How to cite this article:
Daneshmand, A., Farrokhi, M., & Asgari, Y. (2025). International Challenges of the Responsibility to Protect in Contemporary
Journal of International Law: A Conceptual Analysis and Case Study Examination of Global Crises. Journal of Historical Research, Law

O GBI W o Policy, 3(1), 1-15. https://doi.org/10.61838/jhrlp. 144
Law, and Policy

ok
Article history:
Original Research

Dates:

Submission Date: 22 December 2024
Revision Date: 13 February 2025
Acceptance Date: 20 February 2025

-
s " Publication Date: 10 March 2025
. i

International Challenges of the Responsibility to Protect in
Contemporary International Law: A Conceptual Analysis and
Case Study Examination of Global Crises

1. Ali. Daneshmand®' : Department of Law, Ki.C., Islamic Azad University, Kish, Iran
2. Mansour. Farrokhi ©2"; Associate Professor, Department of Law, University of Hormozgan, Hormozgan, Iran
3. Yadollah. Asgari (23: Assistant Professor, Department of Law, Imam Hossein University, Tehran, Iran

*corresponding author’s email: mansour.farrokhi@hormozgan.ac.ir

ABSTRACT

The Responsibility to Protect (R2P), as one of the emerging principles of international law, was adopted with the aim of preventing the
occurrence of atrocity crimes such as genocide, ethnic cleansing, and war crimes. This study examines the international challenges of the
Responsibility to Protect (R2P) within the framework of contemporary international law and, using a descriptive-analytical approach, identifies
three levels of challenges—conceptual, legal, and operational. Through case studies of the crises in Rwanda, Syria, and Ukraine, the article
conducts a comparative analysis of the successes and failures of R2P in preventing and responding to mass atrocities. The primary objective
of this research is to identify theoretical, legal, and practical challenges in implementing this doctrine and to assess its effectiveness in various
crises. The main research questions include: (1) What conceptual and theoretical challenges exist in the interpretation and implementation
of R2P? (2) How do legal conflicts between R2P and fundamental principles of international law affect its effectiveness? (3) How has R2P
performed in the crises of Rwanda, Syria, and Ukraine? The findings indicate that R2P faces significant challenges related to conceptual
ambiguities, contradictions with state sovereignty and the veto power, and failures in responding to crises. These challenges have undermined
the effectiveness of the principle in addressing humanitarian catastrophes. Furthermore, the results emphasize the necessity of reforming
the Security Council, strengthening regional cooperation, and improving preventive measures.

Keywords: Responsibility to Protect, international law, Security Council, sovereignty, global crises.

Introduction

The Responsibility to Protect (R2P), as a core principle of international law, was adopted at the United Nations
World Summit in 2005 with the aim of preventing atrocity crimes such as genocide, ethnic cleansing, war crimes,
and crimes against humanity (1). This principle consists of three fundamental pillars: the responsibility to prevent,
the responsibility to react, and the responsibility to rebuild. Nevertheless, its implementation has faced multiple
challenges since its inception. While R2P has, in some instances, succeeded in generating global consensus for
responding to humanitarian catastrophes, crises such as Rwanda, Syria, and Ukraine have exposed its structural
and political weaknesses (2, 3). Despite this, R2P has consistently faced serious criticism due to its tension with

fundamental principles of international law, including state sovereignty and the veto power of permanent members

@. SETEl © 2025 the authors. This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-
NC 4.0) License.


https://doi.org/10.61838/jhrlp.144
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-4950-5703
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8159-2356
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-2778-5134

Journal of Historical Research, Law and Policy

of the Security Council (4, 5). These criticisms have become particularly prominent in situations where the principle
has been selectively invoked by major powers to justify military intervention (6).

This research seeks to examine the theoretical, legal, and operational challenges of R2P by conducting a
comparative analysis of three case studies: the crises in Rwanda, Syria, and Ukraine. This study investigates the
following issues: 1) conceptual and theoretical challenges associated with R2P in international law, 2) legal tensions
between R2P, state sovereignty, and the veto power, and 3) the practical performance of R2P in global crises
through selected case studies. Accordingly, the research aims to answer the following questions:

1. What conceptual and theoretical challenges exist in the interpretation and implementation of R2P?

2. How do the legal conflicts between R2P and the foundational principles of international law affect its
effectiveness?

3. How has R2P performed in the crises of Rwanda, Syria, and Ukraine, and what lessons can be drawn from
these cases?

Based on these questions, the following hypotheses are proposed: R2P has not yet been consolidated as an
international norm due to its definitional ambiguities and its conflict with other principles of international law (7, 8).
The Security Council’s veto power and the selective application of R2P have limited the fair implementation of this
principle (5). The experiences of Rwanda, Syria, and Ukraine demonstrate that R2P faces significant operational
shortcomings and requires structural reforms (3, 9).

