine, for some critics, Libya is yet another example of selective international concern for 

civilian populations4. Likewise, the criticized excesses in the Libyan intervention, serve as 

obstacles to finding favorable solutions to the Syrian crisis5. The aim of the Responsibility to 

Protect is the detection and prevention of crimes against humanity, war crimes, genocide, and 

ethnic cleansing. The government of both Libya and Syria could not fulfill its primary 

responsibility to protect its own citizens, what ended in civilians being victims of at least one of 

the four delineated crimes.  

 

 

 

 

  

                                                            
          3 Bellamy A., (2012) “RtoP-Dead or Alive” pp. 12. 
          4 Western J., (2011) “After Libya and Syria can the R2P Survive?” 
          5 Bellamy A., (2012) “RtoP-Dead or Alive” pp. 12. 
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1.1 Problem Formulation 

My research problem is concerned with the unwillingness of China and Russia to exercise its 

commitment to the RtoP principle in Syria and with the factors that accounted for a different 

outcomes in the Libyan crisis. Whereas the Libyan case seems to support the claims that the 

international community is willing to fulfill its commitment to the RtoP6, yet the Syrian crisis 

does not. Draft resolutions concerning Syria have been vetoed by China and Russia, and 

abstained by some other members of the UNSC7. The resolutions passed in Libya were made in 

the name of RtoP to deal with the ongoing atrocities in this country, and the ones that failed to 

pass were vetoed in the name of sovereignty.  Henceforth, if the conditions for adopting 

resolutions in the name of RtoP in the mentioned cases were the same, what dynamics drove the 

members of the UNSC that accounted for such different outcomes?  In all cases the government 

of the country could not fulfill its primary responsibility to protect its own citizens and in the 

resolutions adopted the “sovereignty” of the countries was “trespassed”.  

I believe the previous problem formulation to be a very important issue to be studied based on 

the following reasons: 

1. The reality we live today is very different of that reality society lived before or during the 

Cold War. The 20th Century marked a change in the nature of armed conflict: large inter-

state wars were replaced by violent internal conflicts, where the vast majority of 

casualties are now civilians. Since initiatives as the RtoP were born in order to deal with 

the protection of civilians in these conflicts, it is important to establish where this 

initiative lies today, its effectiveness and its future development. This in order to find 

alternative sources, in case of failure, to deal with these issues. 

2. Being the United Nations and thus its Security Council the most important organization 

in these regards, and the one responsible for adopting possible solutions for such crises, 

and taking into consideration the incursion of new powerful actors in the international 

arena such the BRICS8 countries, it is important to determine what factors shape the 

decision making process among the permanent members (P5) of the UNSC. In views of 
                                                            
          6 UNSC. (2011) “Res. S/RES/1970 & S/RES/1973” on Libya.  
          7 ICRtoP. (2013) “Developments at the United Nations since 2005” International Coalition for the Responsibility to Protect. 
          8 Brazil, Russia, India, China & South Africa. 
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addressing a possible restructuration of the Security Council to make the decision making 

process more democratic. 

1.2 Research Question 

Placing a close focus on the responsibility to protect initiative, and addressing the Libyan and 

Syrian crises as cases where the RtoP has been invoked, this paper will explicitly look into the 

following question:  

I. What lies behind the implementation of the Responsibility to Protect norm that accounts 

for the different outcomes in the Libyan and Syrian crises?  

Taking into consideration the outcome of the Syrian crisis in which the RtoP norm has not been 

respected, I further address the following sub-questions:  

a. What arguments do China and Russia give for using their veto in the Syrian 

crisis?  

b. Can Syria be considered a RtoP case?  

c. Why Libya and not Syria?  
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1.3 Previous Research 

Despite being a relatively new norm, the responsibility to protect as a principle, has been 

addressed countless times by diverse authors. Most researches focus on the different debates in 

which the RtoP is wrapped. For instance the meaning of the term sovereignty and how this has 

changed overtime, and the use of military interventions and when and how such interventions 

should be carried out. Likewise, many researches address the general topic of the survival and 

advancement of the RtoP norm per se. The different debates around the RtoP served as a three of 

ideas from which I could feed and which contributed immensely for the building of my research. 

Such was the case with Axworthy’s text, “RtoP and the Evolution of State Sovereignty”. He 

argues that the term sovereignty is being used as an impediment for the advancement of the RtoP 

norm, although its meaning has clearly shifted from non-intervention to the responsibilities the 

state has towards the populations.  

In regards to the current situation of RtoP, Bellamy’s texts9 proved to be of great help. He argues 

that although RtoP as a concept has been widely accepted, it was in Libya when it was fully 

applied for the very first time. Libya represented a triumph for the advancement of the principle. 

He also argue that this was possible due to a confluence of factors, such as the role of 

international organizations, and the international isolation of Libya. This served as a base for 

comparing it to the Syrian crisis in my research, and to determine if these factors were also 

present in Syria. He further affirms that the failure in Syria do not represent a setback for the 

norm. It simply means that it needs to be re-defined.  

The work “Russia, Syria and the Doctrine of Intervention” written by Samuel Charap addresses 

other kind of issues which seemed relevant for the elaboration of my thesis. He argues here that 

Russia’s main motivation for vetoing the resolutions in Syria are of geo-strategic political 

interests. Russia is not willing to yield greater regional influence to USA. Instead they use every 

power they have, as in the UNSC, to maintain the status-quo in the region. This assumption 

served its purpose when comparing it to the Libya crisis to determine if there were also interests 

behind the implementation of the RtoP norm through a resolution of intervention. 

                                                            
          9 Libya and the Responsibility to Protect: The exception and the Norm (2011); The New Politics of Protection? Côte d'Ivoire, Libya and the  
            Responsibility to Protect (2011); RtoP-Dead or Alive? (2012). 
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I believe the material chosen for the elaboration of my thesis, although not addressing 

specifically the topic in question, fits perfectly in the question formulation. I based this in the fact 

that I try to determine what factors accounted for the different outcome in the crises of Libya and 

Syria, and these material touches upon it. Bellamy attributes the exit of the outcome in Libya to 

external factors, Charap attributes the outcome of Syria to self-interest. This gives place for 

argumentation and comparison, and provides me with the tools for reaching a satisfactory 

answer. 

To conclude, I did not consider the RtoP debate on military measures and its scope useful for the 

elaboration of my thesis. Therefore I exclude it in its totality. However, the great number of 

researches done in the name of the RtoP and all its debates, although not addressing directly my 

chosen topic per-se, did contribute immensely for the development and the final outcome of my 

thesis. The work of “less known scholars”, as well as graduated students’ theses, served as 

inspiration and provided my thesis with great inputs. Whereas some of them were used as 

references for the building of my analysis, some others were not; this in order to provide my 

research with a higher validity but without disregarding the worthiness of their works.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Libya, Syria and the Responsibility to Protect: A Case Study to determine what accounted for the different 
outcomes. 

 
7 

Jhonatan A. Aranda Garcia, Jhoara10@student.hh.se 

1.4 Delimitations 

Due to the fact that my work is built on a qualitative research study, and conducted through a 

comparative case study, the elaboration of this thesis encountered several limitations. The first, 

and perhaps the most important limitation, is that this approach relies on personal interpretation 

of data and inferences. Hence, the results may not be generalizable, might be difficult to test 

them for validity –a crucial feature of every single research –, and rarely offer a problem-solving 

prescription. I, however, try through academic discourses written by authors of great prestige 

within the field, and primary source material, to provide my research with the needed validity. 

However, the aim of this paper is not to solve a problem, neither it is to make a general 

assumption in regards to its results. Instead, this paper focus in broadening the reader’s 

understanding to help him/her reach a higher degree of knowledge in regards to the topic in 

question. The aim is then not to answer why the RtoP norm is not respected despite being widely 

accepted but to reach an understanding around the factors that accounting for the different 

outcomes in Libya and Syria. 

Furthermore, I am well aware of the possible subjectivity in terms to the implementation, 

presentation, and evaluation of a case study research. Relying on one or a few subjects as a basis 

for cognitive extrapolations runs the risk of inferring too much from what might be 

circumstance. To overcome this, the two cases compared where very carefully chosen in respond 

to specific features. They both are not only recent cases but also their crises arose almost at the 

same time (February and March 2011). Likewise, both cases greatly caught the attention of the 

international community. Furthermore, the cases were chosen in relation to the features that 

characterized them as a case in which the RtoP should be implemented. For instance, mass 

atrocities committed against civilians, and the lack of willing or capability of the hosting 

government to protect their citizens against these crimes against humanity.  

By choosing these two cases which are very similar in essence and timing, but with a very 

different outcome, I avoided interpretation biases in terms of causal effects. I focused in the 

analysis of texts exclusively on the cases mentioned and on the RtoP norm as subject, by 

addressing these specific texts better and more trustable sources of information were obtained. 

The other instances in which the RtoP has been adopted or not respected did not had place in my 
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analysis. They occurred in different periods, were geographically long-distance separated, and 

experienced a mixture of dynamics and outcomes. These characteristics make these cases 

questionable, since the outcomes regarding the RtoP may be attribute to regional and 

international world’s politics dynamics of the time.  

I am aware that total objectivity is hard to achieve given the method chosen for this analysis and 

due to the fact that the sources chosen were analyzed and interpreted by a person whose 

experiences, cultural backgrounds, or believes might have influenced the development of the 

analysis. Keeping this in mind I was forced to exclude some of the material I had collected that 

did not meet the credibility and authenticity necessary for the development of a thesis. Such was 

the case of online articles without author, news that seemed to have mistaken facts, or texts 

written by persons who are not known well enough or at all within the field. Likewise I exclude 

texts that address another crises. I am aware that the norm RtoP has been called upon in many 

other occasions. However, the scope of my work is limited to the crises of Syria and Libya. 

Therefore I only use documents or texts that had something to do with any of the crises or with 

the RtoP norm alone.  

