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The human rights and humanitarian landscape of the modern era has
been littered with acts that have shocked the moral conscience of man-
kind, and there has been wide variation in whether, how, and to what
degree states respond tomass atrocity crimes, even when they share similar
characteristics. In many cases concerned states responded, either through
moral suasion, gentle or coercive diplomacy, or other non-forcible mea-
sures, to prevent or halt the indiscriminate human rights violations that
were occurring. In others, states simply turned away and left the vul-
nerable to their fate. In still other cases states responded robustly, using
military force to stop the atrocities and save lives.

This book seeks to examine the effects of strategic framing in US
and United Nations policy arenas to draw conclusions regarding whe-
ther and how the human rights and humanitarian norms embedded
within such frames resonated with decision makers and, in turn, how
they shaped variation in levels of political will concerning humanitarian
intervention in three cases that today would qualify as responsibility to
protect (R2P) cases: Somalia, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone. Labonte con-
cludes that in order for humanitarian interventions to stand a higher
likelihood of being effective, actors advocating support of such actions
must find away to persuade policy makers by appealing to both the logic
of consequences (which rely on material and pragmatic considerations)
and logic of appropriateness (which rely on normatively appropriate
considerations)—and strategic framing may be one path to achieve this
outcome.

Offering a detailed examination of three key cases and providing an
original and important contribution to the field, this work will be of
great interest to students and scholars alike.

Melissa Labonte is Assistant Professor of Political Science at Fordham
University.
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Foreword

Melissa Labonte’s Human Rights and Humanitarian Norms, Strategic
Framing, and Intervention: Lessons for the responsibility to protect is the
10th in a growing number of research volumes in our “global institutions”
series examining crucial global problems as well as policies and solutions
to address them. These volumes serve as lengthier and more specialized
treatments of given topics than is possible in the general series. As
such, they are essential components in advancing the overarching aim
of the series—that is, to render more visible the often complex and poorly
understood world of “global governance.”

In addition to these longer research volumes, the series strives to
provide readers with user-friendly and short (usually 50,000 words) but
definitive guides to the most visible aspects of what we know as “global
governance” as well as authoritative accounts of the issues and debates
in which they are embroiled. We now have over 70 books that act as
key reference points to the most significant global institutions and the
evolution of the issues that they face. Our intention has always been to
provide one-stop guides for all readers—students (both undergraduate
and postgraduate), interested negotiators, diplomats, practitioners from
nongovernmental and intergovernmental organizations, and interested
parties alike—seeking information about most prominent institutional
aspects of global governance.

Labonte pries open the infamous “black box” of political will for the
emerging norm of the responsibility to protect (R2P) and probes the dev-
ilish details lurking inside. In the best tradition of social science, she
asks “R2P, so what?”While many of us assume the importance of norms
and normative entrepreneurs, Labonte wants to know under what con-
ditions the human rights and humanitarian norms that are so prevalent
in rhetoric and lie at the heart of policy making about mass atrocities
actually affect the formation of sufficient political will to respond decisi-
vely and effectively. A mirror reflection of her concerns involves the



conditions that make humanitarian assistance and humanitarian diplo-
macy good substitutes for actually doing something to halt the murder
of innocents. Clearly norms are a necessary first step, but they are hardly
sufficient.

This unusual and provocative book analyzes the strategic framing of
mass atrocities within both US and UN policy arenas to shed light on
how the norm of humanitarian intervention, and more recently R2P,
affected outcomes in Somalia, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone. Labonte is
to be congratulated for challenging received wisdom. Ideally, this and
other volumes in the research stream will be used as complementary
readings in courses in which other specific titles in this series are per-
tinent—a selection of which can be found in the “about the series” section
at the front of this book. Our aim is to enable topics of importance to
be dealt with exhaustively by specialists as well as enabling collected
works to address issues in ways that bring more than the sum of the
individual parts, while at the same time maintaining the quality of the
series.

As always, we look forward to comments from our readers.

Thomas G. Weiss
The CUNY Graduate Center, New York, USA

Rorden Wilkinson
University of Manchester, UK

April 2012
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Introduction

� Norms and strategic framing
� Mass atrocity crimes and norm transgressions
� Design and methodology
� Conclusion

The living victims of siege and mass atrocities don’t care who saves
them, they just want someone to save them.1

The modern humanitarian landscape is littered with acts that have
shocked the conscience of mankind and violent affronts to the moral
sensibilities of ordinary men and women.2 The Armenian genocide, the
Holocaust, the Cambodian killing fields, Rwanda, Srebrenica, and Darfur
are among the most well-known mass atrocity cases of the past century.
In their wake alone, tens of millions fell victim to genocide, war crimes,
ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity. To paraphrase one scholar
on this issue, mass atrocities are a “hoary phenomenon.”3

In contrast to the entrenched pattern of twentieth- and twenty-first-
century atrocities, wide variation has persisted in whether, how, and to
what degree states respond extraterritorially to such cases. Indeed, the
international community’s track record in preventing and/or halting mass
atrocities is decidedly mixed and the refrain of “never again” has often
rung hollow. The international legal architecture has only been margin-
ally modified to deter and/or hold accountable perpetrators of mass
atrocities. In some crises, concerned states responded with mixed action,
either through moral suasion, gentle or coercive diplomacy, or other
non-forcible measures, to prevent or halt indiscriminate human rights
violations. In others, states simply turned away and left individuals and
communities to their fates. Still yet in other cases, states responded
robustly, using military force to stop atrocities and save lives.



Take two recent crises where mass atrocities were imminent and
unfolding—Rwanda and Kosovo. In Rwanda, the international com-
munity of states, through the United Nations (UN) Security Council,
did nothing to save more than 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus
from slaughter. In the words of the International Commission on Inter-
vention and State Sovereignty (ICISS), the failure “laid bare the full
horror of inaction.”4 In Kosovo, however, military humanitarian inter-
vention was taken by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
with post hoc Security Council authorization and, while critics main-
tain that military action may have expedited ethnic cleansing and
retribution crimes, supporters argue that a mass slaughter of civilians
was prevented.5

In other cases, such as Zimbabwe, where mass atrocities continue to
be perpetrated by the state against its civilian population, the response
has mainly involved sub-regional diplomatic pressure and economic sanc-
tions. It has not prompted states, regional/sub-regional bodies, or the
UN to consider supporting more robust action that might include the
use of military force. In other cases, such as Côte d’Ivoire and Sierra
Leone, where both state and non-state actors perpetrated horrific violence
against civilians, former colonial powers (France and the United King-
dom, respectively) obtained critical regional and international support
to field limited military interventions with strong protection mandates
and permissive rules of engagement, alongside deployed UNmultilateral
peacekeepers.

Yet amid all the variation in the way states respond to mass atrocities,
each and every case shares a common element that critically shaped
outcomes: the concept of political will. Political will may well be the
most often-used phrase in politics today. It is widely considered to be a
“collective” concept—denoting the separate but interconnected wills of
elites and the general population.6 It comprises preferences and their
intensity, and level of salience of the issue under consideration. In demo-
cratic republics, it is conversely correlated to the level of national interest
a state has in a given issue area (e.g. vital, core, other). Political will
has been invoked to explain similar decisions taken in response to dif-
ferent events, as well as different decisions taken in response to similar
events. Especially within the sphere of humanitarian politics, political
will has served at times as the hero and at other times as the villain of
outcomes involving mass atrocity cases. Why didn’t the international
community of states prevent the Rwandan genocide? Lack of political
will. Why did NATO intervene in Kosovo? Because the necessary
political will was galvanized among key member states. However, how
much do we really know about political will for robust humanitarian
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action, besides the fact that it is at a minimum a necessary (but not always
sufficient) condition to generate policy outcomes aimed at protecting
populations from mass atrocity crimes?

Relatedly, how much do we know about whether and how human
rights and humanitarian norms that lie at the heart of policy making
concerning mass atrocity crimes affect the formation of political will to
respond decisively and effectively in cases where innocents are being
massacred? Why are humanitarian assistance and humanitarian diplo-
macy so often used as substitutes for political will, especially in the direst
of cases where stronger measures appear to be both legitimate, respon-
sible, and practical to halt mass atrocity crimes (and regardless of their
legality)? These issues stand today at the center of political debates sur-
rounding humanitarian intervention and the emerging doctrine of the
responsibility to protect (R2P), which affirms that host states have a
primary responsibility to protect their populations from four classes of
mass atrocity crimes: genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes
against humanity. When states manifestly fail in upholding their primary
responsibility, a residual, secondary responsibility falls to the interna-
tional community of states to respond effectively in protecting civilians
from these crimes, through a wide range of policy measures including
non-forcible and, where appropriate, forcible measures.7

Indeed, supporters stress that R2P’s “relevance and power derive from
its capacity to help spur political will for implementing widely accepted
and long codified universal standards,”8 as well as its potential to shape
and condition state behavior to respond effectively to mass atrocities.
They also claim that it would have decidedly altered outcomes of mass
atrocity cases that pre-date the norm. For example, UK ForeignMinister,
Jack Straw, claimed in 2005 that had R2P been around in the 1990s,
Rwanda and Srebrenica would have turned out differently.9 However,
how do we know that the norms underpinning the doctrine can really
help do this? Unfortunately, we don’t have the option of winding back
the clock to determine whether or not Straw was correct. We can,
however, explore his claim by examining it analytically and assessing
whether and how the human rights and humanitarian norms that fea-
tured in the policy debates concerning mass atrocity cases resonated
with policy makers. We can also identify how, if at all, they may have
shaped policy decisions supporting robust policies to protect civilians
in those cases.

This book analyzes the strategic framing of mass atrocity cases in
US and UN policy arenas to build knowledge concerning whether and
how the humanitarian and human rights norms embedded within those
frames affected decision outcomes in each of three mass atrocity cases:
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Somalia, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone. By exploring strategic framing in
relation to the interactive nature of decision-making logics that policy
elites utilize in formulating responses to mass atrocity cases, especially
complex policy decisions like humanitarian intervention, we can discern
how human rights and humanitarian norms travel and compete with
other prevailing norms in the policy-making process.

Norms and strategic framing

Norms comprise shared understandings of appropriate behavior reflect-
ing legitimate social purpose for actors with a given identity, forming
important building blocks of international reality.10 Strategic frames
also influence the political will to act. As an integral vehicle for trans-
mitting norms, they help create shared understandings of the world
and individuals within it that further legitimate and motivate collective
action. Examples of strategic framing include modifying perceptions of
landmines as instruments of cruel and unusual (and arbitrary) punish-
ment that injure and harm innocent civilians, especially children, rather
than as military armaments; and characterizing female circumcision as
female genital mutilation. Mass atrocity cases that are strategically framed
using human rights and humanitarian norms may, in theory, help estab-
lish a permissive policy environment to legitimate and justify support
for robust response actions on both pragmatic and ideational grounds.

Key questions to ask, then, are: Do human rights and humanitarian
norms resonate with policy makers and, if so, how and under what
conditions? What motivates policy makers to invoke human rights and
humanitarian norms in justifying their support for policies aimed at
preventing and halting mass atrocity crimes, including the use of military
force? R2P is considered bymany to be a principled policy tool that should
prevent, deter, or stop mass atrocity crimes—an amplifier for human
rights and humanitarian norms.11 Yet what if systematic analysis demon-
strates that mass atrocity cases framed using coherent appeals to human
rights and humanitarian norms are seldom sufficient to motivate the
political will to support effective civilian protection responses? To help
answer these questions, I re-examine two assumptions used in conven-
tional explanations in this issue area: the role of ideational norms and
the role of actors other than states in policy making.

Norms and ideas in policy making

Realists have long assumed that policy elites make decisions about
intervening in mass atrocity cases based on traditional or pragmatic
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perceptions of security interests. They tend to dismiss the ideational or
normative dimensions of decision-making. Others claim that aspirational
norms alone cannot possibly influence policy making unless other prag-
matic or material considerations related to vital or core national interests
operate alongside them.12 However, these are largely untested assump-
tions. To say that states always act in their self-interest tells us little about
how the nature of interests themselves evolves over time to possibly
include human rights and humanitarian norms that affect consideration
of whether to support the often costly and risky, but possibly morally
necessary, business of humanitarian intervention.

Ideas and norms have, at a minimum, quasi-causal impact on out-
comes in international politics.13 Evidence suggests that the rules, mean-
ings, and social purposes to which states can and should use force have
historically accommodated human rights and humanitarian norms well
before these norms were appropriated under the R2P umbrella.14 Thus
is it sensible to engage closer examination of the role of these norms in
shaping international political outcomes in mass atrocity cases. Strate-
gic framing offers one avenue for doing this, as it allows us to focus on
ideational and normative diffusion and internalization, intersubjectivity,
persuasion, empathy, liking, and affect in policy making.

More specifically, I assess whether and how the human rights and
humanitarian norms embedded within strategic frames affect the for-
mation of political will to respond robustly in such cases. Strategic fram-
ing should be most effective in shaping policy-maker preferences when
it links new and established ideas to construct convincing messages
that are highly resonant. Strategic frames can also contribute to expand-
ing or contracting the political space necessary for policy preferences
to be reviewed and reconsidered, and for new dynamics to be created
in support of new or alternative policy to the status quo. Their effects
are not always anticipated, however. Strategic framing can, for exam-
ple, generate cues that are incongruent with other prevailing norms,
create norm contests, and/or cloud rather than clarify a policy maker’s
decision-making calculus. These dynamics decrease the likelihood of
supporting robust policy options such as humanitarian intervention,
and instead reinforce the status quo or low-risk policy options. Study-
ing these dynamics and how policy decisions are formed helps fill some
of the gaps in our knowledge about how norms operate and assist (or
not) in generating political will.

Empirically, we can observe changes in policy-maker understandings
of the nature and scope of a mass atrocity case as challenger frames
emerge and eventually (not in all cases) become prevailing strategic
frames. When challenger frames gain traction in policy-making arenas,
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they prompt policy-maker reassessment of the normative appropriate-
ness and material utility of supporting certain policy options over others.
When they do not, we tend to see support stabilize or recede for policies
that are perceived to be costly, risky, or normatively suspect.

In recognizing that ideas themselves are insufficient alone to warrant
policy change, I also consider the extent to which other environmental
or contextual factors may have competed for policy-maker attention in
these cases, and to what degree they affected the outcomes we are able
to observe in each of the three mass atrocity cases. My goal is to distill a
set of plausible warranting conditions from thorough comparative ana-
lysis that builds a quasi-causal narrative, one that is rich in detail but
also identifies generalities that may be used in other studies.