Indeed, since its recognition as an international principle, R2P has remained one of the most controversial topics
in international law. Although it has provided a moral and normative framework for addressing mass atrocities, its
structural and political weaknesses—particularly in recent crises such as Syria and Ukraine—have revealed its
limited effectiveness (6). Previous studies have focused primarily on the conceptual and theoretical dimensions of
R2P, while practical and comparative assessments across crises have received less attention. Additionally,
analyzing the tension between R2P and foundational principles such as state sovereignty and non-intervention can
clarify the legal limitations of the doctrine (4).

Moreover, the institutionalization of R2P within the international system requires structural reforms, especially
within the United Nations Security Council (5). By offering a comprehensive analysis of the theoretical, legal, and
operational challenges of R2P, as well as evaluating its performance in Rwanda, Syria, and Ukraine, this research
contributes to developing recommendations for enhancing the doctrine’s effectiveness. Ultimately, the importance
of this study lies in providing policymakers with practical insights and actionable strategies for preventing atrocity

crimes.

Research Methodology

This study is applied-analytical in nature and employs a descriptive-analytical method to examine the theoretical,
legal, and operational challenges of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) in contemporary international law. The
selection of this methodology stems from the multidimensional nature of the topic and the need for a comparative
assessment of R2P’s application in real-world crises. The descriptive component identifies key concepts, historical
background, and theoretical foundations of R2P, while the analytical component evaluates the selected case studies
and extracts operational and legal challenges. The study relies on qualitative analysis for evaluating the data.
Content analysis of documents is conducted through examining UN reports and resolutions to identify conflicts and

limitations associated with R2P (9).
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To achieve a deeper understanding of R2P’s challenges, three case studies were selected:

The Rwanda crisis (1994): As an example of a complete failure to prevent genocide, this case was selected to
examine the consequences of delayed or absent action (3, 10).

The Syria crisis (2011—present): This case analyzes how great-power rivalries contributed to R2P’s
ineffectiveness in a complex civil war (11).

The Ukraine crisis (2022): This case examines the role of major powers and the use of R2P-related arguments
in responding to war crimes (9).

The timeframe of the study spans from the adoption of R2P in 2005 to the Ukraine crisis in 2022 (1, 9). By
combining theoretical, legal, and case-based analysis, this research seeks to offer a comprehensive approach to
assessing R2P. The use of diverse case studies and comparative analysis helps illuminate weaknesses and identify

practical recommendations for improving the doctrine.

Theoretical Framework of the Study
Definitions of Key Concepts

Responsibility to Protect (R2P): The Responsibility to Protect emerged as a doctrine of international law in
response to humanitarian catastrophes such as genocide, ethnic cleansing, war crimes, and crimes against
humanity. The concept was first introduced in 2001 by the International Commission on Intervention and State
Sovereignty (ICISS) (12). The doctrine consists of three pillars—prevention, reaction, and rebuilding—intended to
establish a collective commitment to protecting vulnerable populations. The first pillar affirms expectations for states
regarding the populations within their jurisdiction, consistent with existing human rights and humanitarian law
obligations.

The second and third pillars—international assistance and timely and decisive reaction—do not enjoy the same
normative strength, as obligations of external actors cannot be equated with those of the territorial state. Treaties
and conventions primarily bind their parties and apply within their jurisdiction, making external enforcement more
limited (4).

International Norms: International norms refer to shared rules and expectations at the global level that define
appropriate behavior for states and other international actors. These norms may emerge through agreements,
treaties, or customary practice and function as regulatory mechanisms (7). Norms develop in phases: emergence,
cascade, and internalization. Norm entrepreneurs play a central role in their emergence, promoting and interpreting
norms through discourse. As support grows, states adopt these norms due to internal and external pressures,
eventually leading to internalization where norms become embedded in state behavior (8).

Assessing R2P against the criteria of international norms suggests that while R2P constitutes an established
norm regarding the territorial state, it represents an emerging legal norm concerning external actors and the United
Nations. Although the term “responsibility” may misleadingly connote secondary obligations, R2P refers to primary
international commitments whose violation occurs through inaction or inadequate response (4).

Soft Law: Soft law refers to rules that lack direct legal enforceability but exert significant normative or moral
influence on international actors. R2P is frequently described as a soft-law norm that requires further consolidation

to evolve into a hard-law obligation (13).
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Evolution of the Responsibility to Protect

The historical roots of the Responsibility to Protect emerged as a reactive concept to the failure of the
international community to prevent humanitarian catastrophes in the 1990s. The genocide in Rwanda (1994) and
the ethnic cleansing in Bosnia and Herzegovina (1995) were the main triggers of this normative transformation.
During this period, unauthorized military interventions (such as NATO’s intervention in Kosovo) and the United
Nations’ ineffectiveness in preventing atrocities revealed the necessity of establishing a new framework (2).

Introduction by ICISS: The 2001 ICISS report, as the foundational document of the Responsibility to Protect,
articulated three key principles:

The responsibility to prevent: focusing on preventing the occurrence of atrocity crimes.