Finally, I came along about a time delimitation in the case of the Syrian crisis. Given the fact this 

is an ongoing crisis that it daily makes the front page of worldwide newspapers, I found myself 

forced to limit my case comparison to the analysis of the draft resolutions of the UNSC vetoed in 

2011 and 2012. This does not mean however, that I did not make use of the current situation of 

Syria to prove a point or to make a statement. Nonetheless, my analysis will not be focusing in 

the “eventual” adoption of a resolution on Syria, neither will it on the current situation.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 

The main purpose of this thesis is to determine what might have motivated Russia and China not 

to respect the principle of Responsibility to Protect in Syria, despite there being a consensus on 

the application of the norm. For this purpose, I conduct my research from a neo-realist and 

social-constructivist perspective. These theories are completely opposite to each other. Social 

constructivism argues that reality is not given; instead it is being shaped and filled with social 

values, norms and assumptions, rather than pure individual thought or meaning as neo-realism 

claims. Put it differently, constructivists emphasize a social ontology instead of an individualist 

one. Furthermore, whereas neo-realists argue that the system is anarchical, for constructivists 

anarchy is a result. This result might then be changed into cooperation, as human could be 

organized on a cooperative basis rather than competitive basis. These theories proved helpful 

when analyzing what factors might have influenced the decision making process of Russia and 

China in regards to the crises of Libya and Syria. I believe that the outcomes of both crises are 

due to the factors that influence the decision making process when passing a resolution in the 

name of the RtoP. In other words, the decision making process can be accounted responsible for 

the success and failure of the RtoP in Libya and Syria respectively. Therefore, neo-realism and 

social-constructivism make room for such analysis and provide the necessary tools to reach a 

satisfactory answer.  

2.1 Neo-Realism 

The prefix "neo", present in the name of the theoretical current discussed below, indicates that 

this theory is a reformulation of a previous traditional theory: realism. Keohane argues that the 

reformulation of realism maintains the main assumptions of classical realism: the states –rational 

and autonomous units–, are the main actors in international politics; power is the main analytical 

category within the theory; and anarchy is the defining feature of the international system10.  

Realists argue that the constraints on politics are imposed by human selfishness and the absence 

of an international government11. Hence, states behavior is conditioned to its self-interested 

nature. This behavior can in theory be predicted if one take into account the three assumptions of 

                                                            
          10 Keohane R., (1986) “Theory of World Politics: Structural Realism and Beyond” pp. 163. 
          11 Gilpin R., (1981) “War & Change in World Politics” pp. 30. 
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Hobbes classical realism. The first claims that all men are equal, which could be re-written to all 

states are equal since states are driven by persons. These equality is measure in the sense that 

even the weakest state has the strength to harm the strongest, either by conspiracy or by alliance 

with other states. The second assumption says that these states interact in anarchy, without the 

regulation of an international government. The last assumption argues that the nature of men is 

motivated by competition, diffidence and glory12.  Following these assumptions - equal actors 

interacting in anarchy and driven by competition –one can assume that state behavior will always 

be characterized by violent conflict.  

Due to the conflictive nature of the state in classical realism, the rational state behavior is based 

on the accumulation of military resources and the ability to use it to coerce and control other 

states in the anarchical system .This power serves both as a mean and as an end when pursuing 

the state interests necessary for its survival. Given the fact that each state will pursuit 

accumulation of power, this will never be distributed equitably in the system, making states 

unsure about the capabilities of other states. Therefore the mode of interaction in the anarchical 

system is based on power balancing or by bandwagon. Balancing is defined as allying with 

others against a prevailing threat, whereas bandwagoning refers to alignment with the source of 

danger13. National security is enhanced when military capabilities are distributed so that ‘none’ 

state is strong enough to dominate all others14.  

Realism then argues that politics have invariable laws rooted in human nature, where the lust for 

power to achieve own interests is wide and strong. Here the state stands as a structure that 

transmitted its lust for power to the international sphere. This results in an anarchical 

international system where all international relations are derived from the necessity to survive 

rather than progress15, which makes international relations conflictive. However, unlike realism, 

theory that views states behavior directed by its self-interested nature, neo-realism emphasizes 

the importance of the structure of the international system, which is said to be anarchic, and its 

role as the primary determinant of state behavior.  

                                                            
          12 Hobbes T., (1651) “Leviathan” Par. 1, 7, 8. 
          13 Walt M S., (1987) “The Origins of Alliances” pp. 17. 
          14 Kegley W. C., Wittkopf R. E., (2005) “World Politics: Trends and Transformation” p. 503.  
          15 Baylis J. Smith S. & Owens P., (2008) “Globalization of World Politics”. 



Libya, Syria and the Responsibility to Protect: A Case Study to determine what accounted for the different 
outcomes. 

 
11 

Jhonatan A. Aranda Garcia, Jhoara10@student.hh.se 

It has been more than thirty years since Kenneth Waltz attempted to explain the nature of 

international relations through its structural based "Neorealist" theory, also known as structural 

realism. Waltz’s theory is built in the separation of the state level, composed of units, from the 

systems level, composed of a structure, where possible results in international dynamics are to be 

found, relieving the causes of such results to a subsystem level16. This structure is further divided 

in three dimensions.  

The first dimension is the international level and is defined by the ordering principle of anarchy. 

With no overarching global authority that provides security and stability in international 

relations, world politics is not formally and hierarchically organized. However, Anarchy does not 

imply the presence of chaos and disorder. It simply refers to the absence of a world 

government17. There is no formal central authority in the international system controlling the 

behavior of the actors, thus every sovereign state is formally equal. The roles of these actors are 

similar in terms of the objectives pursued, and the ability of these actors to achieve their ends is 

determined by the distribution of power18 These states act according to the logic of self-help19, 

therefore, the behavior of the units (states) in the system is better explained through the system 

structural constraints, than through their attributes or characteristics20. 

As argued by Waltz, an anarchic structure has two main implications. Firstly, the international 

system is a self-help system where every actor look after itself. This system is thus made up of 

egotistic units, who primarily seek to survive. Sovereign states are thus the constitutive units of 

the international system, and the primary actors in world politics. Therefore, the organizing 

principle of the international structure is ‘anarchy’, and this ‘structure’ is defined in terms of 

states. Secondly, states perpetually feel threatened by a potential attack from others21, which 

brings us to the second dimension.  

In the second dimension Waltz assumes that states are security seekers and that the distribution 

of power on the state level, in contrast with the international system, is being distributed 

hierarchically. In this dimension, however, there are two debates in relation to the nature of the 

                                                            
          16 Waltz K., (1979) “Theory of International Politics” pp. 43. 
          17 Ibid. pp. 88. 
          18 Buzan B., Jones C. & Little R., (1993) “The Logic of Anarchy: Neorealism to Structural Realism” pp. 67.  
          19 Mearsheimer J.J., (1995) “The False Promise of International Institutions” pp. 11. 
           20 Waltz K., (1979) “Theory of International Politics” pp. 89-97. 
          21 Ibid. pp. 88-93. 
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security seekers states. The first one, known as defensive, argues that anarchy encourages states 

to adopt defensive, moderate, and restrained strategies22 when pursuing their interests. Defensive 

realists maintain that states seek to maximize security and preserve the existing distribution of 

power, while eluding relative losses due to the shift in their relative position and ranking in the 

international system23. The second one is referred to as offensive realism. Here states maximize 

power, influence, and wealth, to become more secured in a world of anarchy. The best way for a 

state to increase its odds of survival is to become the most powerful state24.  

As states are security seeking –rational actors who seek to assure their own survival– they tend to 

copy each other on the unit level, thus leading to a balancing behavior25. However, if we take 

into account that a security seeking actor must also be a power maximizer, and that Waltz clearly 

says that states are not assumed to be power maximizers26, states must then, at least in practice, 

seek only relative security in comparison to other states. This can be achieved on their own or 

through the establishment of alliances against common enemies27. Consequently, this security 

seeking nature forces states to be cautious of international cooperation and international 

organizations. For neo-realists like Bordner, there are only two instances in which cooperation 

would be achieved: when state security is not placed at risk, and when concessions or side 

payments are made to reward a government for entering into an agreement in which relative 

gains are obtained. The problem lies in ensuring that the state is in fact secure; therefore, states-

units will be concerned about the relative gains made by other states through military and 

economic cooperation28. Put it differently, cooperation among states is rational in the face of a 

common enemy; and since states’ leaders “periodically” change and the relations between 

governments also change, current friends may turn to be tomorrow's enemies.  

It is precisely for this assumptions that this theory is relevant to the problem formulated. If an 

intervention in Syria represents a national security risk for Russia and China, the cooperation in 

the UNSC to pass a resolution in the name of the RtoP, will not be achieved. Likewise, the 

intervention in Libya might have entailed larger gains in line with the interests of the members of 

                                                            
          22 Jervis R., (1979) “Systems Theories and Diplomatic History” 
          23 Lobell E. S., (2010) “Structural Realism/Offensive and Defensive Realism” pp. 6658. 
          24 Ibid pp. 6653. 
          25 Waltz K., (1979) “Theory of International Politics” 
          26 Ibid. 
          27 Bordner B., (1997)“Rethinking Neorealist Theory: Order Within Anarchy” 
          28 Bordner B.,(1997) “Rethinking Neorealist Theory: Order Within Anarchy” 
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the UNSC, thus the success of its implementation.  Neo-realists argue that little is to be achieved 

via international organizations such the United Nations. They do not believe these institutions 

can mitigate the limiting effects of anarchy in international cooperation, which is not so easy to 

achieve and to keep, and it is conditioned to the capacities of the state29. The states-units do not 

want their roles and actions to be dictated and restricted by international organizations and 

regimes30, which clearly gives a strong emphasis on sovereignty issues, and place national 

sovereignty as a crucial feature for neo-realists.   

In the third dimension of Waltz's structural theory, it is argued that the distribution of power is 

basically determined by the distribution of capabilities measured by the number of great powers 

within the international system. This specific distribution is a vital factor in the actions and 

reactions of the state-units31 when pursuing their own interest. In struggling for security, states 

seek to expand their capabilities vis-à-vis rival states. Thus ensuring territorial, economic and 

military security constitutes the national interest priority of a state. Simultaneously, the level of 

capability a state holds vis-à-vis others, forces or motivates states to pursue such interests. In 

turn, the scope and ambition of a country’s interests are driven by its level of capability32. This 

distribution of power can be easily observed in the Security Council of the United Nations, and 

how the decisions made in it may be conditioned to the interests of its members. Hence, the 

crises of Libya and Syria and their different outcomes, can very well be in line with the interests 

of the members of the UNSC. 