International humanitarian NGOs as policy-making actors

Realism also assumes state actors to be central to the policy-making
process, and largely ignores the possibility that non-state or nongovern-
mental actors play influential roles in policy decision making. It is true
that states, unilaterally within national capitals or collectively through
intergovernmental forums, make the final decisions concerning responses
to mass atrocity cases. However, the policy-making process is shaped
by a range of other actors that are legitimate focal points to investigate
the effects of norms on policy making. Among them are rebel groups;
intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) and nongovernmental organi-
zations (NGOs); local civil-society groups; religious authorities; for-profit
enterprises; the international media; and eminent personalities. Most
importantly and because of their close association with human rights
and humanitarian norms, I pay particular attention to international
humanitarian NGOs as norm entrepreneurs in the policy process.

The contributions of NGOs to policy-making outcomes have been
analyzed in issue areas such as conflict resolution; landmines; gender-
based violence and women’s rights; small arms trafficking; and climate
change and environmental politics.15 The organizations most closely
associated with the norms at the center of policy-making debates in
response to mass atrocity cases are international humanitarian NGOs.
They include actors as organizations operating mainly within the field
of humanitarian action, generally (but not always) headquartered in one
country, with operations that are international in scope. NGOs are defined
as organizations that operate on a not-for-profit basis, have a voluntary
membership base, operate locally or indigenously, quasi-governmentally,
or internationally, and focus their operations in any field. International
humanitarian NGOs share most of these characteristics, but are further
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distinguished by their protection and assistance work with populations
characterized by life-threatening conditions, suffering, displacement, and
vulnerability. Examples of some of the best-known international huma-
nitarian NGOs are Save the Children (SAVE), Médecins sans Frontières
(MSF), Cooperative for Assistance and Relief Everywhere, Inc. (CARE),
Catholic Relief Services (CRS), the International Rescue Committee
(IRC), Oxfam, and World Vision (WV).

Increasingly, international humanitarian NGOs play key roles as policy
advocates and norm entrepreneurs in mass atrocity cases and complex
humanitarian emergencies, aswell as humanitarian intervention debates.16

They engage key actors within national and intergovernmental policy-
making communities, as well as the general population; help shape policy
debates; and, in some cases, influence decision-making outcomes. These
organizations have also helped raise new expectations for states to uphold
international human rights norms and establish correctives to failed
attempts to do so.17 International humanitarian NGOs also operate dif-
ferently than other international actors, such as the International Com-
mittee of the Red Cross (ICRC), which disavows political advocacy,
prefers quiet diplomacy, and guards fiercely the principle of neutrality,
while still offering protection activities to civilians in complex emergencies
and mass atrocity cases.

Yet international humanitarian NGOs as a group or class of actors
have not always been in unison with each other on what states should
do to prevent or halt mass atrocity crimes. Individually they have not
always supported robust policies like humanitarian intervention and, in
many cases, have advocated for alternative policies such as preventive
diplomacy and capacity building.18 This diversity of views is reflected
in detail across the case studies explored in this book.

Much of the scholarship on the role of international humanitarian
NGOs in policy responses to humanitarian or mass atrocity crises is
highly descriptive and lacks well-tested models. It is ideal, therefore, to
view international humanitarian NGOs as one group of influential
actors among many who contribute to policy-making debates by acting
in their capacity as influence brokers or norm entrepreneurs.19 By virtue
of the ideas and norms their members and staff carry, international
humanitarian NGOs can be powerful (and persuasive) precisely because
of their identity as carriers, which legitimates their views and advocacy.20

To be effective, norm entrepreneurs need organizational platforms or
opportunity structures. As national governments and IGOs engage issues
related to mass atrocities and humanitarian intervention, opportunity
structures have emerged for a range of actors to advocate on these
matters, including international commissions, eminent personalities,
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civil society groups, and even international humanitarian NGOs.21 Norm
entrepreneurs use opportunity structures to spotlight and create issues,
interpret information, and engage in policy-relevant cognitive framing.

These actors also count on communicative action opportunities with
policy makers and donor governments to persuade and convey their pre-
ferences for policy outcomes. Since the end of the ColdWar in particular,
states and IGOs have come to rely heavily on international humani-
tarian NGOs to deliver on civilian protection where they cannot or will
not in complex humanitarian emergencies and mass atrocity cases. This
means that international humanitarian NGOs are important informa-
tion sources, and in some mass atrocity cases where other key infor-
mation actors are absent, they may exclusively hold information that
makes them especially influential with policy makers in advocating
policy preferences.

Relatedly, the field-level demands on these organizations have cata-
pulted them onto the policy stage in unanticipated ways. It is no longer
the norm for international humanitarian NGOs to restrict their activ-
ities to refugee camps across the border from zones of conflict. For
many, having a permanent presence on the ground means operating in
the middle of war zones where mass atrocities unfold in their midst.22

This proximity to conflict and violence complicates the delivery of relief
and raises issues about the need for protection from combatants. Both
of these considerations are humanitarian, but they are also vitally impor-
tant to policy debates concerning humanitarian intervention and the
responsibility to protect. Many international humanitarian NGOs have
abandoned a former strict adherence to de-politicization and shifted
their mandates and advocacy toward activities that are not only non-
neutral, but that are very much political. Complex humanitarian emer-
gencies involving mass atrocity crimes are man-made acts. They involve
political means, purposes, and objectives. Thus, humanitarian assis-
tance activities, by their very nature, are enmeshed with these political
acts and form part of the political environment.

By any measure, international humanitarian NGOs have played and
will continue to play a key role in articulating human rights and huma-
nitarian norms, and in shaping humanitarian intervention debates. Civi-
lian protection, particularly of women and children in armed conflict,
now features centrally in the international policy discourse, and this
includes protection from mass atrocities and the kinds of human rights
violations that shock the moral conscience of mankind. Recent exam-
ples include Security Council resolutions 1674 and 1888, which address
protection of vulnerable groups; and resolution 1706, which authorized
deployment of UN Mission in Sudan (UNMIS) peacekeepers to

8 Introduction



Darfur. Alongside state and intergovernmental actors, international
humanitarian NGOs are vital implementing partners of these resolutions,
either through advocacy (e.g. with the Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), its Inter-Agency Standing Committee
(IASC), and global Clusters); international consortia (e.g. the Interna-
tional Council for Voluntary Agencies (ICVA)); or at field level (e.g. as
members or co-leads of country-level Clusters).

In sum, international humanitarian NGOs are perceived by many
(but not all) policy actors as possessing expert, policy-relevant knowl-
edge and have gained formal access to key individual and institutional
players in UN policy-making circles.23 Their members participate in
advisory panels and consultative committees where state and IGO policy
and strategy concerning mass atrocity cases are developed, including the
Security Council (e.g. the NGOWorking Group on the Security Council,
now known as the Consultation Group). Indeed, the “reach” of these
organizations within international diplomatic circles is impressive. This
does not, however, mean that international humanitarian NGOs blindly
or uniformly support robust responses in mass atrocity cases. For exam-
ple, the UK chapter of SAVE opposed the 1992 humanitarian inter-
vention in Somalia, whereas the US chapter supported it. Amnesty
International routinely avoided taking a public position on humani-
tarian intervention until the Rwandan genocide. MSF has always been
highly cautious about supporting use of force to redress mass atrocity
crimes. It supported humanitarian intervention in the case of Rwanda,
but it has publicly distanced itself from R2P, especially its use of force
provisions.24

We now turn to an examination of what constitutes mass atrocity
crimes, and how determinations are made regarding transgressions of the
human rights and humanitarian norms that constitute such crimes.

Mass atrocity crimes and norm transgressions

The international legal prohibitions against mass atrocities, particularly
those committed during conflict, have become increasingly codified since
the late nineteenth century and the first 1899 Hague Convention (see
Table I.1). Many of these instruments were developed in an era when
conventional understandings of state sovereignty and the norm of non-
interference prevailed, and thus compliance has generally remained
voluntary.

It was not until the 1990s that new forms of multilateral cooperation
emerged regarding the politics of the international community’s response
to mass atrocity crimes. In 1992, for example, the Security Council
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agreed that non-military sources of instability, including humanitarian
ones, could constitute threats to international peace and security, and
stipulated that the “UN membership as a whole, working through the
appropriate bodies” should give the highest priority to resolving such
issues.25 Later that same year it adopted resolution 794,which designated
the humanitarian situation and civil war in Somalia a threat to inter-
national peace and security, and authorized a multilateral intervention
there as an exceptional response. In the arena of peacekeeping, specific
mandates concerning protection of civilians and humanitarian and UN
staff now feature in all peace operations.26 Relatedly, the UN and its
specialized agencies, funds, and programs have fashioned a highly com-
plex, multilateral architecture to manage the effects of mass atrocity
cases, as well as to prevent and mitigate their underlying causes.

Table I.1 International declarations, conventions, statutes, and standards of con-
duct relating to human rights and humanitarian “protection,” including
from mass atrocity crimes

1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights
1948 Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide
1949 Geneva Conventions and the 1977 Additional Protocols
1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol
1966 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and its two

Optional Protocols
1966 International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights
1968 Convention on the Non-Applicability of Statutory Limitations to War

Crimes and Crimes Against Humanity
1973 International Convention on the Suppression and Punishment of the

Crime of Apartheid
1975 Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman, or Degrading

Treatment or Punishment
1979 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against

Women
1981 African (Banjul) Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights
1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child and its 2000 Optional Protocol on

the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict
1994 Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent

Movement and International Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs)
in Disaster Relief

1998 Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement
1998 Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court
2000 Constitutive Act of the African Union
2004 Humanitarian Charter of the Sphere Project Minimum Standards and its

2011 update
2009 ICRC Professional Standards on Protection Work
2009 Kampala Declaration on Refugees, Returnees, and Internally Displaced

Persons in Africa
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The ideational underpinnings of the international legal architecture
regarding mass atrocities are found in human rights and humanitarian
norms, which are constituted by shared understandings of appropriate
behavior and legitimate social purpose as they relate to universal prin-
ciples, especially those emphasizing human dignity and the laws of
humanity. Often referred to as “humanity’s law,” international human
rights and humanitarian law have helped clarify actions and behaviors
which constitute mass atrocity crimes as well as legitimate and lawful
responses.27 The observable implications of these norms can be discovered
either through their transgression or their promotion or protection. For
the purposes of this research, I focus on their transgression. The norms
pertaining to violations and the elements of the crimes themselves are
enumerated in detail in the documents listed in Table I.1. The commission
of these crimes has, in the past, legitimated a range of responses by the
international community of states, from inaction to robust action such as
humanitarian intervention. I briefly review these crimes here and use them
throughout the book to denote when human rights and humanitarian
norms have been violated.28

Genocide

The crime of genocide is defined in Article II of the 1948 Convention
on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide as “any of
the following acts committedwith intent to destroy, in whole or in part, a
national, ethnical, racial or religious group, as such: killing members of
the group; causing serious bodily or mental harm to members of the group;
deliberately inflicting on the group conditions of life calculated to bring
about its physical destruction in whole or in part; imposing measures
intended to prevent births within the group; forcibly transferring children
of the group to another group.”29 In addition to the material bases for
genocide, conspiracy to commit, direct and public incitement to commit,
attempts to commit, and complicity in committing genocide are all pun-
ishable offenses under Article III of the Convention. The prohibition
against genocide constitutes sui generis, meaning that it stands alone as a
unique set of exceptional crimes.

Prohibitions against genocide also form part of customary interna-
tional law, and the human rights and humanitarian norms undergirding
specific genocidal acts are considered erga omnes, jus cogens, and per-
emptory norms where universal jurisdiction applies in their punishment.
They include norms associated with the right to life and dignity; dis-
crimination; the right to citizenship and/or nationality; freedom of move-
ment, religion, and expression; political and civic rights; the right to
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education; and access to health care. They are further classified into three
groups: widespread and systematic discrimination against members of
a particular group; life integrity violations; and special circumstances.30

Such norms are considered non-derogable, and their systematic violations
have been catalogued as risk factors for genocide.

War crimes

War crimes are violations of the laws or customs of war, as codified in
the 1899 and 1907 Hague Conventions, as well as Common Article 3
of the 1949 Geneva Conventions and the 1977 Additional Protocols.
All states are parties to the four Conventions, and their provisions are
considered binding under treaty and customary law.31 These crimes
embrace norms the aim of which is the regulation of violence in armed
conflict. In both inter- and intrastate conflict, war crimes violate twomain
norms: distinction between civilians and combatants, and proportionality
in the use of force.

Actions that can constitute war crimes include any devastation that
is not deemed militarily necessary; destruction of municipalities or his-
toric monuments; plunder of property (public or private); the willful
killing, torture, ill-treatment, serious injury to body or health of civilians
in an occupied territory or prisoners of war; civilian deportation; hostage
taking; denying prisoners of war or civilians the right to a fair trial; med-
ical experimentation, rendering civilians or undefended communities
victims of attacks; the “perfidious” use of any of the symbols associated
with the Red Cross or Red Crescent. Like genocide and crimes against
humanity, violations that represent “grave breaches” of the laws of war
trigger universal jurisdiction. “Non-grave breaches” may still constitute
war crimes, but do not create the same obligations or duties among states
to prosecute alleged perpetrators. As regards intrastate conflict, war
crimes must be judged to have had “grave consequences” for the victims
and constitute the violation of a norm that protects socially important
rules. War crimes committed during civil wars, then, can include acts
of violence involving life or health of civilians and/or outrages upon
personal dignity (e.g. enforced pregnancy, prostitution, rape, murder,
ill-treatment, torture and/or mutilation, summary executions), hostage
taking, and pillaging.

Ethnic cleansing

While not legally defined in international conventions or statutes, ethnic
cleansing is characterized as removing, through intimidation, threat of
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violence, or actual violence, individuals or groups identified by certain
religious, ethnic, or racial labels, from a particular geographic area. Per-
petrators can employ torture, murder, summary executions, rape, hostage
taking, pillaging, robbery, deportation, or engage in wanton destruction
of community property and attacks on non-military structures such as
hospitals and schools, to compel members of an ethnic group to flee an
area. Ethnic cleansing can serve as an antecedent to genocide, and specific
war crimes and crimes against humanity (e.g. large-scale massacres,
forced displacement, or deportation, systematic rape, forced pregnancy)
may also be considered actions designed to ethnically cleanse a territory
or group.