The responsibility to react: intervening when such crimes occur in order to halt them.

The responsibility to rebuild: ensuring the reconstruction of societies after a crisis.

This report redefined the concept of sovereignty, framing it as a responsibility rather than an absolute right (12).

Adoption at the 2005 World Summit: In 2005, the R2P principle was formally endorsed at the United Nations
World Summit. It was codified in paragraphs 138 and 139 of the Summit Outcome Document. However, this
endorsement was restricted to specified atrocity crimes and did not establish robust operational obligations for
prevention or intervention (1).

Recent developments: Since 2005, numerous reports have been issued by the UN Secretary-General
emphasizing the strengthening of preventive capacities and coordination among states. Nonetheless, political
challenges—such as the selective use of R2P and conflicting interests among great powers—continue to impede
its full implementation (14). According to some views, although certain actors have attempted to portray R2P as a
binding rule, states have not recognized it as possessing legally obligatory quality. However, this should not lead to
overlooking the doctrine’s potential to evolve into an international rule. For instance, Iran maintains that the
international community has not yet achieved a general consensus on the concept of R2P sufficient to support the
emergence of a peremptory norm in this area (1). Likewise, the delegations of Latin American, Arab, and South
African states to the UN Budget Committee explicitly stated in 2008 that R2P had not been accepted by the General
Assembly in 2005 (2).

Operationalizing R2P requires the achievement of international consensus on the meaning and scope of this
doctrine. Regional consensus, particularly through its incorporation into regional agreements, plays a highly
influential role, as external rules often encounter resistance from local actors due to doubts about their utility or

fears that such rules may undermine existing regional beliefs and norms (11).

Analysis of the Three Pillars of the Responsibility to Protect
Pillar One: The Responsibility to Prevent

Prevention, as the primary pillar of R2P, focuses on identifying and addressing risk factors associated with
atrocity crimes. This pillar includes measures such as strengthening democratic institutions, reducing inequalities,
and providing development assistance to vulnerable states (2).

Challenges: Insufficient financial and technical resources to build preventive capacities; lack of coordination

among international organizations and local governments.
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Pillar Two: The Responsibility to React

This pillar concerns military or non-military interventions when atrocity crimes are occurring. Reaction must be
proportionate, legitimate, and a measure of last resort. Security Council resolutions adopted under Chapter VII of
the UN Charter generally serve as the main instruments for implementing this pillar (12).

Challenges: Selective use of intervention by major powers; delays in Security Council decision-making due to
the veto power.

Pillar Three: The Responsibility to Rebuild

This pillar involves rebuilding societies after crises to prevent the recurrence of atrocities. Actions such as
assisting in the reconstruction of infrastructure, supporting displaced persons, and strengthening the rule of law are
crucial at this stage (14).

It must be acknowledged that developing an international norm requires time, and despite the numerous
opportunities to operationalize each of the three pillars of R2P, what has been lacking is political will. A substantial
part of the Security Council’s deliberations occurs in informal consultations. Nevertheless, two major obstacles can
be identified: first, for R2P to influence justificatory discourse, it must move beyond the confines of the consultation
room; second, in the gravest situations, R2P often fails to secure the necessary votes and thus never reaches the

Council’s formal agenda (5).

Examination and Analysis of the Challenges of the Responsibility to Protect

The Responsibility to Protect (R2P), as one of the central principles of contemporary international law, despite
its ambitious objectives and strong normative framework, faces multiple challenges at three levels: conceptual,
legal, and operational. This section examines these challenges and analyzes the reasons for the doctrine’s relative

ineffectiveness in confronting atrocity crimes.

Conceptual and Theoretical Challenges

* Ambiguity in the Definition and Scope of R2P

One of the fundamental challenges of R2P is the ambiguity surrounding the precise definition of its key concepts.
Although the principle is based on the three pillars of prevention, reaction, and rebuilding, the exact boundaries and
criteria for implementing these pillars—particularly in complex international situations—have not been clearly
specified (2). For example, determining when a “decisive reaction” is necessary or which measures are
“proportionate” is often subject to interpretation and creates disagreement among states.

* Tension with the Principle of Non-Intervention

R2P is fundamentally in tension with the traditional principles of sovereignty and non-intervention. The principle
of state sovereignty, as articulated in Article 2(7) of the UN Charter, is considered a significant obstacle to the
unqualified implementation of R2P (14). This tension has led many states, particularly in the developing world, to
perceive R2P as an instrument for great-power interventionism.

* Normative Conflicts

As an emerging norm, R2P is in contention with more deeply rooted norms such as national sovereignty and the

right to self-determination. This conflict can diminish the legitimacy and acceptability of R2P (7).
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e Legal Challenges

Lack of Legal Binding Force: R2P is primarily understood as a soft-law norm and does not create directly binding
legal obligations. As a result, states tend to condition its implementation on their political interests and national
preferences (13).

