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The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) evolves as a cutting edge humanitarian principle that
captures the centre stage in the current global security discourse. The R2P evokes all the more
anxieties and concerns on its operational front, when Libya becomes the first conflict theatre,
where this humanitarian code has been invoked by the ‘concerned international community’ to
militarily respond to the country’s large scale intra-state violence. The disconcerting crisis in
Libya has unfolded under the influence of the Arab Spring (uprising for political reforms)
sweeping across the wider neighbourhood of North Africa and West Asia, a region which is
constantly known for its forced interface with the extra-regional powers.

Keeping in perspective the above mentioned critical aspects of the issue, this paper tries
to conceptualise the R2P by highlighting its normative as well as juridical evolution in the
broader context of global security dynamics. It subsequently focuses its application to the raging
conflict in Libya in terms of assessing the cause and effect of such ‘exemplifying’ practice. The
paper also looks at India’s concerns on this crucial yet contentious issue through evaluation of
New Delhi’s response as a revisionist stake holder in the institutionalised process of global
security and governance.
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Conceptualising R2P
The International Commission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS), which was
established by the Government of Canada, together with a group of major foundations, at the
United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) in September 2000, prepared its Report titled “The
Responsibility to Protect" in December 2001. This Report premised the R2P on two basic
principles: (a) state sovereignty implies responsibility, and the primary responsibility for the
protection of its people lies with the state itself; (b) in case of people suffering serious harm, due
to internal war, insurgency, repression or state failure, and the concerned state’s lack of will or
ability to respond, the principle of non-intervention yields to the international responsibility to
protect. The ICISS Report specified in qualifying detail the methods of exercising humanitarian
obligations concerning the prevention and containment of conflict and the aftermath
reconstruction, by involving all the stake holders with the utmost constraint on the use of
intrusive and coercive measures.1
The ICISS Report was discussed by the then UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s HighLevel Panel on “Threats, Challenges and Change”. The High-Level Panel accordingly made the
recommendations on the issue in its 2004 Report that found place in the World Summit Outcome
Document containing R2P’s core elements in its paragraphs 138 and 139, which were adopted by
the heads of state and government in the UNGA in October 2005.2 In 2009, the UN SecretaryGeneral Ban Ki Moon outlined the three pillars of the R2P doctrine: (a) states enjoin upon
themselves the responsibilities to protect their population from genocide, war crimes, ethnic
cleansing and crimes against humanity; (b) the international community should assist them in
doing so; (c) if the concerned state fails to act appropriately, the responsibility to do so falls on
the international community.3

The colossal yet preventable human tragedies caused by two high-intensity conflicts in
Rwanda (1994) and Srebrenica (1995), which could not be averted due to sheer indifference of
the dominant Western actors in the UNSC, gave compelling reasons to the UN leadership to go
for the R2P.4 The adoption of such a humanitarian principle was effected under the official
supervision of a pacifist of Kofi Annan’s stature, indicating that existential premise of the current
world order is undergoing a paradigm shift from the Westphalian notion of ‘non-interference’ to
post-Cold War idea of ‘non-indifference’.5 This defining shift is unfolding under the volatile
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global security dynamics that encapsulates the multiplication of conflict theatres in the Global
South, the rise in the intra-state conflicts, and intertwined linkages between intra-state and interstate conflicts.6

The extensive and complicated nature of the global conflicts is cumulatively caused and
compounded by, inter alia, three consecutive critical realities: (a) arbitrary territorial
demarcation ignoring the ethno-tribal fabrics in the colonial societies,7 (b) Cold-War
encampment containing the functional interface between the political regimes and the citizenry
and restricting the demographic cohesion in the post-colonial societies,8 and (c) increasingly
selective unilateral post-Cold War interventions or threat of such interventions of the supra-state
actors, led by the extra-regional powers, into the Global South in the guise of ‘international
mandate’. The litmus test of the R2P’s capacity as a legal instrument to address the entrenched
global ‘security predicament’9, therefore, lies in the modus operandi of the extra-regional powers
involved in the containment of conflicts in the very theatres put under its application. In this
context, Libya merits attention, since it remains the first conflict theatre where military
intervention was orchestrated under the ambit of R2P.10