Crimes against humanity

Crimes against humanity are violations of norms associated with the
laws of humanity, either in times of war or peace, and regardless of whe-
ther such acts conform to the domestic legal systems in the locales
where they are committed.32 They refer to specific acts of violence of a
widespread or systematic nature, including inhumane acts against civi-
lians, enslavement, murder, extermination, deportation, enforced dis-
appearance, apartheid, forcible transfer of populations, torture, forced
pregnancy, and rape. The inhumane nature of these crimes violates essen-
tial norms like life, liberty, physical welfare, health, and human dignity.33

Thus, they constitute jus cogens norms of international law, are generally
non-derogable and justify universal jurisdiction and a duty on the part
of states to prosecute or extradite alleged perpetrators to another state
willing to prosecute.

Design and methodology

In the chapters that follow, I explain how the human rights and humani-
tarian norms used by international humanitarian NGOs in the strategic
framing of mass atrocity cases contribute to the policy-making process
where humanitarian intervention is a possible policy outcome. As the
“ultimate” policy response associated with mass atrocity cases, I focus
on how norm entrepreneurs like international humanitarian NGOs help
shape policy-maker perceptions and understandings of whether the use
of force for humanitarian purposes is possible materially or pragmatically,
and/or desirable ethically or normatively. They do not always succeed
in their efforts. Rather, international humanitarian NGOs strategically
frame mass atrocity cases in ways that produce both anticipated and
unanticipated effects on policy makers.
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In analyzing the policy debates concerning the mass atrocities that
unfolded in Somalia, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone, I focus on two forums:
the US government, and the UN. In fact, in all three cases the debates
about the humanitarian response often shifted back and forth between
these two forums. The justification for enhanced attention to the US policy
sphere is twofold. First, national governments are decisive actors for any
policy response to mass atrocity crimes, including provisions for forcible
response; therefore, it is sensible to gain insight into at least one influential
state’s policy-making process where strategic framing is used.

Second, the United States is a primary decision maker in interna-
tional politics generally and within the Security Council specifically—it
functions as a “controller.”34 Controllers are actors whose views are
typically consulted before policy decisions are taken because of their
legitimacy, formal authority, or resources. Thus, while the UN is “global
in membership,” the United States is global in “reach and power.”35 It
plays a highly important role in shaping international policy concern-
ing responses to mass atrocities, including humanitarian intervention.
Moreover, without US support it would be extremely difficult (possibly
impractical) for the Security Council or a coalition of the willing to
sanction the use of force to halt or prevent mass atrocities, including
cases that today would be classified as R2P cases. In other words, the
international community of states will not be persuaded to take robust
action in halting mass atrocities if Washington is not persuaded. The
US focus generates insights into how political will to respond may (or
may not) be formed in a state that has nearly unparalleled military
capacity to intervene but historically has had tremendous difficulty
mustering the necessary political will to respond in the face of mass
atrocity cases.36

The United States, however, does not single-handedly drive the inter-
national policy process concerning mass atrocity cases, whereas it does
benefit from marshaling support for policy preferences through forums
that others regard as legitimate.37 Certainly a range of governments,
especially the four other permanent members of the Security Council
(China, France, Russia, and the United Kingdom) continue to play a
critical and disproportionately powerful role relative to other nations in
global decision making regarding policy outcomes in response to mass
atrocity cases. This has especially been true since the adoption of R2P
in 2005, which has endowed the Security Council with a near-absolute
authority to determine the parameters of any international community
response to mass atrocities.

However, undertaking to examine in detail the politics of humanitarian
intervention from the perspective of each of the other four permanent
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members of the Security Council falls well outside the scope of what is
practical here, although it would make for a fruitful future research
endeavor. That said, the politics of decision making within the Council
concerning humanitarian intervention is important to this analysis, and
my research integrates facets of it in each of the three cases. Moreover,
and for the purposes of identifying lessons for the future of R2P, a subject
taken up in the final chapter, including a treatment of Security Council
politics alongside US policy making may bridge the pre- and post-R2P
time periods analytically. Thus, the Security Council is a common
structural factor uniting the pre- and post-R2P discourse about human
rights and humanitarian norms, and international responses to mass
atrocity crimes.

There is no shortage of crises or complex humanitarian emergencies
where mass atrocity crimes have been committed from which to draw
in examining the impact of human rights and humanitarian norms on
policy making where use of force is considered. While such emergen-
cies are typically shaped through a confluence of factors, most share a
set of common elements strongly indicative of mass atrocities or gross
violations of human rights such as genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing,
or crimes against humanity. The perpetrators of those crimes are typi-
cally the host state or non-state actors (insurgents or rebels) who seek
to challenge a central authority, to engage in criminalized anarchy, or to
dominate other groups in a society. This does not mean, however, that
all complex emergencies or all human rights violations would be con-
sidered mass atrocity cases. Conscience-shocking behavior, actual or
potential, is necessary for a case to be considered a mass atrocity case.
Mass atrocity crimes also have unique characteristics. They require acts
of commission, involve widespread and systematic uses of violence, and
are purposive and planned, targeted and strategic.38

In each of the three cases examined here (Somalia, Rwanda, and Sierra
Leone), high levels of violence perpetrated by state and non-state actors
resulted in millions of individuals being forcibly displaced from their
communities. In each case responsive institutions of governance had
deteriorated or broken down completely and the national governments
had “manifestly failed” in upholding their primary responsibility to
protect the human rights of the civilian population.

In all three cases (see Table I.2), civilians were targeted with mass
atrocity crimes, suffered large-scale human rights violations, and were
made highly vulnerable to starvation, illness, and disease. In Somalia, a
US-led, UN-authorized humanitarian intervention was implemented in
December 1992. In Rwanda, the United States and the UN opposed
humanitarian intervention in response to the genocide, which spanned
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April to July 1994. In Sierra Leone, a quasi-humanitarian intervention
was led by the United Kingdom with the support of the United States
and the UN in May 2000.

Somalia, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone are ideal and comparable cases
through which to study how human rights and humanitarian norms
influence policy making for two additional reasons. First, they hold
relatively constant the issue of vital interest, making them difficult test
cases across which to analyze variation in robust policy outcomes requir-
ing high levels of political will like humanitarian intervention. For both
the United States and many UN member states, there are few vital
national interests at stake when conflict and mass atrocities break out
in Africa, particularly sub-Saharan Africa. This does not, however, mean
that other interests are absent concerning these nations. In fact, the
strategic context within which humanitarian matters have been taken
up by the Security Council has been dominated by debates concerning
the continent, so much so that in the mid-2000s, nearly two-thirds of the
Council’s time was spent on dealing with its conflicts and mass atro-
cities.39 What this means is that Africa registers on the foreign policy
radars of great powers like the United States and multilateral forums
like the Security Council, but this does not necessarily translate into high
levels of political will to respond effectively to crises involving mass
atrocities when they occur there. Thus, attempting to explain or gain
further insight into this trend is both policy-relevant and timely.

Second, R2P has its origins in Africa. Indeed, in many ways the work
of ICISS was shaped in part through the interventions in West Africa
taken by the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS)
in Liberia and Sierra Leone, and in the articulation of the principle of
“non-indifference” which constitutes Article 4(h) of the African Union’s
(AU) 2000 Constitutive Act.40 Accordingly, Rwanda and Somalia would
clearly be considered mass atrocity (or R2P) cases if they were occur-
ring today. Sierra Leone would likewise be considered an R2P case
because of the systematic and widespread nature of the violence com-
mitted during the civil war, the extreme and prolonged levels of dis-
placement and human suffering, the failure of the national government
to protect its civilians and, in some instances, its complicity in allowing
atrocity crimes including war crimes and crimes against humanity to
be carried out (e.g. the government-allied Civil Defense Force’s use of
child soldiers).

I utilize a process-tracing method to develop a fine-grained analysis
of the Somalia, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone case studies to explore the
pathways through which actor beliefs are influenced by “receptivity” to
and assessment of new information and understandings about a particular
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Table I.2 Mass atrocities: Somalia, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone

Constitutive elements Somalia
(1991–
93)

Rwanda
(1994)

Sierra
Leone
(1999–
2000)

Genocide* Any of the following acts
committed with intent to destroy, in
whole or in part, a national,
ethnical, racial or religious group,
as such:

– X –

Killing members of the group – X –
Causing serious bodily or mental
harm to members of the group

– X –

Deliberately inflicting on the group
conditions of life calculated to bring
about its physical destruction in
whole or in part

– X –

Imposing measures intended to
prevent births within the group

– X –

Forcibly transferring children of the
group to another group

– X –

War crimes*† Willful killing X X X
Torture X X X
Inhumane treatment X X X
Biological experiments – – –
Willfully causing great suffering X X X
Destruction and appropriation of
property

X X X

Compelling service in hostile forces – X X
Denying a fair trial X X X
Deportation and transfer – – –
Unlawful confinement X X X
Hostage taking X X X
Attacking civilians and/or civilian
objects

X X X

Attacking personnel or objects
involved in a humanitarian
assistance or peacekeeping mission

X X X

Excessive incidental death, injury,
or damage

X X X

Attacking undefended places X X X
Wounding a person hors de combat X X X
Improper use of a flag of truce, or
flag, insignia, or uniform of the
hostile party

– – X

Improper use of a flag, insignia, or
uniform of the UN

– – X
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Table I.2 (continued)

Constitutive elements Somalia
(1991–
93)

Rwanda
(1994)

Sierra
Leone
(1999–
2000)

Improper use of the distinctive
emblems of the Geneva
Conventions

– – –

Transfer, directly or indirectly, by
the Occupying Power of parts of its
own civilian population into the
territory it occupies, or the
deportation or transfer or all or
parts of its population of the
occupied territory within or outside
of this territory

– – –

Attacking protected objects X X X
Mutilation X X X
Medical or scientific experiments – – –
Treacherously killing or wounding X X X
Denying quarter X X X
Destroying or seizing the enemy’s
property

X X X

Depriving nationals of the hostile
power of rights or actions

X X X

Compelling participation in
military operations

– X X

Pillaging X X X
Employing poison or poisoned
weapons

– – –

Employing prohibited gases,
liquids, materials, or devices

– – –

Employing prohibited bullets – – –
Employing weapons, projectiles, or
materials or methods of warfare
listed in the Annex to the Statute

– – –

Outrages upon personal dignity X X X
Rape X X X
Sexual slavery – – X
Enforced prostitution – – X
Forced pregnancy X X X
Enforced sterilization – – –
Sexual violence X X X
Using protected persons as shields X – X
Attacking objects or persons using
the distinctive emblems of the
Geneva Conventions

X X X

Starvation as a method of warfare X – –
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Table I.2 (continued)

Constitutive elements Somalia
(1991–
93)

Rwanda
(1994)

Sierra
Leone
(1999–
2000)

Using, conscripting, or enlisting
children

X X X

Murder X X X
Cruel treatment X X X
Outrages upon personal dignity X X X
Sentencing or execution without
due process

X X X

Displacing civilians X X X
Ethnic
cleansing

Removal, through intimidation,
threat of violence, or actual
violence, individuals or groups
identified by certain religious,
ethnic, or racial labels, from a
particular geographic area

– X –

Crimes
against
humanity*

Murder X X X
Extermination – X –
Enslavement – – X
Deportation or forcible transfer of
population

X X X

Imprisonment or other severe
deprivation of physical liberty

– X X

Torture X X X
Rape X X X
Sexual slavery – – X
Enforced prostitution – – X
Forced pregnancy – – –
Enforced sterilization – – –
Sexual violence X X X
Persecution X X X
Enforced disappearances of persons X X X
Apartheid – – –
Other inhumane acts X X X

Notes: * Genocide, war crimes constituting “grave breaches,” and crimes against
humanity trigger universal jurisdiction; † as regards intrastate conflict, war
crimes must be judged to have had “grave consequences” for the victims and
constitute the violation of a norm that protects socially important rules.
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issue or situation that are, in part, conveyed by strategic frames.41 My
research included compiling and analyzing awide range of primary source
documents, including internal documents, research reports, and public
statements from a select range of international humanitarian NGOs as
well as international media reports that included interviews with field-
level humanitarian staff. I analyzed verbatim records of congressional
testimony and Security Council debates in each of the three cases, as well
as policy briefings, reports, and statements from the Department of State,
Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), Department of Defense, National Security
Council (NSC), the UN Secretariat, and the Security Council. I also
examined high-level international advisory committee reports, press
briefings, and policy positions taken by select UN member states.

To complement the extensive desk research, I conducted in-depth
interviews with a range of international humanitarian NGO staff. Open-
ended interviews were also conducted with current and former UN offi-
cials and staff, as well as senior staff of the Office of Foreign Disaster
Assistance (OFDA), the US Agency for International Development
(USAID), the Foreign Service, and the Department of State, to gauge
what these individuals were thinking during the policy-making periods in
question, and to ascertain how the human rights and humanitarian norms
embedded within those frames affected (if at all) their understandings
of the appropriateness and utility of specific policy options.

To put the cases into relative perspective, I combine the individual
analyses into a broader, descriptive typology of strategic framing efforts
and policy outcomes, and draw appropriate conclusions concerning the
effects of human rights and humanitarian norms in policy making where
use of force is considered as a policy option in response to mass atrocity
cases. I pay particular attention to the conditions that make a strategic
frame effective, which include capitalizing on information asymmetries,
utilizing opportunity structures effectively, and levels of coherence and
coordination. In addition, I analyze the resonance conditions of the
human rights and humanitarian norms embedded within the strategic
frames that characterized each mass atrocity case over time. These include
providing credible and compelling evidence of mass atrocity crimes;
establishing clear links between perpetrators and victims; the degree to
which universal values concerning human dignity were linked to other
prevailing norms; and determining whether claims about the “respon-
sible” use of force to protect were made. I then apply the lessons from
these cases to the nascent doctrine of R2P, the foundational norms of
which are firmly rooted in international human rights and humanitarian
law, and specify where and how this analysis can contribute to addressing
the challenges involved in its implementation.
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Conclusion

During the August 2010 General Assembly session on R2P, delegates
from over 30 member states, the European Union (EU), and civil-
society groups sought the floor to make comments. Many spoke of the
noble ethics that R2P embodied and lauded its promise as a nascent
policy tool to protect civilians from the worst behaviors of their gov-
ernments. In his introductory remarks, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
emphasized the “compelling moral imperative” in R2P and urged
member states to “let us not forget what is at stake” by recalling the
horrors of the Holocaust, the killing fields of Cambodia, the failure of
“never again” in Rwanda, and the mass graves of Srebrenica.42 It was
clear from the overall tone of the debate that R2P norms now form
part of the stock in trade of multilateral diplomacy surrounding mass
atrocity cases.