Veto Power in the Security Council: The veto power of the permanent members of the Security Council is one of
the greatest legal obstacles to the implementation of R2P. This power enables permanent members to block
intervention in situations where their national interests are at stake. For example, Russia and China have repeatedly
used their veto to prevent intervention in Syria, even when widespread atrocities were reported (14).

Selective Use of R2P: States have applied R2P selectively to advance their own interests. For instance, the
intervention in Libya was hailed as an example of R2P in practice, whereas the lack of intervention in Yemen or

Myanmar illustrates the absence of consistent and equitable criteria in applying the principle (2).

Operational Challenges

* Ineffectiveness of International Institutions

The United Nations, particularly the Security Council, as the main organ responsible for implementing the
Responsibility to Protect, has often failed to make timely decisions and respond adequately. This ineffectiveness,
due to disagreements among members and the absence of strong enforcement mechanisms, has hindered the
effective implementation of the principle (1).

* Conflicting Interests of Great Powers

Great powers, especially the permanent members of the Security Council, have frequently used the
Responsibility to Protect as a tool to advance their own national interests. This behavior has undermined the
legitimacy and credibility of the principle in the eyes of developing countries. For example, the United States and
its allies defended the 2003 intervention in Iraq on humanitarian grounds, although the action was largely driven by
geopolitical considerations (6).

* Weakness of Regional Cooperation

Regional organizations, which can play a key role in preventing and responding to crises, often lack sufficient
capacity and resources. For instance, the African Union was unable to act effectively in the Darfur crisis due to its
heavy dependence on external financial and technical support (2). Looking at the Security Council as the body
responsible for implementing R2P in cases of coercive measures, one observes the Council’s reluctance to invoke
R2P in its decision-making and deliberations. Despite broad declaratory support, there is very little evidence of R2P
in the Council’s actual practice (5). Another part of the international community’s concern regarding the
operationalization of R2P relates to the selective use of the doctrine. R2P is a global norm and is defined beyond
bilateral or narrow interstate relations, yet the international system is a field of struggle structured by national
interests. For this reason, action or inaction in humanitarian crises depends on the convergence or divergence of

the interests of the permanent members of the Security Council (15).

Comparative Study of Challenges in Global Crises

An examination of the crises in Rwanda, Syria, and Ukraine shows that the aforementioned challenges have
consistently shaped the implementation of R2P.

In Rwanda, the lack of political will and the absence of effective preventive mechanisms led to genocide.
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In Syria, the conflicting interests of great powers and the use of the veto prevented timely intervention.

In Ukraine, the tension between R2P and the veto power resulted in international action being limited primarily
to indirect forms of support (14).

Despite its considerable potential to prevent humanitarian atrocities, R2P remains ineffective due to conceptual,
legal, and operational challenges. These challenges highlight the need for structural reforms in the international
system and the institutionalization of the principle. For R2P to be successfully implemented, the international
community must focus on transparency, reducing selective application, and reforming Security Council
mechanisms.

Case Studies: Analysis of the Implementation of the Responsibility to Protect in Global Crises

To gain a better understanding of the challenges and opportunities associated with the Responsibility to Protect
(R2P), this section examines three prominent case studies of global crises: Rwanda (1994), Syria (2011—present),
and Ukraine (2022—present). These cases illustrate the strengths, weaknesses, and lessons learned from the

doctrine’s implementation in practice.

First Case Study: The Rwandan Genocide (1994)

In 1994, long-standing ethnic tensions between the Hutu and Tutsi groups culminated in a widespread genocide.
In less than 100 days, more than 800,000 people—mostly Tutsi—were killed. This catastrophe occurred despite
the presence of UN peacekeeping forces (UNAMIR) in Rwanda, which, however, lacked the authority and resources
needed to prevent the atrocities (3).

The international community failed to prevent or intervene in a timely manner in this crisis. The UN Security
Council, due to disagreements among permanent members and the lack of willingness by major powers to become
involved, refrained from expanding UNAMIR’s mandate. Even when clear evidence of genocide emerged, the
international response remained limited and belated (10).

Analysis from the Perspective of the Responsibility to Protect

The international community failed to identify early warning signs of the crisis and to adopt effective preventive
measures.

The Security Council, due to a lack of political will, was unable to mount an effective response.

Post-conflict reconstruction efforts in Rwanda were delayed and insufficient.

The lessons learned from this case underscored the need to strengthen preventive mechanisms and enhance
the mandate and capabilities of peacekeeping forces. Rwanda became the primary catalyst for the development of

the R2P concept and contributed to the drafting of its principles in 2001 (12).

Second Case Study: The Syrian Crisis (2011—present)

The Syrian crisis began in 2011 with popular protests against the government of Bashar al-Assad and rapidly
escalated into a complex civil war with regional and international dimensions. The conflict has involved widespread
atrocities, including chemical attacks, massacres of civilians, and the displacement of millions (Bellamy, 2015, p.
45) (15).

