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Brief summary 
 
 
In 2005 UN member states reached agreement on ‘the responsibility to protect’ – a principle 
which stipulates that each state has the primary responsibility to protect its populations from 
mass atrocities, and that the international community has a complementary responsibility. In 
2011, the crisis in Libya represented the first case in which the international community invoked 
the responsibility to protect in order to justify taking coercive measures – first sanctions and then 
the use of military force.  
 
This study analyzes the promise and pitfalls of the responsibility to protect against a historical 
background. Subsequently, it reconstructs and analyzes specifically how the principle has been 
applied in the case of Libya. Finally, the volume examines the implications of the Libyan case for 
the normative development and the implementation of the responsibility to protect in the future. 
 
Drawing on a wide variety of sources, including in-depth interviews with politicians, diplomats, 
and NGO-representatives, the study demonstrates that ultimately, the case of Libya has fully 
exposed the potential, as well as the complexities, inherent in the responsibility to protect. The 
political-moral imperative encapsulated by the principle played a decisive role in the Security 
Council’s decision to authorize the use of force in order to protect civilians – which most likely 
averted mass atrocities. However, the volume also demonstrates that the responsibility to protect 
provided a highly fragile basis for military enforcement action without host state consent.  
 
By leaving essential questions regarding the legitimacy of international authority and the relation 
of international actors to local actors unresolved, the principle failed to provide a basic 
framework for military action. In addition, the thesis argues that the implementation of the 
responsibility to protect was severely hampered by the fragmented nature of the international 
community, the flaws of the current international security architecture, the unsustainable nature 
of a number of basic UN principles such as neutrality and impartiality, and by inconsistencies 
between the intervention phase and pre- and post-intervention politics. 
 
By incorporating perspectives derived from various disciplines including international law, 
political science and history, the study presents a compelling and thought-provoking examination 
of a principle deeply rooted in (primarily) western history – the implementation of which remains 
a daunting challenge for the international community. 
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