As mention before in the beginning of this chapter, Keohane argues that neo-realism retain 

realism’s three basic constants. The most important actors in world politics are territorially 

organized entities or states; the behavior of states is rational; and states seek power and calculate 

their interests in terms of power33. However, it is the ability to pursue their interests (national 

security, self-preservation and welfare, internal economic and social status, etc.) what 

differentiate one state from another. A given state will try to find an optimal point in which it can 

combine the attainment of its objectives depending on the costs and benefits of it, that is, through 

                                                            
          29 Baldwin D., (1993) “Neorealism and neoliberalism: The contemporary debate” 
          30 Bordner B., (1997) “Rethinking Neorealist Theory: Order Within Anarchy” 
          31 Waltz K., (1979) “Theory of International Politics” 
          32 Telhami S., (2003) “An Essay on Neorealism and Foreign Policy” pp. 109. 
          33 Keohane R., (1986) “Theory of World Politics: Structural Realism and Beyond” pp. 163. 
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a rational analysis34. In another words, the more capabilities the country has, not only military 

but also political and economic, the better chances it has to achieve cooperation and to succeed 

in the pursuing of its own interests. Provided that such cooperation is favorable for the 

“wellbeing” of the state.   

2.2 Social Constructivism  

There is a reason why I decided to use the social constructivist approach as a tool of analysis for 

my research. Unlike neo-realism, social Constructivism exalts the role of identities, ideas, 

interests and perceptions that determine the actions of states in their interaction with each other35. 

This argument is of great importance if one takes into account that this research aims to 

understand the decisions made in the UNSC in regards to the crises in Libya and Syria, and that 

accounted for such different outcomes. Constructivism is not based on the belief that reality is 

fixed, instead suggests that the social environment is created by humans and is therefore alterable 

by their decisions and actions36. The neo-realistic approach would incur into basing every 

decision being made in the UNSC on personal interests. This automatically neglects the meaning 

interaction has among actors. Social facts, such as passing resolutions on interventions, vetoing 

them, or the simple meaning of sovereignty, are dependent on agreement37, and can be 

transformed by a wide variety of factors38. For instance the rules under those agreements are 

being conducted, the identities of the actors, the ideas and perception of interests, etc.   

This reliance in norms of constructivism, and the fact that my research question deals directly 

with the non-compliance of one widely accepted norm, makes of this theory a great complement 

for my research. Social Constructivism captures the importance international institutions has in 

the construction of reality. The decisions made in the name of the RtoP that had an effect in 

Libya and Syria were made in an international body driven by agreed norms. Therefore I expect 

social constructivism to be of great help to determine what lies behind the implementation of the 

RtoP norm in the cases of Libya and Syria. If policies driven by self-interest as neo-realists 

argues, or if contrary, the interaction of actors somehow constructed such outcomes. 
                                                            
          34 Gilpin R., (1981) “War & Change in World Politics” pp. 19-20. 
          35 Ramirez C., (2009) “Social-constructivism, a Theory to Study International Politics or a Scheme for the Analysis of States’ Foreign Policy?” 
           36 Brown R. V., (2010) “The Reflective Critique of Positivist IR Theory” 
          37 Barnett M., (2005) “Social constructivism” pp. 259. 
          38 Wendt A., (1992), “Anarchy is what states make of it: The Social Construction of Power Politics” 
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In 1992, the theoretical sphere of international relations was shaken by the publication of 

Alexander Wendt’s article Anarchy is what states make of it, which directly targeted the realistic 

rhetoric, guilty of the selfish and violent structure of the international system. Wendt argues, that 

even if the international system is anarchical, and that what matters in an anarchical system is 

security, the foreign policy resulting out of these matters do not necessarily has to be realist39; 

what states make of this anarchy is a matter of social construction40. Anarchy is then an inter-

subjective development of states. These structures composed by the convergence of perceptions, 

identities and interests socially formed, act differently towards those who are friends or enemies. 

Thus, attending to the meanings given to these constructions; some represent a threat and some 

not.  Likewise, states are personifications of human beings and to whom psychological qualities, 

such as the formation of identities and interests, have been given.41 Hence, the international 

system seen by constructivists is based on a set of inter-subjective ideas, which not only give rise 

to interactions between actors but also regulate them. 

Social constructivism, the “fastest growing oppositional movement within IR theory”42, could 

also be called ‘structural idealism’. Social structures cannot be reduced simply to the actions of 

individuals because these actions are determined by shared ideas, which also are structures, 

rather than material forces43. A social structure is a social organization based on established 

forms of social interaction between different kinds of relationships, and controlled through 

accepted norms and shared values44. For instance an international organization, the relationship 

among employers and employees, parents and kids, law and the state, etc. Idealism demands the 

role of ideas in world politics to be taken seriously. The material and ideological forces that 

define the world, both social structures, are formed from collective ideas such as knowledge, 

symbols, language and norms; and the meaning and construction of material reality depends on 

their interpretation, thus social constructions. For instance: states debate what is balance of 

power, what does it mean and how they should respond to it.  

 

                                                            
          39 Wendt A., (1999) “Social Theory of International Politics” 
          40 Wendt A., (1992) “Anarchy is What States Make of it: The Social Construction of Power Politics” 
          41 Ibid.; Wendt A., (1998) “On Constitution and Causation in International Relations” 
          42 Brown C., (2005) “Understanding International Relations” pp. 48. 
          43 Wendt A., (1999) “Social Theory of International Politics” pp. 7. 
          44 Radcliff-Brown., (1940) “On social Structures” 
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Moreover, Constructivism argues that the world is irreducibly social and cannot be decomposed 

into the properties of the existing players. It recognizes that agents have some autonomy and 

their interactions help to build, play and transform structures. Hence the importance lies in how 

mutual understandings and identities appear and the ways in which the advance of ideas and the 

establishment of norms construct them. Put it differently, constructivists tend to think in the 

association between human interaction and the production of structures; identities are never 

fixed, they are simply constructed45.  

Constructivists maintain that the structure of the international system is composed primarily of 

ideas, used as norms by which States communicate with each other and coordinate their 

actions46. For instance, political action not only depends on the physical capacities, it also 

requires a framework of meaning that allows the acknowledgment of such capabilities as a 

behavior with intent and meaning, and that provide guidelines for state actions in respond to their 

interests. Through the internationalization of norms, known as the “constitutive effect of 

norms47”, actors are able to procure their identities and establish what their interests are, making 

of them a social construction. Constructivism analyzes then international society in view of an 

international regulatory structure where the constitutive rules shape and modify the interests of 

each state. It is for this reason that constructivists will highlight the normative component or 

structure ideas. 

The interpretation of a rule is not a mechanical process, is always marked by the personal 

condition of an actor, and not only has the capacity of reproducing regulatory structures, but also 

have the ability to modify them with its own practice. It is worth noting that the structure 

constitutes the actors and gives meaning to their actions and vice versa; the actors through their 

own practices, generate the structure, reproducing or transforming it in time, according to their 

intentions and actions. Constructivism understands that the creation of actors is due to the social 

interaction among themselves, so their identities and interests are not previous to such 

interaction, instead they arise as something fundamental to social exchanges48. This rhetoric can 

be very well applied to the crises being analyzed. A widely accepted norm such as the RtoP 

                                                            
          45 Rosamond B., (2006) “New Theories of Integration” pp. 130.  
          46 Wendt A., (1999) “Social Theory of International Politics” pp. 107-109. 
          47 Rosamond B., (2006) “New Theories of Integration” pp. 131. 
           48 Parsons C., (2010) “Constructivism and Interpretive Theory” pp. 85. 
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produced two very different outcomes. The reason might well be behind the interpretation of the 

norm, as constructivism argues, which might have accounted for the veto of Russia and China. 

These actors might have transformed the structure through their own understanding of the 

principle of RtoP, and according to their intentions and actions.  

Once the structure has been institutionalized can be difficult to change it. Nevertheless, the 

notion that identities and interests consisting of collective meanings are always in process, 

depending of the actors’ actions for their reproduction, remains essential in the constructivist 

approach. Through dynamics of construction and reconstruction, the actors eventually modify 

the structure making of institutions meaningful social constructs49, which come to be “inter-

subjective” formations, capable of changing identities and the interests of states. Hence, whereas 

states can be defined by sovereignty and sovereignty by the interactions and the practices of 

states, yet neither of them must be understood as fixed and immutable facts. Sovereignty must 

not be seen as an invariable momentary reality but as a reality subject to processes of 

reproduction and transformation through the practice of states. 

Constructivism supports the idea that the social world, or more specifically the international 

system, is a human construct based on shared ideas. In this sense social facts exist because inter-

subjectively we attach certain meanings or functions to certain objects and actions. Once we 

represent them collectively, giving them a life, they become a social reality, with real 

consequences. These inter-subjective meanings have structural properties to the extent that 

define the relative forms of social reality, making certain actions acceptable or unacceptable, 

feasible or not feasible, and conceivable or unconceivable50. Following this oratory, 

constructivism may be of great help when analyzing the crisis of Libya and Syria, similar in the 

sense that in both were invoked the RtoP, but that reached such different outcomes.  

 

 

 

                                                            
          49 Parsons C., (2010) “Constructivism and Interpretive Theory” pp. 80. 
          50 Sodupe K., (2003) “International Relations Theory in the beginning of the XXI Century” pp. 166. 
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3. Methodology 

Throughout this chapter I describe the method by which I have written my thesis. Likewise it 

will be outline the kind of research I have conducted, the working technique and the material 

sources I chose. The importance of this chapter lies in the necessity of providing the reader with 

a clear outline of how this paper was written and the basis on which the material was selected or 

neglected. This facilitates the reader’s understanding, and provide him/her with a valuable tool 

that can be reach any time during the reading of this paper. I believe the method chapter to be of 

great importance, since it gives value to the thesis and grants it with authenticity and credibility.  

3.1 Qualitative Research 

This research project is aimed to provide an in-depth understanding about the factors that lie 

behind the implementation of the RtoP norm that accounted for two different outcomes in the 

Libyan and Syrian crises. For this purpose I chose to conduct a qualitative research based on a 

comparative case study concerning the crises of Libya and Syria and their relation to the RtoP 

resolutions passed and vetoed in the UNSC. Such comparative case study aimed to find out, with 

help of neo-realism and social constructivism theory, why the RtoP norm was applied in Libya 

but not in Syria, and the reasons behind the vetoes of Russia and China. Qualitative 

investigations address reality in its natural context, as it happens, trying to make sense of, or 

interpret, phenomena according to the meanings they have for the actors involved51. Therefore, 

my analysis is of an interpretative character. The accounted factors involving the dynamics 

concerning the rejection of the RtoP in Syria will be mentioned and interpreted, providing the 

reader a deeper understanding on these issues. 