The UN Security Council, due to repeated use of the veto by Russia and China, was unable to adopt decisive
measures in response to atrocities committed in Syria. Consequently, international efforts were limited to scattered

and indirect measures such as sanctions, humanitarian assistance, and support for opposition groups (6).
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Despite early warnings from human rights organizations, the international community failed to take effective steps
to prevent the civil war.

Limited military interventions and disagreements among major powers prevented a decisive response.

The reconstruction of Syria has been practically stalled due to the continuation of hostilities and the absence of
international consensus.

Thus, the conflicting interests of great powers—particularly Russia and the United States—blocked the
implementation of R2P principles. The Syrian crisis demonstrated how the selective use of R2P undermines its

legitimacy (2).

Third Case Study: The Ukraine Crisis (2022—present)

In February 2022, Russia launched a large-scale military invasion of Ukraine, leading to a humanitarian crisis
and reported atrocities against civilians, including the massacre in Bucha. This crisis has displaced more than eight
million people and has had far-reaching implications for global security (9).

The Security Council, due to Russia’s status as a permanent member, was unable to adopt decisive measures.
However, Western states responded through extensive economic sanctions, military assistance, and diplomatic
support for Ukraine.

In practice, the international community failed to take effective preventive measures to deter Russia’s military
aggression. Responses have been indirect—sanctions and military support—without the active involvement of the
Security Council, and reconstruction in Ukraine is currently impossible due to the ongoing war.

In essence, the Ukraine crisis has demonstrated how the veto power can render R2P ineffective when dealing
with great powers. The crisis also underscored the importance of strengthening regional institutions such as the
European Union and NATO to support the implementation of R2P (14).

Overall, the case studies of Rwanda, Syria, and Ukraine indicate that the Responsibility to Protect faces serious
structural, political, and legal challenges. In all three crises, the lack of political will, conflicting interests of great
powers, and the ineffectiveness of international institutions prevented the effective application of the principle.
Accordingly, there is a pressing need to reform the structure of the Security Council—particularly by limiting the use
of the veto—to strengthen preventive and reconstruction capacities through regional cooperation, and to establish

stronger enforcement mechanisms capable of transforming R2P into a binding legal rule.

Comparative Analysis: Assessing the Performance of the Responsibility to Protect in the Crises of Rwanda,
Syria, and Ukraine

The comparative examination of the crises in Rwanda, Syria, and Ukraine, as three important and diverse

instances of the implementation of the Responsibility to Protect, is of particular significance as a tool for

understanding the challenges and effectiveness of this doctrine in practice. This comparative analysis explores the

conditions, international responses, and outcomes of R2P in these three crises and evaluates the strengths and

weaknesses of the principle at different levels.

Rwanda Crisis (1994): Failure in Prevention and Effective Reaction

Historical Context and Atrocities: In 1994, after decades of ethnic tensions between the Hutu and Tutsi groups

in Rwanda, a horrific genocide occurred in which more than 800,000 people were killed. This crisis took place while
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United Nations forces under the name UNAMIR were deployed in the country, but these forces lacked sufficient
authority to intervene in a timely manner and prevent the genocide (10).

International Response and Failures: The international community did not mount a serious response to this
catastrophe. The UN Security Council, due to concerns about being drawn into a civil war and the costs of
intervention, especially after the initial massacres, took only minimal measures. In practice, despite early warnings,
the international community—and in particular major powers such as the United States and France—avoided
involvement in the crisis, as it was assumed that military intervention within Rwanda’s borders could lead to a

complex and costly engagement (2).

Comparative Analysis in Light of the Responsibility to Protect

In the Rwanda crisis, no meaningful preventive action was taken by the international community. This reflects a
failure to anticipate and prevent potential crises. Once the genocide began, the Security Council did not adopt any
immediate measures and only decided to expand UNAMIR’s mandate after the catastrophe had unfolded, which
had limited impact. After the genocide, Rwanda faced serious challenges in reconstruction and justice. The
international community provided limited support, leaving most of the burden of reconstruction to the Rwandan
government and non-governmental organizations. In essence, the Rwandan crisis was a bitter lesson for the
Responsibility to Protect. One of its key consequences was the establishment of the R2P doctrine at the 2005 UN
World Summit, which implicitly drew on the international community’s failure in Rwanda as a driver for creating a

more effective legal framework to prevent such atrocities (1).

Syria Crisis (2011-present): Conflicting Interests and Failure in Effective Response

Historical Context and Atrocities: The Syrian crisis began in 2011 with popular protests against the government
of Bashar al-Assad and, in a short time, evolved into a bloody civil war. Since then, extensive atrocities—including
chemical attacks, large-scale massacres, and widespread human rights violations, particularly against civilians—
have been reported. International organizations, including the United Nations, have issued multiple reports
documenting human rights violations in Syria (14).