However, one of the most pointed questions asked concerning R2P’s
implementation had little to do with human rights norms per se.
Rather, it brought into focus the pragmatic issues surrounding imple-
mentation of R2P as presently envisioned by the secretariat and its
supporters. In his comments to the General Assembly, the Indian per-
manent representative described a conversation just prior to the start of
the session with fellow career international civil servant, B.G. Ram-
charan, one of five featured panelists at this event. He asked Ram-
charan whether, if the UN had had in place in the mid-1990s the
Secretary-General’s proposed new internal mechanism designed to
“expedite and regularize” the world community’s response to mass
atrocity cases, Rwanda and Srebrenica could have been avoided.43

Ramcharan’s response was very cautious and diplomatic, but not at all
affirmative. In his own comments later in the session, Ramcharan
attempted to clarify this by noting that any implementation of R2P
would always require pragmatism and political judgment to both
interpret correctly the facts about mass atrocity crimes as they unfold
and the political motivations of alleged perpetrators and governments.
He noted that by the time he himself was dispatched by the UN to
Srebrenica in 1995, the massacres had already taken place, hinting that
the UN was slow off the mark in responding to calls that ethnic
cleansing and atrocities were unfolding in what had been labeled a
“safe haven.” In the case of Rwanda, he claimed, early warning infor-
mation was never channeled up to the level of the Secretary-General.44

Therefore, he noted, the human rights and humanitarian norms
embedded within R2P would mean nothing by themselves if they were
not part of a political dynamic informed by early warning and
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assessment, alongside sufficient political will. After all, he emphasized,
“the Secretary-General can only pull the trigger on any R2P case once.
You have to get it right if you want to bring the Security Council
along … ”45

This begs the question: Do aspirational norms based on human
rights and humanitarian principles render policies like humanitarian
intervention or newer doctrines like R2P appealing to policy elites? If
this is the case, then we should see evidence of it in policy decision-
making processes. Or do material and strategic factors prove decisive
in policy decision making in mass atrocity cases? The conventional
wisdom regarding policy making, especially when it involves security
considerations such as the use of force or deployment of troops, is that
material factors matter most in explaining variation in outcomes and
human rights and humanitarian norms are mere window dressing. If
the challenges that are most likely to stand in the way of effective mass
atrocity responses are political, institutional, and operational, then we
should find it helpful to examine the assumptions drawn from realism
in international politics, thus diminishing the intrinsic value of human
rights and humanitarian norms per se as determinative factors of
policy outcomes.

As is the case with most international political phenomena, it may
well be that a mixture of both the ideational and the material—the
normative and the pragmatic (constructivist and realist)—has to be
taken into consideration in generating prescriptive conclusions concern-
ing mass atrocity responses, including and especially those that bear high
costs and risks such as humanitarian intervention. To date, these
assumptions have not been subjected to systematic analysis.

Ideas have intrinsic value and they can constitute social reality. This,
in turn, means they have the potential to affect policy-maker preferences
and their decision-making logics. When framed strategically, norms
can combine with material factors in unanticipated ways and, in some
cases, can resonate so strongly with policy makers that shifts in policy
preferences result. In other cases, norms and strategic framing based
upon them reinforce the material decision-making factors that realists
and rationalists have long claimed to be the primary explanatory factors
for policy outcomes, particularly those related to national or international
security.

Before turning to these concerns, however, I examine in the follow-
ing chapter the concept and application of contemporary humanitarian
intervention, noting key issues that have characterized the global debate,
especially since the latter half of the twentieth century. These include
the role of key norms in shaping perceptions of and attitudes toward
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humanitarian intervention, such as sovereignty, non-interference, as well
as human rights and humanitarian norms. Alongside this discussion,
issues related to the legitimacy and legality of humanitarian intervention,
the matter of motives, right authority, the goals and effectiveness of
humanitarian interventions, and whether humanitarian intervention
constitutes a duty or right are also covered.
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1 Contemporary humanitarian
intervention in theory and practice

� The long and winding road of saving strangers
� Humanitarian intervention—prevention form or failure?
� Do intent and motives matter?
� Humanitarian intervention as an oxymoron
� Is humanitarian intervention a duty, a right, both, or neither?
� Conclusion

Emerging slowly, but I believe surely, is an international norm against
the violent repression of minorities that will and must take precedence
over concerns of State sovereignty.1

This chapter focuses on how humanitarian intervention is defined,
and a review of its evolution as a legal, ethical, and political concept.
Scholars currently use a wide range of definitions for humanitarian
intervention, reflecting the fact that it is a highly politicized and con-
tentious concept both in its abstract and in operational forms. Huma-
nitarian intervention is generally differentiated from other forms of
intervention by the status of the actors involved, the objectives of the
action taken by the intervener rather than the act of using force itself,
the issue of consent, the means utilized, and the legality of the action.2

It has been defined by some as “interference by a sovereign state, group
of such states, or international organization, involving the threat or
use of force or some other means of duress, in the domestic jurisdiction
of an independent state against the will or wishes of its government.”3

I use the following definition: “military action taken by a state or group
of states, in the territory of another state against that state or its lea-
ders, without that state’s consent, which is justified partially or in whole
by a humanitarian or protective concern for the population of the
host state.”4



The long and winding road of saving strangers

So, why do states intervene in the domestic affairs of other states, without
the host state’s consent and ostensibly to save the lives of strangers? In
particular cases, morality may demand it. In other cases, strategic national
interest may compel it. When the greatest danger a civilian population
faces comes from its own government, a pressing dilemma of interna-
tional politics is whether people in such danger should be rescued by
military forces from outside.5

While the tension between sovereignty and human rights sits at the heart
of the debate over the legitimacy and legality of contemporary huma-
nitarian intervention, the ascendance of liberalism during the latter half
of the twentieth century brought with it the expansion of commitments
to individuals as both subjects and objects under international law,
especially in the realm of human rights. The obligations states have to
others outside their borders, the individual accountability of perpe-
trators of mass atrocity crimes (including sitting leaders), and shifts in the
absolute nature of territorial (or national) sovereignty have all contributed
to what is an unsettled debate concerning the use of military force for
humanitarian protection purposes.

The moral foundations of humanitarian intervention are said to have
been established before the birth of Christ in the era of St Ambrose,
who claimed “fulsome is the justice that protects the frail.”6 Humanitarian
intervention also featured prominently in medieval Christian theology
and politics, and has close links to the Just War tradition.7 Prior to the
Second World War, customary international law provided the precedent
to justify humanitarian intervention, thus permitting states to “inter-
vene in situations where another state mistreated its own citizens in a
way falling so far below the ‘general standards recognized by civilized
peoples’ as to ‘shock the conscience of mankind.’”8 However, the poten-
tial for abuse of the norm led policy makers to oppose any emerging
doctrine of humanitarian intervention.

While forming a bedrock principle of the post-Westphalian global
order, sovereignty has never truly been inviolable or sacrosanct. Indeed,
there is ample empirical evidence to confirm that by the early twentieth
century, the social purpose of the use of force had begun to expand to
include the possibility of legitimizing extraterritorial intervention on
the basis of human rights norms and the global interest (which include
the kinds of human rights and humanitarian norms that are transgressed
by mass atrocity crimes), thus signaling a new idealism in humankind’s
use of war.9 Such actions were not without their critics. Often, the
motives of interveners came under heavy scrutiny, including assertions
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that the humanitarian label was used to mask other economic, political,
or geostrategic interests. It was not until the 1945 adoption of the UN
Charter, however, that the political and legal prohibitions on the use
of force converged, and the Security Council emerged to embody for-
mally “right authority” through its legitimating function concerning
interventions of any kind, including those labeled “humanitarian.”10

There are, however, three justifications for overriding the principle of
non-intervention that may expand the legal and political space to legit-
imate humanitarian intervention: 1 express consent by one state allowing
another to transgress its sovereign boundaries; 2 preservation of inter-
national peace and security; and 3 humanitarianism.11 Humanitarian-
ism, however, has always been the most tenuous form of justification.
During the Cold War era, states rarely appealed to human rights or
humanitarian norms, or the protection of civilian populations from
abuses by their governments to legitimate the use of force against other
states.12 Rather, most interventions from this period were justified by
appealing to norms of self-defense, as provided for by Article 51 of the
UN Charter. Attempts to legitimate intervention using the language of
humanitarianism were generally condemned. For example, in the 1980s
the United States attempted to justify its paramilitary activities in and
against Nicaragua on the grounds that it had the right to assist a rebel
movement seeking to defend themselves from human rights abuses as
well as to come to the defense of neighboring countries facing cross-
border military attacks from Nicaragua. However, US motivations also
were shaped in large part by a desire to punish Communist-sympathizing
regimes as well as to deter and prevent such regimes from securing a
foothold in Central America.13 The International Court of Justice (ICJ)
agreed with the latter interpretation, rendering judgment against the
United States. Thus, in the absence of Security Council approval, huma-
nitarian interventions may well be considered illegitimate andwill almost
certainly be deemed illegal.14

The seeming inviolability of sovereignty was brought into focus again
following the conscience-shocking failures of the international commu-
nity to respond to the 1994 Rwandan genocide and the Security Coun-
cil’s initial paralysis in responding to the 1999 crisis in Kosovo. Then
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan reintroduced the idea that sover-
eignty is not absolute, not even in UN Charter provisions, when it
constitutes an immunity shield from intervention or to give “license for
governments to trample on human rights and human dignity. Sover-
eignty implies responsibility, not just power.”15 Moreover, he empha-
sized that in cases where international peace and security were seriously
breached or fractured, or in cases of wars between states, the UN
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under Article 2(7) may well have a responsibility to intervene. The 2011
Security Council authorization of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO)-led intervention in Libya is a case in point.16

Alongside reconsideration of the norm of sovereignty, evolving per-
ceptions of the importance of international human rights and account-
ability of states to their populations, along with advances in international
criminal justice have all contributed to changes in the way states think
about intervention, the use of force under the UN Charter, and altered
expectations concerning appropriate conduct on the part of states and
other actors.

During the last decade of the twentieth century, debate over huma-
nitarian intervention has centered around two issues representing evol-
ving normative shifts and changes in state practice in the wake of the
Holocaust and the Second World War, as well as the growth and devel-
opment of an international human rights regime. The first is whether
such interventions can be justified by elevating respect for human rights
and self-determination above the rights imbued in state sovereignty,
thus weakening the norm of non-intervention by one sovereign authority
in the domestic affairs of another.17 Under this view, the new “inter-
national ethics” treats sovereignty as merely an expression of the values
of individual life and communal liberty that undergird the interna-
tional system.18 Thus, in such cases, consensus exists that humanitarian
intervention is justified in cases of genocide and ethnic cleansing.

Additional support for this position has been fostered by the wide-
spread belief that human rights are no longer considered to rest exclu-
sively within state jurisdiction. Certain non-derogable rights (security,
subsistence, liberty) have become institutionalized in multilateral trea-
ties and organizations, mandate correlative duties among states, and
are understood to be erga omnes of the international system.19 This
consensus has rendered less relevant the principle of non-intervention
as embodied in Articles 2(4) and 2(7) in cases where gross violations of
human rights occur. Relatedly and because many states have histori-
cally poor track records protecting the rights of their citizens, a cor-
ollary justification for humanitarian intervention centers on the norm
of self-determination (e.g. cases of liberation from colonial domina-
tion).20 However, governments are typically wary of intervening in such
cases because they may fear future self-determination claims within
their own borders.

The second issue is whether humanitarian intervention can be justi-
fied by the fact that complex humanitarian emergencies can constitute
threats to international peace and security.21 For example, the UN
Security Council elevated the “status” of the Somalia crisis from a
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“potential” threat to international peace and security in resolution 746
to an “actual” threat in resolution 794. The latter resolution went on to
authorize use of force to redress the situation and protect humanitarian
operations on the ground.

The early 1990s, in particular, found many states embracing the pro-
motion of liberal values and universal rights, including compelling
others (through use of force if necessary) to uphold certain duties to
their populations, lest they become failed or weak states.22 Expecta-
tions grew that the UN, in particular, could contribute to resolving
complex humanitarian emergencies where mass atrocities were occur-
ring. Alongside these trends, the growth of the international media, the
emergence of the 24-hour news cycle, and the rise of advocacy-minded
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) meant that no part of the
planet was too far off the beaten path to become a household word, as
Mogadishu, Kigali, and Freetown have illustrated. By the mid-1990s,
however, both ardent supporters and opponents of humanitarian inter-
vention became highly sobered by the international community’s
experiences in Rwanda and Srebrenica, as well as the international
community’s “experimentation” with humanitarian intervention.23

Following these notable mass atrocity response failures, Annan deliv-
ered a series of speeches drawing on common themes related to the
need to universalize human rights standards and protections; articulate
and agree upon the duties of states in cases of mass atrocity crimes;
and the need to rethink the absoluteness of sovereignty in such situations.
He repeatedly emphasized that in the face of grave abuses, the inter-
national community must always speak out. To do otherwise would be
a dereliction of duty as members of the global constituency. To say that
rights are relative or that what occurs within a state’s borders is of no
concern to the UN was, in Annan’s view, simply unacceptable: “[A]
United Nations that will not stand up for human rights is a United
Nations that cannot stand up for itself.”24 He urged the Security Council
to consider elevating human rights protections for civilians in armed
conflict, and within months that body formally endorsed this idea, articu-
lating a willingness to “respond where civilians are being targeted or
humanitarian assistance is being deliberately obstructed, including through
the consideration of appropriate measures at the council’s disposal.”25

Perhaps most importantly, Annan called upon the General Assembly
to find a way out of the false choice between standing idly by while
civilians were being slaughtered or taking military action that threatened
state sovereignty. He encouraged member states to reconsider UN
response options to mass human rights violations and humanitarian
emergencies and to engage seriously the issue of political will and the
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downside of selectivity, especially in cases where the “daily toll of death
and suffering ought to shame us into action.”26 Annan established four
aspects of intervention that hold important lessons for resolving future
conflicts. Within a year’s time, these dimensions of intervention formed
the basis for the mandate of the International Commission on Intervention
and State Sovereignty (ICISS):

1 Define intervention broadly, including activities ranging from pacific
to coercive; applied consistently region to region;

2 Redefine national interests to include prevention of mass atrocities.
This would help facilitate unity among states in pursuing basic
Charter values such as democracy, pluralism, human rights and the
rule of law;

3 Right authority to legitimate interventions is retained by the Security
Council. Its enforcement and deterrent power should be harnessed
to respond effectively to humanitarian crises that might require
intervention; and

4 Post-conflict transitions must be addressed by the international
community, including the underlying causes of conflict.27

The debate Annan envisioned for the world organization ended before
it had a chance to begin. A number of UN member states made it amply
clear that there would be no discussions of establishing legal or political
formulations to respond to mass atrocities if such dialogue would lead
down the path of degrading territorial sovereignty of the state.28 Only
Canada took up the call and launched ICISS, which sought to engage
a range of international actors in reaching consensus on the conditions
under which military intervention could ever be justified or legitimately
undertaken (and if so, by whom) in mass atrocity cases.