Given the fact that quantitative researches rely on the observation and measurement of repeated 

incidents of a political phenomenon52, and that the RtoP is an essentially a new norm without a 

higher degree of implementation, lacking repeatability; a quantitative approached was rejected. 

In my selected topic there was not an abstraction of properties or variables to be analyzed using 

appropriate statistical techniques for its description and to determine correlations.  Contrary, the 

                                                            
          51 Bernard H. R., (2000) “Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches” 
          52 John P., (2010) “Quantitative Methods” pp. 268. 
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issues at hand required a deeper understanding in the comparison of two specific cases with two 

very different outcomes, making the quantitative approach not suitable for this study.  

Relying in the centrality of meaning, context and history, qualitative researches seek to explain 

the outcomes in individual cases53, or what is known as ‘causes-of-effects’ form of explanation. 

However, not all qualitative researches give priority to causality, some reject causal analysis and 

instead, seek, as the main goal of the investigation, the interpretation of meaning and to provide 

understanding, rather than explanation54. My intention is to use then the theory of neo-realism 

and social constructivism as a tools that can help me reach such understanding. In order to 

facilitate this I decided to put together the following table: 

 
         Table 1: Theoretical Comparative Scheme 

The previous table is crossed comparison between both theories in which it could be observed 

their core features and the relation to the institution being analyzed, thus the UNSC. This visual 

comparison proved to be very effective when conducting the analysis of this thesis, hence the 

comparison case study, facilitating it and making it more effective.  

                                                            
          53 Vromen A., (2010) “Debating Methods: Rediscovering Qualitative Approaches” pp. 255. 
          54 Ibid. pp. 256. 
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3.2 Comparative Case Study 

To come with a definition of what a case study is, proves to be much harder task than the 

analysis of the case study itself. The term case on its own, may be a single object, a data point, or 

a cause or consequence of a given situation. Then again, it may be an exclusively limited 

phenomenon in a historical or geographical sense55, for instance the Golf War, or the Palestinian-

Israeli crisis. Put together with the term study does not simplify its meaning, contrary, allows for 

a greater number of definitions. Thus, a case study may be “an in-depth, multifaceted 

investigation, using qualitative research methods, of a single social phenomenon56”, it might 

emphasize on within-case analysis to estimate claims about causal procedures57, and, as a single 

case study, and in contrast to experimental and statistical approaches; it may be connected with 

the comparative method58. 

Case studies usually observe the interplay of factors in order to provide as complete an 

understanding of an event or situation as possible. This is achieved through an in-depth 

description of the entity being evaluated, the circumstances under which it is used, the 

characteristics of the actors involved in it, and the nature of the community in which it is 

located59. It also involves interpreting the meaning of demographic and descriptive data such as 

community values, ingrained attitudes, cultural norms, motives, etc. This process should not be 

concerned with the discovery of a universal, generalizable truth that might be applicable to other 

cases or the search for a cause-effect relationships; this is not the purpose of a case study60. 

Contrary, the strength of case studies lies in the clarification of causal mechanism within an 

identified context, while maintaining a high conceptual validity61.  

Hence, I conducted a comparative case study between the crises in Libya and Syria, to determine 

why the application of the RtoP principle within the UNSC threw such different outcomes: Res. 

1970 & 1973 of the UNSC in support of an intervention in Libya, and the veto for passing 

resolutions supporting possible interventions in Syria, thus violating the RtoP norm.  The design 

                                                            
          55 Kaarbo J & Beasley K. R., (1999) “A Practical Guide to the Comparative Case Study Method in Political Psychology” pp. 372.  
          56 Orum et al., (1991) “Introduction: The Nature of the Case Study” pp. 2. 
          57 George A.  & Mackeon T. J., (1985) “Case Studies and Theories of Organizational Decision Making” 
          58 Lijhart A., (1971, 1975) “Comparative Politics and the Comparative Method” & “The Comparative-case Strategy in Comparative     
             Research”  
          59 Bennet A & George L. A., (2004) “Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences” 
          60 Ibid. pp. 30-31. 
          61 Ibid. pp. 19-21. 
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of a comparative case study is simple. The study objects are, in this case, the Libya and Syria’s 

crises, both being similar in many aspects as it can be observed in table 2, but different in their 

outcomes in regards to the implementation of the RtoP. This difference become the focus of 

examination. The goal is to find out why the outcome of these crises differ, revealing the general 

underlying structure that generates or allows such a variation. In this case the use of the neo-

realistic and/or social-constructivism theory as tools of analysis, to determine reason why the 

RtoP principle seems not to be respected despite its broad acceptance.  

 
  Table 2: Case Study Scheme  

Although a case study is a suitable method for this thesis due to the uniqueness of the situation, it 

does not have a balance between specificity and causality. This unbalance gives rise to criticism 

on the method since in-depth analysis produces several variables without establishing the distinct 

causality of them62.  

However, the purpose of this thesis is not to make statements along dependent or independent 

variables. Contrary, it aims to reach an understanding of what factors have greater influence 

within the decision making process in the Security Council of the United Nations, which in turn 

accounts for the lack of respectability of the Responsibility to Protect norm. To achieve this, I 

had to make a theoretically based interpretation of the interpretations of the actors involved by 

taking into account their very different contexts, drawing my conclusions from the material 

itself. In another words, the goal achieved was to demonstrate that interpretation is not simply a 

function of context but also has an impact on that context empirically; which proved difficult to 

                                                            
          62 Bennet A & George L. A., (2004) “Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences” pp. 25. 
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achieve due to the necessity of separating context from interpretation. Thus the importance of the 

material chosen.  

3.3 Material 

To provide my thesis with conviction and accuracy I procured to collect the material used from 

first hand sources of information such as the United Nations Data base, and the well-known 

international coalition for the responsibility to protect (ICRtoP). Primary source documents are 

original documents produced by political actors, policy making agencies or non-governmental 

organizations63. In general, these sources are considered to be documents that mirror the position 

of an actor64. As primary source of documentation I used the archival records of the UNSC 

resolutions and statements regarding the crisis in Libya. The Security Council resolutions are 

adopted formal statements in which the opinion and will of the organ is expressed. They 

normally consists of a preamble, where it takes place the considerations on the basis of which 

action is taken, and an operative part, where the opinion of the organ or the action to be taken is 

stated. These resolutions can be both, on procedural and non-procedural matters, being the first 

one adopted on the basis of an affirmative vote by any nine Council members, and the later if 

nine or more of the fifteen Council members vote for the resolution, and if it is not vetoed by any 

of the five permanent members (P5)65.  

Taking into consideration that resolutions regarding the implementation of the RtoP directly 

imply procedural matters, and that Syrian resolutions of this kind were not adopted, I used failed 

draft resolutions and official statements in regards to Syria. A draft resolution is a working 

process resolution brought up but any of the members of the United Nations, or a coalition of 

them, to consideration and possible adoption by the UNSC66. A statement is clear and simple 

written declaration in which members express their position in regards to certain topics. They are 

usually issue when it is politically inexpedient to pass an actual binding resolution. Although 

they carry very little weight, statements serve to know the positions of members in given 

matters67. 

                                                            
          63 Vromen A., (2010) “Debating Methods: Rediscovering Qualitative Approaches” pp. 261. 
         64 Ibid. pp. 262. 
         65 UN. (1945) “United Nations Charter” Art. 27. 
         66 AMUN. “Chapter Six: Draft Resolutions, Amendments Reports and Statements” pp. 20.    
          67 AMUN. “Chapter Six: Draft Resolutions, Amendments Reports and Statements” pp. 23. 
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As secondary sources I chose academic articles on the subject of RtoP and the crises in question, 

newspapers articles, books, chapters in books, and dissertations. These academic articles were 

obtain from different datasets such as Jstor, Oxford Journals, and Sage Journals. Likewise the 

books and single chapters of books were obtained from online libraries, public libraries and some 

others I own. Newspapers articles and dissertations were obtained from the internet basically.  

I based the selection of my sources following four different criteria. The first of all is 

authenticity. This was confirmed by looking for factors such as internal consistencies of 

presentations and styles, and consistency of the origin of the documents (issued by the UN, the 

ICRtoP or any recognized authorship). The second characteristic I looked for was credibility. 

Since primary source of documentation lacks analysis68, the credibility of these sources was 

obtain hand by hand with its authenticity. However, in the secondary sources I look for 

accurateness and reliability of facts in every document used. In third place I looked for 

representativeness. I made sure that my sources were typical of their genre. When finding an 

atypical case, I tried to understand the particular interpretation of the text to judge if it fits within 

my research. Finally I looked at meaning. I only used sources whose content were clearly and 

comprehensibly understandable in relation to the social and political contexts within they were 

produced. 

Furthermore, the secondary sources were also chosen based on their content. I gave emphasis to 

the bilateral relations between the permanent members of the UNSC –especially Russia and 

China– and Syria and Libya. Likewise, the international opinion was also taken into account 

when choosing the sources. The reason behind this specific filtering of information lied in the 

theories chosen. Neo-realism emphasizes the different manifestations of self-interests policies, 

which could be observed when analyzing the bilateral relations among actors and the possible 

incentives for vetoing or adopting resolutions. In the other hand, social constructivism argues 

that reality is shaped by social changes and that interaction among actors may lead to unexpected 

outcomes. By choosing sources based on the opinion of the international community, I take into 

account the possibility of influencing the decision making process in the UNSC through 

dynamics of interaction.  

                                                            
          68 Vromen A., (2010) “Debating Methods: Rediscovering Qualitative Approaches” pp. 262. 
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These texts were analyzed keeping in mind that they come from one or more "organizing minds" 

who have decided to express certain ideas in certain ways. They were also analyzed according to 

their functional value. Priority was given to texts in which stronger relations to my topic were 

found, those that appear to be less objective, and those that yield conclusive and similar results to 

another documents. This validates their reliability due to the possibility of replication. During the 

analyses of my documents I took into consideration social practices in terms of hegemony and 

power. This in order to determine if the language and context reflected a broader political or 

ideological setting. I made sure I understood the point the authors wanted to convey. 