International Response and Failure to Implement R2P: In this crisis, the UN Security Council, due to the vetoes
of Russia and China, refrained from adopting effective resolutions for military intervention and for stopping the killing
of civilians. In addition, given the lack of consensus in the international community, diplomatic efforts, such as the
Geneva negotiations, did not yield significant outcomes. Instead, Western states such as the United States and its
allies reacted indirectly by supporting the Syrian opposition and through sanctions and humanitarian assistance (2,
6).

Comparative Analysis in Light of the Responsibility to Protect

The international community failed to anticipate the Syrian crisis at an early stage and to take effective measures
to prevent its escalation into a full-scale civil war. The Security Council was entirely unsuccessful in its response to
the Syrian crisis, as major powers did not support military intervention and Russia’s veto blocked the adoption of
resolutions. Syria remains engulfed in civil war, and reconstruction efforts are effectively impossible due to ongoing

hostilities and political instability. In reality, the Syrian crisis showed that conflicting interests among major powers
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can prevent the implementation of R2P. It also highlighted the fundamental challenges to institutionalizing R2P in
situations where great powers perceive their national interests to be at risk.

Ukraine Crisis (2022—present): Limited Reaction and Non-Application of R2P in Practice

Historical Context and Atrocities: The Ukraine crisis began in 2022 with Russia’s military invasion of Ukraine.
The war has led to widespread atrocities against civilians, including massacres in Bucha and other areas under
Russian occupation. This crisis constitutes a serious threat to international security, particularly in Europe, and has
prompted broad reactions by international organizations and states (9).

International Response and Limitations of the Security Council: In this crisis, the Security Council, due to Russia’s
veto power, has been unable to adopt effective decisions concerning military intervention or other measures to
address atrocities in Ukraine. However, Western countries have responded through severe economic sanctions,
the provision of military assistance to Ukraine, and support for diplomatic initiatives to end the war. These measures

have largely taken the form of indirect action (14).

Comparative Analysis in Light of the Responsibility to Protect

The international community failed to undertake effective preventive actions to deter Russia’s military invasion.
In responding to the Ukraine crisis, the Security Council was constrained by the veto, while Western states invoked
responsibility-related arguments primarily to justify sanctions and military support. Reconstruction in Ukraine is
currently stalled because of the ongoing war and the lack of comprehensive international consensus. The Ukraine
crisis again demonstrated how the use of the veto in the Security Council can block the implementation of R2P. It
also underscored the need to reform the structure of the Security Council and to strengthen regional institutions for
dealing with similar crises in the future (15).

The case studies of the crises in Rwanda, Syria, and Ukraine reveal both similar and distinct challenges in the
implementation of the Responsibility to Protect. In all three crises, political and legal conflicts among major powers,
the ineffectiveness of the Security Council, and the selective use of intervention undermined the application of the
doctrine. This comparative analysis emphasizes the necessity of reforming international structures—particularly the

Security Council—and strengthening regional cooperation to support the implementation of R2P.

Discussion

The findings of this study show that despite the acceptance of the Responsibility to Protect as an international
norm and its institutionalization in international instruments, its implementation in practice faces numerous
challenges. These challenges have become particularly evident in the crises of Rwanda, Syria, and Ukraine. Among
the major challenges are the conflicting interests of great powers, structural problems within the UN Security

Council, and weaknesses in international and regional cooperation (5, 11).

Theoretical and Legal Challenges of the Responsibility to Protect

As a relatively new norm in international law, R2P is confronted with significant conceptual and theoretical
challenges. One of the main challenges is the ambiguity in the concept’s definition. R2P rests on the three pillars
of prevention, reaction, and rebuilding; however, in practice, the precise and operational definition of these pillars—
especially under complex international conditions—has not yet been fully clarified (2). This lack of clarity leads

states to respond differently to the principle during crises and to adopt inconsistent measures.
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Another core challenge is the tension between the doctrine and the principles of state sovereignty and non-
intervention. State sovereignty, as one of the foundational principles of international law, restricts intervention in the
internal affairs of other states. In fact, R2P stands in tension with this principle, because intervention to prevent
atrocity crimes may be perceived as a violation of national sovereignty and an encroachment on territorial integrity
(14). This conflict among international norms generates serious difficulties and often leads states to resist accepting

R2P as a legally binding obligation (8).

Failure of the Security Council and the Selective Use of the Responsibility to Protect

One of the key findings of this research is the structural failure of the Security Council in implementing R2P.
Because of the veto powers held by the five permanent members, the Council has often been unable to adopt
effective decisions for intervention in global crises. In the Syrian crisis, in particular, the vetoes of Russia and China
blocked resolutions that could have authorized meaningful interventions to stop atrocities (2, 6). This reflects a
structural weakness in the Security Council that allows the political interests of major powers to override the
implementation of humanitarian and moral principles such as R2P.

The same pattern was clearly visible in the Ukraine crisis. Despite widespread atrocities committed against
civilians in territories under Russian control, the Security Council was unable to take effective action. Western states
responded independently through sanctions, military aid to Ukraine, and humanitarian assistance, but these
measures did not fully correspond to the comprehensive framework of R2P and were largely indirect. This
demonstrates that the lack of consensus in the Security Council and the existence of the veto power constitute

serious obstacles to timely responses in the face of crises (9, 15).