Over the course of its year-long international and regional consulta-
tions, it became clear to ICISS Commissioners that the term “huma-
nitarian intervention,” while still usedwidely, was perceived as anathema
to the goal of protecting civilians from large-scale atrocities. ICISS
chose instead to refer to such actions as “military interventions for huma-
nitarian protection purposes.”29 Consensus emerged to shift the para-
meters of the debate by focusing not on whether there could be
agreement on the “right to intervene,” to exploring how to articulate
an effective “responsibility to protect.” Thus, R2P asserts the primacy
of individuals as rights-bearing entities and qualifies the sovereign pre-
rogative concerning domestic jurisdiction. It embeds rights and respon-
sibilities of states within a common normative discourse of human rights
and humanitarianism, and structures the possibilities for international
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response to R2P under three pillars (the responsibility to prevent, react,
and rebuild).

ICISS sought to establish wider support for the idea of humanitarian
intervention in certain cases, either as a last resort or in the face of
supreme humanitarian emergencies. It aimed to ensure that interven-
tions carried out would be done so according to the Just War tradition
and its jus ad bellum principles of just cause, right authority, right
intention, last resort, proportional means, and reasonable prospects of
success. ICISS situated humanitarian intervention as a policy response
within a broad spectrum of policy options available to the international
community of states. Among them are the responsibility to prevent (e.g.
through capacity building and addressing root causes of conflict to avoid
escalation of mass atrocities and the establishment of national, regio-
nal, and international early-warning mechanisms); and the responsi-
bility to rebuild (e.g. post-conflict or post-intervention reconstitution of
institutions that would aid in strengthening prevention and facilitate
durable peace, as well as enhance capacity-building efforts). The Com-
mission situated the possibility of using force under R2P in certain
exceptional mass atrocity cases within a much broader framework of
non-forcible policy response options, many of which states and the UN
already utilize in defusing international crises (e.g. Chapter VI measures
which emphasize pacific settlement of disputes). In extreme cases, R2P
legitimates the use of force by individual states or groups of states through
UNCharter mechanisms, including Chapter VII, on a case-by-case basis
when pacific responses are deemed inadequate.30

The concept of R2P was reintroduced into the intergovernmental
realm in the form of two reports that laid the groundwork for nego-
tiations on an outcome document for the World Summit, held in 2005.
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan’s report on the High-Level Panel
on Threats, Challenges, and Change, AMore Secure World: Our Shared
Responsibility, put forward the idea that states cannot rely on the non-
intervention norm to shield them when they engage in behavior such as
mass atrocities that threatens international peace and security and that
state sovereignty is not a defense against such acts. In his In Larger
Freedom: Towards Development, Security, and Human Rights for All
report, Annan encouraged member states to bridge the “stark” and
“deadly” gap between rhetoric and reality in international humanitar-
ian law, emphasizing that “[i]t cannot be right, when the international
community is faced with genocide or massive human rights abuses, for
the United Nations to stand by and let them unfold to the end, with
disastrous consequences for many thousands of innocent people.”31 He
again raised the need to reach agreement as a world body on “when
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and how force can be used to defend international peace and security,”
including whether member states have “the right—or perhaps the
obligation—to use it protectively to rescue the citizens of other States
from genocide or comparable crimes.”32

During the 2005 World Summit Outcome Document negotiations,
member states debated at length over R2P, and the concept underwent
major transformation, all in the service of creating stakeholdership to
forge consensus. In the World Summit articulation of R2P, states agree
that they have an enduring, primary responsibility to protect their popu-
lations from four specific types of mass atrocity crimes: genocide, war
crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity. They further
affirmed the international community’s willingness to act on a residual,
secondary responsibility, to be prepared to take timely and decisive col-
lection action, through the UN system and in accordance with Charter
provisions, via a range of non-forcible and/or forcible policy measures
in cases where the host state “manifestly fails” in fulfilling its primary
responsibility. R2P also expresses a commitment on the part of the
international community to help build state capacity to prevent future
failures from occurring.33

The ideals of R2P are notable, yet UN member states remain divi-
ded over how it can or should be implemented. UN Secretary-General
Ban Ki-moon has disseminated to member states three proposals that
outline his perspectives and objectives for implementation.34 However, as
of mid-2012, the General Assembly had not passed a definitive resolution
supporting those plans. Nor had it presented its own plans for imple-
mentation. Instead, the General Assembly issued a brief, perfunctory
resolution acknowledging its receipt of Secretary Ban’s 2009 report and
resolved to continue a dialogue about implementation. The resolution did
not commit to any specific set of implementation recommendations.35

While advocates claim that the political tides are more favorable
than ever for R2P to become an effective policy instrument for use in
mass atrocity cases, close examination of the diplomatic rhetoric sur-
rounding the R2P debate, as well as shifts in the Secretary-General’s
implementation focus, suggest that this enthusiasm merits fuller analy-
tical scrutiny. The annual General Assembly debates on R2P have cen-
tered on an ambitious but as yet unendorsed implementation report;
early warning and assessment; and the role of regional and sub-regional
arrangements in implementing R2P. Each of these debates has and
likely will continue to help clarify R2P as a concept and further encou-
rage member states to begin reconciling national and global interests
concerning its implementation, but these sessions have all but bracketed
away serious discussion concerning the thorniest aspects of R2P.36
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In the more than five years that have passed since R2P’s formal
adoption, the process of implementation remains punctuated and uneven.
If recent trends are an indication of future paths, the implementation
debate is moving further and further away from dealing seriously with
the use of forcible measures such as humanitarian intervention, if peace-
ful means are found to be inadequate to address mass atrocity cases (e.g.
Syria). These issues constitute the second pillar of the ICISS report, the
responsibility to react, and form a portion of the third pillar of R2P as
outlined in the Secretary-General’s 2009 implementation report, timely
and decisive response.37

Scholars have divided into a variety of camps on R2P, with some of
its most ardent supporters arguing that it is on the verge of becoming
an established norm or doctrine that is transforming the way states
respond to mass atrocities.38 Others are more cautious in their analyses
and point to important obstacles that stand in the way of effective imple-
mentation.39 Among the concerns they raise are the limited operational
potential of R2P in the absence of significant Security Council reform
and threshold criteria for robust action; the Secretary-General’s focus on
prevention and capacity building, the non-controversial elements of R2P,
as an accommodating device to gain member state support at the expense
of tackling the more highly contentious issues surrounding use of force
in certain cases; and the dangers of overstretching the concept of R2P
so it begins to look more and more like peacebuilding and development
than a policy tool for civilian protection in the face of mass atrocity crimes.

We now turn to an examination of several key issues that characterize
the humanitarian intervention debate as well as debates over the use of
force provisions within R2P. These issues include: whether humanitar-
ian intervention is a form of prevention or prevention failure; who can
authorize interventions andwhich actors should intervene; what the goals
of intervention should be; whether the intentions and motives of the
intervener matter; whether the term “humanitarian intervention” is an
oxymoron; and whether there is a duty to intervene in certain circum-
stances. These issues are constant features in policy forumswhere response
options to mass atrocities are contemplated, alongside discussions that
center on the feasibility and practicality of humanitarian interventions,
and the chances for success in the event an intervention is implemented.

Humanitarian intervention—prevention form or failure?

Just where humanitarian intervention “fits” into international discourse
and where and how it should be classified within broader strategies for
civilian protection or the maintenance of international peace and
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security, have shifted considerably over the past two decades. Meaningful
deliberations about humanitarian intervention during the late 1990s
situated it within the broader concept of conflict prevention. For
example, humanitarian intervention was included within what the Car-
negie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict termed operational
prevention. Operational prevention includes strategies used “in the face
of crisis,” which are distinguished from measures that address the root
causes of conflict or structural prevention.40

Early engagement is paramount to operational prevention. Acting
early, the Carnegie Commission argued, can facilitate the conditions
under which host states and responsible leaders are able to manage and
address the antecedents to mass atrocity crimes. Four elements constitute
an operational prevention strategy: 1 a mobilizing actor for prevention
(e.g. a state, international organization, or eminent personality); 2 a
“coherent” approach that includes political and military options to halt
violence, respond to humanitarian needs, and integrate all facets of
response; 3 sufficient resources dedicated to preventive engagement;
and 4 a post-conflict strategy to restore authority, rule of law, and other
institutions designed to prevent further mass violence from recurring.41

While not guaranteed to end violence across cases and time, these mea-
sures should effectively expand the political and diplomatic space to
implement corollary and parallel conflict resolution measures.

The inclusion of humanitarian intervention as part of a comprehen-
sive prevention strategy contrasts with later treatments of the concept,
which classified it under strategies of “reaction” or “action.” For example
and as noted above, the ICISS final report was structured on three pillars:
the responsibility to prevent, react, and rebuild.42 However, discussion
of the conditions under which use of force could be legitimated and
implemented featured only in the second pillar (responsibility to react).
This arrangement was mirrored in the first of two reports developed by
the UN Secretary-General in the lead up to the World Summit. An
implicit link between prevention and the use of force for humanitarian
purposes is made in the section of the report dealing with collective
security and the challenge of prevention.43 It emphasizes that the inter-
national community must be ever vigilant in preventing mass atrocities
and that when “prevention fails, there is an urgent need to stop the killing
and prevent any further return to war.” A much lengthier discussion,
however, features in the report’s sections focusing on collective security
and the use of force.44 This distinction was not lost on member states,
many of which considered the articulation and placement of R2P in
this manner as a novel way to justify armed intervention by the strong
against the weak.45
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It was not until the release of the 2005 World Summit preparatory
report, In Larger Freedom, that the concept of civilian protection from
mass atrocities and the use of force were completely disaggregated.
They feature, respectively, in sections focusing on freedom to live in
dignity and on freedom from fear.46 The separation ameliorated some,
but certainly not all of these concerns. The articulation of R2P in the
World Summit Outcome Document maintains this distinction by noting
that only in cases where prevention, peaceful measures, and/or the
national authority fails in its responsibility to protect would collective
action, including the possibility of forcible measures, be considered on
a case-by-case basis by the Security Council.

Essentially, what this has meant is that humanitarian intervention (or
military intervention for humanitarian protection purposes, or military
humanitarian intervention) is considered primarily as a last resort or a
measure to take only when others fail, rather than as forming part of a
coherent prevention strategy. It reflects Annan’s own characterization in
1999 of armed intervention being “itself a result of the failure of pre-
vention.”47 This perception has also shaped prevailing ideas on right
authority and the goals of intervention, which are covered in the following
two sub-sections.

Right authority: who decides and who should act?

In the matter of what Just War Theory terms “right authority,” the
general consensus of the international community of states since 1945
is that humanitarian interventions gain their legality from the imprima-
tur of the Security Council, not necessarily by virtue of ethics or political
theory per se. As noted by ICISS, “there is no better or more appro-
priate body than the Security Council to deal with military intervention
issues for human protection purposes.”48 Of course, while states generally
uphold this view, some have noted their reservations to it. The United
States, for example, has publicly expressed the view that it retains the
right to, on occasion and where circumstances warrant, take unilateral
action against another state in defense of vital national security interests,
which in theory could include humanitarian interests.49 This arrange-
ment prevails today, in spite of the two recent cases where military actions
have been taken outside of council authorization: Kosovo and Iraq.
Thus, scholars like Martin Wight consider humanitarian intervention,
where it is not “justified by a specific rule to the opposite effect” (e.g.
Security Council authorization), to be an illegal act, as it involves “inter-
ference with matters within the exclusive jurisdiction of a subject of
international law.”50
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Some have emphasized, however, that all the focus on legality obscures
the more important fact that humanitarian intervention involves
“moral dimensions and moral responsibilities that in some cases can
make it the right thing to do.”51 According to Michael Walzer, for
example, humanitarian intervention does not equal “aggression” as clas-
sically understood, and thus warrants examination of non-material con-
siderations.52 Humanitarian intervention thus belongs in the realm of
moral choice, not international law. Others have established compelling
links between the legal and moral imperatives for humanitarian inter-
vention, arguing that the principle of universal jurisdiction can be used
as a gauge of which human rights violations are so egregious as to
become morally subject to humanitarian intervention.53 However, the
contemporary positivist legal frameworks that dominate international
politics fail to account for the “moral realities” of humanitarian inter-
vention. The consensus amongmany international legal scholars has been
that international law does not expressly recognize humanitarian inter-
vention.54 Still in other cases, agreement is widespread but not uni-
versal that states (in some circumstances) do have a right and a duty to
concern themselves with activities within the sovereign jurisdiction of
other states. While states can be said to have relinquished some of their
own sovereign prerogatives when joining institutions that uphold these
rights, such as the UN, ultimately, sovereignty prohibits interventions
except in extraordinary cases.