Consequently I addressed the disclosing of the sources, making sure their arguments were well 

presented and supported. In regards to newspapers articles, I avoid to use them as much as 

possible. However, if I was to use any as a reference, I first read it several times to avoid errors 

of information, and I only took into account those of larger circulation and greater prestige.   

Having made clear that my sources were chosen on base of their credibility, authenticity, 

representativeness, meaning, and content of the texts, I now offer some examples of these 

selected sources. For the elaboration of my theoretical chapter, I chose Kenneth Waltz; 

Alexander Wendt; C. Brown; R. Keohane; and B. Buzan among others. For the development of 

the analysis I used resolutions, draft resolutions and statements from the UNSC on the crises of 

Libya and Syria. Equally I chose Alex J. Bellamy, Samuel Charap, and Gareth Evans, among 

many others.  

To avoid generalizations in regards to the RtoP and its several debates, such as the importance of 

sovereignty and the current state of the norm, all the material collected had a clear connection to 

the topic being researched. This material was further codified, that is systematically searched for 

data to identify and/or categorize specific observable actions or characteristics. These observable 

actions then become the key of my study. Once these keys were identified they were analyzed to 

further on be validated through the secondary sources and previous researches, and through my 

own reflections upon my work.  
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4. Background 

Taking into consideration that my research questions relates to the application of a widely 

accepted principle known as Responsibility to Protect, it is important that the reader become 

familiar with what this norm entails. This is precisely the function of this chapter. In this section 

the reader is provided with a concise and brief description of what the RtoP principle stands for 

and how it came to be. Furthermore, and due to the fact that the problem formulation addresses 

two specific cases, Libya and Syria, this chapter also provides a brief account of facts of both 

crises. My purpose then is to prepare the reader with some previous knowledge in regards to the 

topic in question. This is done in order to facilitate the reader’s understanding of the upcoming 

chapter.  

On September 20, 1999, the former United Nations Secretary-General Kofi A. Annan, in his 

Annual Report to the General Assembly, called for a better policy of intervention in humanitarian 

crises and a consensus in the Security Council;69 this in regards to the adoption of resolutions for 

the prevention and intervention in conflicts where the civilian population is affected.70 This call 

was a response to the dramatic events occurred in the previous years, as well as the broadly 

experienced geo-political, economic, technological, and environmental world’s transformation. 

The term Responsibility to Protect was first presented by the Canadian government in the report 

of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) in December 

2001. Based on Francis Deng's idea of sovereignty as responsibility, this Commission was 

formed with the intention of answering Kofi Annan's question of when it was appropriated to 

take action, both coercive and military, against another state for the protection of people at risk. 

In another words, when the international community must intervene for humanitarian purposes.71 

Likewise, the Commission addressed the question of when state sovereignty –a fundamental 

principle of international law– must yield to protection against the most atrocious violations of 

humanitarian and international law, including genocide, ethnic cleansing and crimes against 

humanity.72 

                                                            
          69 Annan, Kofi., (2009) “Secretary-General presents his Annual Report to the General Assembly” 
          70 ICRtoP. (2013) “An Introduction to the Responsibility to Protect” International Coalition for the Responsibility to Protect. 
          71 Ibid; Axworthy L., (2012) “RtoP and the Evolution of State Sovereignty” pp. 11-12. 
          72 ICRtoP. (2013) “An Introduction to the Responsibility to Protect” International Coalition for the Responsibility to Protect. 
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It turned out that sovereignty, as it was expressed, was based on the capability and disposition of 

governments to accept their primary responsibility to protect their own citizens. If they fail, the 

international community has the moral right to intervene.73 This shift in the meaning of 

sovereignty, from a control over the territory and its people, codified under the norm of non-

intervention,74 towards the responsibility for the protection of the people, is now implicit in the 

RtoP’s rhetoric. It does not only stresses the responsibility shared between the primary duty of 

states to protect their own populations and the secondary duty of the wider community to ensure 

this or take over, but also focuses in the peoples at grave risk of harm rather than the rights of 

states.75  

RtoP was born out of frustration with the international community’s constant failures to 

intervene in situations of on-going mass atrocity, in particular in Rwanda and Kosovo.76  RtoP 

then proposed alternatives to the widely criticized humanitarian interventions of the 1990s, being 

its mandate “to try to develop a global political consensus on how to move from polemics – and 

often paralysis – towards action within the international system, particularly through the United 

Nations”.77 To fulfill these objectives, RtoP has been established in three different pillars: the 

responsibility to prevent, the responsibility to react and the responsibility to rebuild. As a rule, 

prevention should always be exhausted before intervention is contemplated. The exercise of the 

responsibility to both prevent and react should always involve less intrusive and coercive 

measures being considered before more coercive and intrusive ones are applied.78 Likewise, 

military intervention shall be seen as a last resort, and before military action can be justified, a 

high requirement must be met, for instance, a massive loss of life of ethnic cleansing, and even 

then, the minimum force necessary should be used.79   

Unfortunately, the report of the representative commission of the RtoP was released shortly after 

the terrorist attacks of 9/11,  diverting the interest shown towards a new foreign policy by 

                                                            
          73 Axworthy L., (2012) “RtoP and the Evolution of State Sovereignty” pp. 11-12. 
          74 World Federalist Movement., (2001) “Summary of the RtoP: the report of the ICISS” pp. 2-3. 
          75 Alvarez J. E., (2007) “The Schizophrenias of R2P” pp. 1-2. 
          76 Ibid. pp. 1. 
          77 ICISS. (2001) “The Responsibility to Protect: Report of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty”  
             Para. 1.7.  
          78 Ibid. at XI. 
          79 Axworthy L., (2012) “RtoP and the Evolution of State Sovereignty” pp. 12. 
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Western countries.80 The international debate shifted away from contemplation of methods to 

prevent genocide and mass atrocity towards a war against terrorism and the proliferation of 

weapons of mass destruction. Likewise, the invasion of Iraq in 2003, dressed as a humanitarian 

intervention, severely damaged the advancement of the RtoP agenda. Shared concerns that the 

RtoP would be used to further erode the sovereignty of smaller developing countries rose.  

In 2005 the heads of the states and governments members of the UN, in the world outcome 

document, agreed to the following:  

I. That each individual state has the primary responsibility to protect its populations from 

genocide, war crimes, crimes against humanity and ethnic cleansing. And it is also a 

responsibility for prevention of these crimes 

II. That the international community should encourage or assist states to exercise this 

responsibility. 

III. The international community has the responsibility to use appropriate diplomatic, 

humanitarian and other peaceful means to help protect populations threatened by these 

crimes. When a state manifestly fails in its protection responsibilities, and peaceful means 

are inadequate, the international community must take stronger measures, including 

collective use of force authorized by the Security Council under Chapter VII.81  

The responsibility to protect and its wide acceptance was then fully tested with the crisis in 

Libya.  In 1969, the military Muammar Muhammad Al Qaddafi overthrew King Muhammad 

Idris al Senussi from power. Qaddafi’s new regime was now characterized by oppression –

opposition or the formation of any other political parties was forbidden–, by state-sponsored 

terrorism, and by amassing a large fortune product of oil revenues.82 In February 2011, the 

peaceful protests that started against the more than forty-year Gadhafi’s regime let to a violent 

crackdown, turning into an armed rebellion where numerous diplomats and military personnel 

defected over the increasingly violent reaction by the ruling regime.83 The conflict in Libya had 
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          82 Shah A., (2011) “Crisis in Libya” Brief Background/Context. Par. 1 & 2.   
          83 Ibid. Par. 6. 
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broken out, protesters claimed an end to the current regime and demanded democratic 

elections.84 

During the crisis, Muammar Qaddafi was quite defiant. His cruel willingness to kill civilians that 

threaten his position was clearly visible when he announced the Benghazi populations that his 

forces would show “no mercy” to rebels.85 Likewise, Qaddafi’s cruel objective was made clear in 

a powerful speech broadcasted on February 22, in which using evocative language from the 

genocide in Rwanda, indicated that he would rather die a martyr than step down. Calling on his 

supporters to attack the protesting “cockroaches” and “cleanse Libya house by house” until 

protestors surrendered, Qaddafi proved his intent of continuing committing massive human 

rights violations.86   

As Qaddafi’s forces continued to target civilians, it was undoubtedly that strong international 

action was needed. Hence, the West responded with a humanitarian intervention effort to stop 

ongoing crimes and prevent a bloodbath, and in response to the manifested failure of Libya’s 

Government to sustain its responsibility to protect.87 This crisis was labeled as the first time in 

which the RtoP was really put to test, and came out victorious.  

At the same time another crisis, that last until our days, was taking place. In March 2011, Syrians 

started to protest against the Syrian government action to detain political critics in the nation. 

Bashar al-Assad, the president of Syria, mobilized his security forces to curb the protests by 

imprisoning the protestors.88 After some time, the civilians intensified their protests forcing the 

security forces to open gunfire killing very many innocent civilians. The civilians of Syria were 

protesting the emergency law that was implemented. Nonetheless, the security forces deployed 

military weaponry against them. The Syrian president had the authority to put a halt to the 

violence, but al-Assad refused to take responsibility. The president placed the blame on the army 

and the foreign community for conspiracy on the issue.89 
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          87 Ibid. Par. 3. 
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The death toll after the response by the security forces in Syria led to the death of more than 

5,000 innocent civilians. According to the UN, the response by the security forces in Syria 

amounted to crimes against humanity and there was a need for the international community to 

assume the mandated responsibility to protect the Syrians.90 Following the international 

community plea for the end of violence against the civilians, President Assad called for the 

nation to conduct a referendum to end a single party rule in Syria. The international community, 

led by the U.S.A advocated for political reforms in Syria and was certain that a referendum 

would not be instrumental towards the same.91 

The Syrian National Council, which was formed to oppose the Syrian government’s activities, 

gained support from the international community and it has been instrumental in influencing 

changes in the nation. Other groups were also formed to counter Assad’s government policies. 

The death toll in the nation keeps increasing despite the efforts by the international community to 

compel Assad’s government to lift the violence.92 What one day was accounted as a success of 

the RtoP in Libya somehow become the failure and shame of the international community in 

Syria. 