Inability in Prevention and Weaknesses in International Cooperation

Prevention, as the first pillar of R2P, faced major failures in the crises of Rwanda and Syria. In Rwanda, the
anticipation and early identification of signs of genocide—especially by the international community—were
significantly delayed. Various reports indicate that, in early 1994, information about the likelihood of genocide in
Rwanda was available, yet no preventive measures were taken (10). This reflects weaknesses in preventive
capacities and deficiencies in coordination and cooperation among states and international organizations.

In the Syrian crisis, the failure to respond quickly and effectively during the early stages of protests allowed the
situation to escalate into a full-scale civil war. The international community was unable to prevent this escalation,
and external actors—including Western states and Russia—only intervened once the crisis had already developed
into an intense and protracted conflict (2). This illustrates the insufficiency of preventive efforts and crisis-forecasting

at the international level.

Weakness of Regional Institutions and Its Impact on the Implementation of R2P

Global crises have shown that regional cooperation can serve as an important instrument in implementing R2P,
yet weaknesses in regional structures—such as the African Union in the Darfur crisis and the Arab League in the
Syrian crisis—have limited the effectiveness of such cooperation (2). In Darfur, the African Union was unable to
exert sufficient pressure on Sudan or to stop the continuation of atrocities. Similarly, in Syria, the Arab League did

not manage to respond effectively to the internal crisis or to invoke R2P as a framework for intervention (14). These
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failures highlight the need to strengthen regional capacities for crisis prevention and response within the framework
of R2P.

Based on the above analysis, several key lessons can be drawn from global crises that may help improve the
functioning of R2P in the future:

Reform of the UN Security Council: There is a need to limit or adjust the veto structure to prevent the selective
use of R2P.

Strengthening international and regional cooperation: More effective mechanisms must be developed within
regional organizations to support the operationalization of R2P in regional crises.

More effective prevention: Preventive capacities should be enhanced and international cooperation increased to
identify and manage crises before they escalate into humanitarian catastrophes.

This study has shown that, despite the recognition of R2P as a principle of international law, the doctrine faces
serious practical challenges. These challenges have been clearly demonstrated in the crises of Rwanda, Syria, and
Ukraine. To improve the future performance of R2P, structural reforms within the United Nations, the strengthening

of international and regional cooperation, and the development of more robust preventive capacities are essential.

Conclusion

This study examined the challenges and opportunities associated with the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) in
contemporary global crises. By analyzing the crises in Rwanda, Syria, and Ukraine, it became clear that despite the
acceptance of this doctrine as a global norm, its implementation faces serious structural, legal, and political
obstacles. The findings of this research not only addressed the practical problems of implementing R2P, but also
specifically emphasized the conceptual and legal challenges, as well as the reactions of the international community
in confronting atrocities such as the Rwandan genocide and the crises in Syria and Ukraine.

The first major finding of this study concerns the theoretical and conceptual challenges of R2P. Ambiguity in the
precise and operational definition of the pillars of R2P—particularly under complex international conditions—is one
of the main obstacles to its implementation. R2P consists of three pillars: prevention, reaction, and rebuilding.
However, in practice, there is still no clear agreement on the scope and criteria of each pillar. These ambiguities
lead states and even international organizations to respond differently—and sometimes inconsistently—to this
principle, adopting divergent measures in similar situations.

This study also showed that the tension between the doctrine and the principle of state sovereignty and non-
intervention in internal affairs is another fundamental challenge, felt especially strongly in developing countries. This
tension contributes to resistance by states to accepting R2P as a binding legal obligation.

The second important finding relates to the legal and structural failures of R2P at the international level. One of
the core challenges in implementing R2P is the inefficient structure of the United Nations Security Council. The veto
power granted to the five permanent members, which allows them to block intervention in international crises, has
been a central barrier to the implementation of the doctrine. In the Syrian and Ukrainian crises in particular, the
vetoes of Russia and China prevented the adoption of resolutions authorizing military intervention or even decisive
measures in response to war crimes.

This situation has also led to R2P being used more as a political tool by major powers, significantly undermining
its legitimacy. In the Syrian crisis especially, the selective use of the principle—effectively implemented in some

crises and entirely ignored in others—has weakened the doctrine at the global level.
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The third key finding of this study is the failure in prevention and in taking effective measures in global crises.
Prevention, as one of the main pillars of R2P, has been marked by significant shortcomings in crises such as
Rwanda and Syria. In Rwanda, despite early warnings, the international community failed to prevent the genocide,
which led to extensive human catastrophe. In Syria, early warnings about the violent suppression of protests and
the escalating conflict were not followed by meaningful preventive action, and the situation evolved into a full-scale
civil war.