Still others argue that given the mismatch between its current work-
ing methods and contemporary political realities, the Security Council
should not be the sole arbiter in determining the legality or the legiti-
macy of intervention, whether as humanitarian intervention or under a
robust application of R2P.55 In a number of cases, the council has been
paralyzed from acting decisively in dealing with non-traditional threats
to international peace and security, including in alleged mass atrocity
cases (e.g. Chechnya, Gaza, Syria, Tibet, Xinjiang, and Zimbabwe). This
is most likely to occur when the perpetrator of those atrocities is one of
the five permanent members (P5) (or possibly even a non-permanent
member), or a strategic ally of one of the P5. This leaves some member
states highly cautious, emphasizing that even if R2P becomes an accep-
ted international legal instrument, its effectiveness will continue to be
influenced by Security Council politics. Sudan, for example, recently
argued that giving the council the “privilege of being executor of the
concept of the responsibility to protect would be tantamount to giving
a wolf the responsibility to adopt a lamb.”56

Limited provisions do exist, however, for other bodies to take up the
issue of humanitarian intervention. Under Articles 10 and 11 of the
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Charter, for example, the General Assembly can consider and discuss
any matter falling within the UN’s scope of authority, including issues
related to peace and security, even when the Security Council is also
considering similar issues. Article 12, however, prohibits the General
Assembly from making any recommendations on such issues so long as
the Security Council is exercising its assigned functions on that same
issue, unless the Security Council expressly asks for that body’s recom-
mendation on the matter. Aside from express Charter provisions for a
General Assembly role in matters of international peace and security,
this forum has also utilized its powers under resolution 377 (Uniting
for Peace), which triggers an Emergency Special Session to debate and
issue non-binding recommendations on urgent issues that the Security
Council is not addressing. To date, the Uniting for Peace resolution has
been used to legitimate armed action in Korea (1950), Egypt (1956),
and Congo (1960). None of these cases were considered humanitarian
interventions, but they do represent the legitimation outside the Security
Council of the use of force in certain extreme cases given the universal
membership of this organ.57

In addition to UN organs, regional and sub-regional organizations
may also be called upon by the Security Council to implement military
action for humanitarian protection purposes under Article 52 of the
Charter. These organizations may also be authorized under their own
constitutions and mandates to sanction or legitimate humanitarian inter-
vention. For example, Article 4(h) of the AU’s 2001 Constitutive Act
clearly provides for the use of force in “grave circumstances,” including
three of the four crimes stipulated under R2P (genocide, war crimes,
and crimes against humanity). Prior to this, ECOWAS authorized two
interventions in the 1990s—one in Liberia (1989) and another in Sierra
Leone (1997)—both of which were given post hoc but tacit endorsement
by the Security Council.

Importantly and as emphasized by a number of foundational sources
in international human rights and humanitarian law, this may con-
stitute an emerging form of right authority that would allow for the
possibility of supporting humanitarian intervention in certain circum-
stances to protect civilians from mass atrocities.58 While these frame-
works exist outside the conventional Chapter VII UN Charter
mechanisms, they are nonetheless grounded in natural law and in the
duties contracting parties have under international conventions, parts
of the Charter dealing with human rights, the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, 1949 Geneva Conventions and 1977 Additional Proto-
cols, the Genocide Convention, the Rome Statute of the International
Criminal Court (ICC), and other human rights instruments.
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What are the goals?

No humanitarian intervention proceeds with certainty. It is this uncer-
tainty of outcomes that has led some to consider whether the ultimate
objective of humanitarian intervention should be limited to alleviating
immediate suffering and acute needs or whether it should offer redress
for the root causes of a conflict, including broader notions of human
security.59 It may well be, however, that the latter is impossible through
humanitarian intervention.60 Great harm can result from such good
intentions. Humanitarian interventions should be of short duration and
seek limited political objectives, primary among them being to ensure that
the status quo ante bellum does not prevail.61 They should, first and fore-
most, save lives by preventing and/or halting mass atrocity behavior.
Other scholars support this notion by drawing upon the longstanding
assertion that addressing root causes, which include responsive governance
arrangements, cannot be superimposed by external actors.

Recent scholarship has extensively considered the issue of goals, and
argues that especially in the case of saving lives, intervention should be
disaggregated further depending on which actors constitute the focus
of an intervention and what wrongs, exactly, the intervention is designed
to redress.62 For example, the goals of humanitarian interventions focused
on protecting civilians are different than interventions that are focused
on defeating perpetrators in order to protect civilians. Relatedly, protect-
ing civilians from privation (e.g. emergency relief such as food, water,
shelter, and access to medical treatment) requires different goals than
those that protect civilians from direct violence. Military planners and
policy makers must take precaution to match goals and strategies in
order for humanitarian interventions to fulfill the Just War principle of
reasonable chance of success.63

A further development in the humanitarian intervention literature is
the phenomenon of military interventions designed to be “mass atrocity
response operations” (MAROs).64 Premised on the assumption that mass
atrocities represent unique operational challenges to would-be inter-
veners, these operations can be integrated as part of broader national,
regional, or international military strategies by modifying existing mili-
tary concepts and planning for timely and effective response. While the
modalities of MAROs would resemble other kinds of “offensive and
defensive stability operations,” including establishing safe havens, no-fly
zones, and armed humanitarian escorts, the context within which a
MARO is implemented is radically different than other types of military
operations and this reality must be both recognized and incorporated
into strategic and tactical planning. MAROs would attempt more
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limited goals than use of force under R2P, and are specifically designed
as contingency operations taken early in an unfolding mass atrocity
crisis—making them congruent in some ways with the Carnegie Com-
mission’s operational prevention strategies.65 Like Taylor Seybolt’s
conception of the use of force to protect civilians, MAROs use force as
an end in itself—to stop the slaughter of civilians—rather than as a
means to some other ends (e.g. peacebuilding, retributive justice).

In contrast to more nuanced and limited understandings of what
humanitarian intervention goals should be, under the ICISS and World
Summit Outcome Document articulations of R2P, states should focus
on preventing the root causes of mass atrocities rather than focus on
reacting to them. In addition to prevention, states, the UN, and regio-
nal organizations should play a central role in building the capacity of
the host state to uphold its primary responsibility to protect its popu-
lation from mass atrocities, and (re)build governance institutions which,
over the long term, can mitigate cultures of impunity and lessen the like-
lihood of future mass atrocity crimes occurring. In cases where huma-
nitarian intervention is supported by R2P, therefore, longer-term goals
would form part of the strategy (e.g. peacebuilding or nation-building).
Paralleling these discussions, recent literature on an emerging third pillar
of Just War Theory, justice after war (jus post bellum), suggests that in
order for interventions to be just, the intervening actors must consider
and take steps to ensure that rebuilding follows the use of force, including
following humanitarian interventions.66

Related to the issue of what the goals of humanitarian intervention
are or should be, there are considerable operational considerations that
must be resolved before support can be marshaled for the use of force
to save lives. This is especially true where vital or core national interests
are not at stake, or where the conditions for success are less than clear.

Force, likely met in kind, could create new dilemmas and even end in
the political demise of governments that swiftly respond with humani-
tarian intervention based on contested UN norms. All political actors
would be well advised to note that such forceful humanitarian interven-
tion inevitably harms the population it seeks to rescue.67 Supporting
interventionist policy is different from risking casualties for the rescuer
and the rescued.68 Such critical considerations prompt exploring, in the
following section, the intentions of interveners.

Do intent and motives matter?

The “long trail” of justifications left in the wake of humanitarian inter-
ventions are important as legitimating factors, but they also help scholars

38 Contemporary humanitarian intervention



understand the normative context and social purpose of the use of force.69

Because nothing akin to “pure will” exists in political life, humanitar-
ian intervention cannot be made to depend on the “moral purity” of
policy makers.70 States justify humanitarian intervention using a vari-
ety of material and normative considerations, and mixed motives most
often characterize arguments concerning humanitarian intervention.71

Indeed, the motives of the intervener are a subject of heated debate,
particularly within intergovernmental forums such as the UN. For many
observers and scholars, the possibility of mixed motives among the actors
implementing a humanitarian intervention is highly worrisome;72 for
others it is not especially so.73 Political and human rights theorists also
grapple with this issue. Drawing on Immanuel Kant, Seyla Benhabib
emphasizes the need to distinguish between the “political moralist,”
who misuses moral principles to justify political decisions, and a “moral
politician,” who tries to remain true to moral principles in shaping poli-
tical events.74 When interveners are disinterested, the likelihood of aban-
donment will increase when costs rise or conditions change unexpectedly.
Without a serious and firm commitment reflective of national interest,
using force to save lives is thus seldom effective.

After all, international law and sovereignty are not the primary obsta-
cles to effective humanitarian intervention—the absence of political will
is.75 Others disagree with this view, claiming that any use of force by one
state (or a group of states) against another threatens the inviolability of
sovereignty and the norm of non-intervention. Humanitarian rhetoric
can conveniently mask otherwise nefarious motives for the use of force,
a possibility that may set a dangerous precedent for the global order.76

Indeed, China has long expressed the view that because human rights do
not reflect universal values, using a human rights discourse to convey
motives for the use of force would alter and weaken the ordering prin-
ciples of sovereignty and non-intervention as articulated under the UN
Charter. China considers this unacceptable.77

Humanitarian intervention as an oxymoron

While some take issue with the fact that states may invoke mixed motives
to justify humanitarian intervention, others focus on the problems inher-
ent in the term itself. Humanitarian intervention has been called an
oxymoron by some and a “fallacious concept, tantamount to marrying
evil to good” by others.78 The debate largely centers on whether the term
“humanitarian” can ever be used to describe the nature of an inter-
vention or whether it should only pertain to its outcome. Some argue
that the motive or purpose of an intervention determines whether it is
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“humanitarian” or not.79 This fulfills the Just War tradition’s criterion
of just cause. Others claim that the term “humanitarian” should be
applied to the rationale of the operation (including end goals), as well
as activities undertaken throughout the operation (short-term goals and
modalities) that are characteristically understood to form the basis of
humanitarian assistance.80 Still others stipulate that the only thing about
the use of military force in another state without that state’s consent is
the possible nature of the outcome, which could be determined to be
humanitarian or in the service of humanity.81

There is nothing “humanitarian” about the use of force per se, especially
in its operational modalities. Using force kills, maims, causes suffering,
and runs the risk of creating further human rights and humanitarian
norm violations. However, the results of an intervention may well be
humanitarian and forge lasting contributions to durable peace in states
that otherwise have long histories of mass atrocities. If lives are saved
and peace is restored, then an intervention may be characterized as
effective and legitimate.82

Is humanitarian intervention a duty, a right, both, or neither?

This discussion of the relationship between the intentions and motives
of those implementing humanitarian intervention is closely linked to
the ethics of intervention.83 The classical ethics of intervention are a
negative ethics, premised on a sovereign state’s fundamental right to
non-intervention as a prevailing norm.84 This norm exists in an uneasy
relationship with the doctrine of humanitarian intervention and inter-
national human rights norms. Humanitarian intervention embodies a
positive ethics where the proactive protection of an individual’s right to
not be the victim of mass atrocities is balanced against (and possibly
displaces) the right of sovereign authorities to treat their populations in
any manner they choose. It is thus the balancing of individual rights
versus sovereign rights that forges a primary normative consideration in
deciding questions of intervention in response to intentionally wrongful
acts such as mass atrocity crimes. Indeed, the protection focus of ICISS
represents one attempt to reconcile this tension, and is further reflected
in paragraphs in the 2005 World Summit Outcome Document.

Others, however, have long argued that when people are being mas-
sacred, no passing of a self-help test is required before intervening for-
cibly to save them.85 In such circumstances, the defeat of perpetrators
of mass violations of human rights or the protection of civilians (perhaps
both) is morally necessary or at least morally permissible. Humanitarian
intervention, under this logic, is akin to international law enforcement,
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as authorized by the international community of states or the UN Security
Council. Any state capable of stopping such acts is morally bound to
do so, because “when a government turns savagely upon its own people,
we must doubt the very existence of a political community to which the
idea of self-determination may apply.”86

Action taken unilaterally or multilaterally to halt or prevent mass
atrocities may be justified in the international legal discourse on state
responsibility, an issue the UN’s International Legal Commission (ILC)
has spent nearly a half-century attempting to codify in its Draft Arti-
cles on the Responsibility of States for Internationally Wrongful Acts.87

However, and unlike the non-legal and non-binding nature of “responsi-
bility” under R2P, responsibility under the ILC’s draft articles pertains to
both state behavior vis-à-vis one another and in cases where international
law has been breached.88

Under international humanitarian and human rights law, and as
noted in the Introduction, states have certain actionable rights when a
highly specified set of international legal norms are transgressed. Vio-
lations of peremptory norms can legitimate action by any state (uni-
versal jurisdiction) that is willing to undertake enforcement measures in
response to such transgressions, particularly through investigation, pro-
secution, and punishment.89 Three of the four classes of crimes commonly
associated with mass atrocities (and R2P) also constitute violations of
peremptory norms: genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity.
In some instances, legal action can be complemented by other forms of
intervention as stipulated by international conventions or treaties when
peremptory norms are violated.

For example, the crime of genocide constitutes the violation of both
erga omnes and jus cogens (peremptory) norms. Subsequent to making
a determination that genocide is imminent or occurring, contracting
parties shall take necessary action to both try and punish those respon-
sible under Articles IV, V, and VI of the Genocide Convention. In
addition and because genocide, much like other peremptory norms
violations, renders the perpetrators hostis humanis generis (enemies of
all mankind), contracting parties may, under Article VIII, call upon
the UN and its organs to take such action, under the UN Charter, as
appropriate to prevent and suppress such genocidal acts. In theory, then,
the Convention imposes duties on its contracting parties to pursue justice
when genocide is determined, either through their national legal systems
or other international tribunal mechanisms, but it does not create a
similar type of duty to prevent and suppress acts of genocide.

It is here that a key delineation has been drawn between the right and
the duty to intervene in cases of large-scale atrocities. Humanitarian
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intervention can be justified as a duty more so than a right. Moreover,
the duty may well be “imperfect” because it embodies both an ethical
duty of virtue and of wide obligation, permitting flexibility in com-
pliance. When the duty is fulfilled, it may be meritorious whereas when
it is unfulfilled there is no blame or culpability, only a “deficiency in
moral worth.”90 This understanding of humanitarian intervention is
similar to what Aidan Hehir terms a “discretionary entitlement,” where
states (or in this case, the Security Council) may accrue rights without
accruing obligations or duties, unless they voluntarily agree to accept
such duties and obligations.91 However, “imperfect” duties generally do
not “belong” to any specific actor in the international system.92 Under
this logic, ultimately no state is morally bound to intervene. There is
no absolute “humanitarian imperative” for intervention. Characteriz-
ing humanitarian intervention as an imperfect duty greatly reduces the
risks states may court by supporting it as a response to mass atrocities.
Such an interpretation also lends itself neatly to inaction or action,
depending on the interests of the intervener.