Libya under R2P
Libya witnessed a full-scale uprising in the early part of 2011 in protest against late Colonel
Muammar Gaddafi, who had wrested the country’s political power by carrying out a military
coup since 1969. This revolt began in Benghazi of Eastern Libya, after popular movements
crystallising under the Arab Spring overturned the rulers of Tunisia and Egypt in the North
African neighbourhood. Gaddafi’s regime tried to militarily suppress the opposition forces,
which established the National Transitional Council (NTC) in Benghazi to administer the areas
under their control. The NTC received France’s immediate recognition as the ‘legitimate
government’ of Libya.11

The UNSC responded to the crisis by adopting its Resolution 1970 warning Libyan
authorities for their crimes against humanity and reminding the responsibility to protect their
people.12 With no positive difference to the crisis situation, the UNSC passed another Resolution
1973 sanctioning the establishment of a no-fly zone and the use of ‘all means necessary’ to
protect civilians within Libya, with a 10–0 vote and five abstentions. While the resolution was
supported by all the three African non-permanent members of the UNSC namely South Africa,
3 | www.icwa.in

ICWA Issue Brief

Nigeria and Gabon, the abstentions included China and Russia with the veto power, as well as
non-permanent members such as Brazil, Germany and India.13
Notwithstanding the abstaining member countries’ concerns on the Resolution’s
implementation modality, limits to the military intervention, and avoiding human casualty and
regional destabilisation, the North Atlantic Treaty Organisations (NATO) led by France went
ahead with operations Odyssey Dawn and Ellamy. Amidst NATO’s military intervention, the
African Union (AU) tried to mediate by proposing immediate and monitored cease-fire, and
subsequent democratic elections. The AU’s peace strategy was unconditionally accepted by the
Gaddafi government. The NATO-backed NTC, however, refused to negotiate on its demand for
Gaddafi’s immediate abdication of power, leading to a protracted armed confrontation in
Libya.14

The Arab League provided the sustained support for the military intervention in Libya
due its leadership’s antagonistic connection with Gaddafi,15 who was championing the cause of
Pan-Africanism and the AU’s empowerment.16 The NATO flaunted Arab League’s consent as
the justification to continue its regime-change exercise and deliberately undermined the AU’s
mediation initiative. Thus, the provision of involving regional organisations in the containment
of conflict, as emphasised in both the 2001 ICISS Report and 2005 World Summit Outcome
Document, was manipulated by the extra-regional powers while intervening in Libya.

The NTC finally captured capital Tripoli, with the subsequent gruesome killing of
Gaddafi after allegedly being caught from his hometown Sirte on 20 October 2011. While
Libyan cities were falling into the NTC’s fold, the secret detention of thousands of Gaddafi
loyalists and the targeted attack on the Sub-Saharan Africans living in the country became a
reality, evoking the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees’ call for the protection of
rights and lives of the beleaguered community. Amnesty International in August 2011 estimated
that between one third and half of those detained were from the Sub-Saharan Africa. Some
African women alleged their rape by rebels in the refugee camps, with the reportage of forced
labour. Foreign aid workers claimed to be prohibited from officially talking about the
allegations.17
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Still worse, post-Gaddafi Libya witnessed the eruption of intermittent clashes among
tribal militias and the increase in violent crimes committed by uniformed men. The hundreds of
heavily armed militias continue to indulge in clashes and defy orders from the NTC to disband or
join the army and security forces.18 While elections for a General National Congress were held in
Libya in July 2012, the euphoria of success for holding the country's ‘first free national election’
in six decades was blighted with the killing of four American nationals including Ambassador
Chris Stevens at the US consulate in Benghazi on 11 September 2012 amidst violent protest
against the anti-Islam Innocence of Muslims video.19 Thus, the actual political cost of
intervention in Libya became clearer in the period of transition, as per the prognosis of an
Africanist like Mahmood Mamdani, who had characterised the anti-Gaddafi coalition comprising
secular middle class activists, royalists, tribalists and the radical Islamists.20