These results highlight structural weaknesses in preventive capacities and the lack of effective cooperation
between international organizations and states. In answering the research questions, it can be said that the main
conceptual challenges of R2P include ambiguity in the precise definition of its pillars, especially the absence of
clear criteria for implementing prevention, reaction, and rebuilding in different situations. These ambiguities lead
states and international bodies to adopt diverging approaches when facing crises.

In addition, the tension between R2P and the principles of state sovereignty and non-intervention has been
widely recognized as a serious obstacle to the acceptance of the doctrine by many states. Legal conflicts between
R2P and the principles of national sovereignty and non-intervention reduce the doctrine’s effectiveness in upholding
humanitarian norms. In global crises such as those in Syria and Rwanda, these conflicts were particularly evident
in the international response and in the resistance of states to accepting R2P as a binding framework. This
underscores the need to review and reform international institutions and to further develop R2P as a legally binding
principle.

In Rwanda, the lack of timely intervention and weak preventive action by the international community enabled
the genocide to occur. In Syria, conflicting interests among major powers and the use of the veto blocked effective
implementation of R2P. The Ukraine crisis likewise demonstrated that the Security Council is unable to act
decisively in the face of global threats, underscoring the need for fundamental reform of its structure. Lessons drawn
from these crises include the necessity of strengthening preventive intervention, limiting the veto power, and
reforming international institutions—especially at the level of the Security Council.

Overall, the study shows that despite its considerable potential, the Responsibility to Protect still faces serious
practical obstacles due to theoretical, legal, and operational challenges. Addressing these problems requires
fundamental reforms in international structures and the strengthening of legal and practical commitments with
respect to prevention, reaction, and rebuilding in times of crisis. Only through enhanced international cooperation,
reforms in the Security Council, and the development of robust preventive capacities can there be realistic hope
that R2P will be effectively applied in confronting humanitarian crises.

Based on the findings of this research, several recommendations can be made to improve the performance of
the Responsibility to Protect:

— Reform of the United Nations Security Council: There is a need to limit or adjust the structure of the veto power
in order to prevent the selective use of R2P.

— Strengthening international and regional cooperation: More effective mechanisms should be created within
regional organizations to support the implementation of R2P in regional crises.

— More effective prevention: Preventive capacities must be developed and international cooperation increased
to identify and manage crises before they escalate into humanitarian catastrophes.

— Institutionalizing R2P as a binding legal rule: By establishing legal obligations for states and international

organizations, R2P can be transformed into an operative and reliable principle within international law.



Journal of Historical Research, Law and Policy

Acknowledgments

We would like to express our appreciation and gratitude to all those who helped us carrying out this study.

Authors’ Contributions

All authors equally contributed to this study.

Declaration of Interest

The authors of this article declared no conflict of interest.

Ethical Considerations

All ethical principles were adheried in conducting and writing this article.

Transparency of Data

In accordance with the principles of transparency and open research, we declare that all data and materials used

in this study are available upon request.

Funding

This research was carried out independently with personal funding and without the financial support of any

governmental or private institution or organization.

References

1. Unga. 2005 World Summit Outcome. 2005.

2. Evans G. The Responsibility to Protect: Ending Mass Atrocity Crimes Once and for All: Brookings Institution Press;
2008.

3. Melvern L. A people betrayed: the role of the West in Rwanda's genocide: Bloomsbury Publishing; 2024.

4, Peters A. Humanity as the A and Q of Sovereignty. The European Journal of International Law. 2009;20(3). doi:
10.1093/¢ejil/chp026.

5. Seifzadeh F, Zamani SQ, Savari H, Raei Dehghi M. Examining the Security Council's Mission in Implementing the
Responsibility to Protect Doctrine. Comparative Law Research. 2017;21(1).

6. Hehir A. Hollow Norms and the Responsibility to Protect: Springer; 2018.

7. Finnemore M, Sikkink K. International norm dynamics and political change. International organization.
1998;52(4):887-917. doi: 10.1162/002081898550789.

8. Yazdan Fam M. International Rules and Norms: Emergence, Evolution, and Influence. Strategic Studies Quarterly.
2008;11(4):Winter.

9. United Nations. Reports on the Ukraine Crisis. 2022.

10. Snyder J. Eyewitness to a Genocide: The United Nations and Rwanda2002.

11. Mirabbasi SB, Mohammadi A. Implementation Challenges of the Responsibility to Protect Theory with a Look at the
Situations in Libya and Syria. Public Law Research Quarterly. 2017;19(57).

12. Iciss. The Responsibility to Protect: Report of the International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty.
Ottawa: International Development Research Centre, 2001.

13. Abbott KW, Snidal D. Hard and Soft Law in International Governance. International Organization. 2000;54(3):421-
56. doi: 10.1162/002081800551280.

14. Bellamy AJ. Responsibility to Protect: The Global Effort to End Mass Atrocities: Polity Press; 2009.

15. Bellamy AJ. The Responsibility to Protect: A Defense: Oxford University Press; 2015.

Page 1 4