By and large, UN member states have concurred with this position.
From the US perspective, for example, neither unilateral nor multilateral
humanitarian interventions have ever been conducted as “impulses,”
but neither have they been “designed to produce identical effects,” a
quality suggestive of a perfect duty as it does not permit flexibility in
compliance.93 Indeed, the passage on “reaction” to mass atrocities in
both chapter 4 of the ICISS report and in Pillar 3 of the Secretary-
General’s proposed R2P implementation strategy suggest that prevent-
ing and halting mass atrocities constitutes a wide, but imperfect duty.

Conclusion

The trajectory of humanitarian intervention reflects the fact that nor-
mative developments and “operative reality” are seldom aligned, and
the international community of states more often than not lags behind
in terms of its capacity and will to enforce the norms embedded within
these customary practices. This may reflect the fact that sometimes in
history the norm entrepreneurs, including those who argue in support
of humanitarian intervention, are ahead of the policy curve and some-
times they remain behind it. The 1991 US-led humanitarian interven-
tion in northern Iraq (Operation Provide Comfort), for example, had
no normative precedent. In contrast, the 1999 NATO-led intervention
into Kosovo was a case of military action following normative devel-
opments evolving from the failures of Rwanda.94 Darfur remains a
case where justifying humanitarian intervention on normative or even
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legal grounds has been highly disconnected from a UN that merely
“stands ready” to take collective action in a decisive and timely fashion.
The UN has presumably been “standing ready” to take such action in
this case since the conflict erupted in 2003 and obviously has a very
flexible definition of what “timely and decisive” action actually means
to civilians suffering on the ground.

Relatedly, the human rights and humanitarian norms that might other-
wise help policy makers develop effective responses in mass atrocity
cases interact within a contested terrain alongside other norms, including
non-interference and sovereignty. The primary obligations states have
to protect their populations from mass atrocity crimes and the inter-
national community’s secondary responsibility to act in the case of man-
ifest failure by the host state to uphold those responsibilities may
exacerbate rather than ameliorate these tensions.

Debates about humanitarian intervention have proceded and will
continue to proceed in an ad hoc and punctuated manner, and will
contend with the fact that many states remain skeptical of the concept
itself, its goals, and the motives of interveners. The international poli-
tical climate may be more conducive than in the past to taking decisive
action to uphold human rights and humanitarian norms where mass
atrocity crimes are imminent or unfolding, but the tensions such endor-
sements convey also remain and further complicate how states fulfill
their commitment to the rallying cry of “never again.”95

What appears to have changed, however, is that humanitarian inter-
vention debates are no longer bounded by consideration of material
and structural norms. The when and why of intervention decisions has
undergone significant change over time, and now reflects changes in
the understandings of new meanings and values associated with the use
of force for humanitarian protection purposes. The fact of intervention
is no longer called into question; rather, its form and meaning are.
Therefore, how the normative grounds for justification are framed is
also important. For example, Kosovo and Rwanda were framed as cases
that created a “duty” on the part of the international community of
states to intervene, and they were both framed as acts of genocide. Yet
humanitarian intervention proceeded in Kosovo while it did not in
Rwanda. Enhancing our understanding of how strategic framing of mass
atrocity cases can affect intervention outcomes would thus be especially
critical in investigating the roles and functions of norms in such cases.96

We now turn to an exploration of this process.
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2 Making a good argument and
mobilizing political will

� Norms and decision-making logics
� Norm entrepreneurs
� Persuasion
� Strategic framing
� Resonance
� Combining strategic framing and policy-maker decision-making

logics
� Conclusion

If we believe that all human beings are equally entitled to be protected
from acts that shock the conscience of us all, then we must match
rhetoric with reality, principle with practice. We cannot be content with
reports and declarations. We must be prepared to act. We won’t be able
to live with ourselves if we do not.1

Although abstract and operational aspects of humanitarian interven-
tion have been long and deeply debated, the decisional mechanisms
have had less attention. Two key challenges to using force to protect
civilians and stop mass atrocities need further treatment. These are:
understanding political will to support intervention; and assessing the
roles of human rights and humanitarian norms in shaping policies.

In this chapter I establish a framework to explain the outcomes of
policy making for intervention. It integrates social constructivist think-
ing with realism and other related logics of decision making. This fra-
mework organizes the analysis of the case studies—Somalia, Rwanda
and Sierra Leone—in the following chapters. By examining how human
rights and humanitarian norms resonate with debating policy makers,
it points up conclusions about what motivates decisions to undertake



particular responses to mass atrocity cases, including the possibility of
armed intervention.

Political will is a woolly concept. The elements most often associated
with it include information or evidence; belief or faith; affect and
liking; awareness or concern; capacity and resources; and leadership. It
can be understood as the mobilizing force undergirding policy deci-
sions that are context-dependent and established case by case. In mass
atrocity cases, for example, the problem in motivating policy makers to
take effective action is hardly related to lack of information. Early warn-
ing signs typically abound in such cases and data are readily available
from reputable sources.2 Yet mobilizing political will entails much
more than simply funneling information to the right individuals who
are well-positioned to respond effectively to mass atrocities. Darfur, Sri
Lanka, and Syria are cases in point.

So how is political will created? Although this question has no satis-
factory answer, several leads can be inductively suggested that relate to
the nature of the argument and the logics policy makers use in their
decision making. Where national interests shape foreign policy pre-
ferences of governments, the kinds of cases we would reasonably clas-
sify as mass atrocity cases intersect with long-established human rights
and humanitarian norms. In some cases these norms have helped shift
policy-maker mindsets to be more amenable to doing not just what is
materially possible, but what is ethically appropriate given both the con-
text and nature (as well as the horrors and urgency) of a particular mass
atrocity case. This involves expanding a government’s universe of obli-
gation, so to speak, as well as appeals to national image and the positive
reputation effects of being a good international citizen.3 Relatedly, build-
ing political will requires a normative shift concerning whether the use
of force to save lives constitutes a “responsible” policy option.4 Addi-
tionally, political will is shaped by assessing material resources and risks.
The costs of taking forcible action are always high, but if prior policy
decisions have been shown ineffective or injurious to halting or preventing
mass atrocities, use of force may become a cost-effect choice.

In sum, building political will requires not only building a good argu-
ment, but getting the right message to the right person(s) at the right
time in the policy process so that it resonates and persuades. Sustained
energy and creativity help advance good arguments, as do leadership
and even luck.5 Identifying critical policy makers who are controllers
or agenda-setters can advance a good argument. Presenting key policy
makers with information that helps them narrow their preferences among
policy alternatives may also help snowball a good argument within and
across policy arenas.6
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Norms and decision-making logics

Even when many of the elements needed to mobilize political will are
present in cases of large-scale human rights violations, policy makers
may still favor inaction. Yet we know that states have supported huma-
nitarian intervention to respond to mass atrocity crises. How, then, do
we explain this variation in preferences across cases sharing similar
characteristics? To answer this question, we turn to an examination of
norms and decision-making logics, and assess how they are used in the
policy-making process.

Norms and norm contests

Do ideas contribute to the making of good arguments that can influ-
ence policy making? According to Max Weber, ideas have profound
effects on the course of all political events. They serve like “switchmen
who direct interest-based action down one track or another.”7 As social
facts, norms reflect shared ideational understandings of the standards
of appropriate behavior reflecting legitimate social purpose for actors
with a given identity. Thus, norms are important building blocks of
international reality, and possess the potential to enable the creation of
conditions conducive to actions and outcomes.8

Because norms operate in highly structured social contexts, actors
who seek to persuade others to adopt new norms often utilize strategic
framing, manipulation of information, or affective mechanisms such as
empathy and liking. By exploring how policy actors justify their pre-
ferences and actions using “standards of justice or, perhaps more gen-
erically, to standards of appropriate and acceptable behavior,” we are
able to highlight this normative context and investigate the role of human
rights and humanitarian norms as explanatory factors of international
political behavior.9 For example, given the possible universe of rheto-
rical tools available to policy makers to defend their policy preferences
or convince peers to modify their preferences, where policy makers choose
to build their public arguments by drawing explicitly on human rights
and humanitarian norms (or strategic frames that connect those norms
to specific policies), we can conclude that these norms are shaping the
policy-making environment and helping align policy outcomes with
policy-maker goals.

However, we cannot assume that ideas and norms cause policy out-
comes simply because their presence or absence can be traced across
the policy-making process. Different ideas and norms have different
effects at different stages of the policy-making process. For example,
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during political crises, old ideas and norms can become delegitimized
through failed policies, which may open political space for new ones to
emerge and affect policy preferences. Ideas and norms can do this in three
ways (pathways): as road maps; focal points; and through institu-
tions.10 When ideas and norms move along these pathways, the impact
they are likely to have on policy outcomes becomes stronger.

As road maps, ideas can create two paths. First, “causal ideas” affect
behavior by elaborating causal patterns and denoting strategies for
attaining certain policy goals. Second, “principled ideas” affect behavior
by generating compelling normative and ethical motivations that cause
policy makers to act in a certain way. Because policy decisions are based
on choices of ideas rather than choices given ideas, it is appropriate to
focus on whether norms alter policy-maker preferences and priorities.11

Human rights and humanitarian norms often serve as “road maps.”
Their highly principled origins can create affect and empathy, both of
which help policy makers shift among response options according to
their “appropriateness.”

Where ideas and norms serve as “focal points,” they affect strategic
interactions within the policy-making process by focusing and bringing
actor expectations and understandings of political behavior in line with
the intrinsic quality of the idea or norm that is functioning as the focal
point. However, this proposition does not account for the fact that ideas
and norms possess certain values and meanings (capable of change over
time) by virtue of the human beings that so construct and endow them.12

Human rights and humanitarian norms have the potential to function
as focal points. However, their contested nature renders their impact on
policy making mixed. The concept of norm “tipping” helps us understand
why this is the case.13 A norm can be said to have “tipped” if one-third
of states in the international system have adopted the norm, including
“critical” nations possessing both the requisite material power and/or
moral legitimacy to help realize the norm. Unanimity among critical
actors regarding the norm is not a necessary condition for norm tipping
to occur (e.g. the norms undergirding the establishment of the Interna-
tional Criminal Court (ICC), the Kyoto Protocol, and the International
Landmine Ban Convention all have been realized in spite of active US
opposition).14 Humanitarian intervention itself has never been endorsed
universally. However, the human rights and humanitarian norms that
constitute the contemporary international human rights regime have
“tipped.” Nearly all states are contracting parties to the Genocide
Convention and all states are signatories to all four of the 1949 Geneva
Conventions and endorse the Universal Declaration of Human Rights.
Hundreds of states have ratified the International Covenant on Civil
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and Political Rights, and 120 countries are States Parties to the Rome
Statute.

Finally, where ideas are embedded in the rules and norms that con-
stitute institutions, their effects on policy behavior can be said to be
extremely strong and perhaps even causal. There is little evidence at
the time of this writing to suggest that ideas about human rights and
humanitarian norms have met this threshold. The 2005 World Summit
Outcome Document “codifies” human rights and humanitarian norms
in the responsibility to protect (R2P), and R2P itself is becoming
increasingly integrated within the international policy discourse. How-
ever, human rights and humanitarian norms have not yet been for-
mally integrated into the rules and decision-making procedures of the
United Nations (UN) concerning humanitarian intervention, or within
national-level institutions.

The concept of norm “cascading” is likewise helpful here to enhance
our understanding of why this is the case. For it is only when actors
have institutionalized new norms (in their rules, in international law, in
bilateral foreign policy) that a norm can be said to have “cascaded.”15

Institutionalization sets the baseline for actor behavior with regard to the
norm, as well as allowing for the determination of violations of behavior,
and sanctions for violation. In order for human rights and humanitarian
norms to “cause” policy outcomes as “focal points,” it would be necessary
for them to have “cascaded.” While these norms may have “tipped,”
they are a long way from fulfilling the conditions for cascading.

Norms that challenge the prevailing consensus can succeed or fail,
or remain in competition with other norms. For example, norms that do
not reflect avoluntary consensus (coerced persuasion) may be considered
illegitimate and, therefore, have low levels of appeal.16 Even powerful
and persuasive norms are seldom adopted and internalizedwithout some
contest taking place against prevailing or deeply entrenched norms.
However, our knowledge of why one set of norms/knowledge claims/
ideas wins out over others remains limited. One measure would be to
examine the relative “appropriateness” of competing norms. Yet exam-
ining a norm’s substantive or intrinsic value yields insight into only
part of the explanation of why certain norms “win out” over others in
a norm contest. Policy makers can, for example, shift emphasis among a
range of strategic frames in which norms are embedded while still
advancing a singular or broader policy goal. Therefore, a unique policy
Y can be explained by multiple frame Xs, and vice versa, a singular frame
X can help explain multiple policy Ys.17 Moreover, other factors like
resources and/or the impact on policy making of norm entrepreneurs
can also influence the outcome of a frame contest.18

48 Mobilizing political will



Empirically, we are able to observe when new norms are in contest
with prevailing norms, especially through strategic framing. New norms
may emerge by aligning with existing norms embedded within a pre-
vailing frame, or where a new frame and its norms directly challenge
the legitimacy of the prevailing frame. For example, framing female cir-
cumcision as female genitalmutilation generates different kinds of validity
claims to policy makers.19 The former frame conveys a practice (circumci-
sion) that many cultures have internalized as normatively appropriate,
at least when applied to males. Policy-maker perceptions about the
normative legitimacy of circumcision, however, are directly challenged by
the validity claims made by the challenger frame (mutilation), which
entails behavior that transgresses powerful human rights norms, includ-
ing the right not to be tortured. The frame conveys a practice that is
illegitimate and, thus, policy makers would be less likely to support
policies that endorsed or turned a blind eye to such behavior.