In international practice, humanitarian interventions are difficult to determine and to differentiate 

from expansion, geo-strategic or economic interests. These issues are not just a fantasy in the 

imagination of those who fear interventions, but are realities of international politics and 

demonstrated by history.93 However, a general and widely embraced norm, and the already 

implemented resolution in its name, should account for a good prima facie principle –after all 

there is undoubtedly a consensus. Hence, it is worth looking at why the Responsibility to Protect 

norm, was unsuccessful in relation to its implementation in Syria, and at what can be hold 

accounted for this. 
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          92 Ibid. Par. 3. 
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5. Analysis 

The main purpose of this chapter is to reach a satisfactory answer to the formulated questions. In 

order to assist the reader to reach a better understanding of my arguments, I have divided this 

section in 3 different segments. The first segment is responsible for building up the analysis. 

Here it will be established whether Syria can be considered a RtoP case or not, which I judge as 

necessary for the development of the analysis. Throughout the second and third segment I 

address the main question of this thesis and determine the reasons behind Russia and China’s 

veto in regards to Syria. Similarly, in the third part of this chapter I will also address the question 

of why Libya and not Syria was military intervened. The reason why I decided to address this 

question at the end is because there must be a relation between the factors behind vetoing a 

resolution in Syria, and the reasons why they adopted in Libya. Thus, the last section of my 

analysis is conditioned to answering the main question of my research.  

Let us compare the cases of Libya and Syria to determine if indeed the Syrian crisis can be 

catalogued as a case in which the norm of RtoP should be implemented by the UNSC. If not, the 

lack of response obtained can be the result of external factors, but if indeed both cases are similar 

as I argue, the failure to respond and the international moral obligation to assist the civilian 

population might be conditioned to more powerful forces. For instance national interests or 

social constructions of everyday policies.  

5.1 Libya, Syria and the RtoP 

On 26 February 2011 the Security Council of the United Nations, in respond to concerns 

expressed by civil society, the League of Arabs States (LAS), African Union (AU), Organization 

of the Islamic Conference (OIC), Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and Human Rights Council 

(HRC), unanimously adopted Res.1970 in regards to the situation in Libya. Although this 

resolution was not of a military character, it did imposed an arms embargo and travel ban on the 

Qaddafi family and key members of the government. Likewise, the assets of the Qaddafi family 

were frozen, and the situation was referred to the International Criminal Court (ICC) for 

investigation into reports of crimes against humanity.94 

                                                            
          94 UNSC. (2011) “Res. S/RES/1970”  
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Despite the implementation of Res. 1970, the forces of Qaddafi indiscriminately continued 

targeting civilians with crimes that accounted as against humanity. Civil society and international 

organizations called for the Libyan government to uphold its Responsibility to Protect and for 

urgent and collective action in response to the crisis. This can be easily observed in statements 

submitted by The Global Centre for the Responsibility to Protect95 and United Nations Watch96. 

Thereupon, on 17 March, and after failure of Res. 1970 to discourage Qaddafi from manifesting 

clear determination to attack the civil population and to put an end to the mass violence on 

protesters, the UNSC adopted Res. 1973. The Resolution authorized a no-fly zone to protect 

Libyan civilians, and approved Member States, in cooperation with the Security Council, to take 

“all necessary measures to protect civilians and civilian populated areas under threat”.97 

Immediately after its release, Secretary General Mr. Ban Ki-moon  in an open statement, stressed 

the importance of the decision achieved: Res. 1973 “affirms, clearly and unequivocally, the 

international community's determination to fulfill its responsibility to protect civilians from 

violence perpetrated upon them by their own government”.98  

Over two years after Res. 1973 authorized the “use of force” in Libya, a similar crisis is still 

taking place in Syria. Unfortunately two permanent members of the UNSC vital for the adoption 

of any resolution do not seem to be very cooperative. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, 

speaking at a press conference, said that his country rejects military intervention in Syria. "We 

do not struggle to change the regime. We don't support such activities but further dialogue 

between the regime and the opposition."99 He also stated that the Syrian tragedy and the 

massacres will continue despite a military intervention. Similarly, China, through its permanent 

representative to the United Nations, denied that Beijing supports a solution to the conflict which 

violates the sovereignty and independence of the Arab country.100  

Since the beginning of the crisis, any attempt to reach a solution for the situation in Syria through 

the implementation of the RtoP norm has been in vain. For instance, possible resolutions that 

came to vote on 4th October, 2011, and 4th February 2012 were vetoed by permanent members 

                                                            
          95 The Global Centre for the RtoP. (2011) “Libya: Time for Decision” , (2011) “Open Statement on the Situation on Libya” 
          96 UN Watch. (2011) “Urgent NGO Appeal to World Leaders to Stop Atrocities in Libya” 
          97 UNSC. (2011) “Res. S/RES/1973” Par. 4. 
          98 UN News Centre. (2011) “Libya: Ban Welcomes Security Council Authorization of Measures to Protect Civilians” Ban Ki-moon UN  
              Secretary General. 
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         100 Pereira G. J., (2012) “Why is there not an Intervention in Syria?” 
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Russia and China. Hence, besides presidential statements and failed plans, the UNSC has not 

gone any further in terms of taking action. This lack of action is present despite the human rights 

violations and crimes against humanity documented in Syria. Reports presented by fact-finding 

missions sent by the Human Rights Council (HRC) and the Office for the High Commissioner 

for Human Rights (OHCHR) on September 15th and on November 28th, 2011 attest to this. Civil 

society and non-governmental organizations has called for an immediate, decisive and unified 

response to end the targeting of civilians in Syria and to bring the perpetrators of human rights 

violations to justice. Such is the case of Amnesty International101, The Global Centre for the 

Responsibility to Protect102, and Human Rights Watch.103 Sentiment shared by High 

Commissioner Navi Pillay, who advised the Security Council to refer the case to the ICC.104 

On 8th February, 2012 Navi Pillay stated: “At their 2005 Summit, World leaders unanimously 

agreed that each individual State has the responsibility to protect its population from crimes 

against humanity and other international crimes...They also agreed that when a State is 

manifestly failing to protect its population from serious international crimes, the international 

community as a whole has the responsibility to step in by taking protective action in a collective, 

timely and decisive manner... This general consensus adopted in Libya seems to have vanished 

from the Syrian crisis. Russia and China keep vetoing the resolutions that would allow an 

intervention in the name of the RtoP. Pillay further said: The virtual carte blanche now granted 

to the Syrian Government betrays the spirit and the word of this unanimous decision. It is 

depriving the population of the protection they so urgently need.”105  

The differences between the crisis of Libya and Syria in regards to the RtoP norm seem to be 

then the change in attitude of Russia and China from one crisis to another, the outcome of the 

crisis, and the time frame for taking decision action. Whereas the crisis in Libya was addressed 

immediately by implementing the RtoP principle, the widespread and systematic attacks against 

the Syrian population still claims the lives of thousands of people, and the RtoP norm has not 

been uphold. This seems to confirm, that the inability of the United Nations Security Council to 
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              on Homs” 
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          104 ICRtoP. (2013) “Crisis in Syria” HRC & OHCHR, International Coalition for the Responsibility to Protect. Par. 2.  
          105 Ibid. Par. 3. High Commissioner Navi Pillay.  



Libya, Syria and the Responsibility to Protect: A Case Study to determine what accounted for the different 
outcomes. 

 
33 

Jhonatan A. Aranda Garcia, Jhoara10@student.hh.se 

take action and fulfill the RtoP norm in Syria, is conditioned to another factors than the norm 

itself.  

It is now well known that RtoP was unanimously adopted by UN member states at the 2005 

World Summit. This recognized that each state has the primary responsibility to protect their 

populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity, and that 

the international society has a duty to assist states to fulfill their RtoP. Should a state ‘manifestly 

fail’ to protect its citizens, international society would take ‘timely and decisive’ action through 

the UN charter.106 As has been established, the civil population of both Libya and Syria were 

victims or at least one of these crimes. The Libyan and Syrian state manifestly failed to uphold 

their responsibilities towards their citizens, thus the international community should have applied 

the RtoP principle in both nations. Unfortunately the RtoP norm was only applied in Libya, this 

raises the question of under what factors were these decisions made, that accounted for such 

different outcomes and change of attitude of Russia and China. 

5.2 What lies behind the implementation of the RtoP norm that accounts for the different 

outcomes in the Libyan and Syrian crises?  

According to Bellamy, the main reasons for a non-military intervention in Syria seem to have 

their roots in the widely criticized Libyan intervention.107 Res. 1973 of the UNSC approved a no-

fly zone and an arms embargo and the use "all necessary measures" to protect civilians.108 The 

shared opinion among some members of the UNSC that the military NATO-led mission went 

beyond its mandate, and especially the provision of arms to the rebels by France and Qatar, 

caused the indignation of members such as India, and Brazil. UN Indian Ambassador Hardeep 

Puri said that the intervention focused on regime change rather than exclusively on civilian 

protection, giving the RtoP a bad name.109 Likewise Turkey and Norway (who participated in the 

mission), and the then Secretary General of the Arab League Amr Moussa, who had requested an 

intervention, complained about this. This left some members such Russia and China averse to 
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          107 Bellamy J. A., (2012) “RtoP-Dead or Alive” pp. 12; Bellamy J. A & Williams D. P., (2011) “The New Politics of Protection? Côte     
               d'Ivoire, Libya and the Responsibility to Protect” pp. 846.  
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place sole responsibility on the government during a crisis and to take strong action to end mass 

violence.110  

For instance, on 4th October 2011, when the veto of Russia and China accounted for the failure of 

the resolution for an intervention in Syria, Russia’s UN Ambassador, Vitaly Churkin said: “The 

situation in Syria cannot be considered in the council apart from the Libyan experience.” “The 

international community is alarmed” that the NATO interpretation of the Libya resolution “is a 

model for future actions of NATO in implementing responsibility to protect … (and) could 

happen in Syria.”111  

If we take into account the theory of social constructivism, the position of Russia might be seen 

very rational. Social structures, such a resolution of an intervention in Syria, are determined by 

shared ideas, and the meaning and construction of material reality depends on their 

interpretation.112 Hence, the position adopted by some members of the Security Council towards 

Res. 1973 in Libya, is the result of their personal interpretation. Countries like China and Russia 

saw in the intervention mandated by the resolution a hidden purpose of regime change, in which 

the NATO led mission exceeded its mandate. Fearing of a similar situation in Syria these 

countries keep vetoing resolutions that allow military measures. Some other members of the 

UNSC, for instance the U.S.A. believe the resolution was carried out as intended. NATO 

alternative measures followed the scope of the resolution, which allowed members to “take all 

necessary measures” to protect the Syrian population.  