Beyond Libya, the change in Gaddafi regime has triggered ethno-political frictions
spreading across the North Africa. Persecution of the alleged pro-Gaddafi Tuareg, a distinct
nomadic community settling in several countries of the region, resulted in their flight from Libya
to Mali where the political integration of their co-ethnic population was fragile under the colonial
and post-colonial dispensations. Mali, in consequence, encountered with the intra-state battle, de
facto territorial bifurcation, military coup and the increase in Islamist mobilisation. According to
an UN estimate, more than 206,000 people were displaced in the country in the first half of 2012.
While the Mali crisis has already elicited external intervention, Niger due to its sizable underintegrated Tuareg population remains the next theatre to fall into the regional chain of ethnopolitical destabilisation.21
The NATO’s unilateral military intervention in Libya under the garb of R2P has, hence,
caused enormous domestic and regional destabilisation. The brutal overthrow of the Gaddafi
regime is, however, interpreted by an American Institutional Liberalist like Robert Keohane as
one of the major indicators of the ‘revival of moralism’ in the post Cold-War world politics.22
Nevertheless, the purported moralpolitik motivations of the regime change in Libya are squarely
exposed, when the US State Department raises its concerns for the sensitive oil contract
documents lost during the attack on the American consulate in Benghazi.23 This reinforces
Mahmood Mamdani’s apprehension of more Libya like interventions in Africa, due to the
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contention between dominant global powers and new challengers over the continent’s natural
resources.24

What further strengthens the belief about offensive realpolitik objectives of the Western
intervention in Libya is the startling revelation of a French secret agent killing Gaddafi by
infiltrating the violent mob encircling him. The apparent purpose was to hush up the then French
President Nicolas Sarkozy’s suspicious links with the Libyan leader on the transfer of millions of
dollar election campaign funds in 2007.25 Libya’s case, therefore, best explains the perception of
the R2P as “ugly reality of geostrategic and commercial calculations camouflaged in the lofty
rhetoric” in the Global South.26
India’s Response
As a leading voice in the Global South, India’s official position on Libyan crisis was to support
the peaceful and consensual resolution of the conflict through AU’s mediation. New Delhi
rightfully wanted the dialogue based conflict resolution process to be guided by the respect for
the sovereignty, integrity and unity of the country along with the sensitivity towards the
legitimate aspirations of its people.27 To this end, India registered its abstention on the passage of
the UNSC Resolution 1973 for sanctioning a no-fly zone in Libya. New Delhi’s position on the
military intervention in Libya did not deter it from diplomatically engaging with NTC-led Tripoli
and rendering humanitarian support to the Libyan people in their ongoing reconstruction
exercises.28
India’s participation in the ‘Friends of Libya’ Conference organised in Paris on 1
September 2011, however, raises concerns regarding its humanitarian approach to the people in
Libya through Western mediators, which might dilute its respect for ‘African Solutions to
African Problems’.29 Nevertheless, New Delhi consistently remains critical of the selective
application of the R2P principle by the Western powers for a regime change, as in the case of
Libya, which did not allow a political solution to take place under the AU mediation. During an
informal meeting at the UN on 22 February 2012, India’s Permanent Representative (PR)
Hardeep Singh Puri aptly noted, “The only aspect of the resolution [1973] of interest to them [the
international community] was the use of all necessary means to bomb the hell out of Libya......
Indeed, the Libyan case has already given R2P a bad name.”30 At an earlier UNGA discussion
on R2P held on 24 July 2009, Puri then stated:
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Sovereignty as a responsibility has, however, always been a defining attribute
for nation states, where safeguards for protection of fundamental rights of
citizens are constitutionally provided. .....Responsibility to protect should in no
way provide a pretext for humanitarian intervention or unilateral action.31

India’s concern on the R2P’s misuse in Libya finds its resonance in the strong
condemnation of China and Russia, the member countries which along with New Delhi abstained
in the UNSC voting on the Resolution 1973.32 Similarly, Brazil has come up with the
Responsibility while Protecting (RWP) initiative,33 which provides a policy alternative for the
Informal General Assembly Dialogue on R2P to focus on third pillar measures (international
community’s protection responsibility) of this principle.

To sum up, the evolution of R2P as a humanitarian doctrine in the international society
presupposes a paradigm shift from the Westphalian notion of ‘non-interference’ towards postCold War idea of ‘non-indifference’. This qualitative shift in the existential premise of the
current world order is unfolding under the volatile security dynamics that encapsulates extensive
and complicated global conflicts. Libya under the ambit of R2P demonstrates the flip side of
such an international legal instrument that can be selectively used by the interventionist
dominant powers to orchestrate regime change that would invariably cause domestic and
regional destabilisations in societies already ridden with conflicts. The misuse of R2P principle
evokes valid concerns from India and other revisionist powers in the Global South, which insist
on the peaceful and consensual resolution of global conflicts and reiterate the need for urgent
reforms in the existing institutionalised process of global security and governance.
*Dr. Sandipani Dash, Research Fellow at Indian Council of World Affairs, New Delhi.
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