Under Constructivist theory reality is not fixed. Social environments are created by humans and 

are therefore alterable by their decisions and actions.113 Following this assumption one can 

assume that the reality of the RtoP norm was altered, both by the decision of using military 

means in Libya and the actions of NATO-led mission of “going beyond its mandate”. The new 

reality is one in which the RtoP acquires a new meaning for China and Russia according to the 

ideas and values that make up their national policies. For instance, China is a country that 

experiences internal ethnic conflicts and separatist movements driven by local nationalism such 

Xinjiang and Tibet. These internal factors have an influence in the perception China has on 
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sovereignty. The meaning given to it was shaped and reconstructed when the regime of Libya 

change under Res. 1973. This changes were visible in the vetoing of the resolutions that 

supposed to allow foreign intervention in Syria.  

Russia equally does not believe any actor should pursuit, either implicitly or explicitly, regime 

change. Such aspirations are a threat to the stability of the international system and 

hypothetically to regime stability in Russia itself and its autocratic allies in the region.114 Based 

in this position one can then argue that Russia’s stand regarding international action in Syria has 

to do too with anxieties about the implications of US power. These anxieties are the meaning 

given to constructions built upon the interaction of actors in previous crises. For instance US-led 

interventions that have resulted in regime change such as Kosovo, Afghanistan, Iraq and recently 

Libya.115  

In late January 2012, the LAS introduced a plan which called for the formation of a unity 

government and a transition of Assad out of power. The draft resolution contained four 

fundamental features: an end to all acts of violence; release of detainees; withdrawal of armed 

forces from civilian areas; and freedom of access to the UN, NGOs and human rights 

monitors.116 Russia and China, among others, opposed the resolution claiming that all sides 

should work with the LAS in a Syrian-led process, one that respects the sovereignty, unity and 

territorial integrity of Syria. After a large negotiation, the sections that allowed member states to 

adopt measures such as arms embargoes and economic sanctions, and the references to President 

Assad’s delegation of power, were dropped. The resolution did not pass. Russia and China 

exercised their right to veto for the second time despite support from 13 Security Council 

Members, including India and South Africa who had abstained in October 2011.117 

But if what Russia is concerned about is regime change why did it veto a resolution in which 

sanctions against Syria and not military intervention were the main scope?  Likewise, if China is 

very concern about the sovereignty of the territory, why did not veto the resolution in Libya? In 

Res. 1970 on Libya, which markedly authorized sanctions, was clearly expressed that every 

member state shall be ready to review the appropriateness of the measures contained in the 
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resolution, including the possible strengthening,118 statement that was later called upon in Res. 

1973. Furthermore, Res. 1973 authorized member states to use all necessary measures to ensure 

the protection of civilians.119 Despite the early warning in Res. 1970 this was unanimously 

adopted. Likewise Res. 1973, which authorized the use of military means if needed, passed with 

the abstentions of Russia and China. The irony lies in the fact that both countries advocate in 

favor of sovereignty and non-military intervention, but nevertheless remained “quiet” in the 

passing of the resolutions on Libya.  

One can then argue that the rhetoric nowadays used to legitimize the lack of action in Syria is 

nothing more than a political game, based on the apparent, but agreed upon, ‘excesses’ of the 

intervention in Libya. This implies that actors have personal interests, either for supporting or 

vetoing interventions, and that the Libyan crisis was one in which the interests of the whole 

UNSC were shared and similar. Moreover, this brings up the idea that a neo-realistic driven 

policy leads the decision-making process in regards to the adoption of resolutions in the name of 

the RtoP in the UNSC.   

The secretary general of the United Nations declared that the crisis in Syria needed urgent 

implementation of the response to protect the initiative by the organization’s members.120 The 

permanent members of the UN Security Council were well aware of the need for their 

intervention through supporting the opposition groups in Syria. Despite the many pleas by the 

opposition groups in Syria to have the international community intervene in the crisis, most of 

the members indicated to ignore the crisis on grounds of their personal interests. 

If one relays in Walt’s theory of structural realism, and in the assumption that each state is a 

rational actor that always acts according to their interests with the objective of ensuring their 

own safety,121 the position of Russia and China in regards to Syria becomes clearer. Russian 

anxiety is not a social construct based on the Libyan intervention rhetoric, but a respond to the 

comparison of relations of power among actors. Russia is not willing to yield influence in the 

region to U.S.A. in the case of a regime change in Syria. During the Cold War the Soviets allied 

with the Assad family in Syria. The end of the War and the proclamation of U.S.A. as the 
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dominant power, accounted for the loss of Russia’s politically and economically traditional allies 

in the region. Except one, Syria,122 a strategically located ally that is worth keeping.  

Syria is a key element in the configuration of power in the Middle East. Until 2003, the balance 

of power in the Middle East was focused on a strategic tie between Iraq and Iran.123 However, 

the U.S.A. invasion of Iraq destroyed what was the only state in the region strong enough to curb 

Iran's ambitions. After the withdrawal of coalition troops in December 2011, what was left was a 

weak Iraqi state permeable to foreign influences: a power vacuum in the Middle East that is 

slowly being filled by Iran. It is in this context that the, more or less tacit, alliance that Iran and 

Syria maintain since 1979 is important in the Region. The balance of power in the Middle East, 

the region that feeds our industrial civilization with its oil, has important implications for the 

balance of world power.124 Therefore it is in the interest of Russia and China that the balance of 

power in the Middle East continue stabilized at a strategic axis composed by the coalition Iran-

Syria and Israel-Saudi Arabia-US, preventing the latter to reach a regional hegemony. This could 

very well happen if the current Syrian regime is removed from power, and Iran is disarmed / 

isolated. In another words, the diplomatic efforts carry by Russia and China to stabilize the 

regime of Bashar al-Assad are congruent with their grand strategy of building a multipolar world 

more favorable to their interests.  

This position, adopted by Russia and China is clearly a neo-realistic response. Walt’s theory 

argues that the state, as a Supreme Being and lead actor in the international arena, seeks for its 

survival. This is only achieved through national security and by following their own interests.125 

This security however is weight not only in military terms but also in economic and political 

gains. Russia and China have close economic relations with Syria. President Assad’s government 

security forces import their weaponry from China and Russia; thus, the two nations will not 

allow the UN Security Council to make significant intervention programs as far as their 

economic interests are concerned. The Syrian army response towards civilian protests and the 

opposition groups has raised the demand for arms in the nation and this has translated to a boom 
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in the firearm exportation business in both Russia and China.126 Put it differently, the possibility 

of an intervention in Syria that would end up in a regime change as it happened in Libya, 

represents a threat, not only against the balance of power in the region, but also against the 

economic security of China and Russia. 

However, it is not only the balanced of power in the region, and the economic ties with the 

Assad’s regime, or the fact that Russia has a privileged access to the Mediterranean through its 

naval base at Tartus,127 what concerns Russia. The movement by Sunni Islamist governments of 

secular autocrats in Syria and the possibility of setting a precedent that involves interventions in 

case of rebellions, cannot not be ignored. Russia’s immediate neighborhood in the South 

Caucasus and Central Asia features a number of countries where the population is made up by 

Sunnis. Only in Russia there are almost 20 million Russian Sunni Muslins living in the North 

Caucasus where Russia has battled two civil wars and continues to battle what is now called the 

Caucasus Emirate. Hence, Russia uses what power it has to shape the international system to 

avoid creating a precedent that could eventually be used against it.128 Similarly, China’s reasons 

to veto resolutions in regards to Syria respond to domestic policies and the risk of setting a 

precedent that may harm its future policies. Let us recall that China experiences regular 

outbreaks of violence and unrest caused by internal ethnic conflicts and separatist movements.129 

Russia and China have made it vividly clear that they are not going to be part of the discussions 

about interventions on the Syria crisis. It is in the personal security interest of these actors to veto 

the resolutions that might give the West hegemony in this region rich in oil, so needed for the 

development and constant functioning of each country. The critics on the Libyan intervention 

gave then China and Russia the political tool to influence the situation in Syria130.  The interests 

at stake make it very difficult to reach a consensus in regards to procedures in the Syrian crisis. 

China and Russia want to preserve the balance of power in the region and avoid precedents that 

can be used against them in future policies. But if the interests of states hinder implementations 

of resolutions in the name of RtoP in such degree, why Libya did not experience the same 

situation that Syria? 

                                                            
          126 The Atlantic. (2012) “Why we have a Responsibility to Protect Syria” Par. 4. 
          127 Charap S., (2013) “Russia, Syria and the Doctrine of Intervention” pp. 35. 
          128 Ibid. 36-37. 
          129 Perez A., (2012) “What is behind the support given to Syria?  
          130 The Atlantic. (2012) “Why we have a Responsibility to Protect Syria”  
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5.3 Why Libya and not Syria? 

Having established that the national interests of Russia and China were behind the vetoing 

resolutions on Syria, it is not so unreasonable to think, that the passed resolutions in Libya are 

product of these very same national interests. However, there are those that argue that the 

outcome of the Libyan crisis was a consequence of a special combination of factors that hardly 

will be repeated. Such is the case of Alex Bellamy (Libya and the Responsibility to Protect: The 

Exception and the norm).  

Bellamy argues that there was an extraordinary clarity of the threat of mass atrocities, and that 

the role played by regional organizations was exceptional.131 As consequence of these factors, 

the decisions concerning Libya were passed in an incredibly short timeframe. His arguments are 

based on the fact that the Libyan government clearly threatened the population. Let us recall that 

Qaddafi told the world that “officers have been deployed in all tribes and regions so that they can 

purify all decisions from these cockroaches,” and that any Libyan who takes arms against Libya 

will be executed.”132 Likewise, Bellamy affirms that the pressure exerted by the LAS, the OIC, 

and the GCC to the UN in regards to Libya, proved to be a diplomatic game changer. He even 

argues: “One thing that has already become clear by the Security Council’s failure to date to 

reach a consensus on Syria is that this confluence of factors is unlikely to be often repeated.”133  

I have to disagree with the view of Mr. Bellamy. My argument is that the international 

community could confirm that these crimes against humanities were being committed. This was 

clearly documented through informs being submitted to the UN by different organizations and 

demonstrated in the first part of this chapter. The international community will not carry out an 

intervention of sovereign territory base on threats. Now, this confirmation and the pressure of 

regional organizations accounted for a successful intervention in Libya. However, Syria has been 

experienced the same situation for over 2 years. The crimes against humanity being committed 

here, as in the case of Libya, are well documented and confirmed. The regional organizations, 

although at first were reluctant to adopt drastic measures, have now changed their opinions in 

                                                            
          131 Bellamy J. A., (2011) “Libya and the Responsibility to Protect: The exception and the Norm” pp. 265-266. 
          132 ABC Australia. (2011) “Defiant Gaddafi Issues Chilling threat” 
          133 Bellamy J. A., (2011) “Libya and the Responsibility to Protect: The exception and the Norm” pp. 266. 
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regards to the crisis in Syria.134 They have proposed draft resolutions, plans of implementation, 

and lately changed their rhetoric into the adoption of more severe measures.135 Nevertheless, the 

situation just worsens. The 2 months it took the UNSC to adopt resolutions on Libya, has 

become 2 years in Syria. Then it cannot be the confluence of factors as Bellamy says what 

accounted for the successful implementation of the RtoP in Libya, because those factors seem to 

be present in the Syrian crisis too. The short timeframe for decision-making and intervention of 

Libya suggests that, besides the RtoP norm, there were great interest at stage. What differentiates 

then Libya and Syria is that the interests in the former were shared for all member of the UNSC.  

Libya is a country with just over six million inhabitants, irrelevant in the complex regional 

security Maghreb balance of power. Moreover, Qaddafi regime was widely distrusted across 

Africa and the Middle East. His role in fuelling conflicts in Liberia, Sierra Leone and Chad and 

the radical Popular Front for the Liberation in Palestine, did not earn him a very good image per 

se.136 He personally insulted key Arab personalities: at 2003 LAS summit he publicly railed 

against Saudi Crown Prince Abdulla. He declared him a product of England and a product of 

U.S.A, and in 1988 he blew cigar smoke into King Fahd’s Face. Finally Qaddafi had always 

been a prominent rival for regional influence with Saudi Arabia and other Gulf states137. It is 

therefore no difficult to see why few countries were willing to defend Libya and why the GCC 

backed the intervention actions. 

However, it was the security considerations by Europe, which feared above all the chaos of 

illegal immigration from Africa and the disruption of oil supplies in a crises that could last long, 

what made of the resolution of this crisis a priority.138 Mary O’Connell argues that Apart from 

political interests, the oil played a decisive factor in this crisis, and gives as an example the 

hedges reports of investments of oil in Libya.139 In regards to political interests, O’Connell 

affirms that both, France’s Sarkozy and Britain’s Cameron, actors that led advocacy for 

intervention, were facing tough economic and political situations at home. For example Sarkozy 

had been badly embarrassed by his close ties to the Tunisian dictator Ben Ali. Focusing on Libya 

                                                            
          134 France 24. (2013) “Arab League support for Arming Syrian Rebels”  
           135 ICRtoP. (2013) “Crisis in Syria” International Coalition for the Responsibility to Protect.   
           136 Bellamy J. A & Williams D. P., (2011) “The New Politics of Protection? Côte d'Ivoire, Libya and the Responsibility to Protect” pp. 842. 
           137 Ibid. 
           138 Pereira G. J., (2012) “Why is there not an Intervention in Syria?” 
           139 O’Connell E. M., (2011) “How to Lose a Revolution” pp. 16. 
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and a call for humanitarianism was helpful for their image at home.140 Likewise, U.S.A. UN 

Ambassador Susan Rice, who was in the Clinton administration during the Rwanda genocide, 

attempted to remedy that past failure through the advocacy of the intervention. This was evident 

in her continue references to Rwanda genocides.141  

The economic implications of a US-NATO led military intervention directed against Libya are 

basically based on oil. Particularly interesting is the fact that Libya is the largest oil economy in 

the African continent with 46.5 billion barrels of proven reserves.142 Before the intervention, the 

market value of crude oil was currently well in excess of 100 dollars a barrel, the cost of Libyan 

oil was extremely low, as low as $1.00 a barrel.143 These factor was of great importance for the 

profit of the companies that were operating in Libya. For instance France’s Total, Italy’s ENI, 

The China National Petroleum Corp (CNPC), British Petroleum, the Spanish Oil consortium 

REPSOL, ExxonMobil, Chevron, Occidental Petroleum, Hess, Conoco Phillips, etc.144 China 

plays a central role in the Libyan oil industry. Before the intervention, CNPC had a workforce of 

some 400 employees –the total Chinese workforce in Libya was of the order of 30,000–. Today 

eleven percent (11%) of Libyan oil exports are channeled to China.145 Base on this facts, I argue 

that the abstention of china in the voting that led to an intervention in Libya, was biased by a 

neo-realistic position, based on economic interests.  

The position of Russia is more difficult to understand. Bellamy argues that the abstention of 

some members of the UNSC, including Russia, was due to the shared believe they could not 

legitimize inaction in the face of mass atrocities.146 This seems understandable if one takes into 

account that the whole international community supported an intervention. Russia could not find 

legitimation for a non-compliance, hence it abstained in Res. 1973 on Libya.  

It seems clear that both, the intervention of Libya, and the non-intervention of Syria, have been 

conditioned by the national interests of permanent members of the UNSC. An invasion of Libya 

under a humanitarian mandate would serve the corporate interest of taking possession of Libya’s 

                                                            
          140 O’Connell E. M., (2011) “How to Lose a Revolution” pp. 16. 
          141 Ibid.  
          142 Chossudovsky M., (2011) “Operation Libya and the Battle for Oil: Redrawing the Map of Africa”  
          143 Energy and Capital. (2008) “One country’s $109 profit on $110 oil”  
          144 Chossudovsky M., (2011) “Operation Libya and the Battle for Oil: Redrawing the Map of Africa” 
          145 Ibid. 
          146 Bellamy J. A & Williams D. P., (2011) “The New Politics of Protection? Côte d'Ivoire, Libya and the Responsibility to Protect” pp. 844.  
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oil reserves, destabilize the National Oil Corporation (NOC) and eventually privatize the 

country’s oil industry.147 An interest that was shared by all members of the UNSC for two 

reasons. Firstly the importance oil has for the normal functioning of large industrialized 

countries. Secondly the number of companies located in Libya. Therefore a fast solution of the 

crisis that would keep the supply of oil coming was in the interests of all actors involved in the 

decision making process.  

6. Conclusions 

The relation between the RtoP norm and its implementation follows a clear neo-realistic line. 

Member states of the United Nation Security Council are not willing to pass a resolution for an 

intervention if the interests of the nation are at stake. This could be seen both in the Libyan 

intervention and in Syria’s lack of action. The RtoP was unanimously adopted in the World 

Outcome Document in 2005, and reaffirmed in subsequent resolutions in 2007, and 2009. 

However, it seems that this general acceptation is a strategy to appear democratic before the 

international community. This principle has been used to boost an intervention when the interest 

of the UNSC members were consistent in Libya, and to oppose one when the interests of the 

UNSC clash. Thus, the protection of vulnerable population has not been their main purpose. 

Following the neo-realistic approach as a reason for adopting or vetoing resolutions in the name 

of RtoP my research yielded the following results.  

It firstly established that the Syrian crisis is one that can be labeled as a RtoP case. It has been 

documented, not only by international non-governmental organizations, but by organs of the UN, 

that crimes against humanity have been committed in this country. Likewise it is evident that the 

state failed protecting their own population. This characteristics make of Syria a RtoP case in 

which the norm should has been applied.  

Secondly, it made clear that the reasons behind the different outcomes in the Libyan and Syrian 

crises are of neo-realistic character. The clash of interest among the member of the United 

Nations Security Council accounts for the lack of success of the RtoP in Syria. China and Russia, 

members that keep vetoing the resolutions, advocate for a political resolution, based on dialogue 

                                                            
          147 Chossudovsky M., (2011) “Operation Libya and the Battle for Oil: Redrawing the Map of Africa” 
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and excluding any kind of sanctions or military intervention. The reasons behind this rhetoric is 

the apparently excesses of the NATO-let intervention in Libya. They argue that it had a regime 

change hidden purpose, and that they do not want to see the same happening in Syria. However, 

it turned out that the real reasons for their assumed positions are of a more material and political 

character. Concerning their political interests, china’s position reveals its fear of setting a 

precedent that can be used against them in a future. Even more when China suffers of regular 

outbreaks of violence and unrest caused by internal ethnic conflicts and separatist movements.  

Russia in the other hand has more political interests at stake than China. This country wants to 

maintain the balance of power in the region and prevent USA to gain homogeneity in this part of 

the world. Furthermore, Russia wants to prevent the movement by Sunni Islamist governments 

of secular autocrats in Syria, and as in the Chinese case, to avoid future precedents. In Russia 

there are almost 20 million Russian Sunni Muslins living in the North Caucasus where Russia 

has battled two civil wars. Economically talking, Russia’s and China’s interests are centered on 

the arm sales to the Syrian Regime. The grave situation this country experiences has triggered 

the demand for armament, and China and Russia, being “allies” of Syria, have taken advantage 

of it for great profits. Their neo-realistic interests were likewise made evident when abstaining 

the resolutions on Libya. Having a foreign policy based on non-intervention and respect for 

sovereignty, these countries abstained when passing a resolution in which clearly was expressed 

an intervention. 

Thirdly. The apparently success of the RtoP in Libya was nothing more than a rhetoric used for 

hiding the real purposes of the intervention. My investigation showed that the real reason for the 

intervention was the oil market. Libya is not only the biggest producer of oil in Africa, but also 

produces it a very low price. The great number of companies operating in Libya at great profit, in 

which China has a representative of great importance, the CNPC, required a fast solution to the 

crisis to keep the supply of oil. The interest of Russia has not been determined, but it is suggested 

that given the widely acceptance of the intervention, the political cost of a veto which could not 

be legitimized, was greater than allowing the intervention. Hence it abstained.  

Finally, the RtoP norm as it is now, seems to be used for self-purposes whenever it suits. If this is 

the case, the state of the principle is more than questionable. Perhaps this is due to the scope of 
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its definition, which allows for multiple interpretations. However, two things remain to be said 

which seem to be very clear. First, the interest of the Western countries in Syria are still to be 

determined as it is the future of the RtoP norm and the meaning of its definition, but that is left 

for future researches.   
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