Decision-making logics

The literature on social movements reminds us of two important factors
when studying the impact of norms on policy outcomes. First, norms
impact policy making through communicative rationality, whereby reci-
procal exchanges occur between norm entrepreneurs and policy elites
that challenge a prevailing strategic frame’s validity. This may help gen-
erate the political space needed for persuasion to occur and policy change
to become possible. Second, our understanding of the impact of norms
on policy-making outcomes cannot be divorced from the overarching
power structures within which they are embedded.20 A range of con-
tributions to the literature on policy processes study the ways in which
policy-maker perceptions of “utility” are deeply enmeshed with those of
“legitimacy.”21 In addition to the self-critiques undertaken by realists
and rationalists on this topic,22 neoliberal institutionalists, “thick ration-
alists,”23 and even social constructivists assert that scholarship in con-
temporary international relations should be more receptive to the notion
that a combination of ideas and interests drives political behavior.
After all, the ideas that policy makers hold affect how they define their
interests in the first place.24

Policy-maker understandings of material utility and normative or
ideational legitimacy are not mutually exclusive. Policy makers possess
beliefs about their own nation’s duties toward other states and institu-
tions. These beliefs are undergirded by norms. Thus, norms help deter-
mine which actions are perceived as legitimate and efficient in carrying
out those duties. Norms and ideas change over time and, likewise, so
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do the duties government policy makers believe they have toward other
states. In order for a policy such as humanitarian intervention to meet
its goals and be beneficial or useful politically it must be effective in
material terms but it also must achieve goals that states and domestic
publics perceive and accept as being normatively legitimate. The pro-
cesses through which states construct rules about intervention—and the
mechanisms that help explain changes in state behavior in this area—
should not be assumed to be purely instrumental or static. States debate
long and hard, both within and among themselves and their constituent
institutions, about whether to intervene, who should intervene, and what
social values, exactly, are being secured by forcible actions.

At a behavioral level, enforcement actions that form part of broader
policies concerning R2P may establish the basic rules of the interna-
tional system in responding to mass atrocities and help determine when
the use of force is permitted and reconceptualize the boundaries of
state sovereignty. At cognitive and normative levels, then, it is the
debates surrounding humanitarian intervention in mass atrocity cases
that help to establish the authority and normative legitimacy of those
rules. R2P has, in many ways, reopened what has always been a caustic
debate concerning the use of force in support of humanitarian and
human rights goals. Changes in our understanding of humanitarianism
and the justness of humanitarian intervention are linked closely with
historical shifts in our normative perceptions of sovereignty and human
rights. Norms are nearly always constitutive of these “highly structured
social contexts.”25

When contextual change occurs, the relevance or acceptance of one
set of norms and ideas may also change. This may facilitate challenge
of the prevailing norm and idea groupings by competing or challenger
norms and ideas. Eventually, these challenger norms and ideas may
themselves prevail until the process of change and contestation begins
anew. For example, many of the changed patterns of military interven-
tion do not derive strictly from new weapons technologies or altered
power capabilities. Strong states continue to intervene when and where
it suits them. However, what has changed is “when” it will suit them—
not the “fact” of intervention, but the form and meaning of it. What
have changed are state understandings of the purposes to which they can
and should use force.26 In the case of humanitarian intervention, under-
standings of just exactly whom the interveners protect and how they
intervene have both changed over time. Normative imperatives for huma-
nitarian intervention to protect innocent civilians are weighed against
the values assigned to self-determination and expanding a state’s duty
or responsibility to ensure protection against mass atrocities.
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Formulating explanations of policy-maker decision making, therefore,
cannot rely exclusively on the effectuation of material power any more
than they can rely solely on emotional or moral values. Policy making
is a process that results from the interplay of structural and material, as
well as ideational and normative factors. It follows, then, that the meth-
ods (or logics) of decision-making policy makers utilize to formulate
preferences and reach policy decisions should also reflect this combi-
nation of interests, norms, and ideas that are said to influence policy
outcomes. Analyzing whether and how the human rights and humani-
tarian norms that are embedded within strategic frames trigger higher
or lower levels of policy-maker resonance within and among decision-
making logics contributes to our knowledge of ideas and norms as quasi-
causal mechanisms that persuade and influence. This interpretivist
approach to policy decision making also establishes the key factors that
contribute to particular policy outcomes by capturing a snapshot of
these warranting conditions. Such conditions render a specific outcome
more or less feasible, more or less appropriate, and more or less justi-
fiable.27 I utilize three decision-making logics in the framework elabo-
rated below: the logic of consequences, the logic of appropriateness,
and the logic of argumentation.

The logic of consequences (LoC) draws on the concept of “can.”28

Under this logic, actor behavior is based on instrumental actions resulting
from utilitarian, cost-benefit analyses. A problem is defined, a range of
solutions is sought, and the possible future consequences of one solution
relative to the others are calculated. The solution that meets organiza-
tional needs efficiently and has the lowest potential cost will be selected.
Many realists and rationalists emphasize this operative logic to explain
political behavior in the international system. Actions that are taken
using the logic of consequences can be said to be strategic in nature.
Where human rights and humanitarian norms can be said to resonate
with a logic of consequences would be in the areas of cost effectiveness,
or the degree to which those norms or the responsibilities they convey
dovetail with a state’s perception of its national interest—and whether
it is congruent with the global interest.

In contrast, the logic of appropriateness (LoA) is based upon the
concept of “ought.”29 Under this logic, actor behavior is based on notions
of right and wrong, good or bad, or other normative and ideational
values. Actions that are taken using the logic of appropriateness are
considered to be norm-governed. Likewise, actor preferences under this
logic are based on identifying with normatively appropriate behavior
rather than calculating the benefits accrued from a decision. Indeed, the
entire aim under this logic is to make appropriate choices—to match
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situations requiring a solution to socially constructed norms that pro-
vide the cues or validity claims that help legitimate a particular policy
decision. This may depend a great deal on how well such norms resonate
with policy makers. Some scholars, for example, argue that norms which
encompass as many as possible of the five principles central to world
culture (universalism, individualism, voluntaristic authority, rational pro-
gress, and world citizenship), or that humanize others are most likely to
be compelling to policy elites.30 Additionally, norms involving bodily
integrity and prevention of bodily harm for vulnerable or innocent groups,
especially when a short causal chain exists between cause and effect,
may be more likely to be embraced by policy makers.31

While each of these logics represents an ideal or pure type of actor
behavior, empirically some combination of them operates continuously
and across issue areas.32 It would be impossible, however, to explain why
decision makers opt for one policy outcome over another without ana-
lyzing the strategic interaction that takes place within the decision-making
process itself. Analysis that isolates either of the logic of consequences
or appropriateness from the other does not allow us to account for the
processes through which some actors “advocate, disseminate and in
some way get others to accept and internalize new norms.”33

In order to do this, we need a model that accounts for the agency
required to challenge and alter policy preferences among policy makers
from one point in time to another. It is for this reason that I have
integrated the logic of argumentation (LoArg) into my framework as a
third, although closely linked logic to the LoC and LoA.34 This logic
emphasizes the role of argumentation and deliberation as key factors
in persuading actors to reconstitute and adopt new ideas, norms, and
interests, as well as to generate shared understandings that further con-
stitute their identities as policy actors. The structure of political discourse
and language shapes how policy ideas are communicated and translated
into practice.35 These factors may soften or harden the constraints that
dominate a particular policy forum or issue, such as humanitarian inter-
vention. Moreover, prevailing discursive structures (e.g. concepts, meta-
phors, or rules of logic) affect the likelihood that alternative policy options
will be perceived, understood, and possibly supported or opposed by
policy makers.

Under this logic, ideas and norms impact political behavior by virtue
of their appeal to universal values. Appeals made to norms of truth, jus-
tice, right, and sincerity generate intersubjective meanings between actors,
and the validity claims they comprise compel certain forms of political
behavior over others. The logic of argumentation also involves the notion
of consent. Actors must be open to the possibility of being persuaded
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by others. This dimension of the decision-making logic may be more
problematic than others for humanitarian intervention. As the debates
on this issue have demonstrated, perceptions among policy elites vary
tremendously regarding whether the use of force to protect civilians against
mass atrocities should trump other powerful norms like sovereignty
and non-intervention.

Norm entrepreneurs

Analyzing the effect of material and normative factors on policy out-
comes can ideally be undertaken by focusing on the role of non-state
actors.36 Because ideas “do not float freely,” examining the roles played
by advocacy actors or norm entrepreneurs is critical to capturing the
dynamics of the policy-making process.37 International humanitarian
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) function as norm entrepreneurs
and norm carriers in a range of national and intergovernmental policy
forums. By extension, studying their effects on policy debates and the
interplay among policy-maker decision-making logics should con-
tribute to our understanding of how persuasion occurs. It also enhances
our knowledge about how political will is generated and whether human
rights and humanitarian norms affect the likelihood that states will
commit to using force to protect civilian populations frommass atrocities.

Some are skeptical about the power of these organizations to advo-
cate and influence political behavior.38 Indeed, international humani-
tarian NGOs may be limited in the effects they can have on the policy-
making process. In some cases, they are unable to utilize opportunity
structures and advocate effectively. In other cases, they may fail to for-
mulate coordinated and coherent policy positions that will resonate with
policy makers. In other cases, they may only be willing to advocate for
specific policy outcomes that may appear to be conflicting with their
operational principles (e.g. humanitarian intervention) rather than taking
publicly supportive positions.39

To better understand the factors that contribute to these limitations,
we need to examine the policy-making process itself. We know far
more about the broader social processes of change in state behavior
than we do about the specific mechanisms that bring out incremental
changes resulting from individual policy decisions that feed into those
broader processes. Policy decisions are singular events, but they are
linked to the meta-political environment and reveal important shifts in
the normative and ideational leanings of policy makers and governments.
Relatedly, analysts rarely specify the detailed or facilitating mechanisms
whereby decision makers become persuaded by new validity claims or
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follow new rules in considering the use of force for reasons other than
self-defense or national strategic interest. Humanitarian intervention
compels states to engage in this debate, both rhetorically and substantively.
Yet there are relatively few explanations that examine how specific
patterns of intervention behavior by states evolve and change. In mass
atrocity cases, human rights and humanitarian norms may help shape
policy-maker preferences regarding policy alternatives to the status quo.
Or, other norms like sovereignty and non-intervention may prevail in
influencing policy preferences.

Because international humanitarian NGOs do not possess material
power as states do, they rely mainly on effectively communicating norms
and ideas to influence policy makers (e.g. persuasion) to support or oppose
policy decisions, including those related to international human rights
and humanitarian law. Along many dimensions, these organizations have
become more and more adept in their advocacy in policy-making cir-
cles than at any previous period in the history of their relationship with
US and UN policy makers.

As noted by the International Commission on Intervention and
State Sovereignty (ICISS) in its final report, “NGOs have a crucial and
ever increasing role, in turn, in contributing information, arguments
and energy to influencing the decision-making process, addressing them-
selves both directly to policy makers and indirectly to those who influence
them.”40 Policy elites have become deeply familiar with international
humanitarian NGOs and their work, and vice versa. This does not mean,
however, that humanitarian actors are entirely lacking in material power.
Certainly within the universe of actors other than states, these organi-
zations compete fiercely for market share, contracts, resources, reputation,
expertise, and overall organizational survival.41 Collectively, interna-
tional humanitarian NGOs control hundreds of millions of dollars in
annual budgetary resources; employ hundreds of thousands of inter-
national and national staff; and are sought out by governments, multi-
lateral, and regional organizations for information, consultation, and
operational expertise.

As institutions, international humanitarian NGOs have steadily pro-
fessionalized and policy makers view them as being indispensable sources
across party lines and administrations.42 Moreover, professional cross-
over between government, UN, and international humanitarian NGO
senior staff has become commonplace. For example, the former Pre-
sident of the American Council for Voluntary International Action
(InterAction), the late Julia Taft, had served previously as head of the
Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA) and as Assistant Secre-
tary of State for Population, Refugees, and Migration. After leaving
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InterAction, she directed the UN Development Programme’s (UNDP)
Bureau for Crisis Prevention and Recovery. Bernard Kouchner, former
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) official and co-founder
of Médecins sans Frontières (MSF), went on to establish Médecins du
Monde. He also served as the Special Representative of the Secretary-
General (SRSG) and Head of the UN Interim Mission in Kosovo
(UNMIK), and held senior ministry posts in the French government,
including as Foreign Minister. James Bishop, former Director of Huma-
nitarian Policy and Practice with InterAction, was also a former career
US Foreign Service officer, holding the positions of Deputy Assistant
Secretary of State for Africa, Principal Deputy Assistant Human Rights
and Humanitarian Affairs, and US Ambassador to Somalia, Niger, and
Liberia. Andrew Natsios, former head of the US Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID) in the George W. Bush administration,
also served as vice-president of World Vision.

The policy influence of international humanitarian NGOs has grown,
particularly in the absence of either clear US or UN policy in response
to mass atrocity cases. They affect the formation of policy on humani-
tarian issues in at least four ways. First, their presence in the field gives
them street credibility and renders them important as sources of infor-
mation for government agencies and policy makers. Second, the often
very large economic and social scope of international humanitarian
NGO operations in crisis zones carries implications for government
response because of the impact that any intervention may have on those
activities. Third, these organizations (not all, but a large number) are
highly professional advocates in policy-making circles, with direct access
to some of the highest level policy makers in government circles. Fourth,
they have a broad impact on the public and the media—they organize
national education campaigns on human rights and humanitarian issues,
can harness media attention, and mobilize public pressure in policy
debates.43

The kinds of roles international humanitarian NGOs play in the policy
process vary from issue to issue and case to case. For example, they
can serve as “initiators.”44 Initiators are actors who are strategically well
placed vis-à-vis other policy actors (e.g. states or intergovernmental
organizations (IGOs)) and have some control over political resources
or over lines of communication with these actors. They can also serve
as norm entrepreneurs or “influence brokers.”45 Influence brokers help
get items on the political agenda; they also serve as liaisons between
participants and decision makers in the policy process. International
humanitarian NGOs may also play more than one role simultaneously
in a given policy-making process.
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In addition to the policy advocacy international humanitarian NGOs
carry out, the specific mechanisms through which these institutions
attempt to persuade and possibly influence the policy-making process
in mass atrocity cases can be studied by analyzing the purposive actions
of individuals representing these institutions. For example, in order to
be influential, individual staff members of international humanitarian
NGOs specify internally (or within institutional groupings) the goals to
be attained in a particular political environment. They then formulate
strategies of external action to attain those goals. Analyzing this pro-
cess helps us delineate more clearly how norm entrepreneurs and influ-
ence brokers translate and transmit human rights and humanitarian
norms embedded within strategic frames concerning mass atrocities
into policy-making forums.

International humanitarian NGOs utilize human rights and huma-
nitarian norms to help shape policy debates concerning appropriate and
effective national, regional, and international responses in mass atro-
city cases, including situations that may necessitate the use of force. At
the regional and international levels, international humanitarian NGOs
help codify norms about human dignity and the humanitarian impera-
tive. They also contribute to debates over whether and how the use of
force might uphold and protect those norms through multilateral
mechanisms and international legal instruments. They have established
transnational social movements, navigate transgovernmental networks,
and cultivate epistemic communities in pursuit of these goals. At all levels,
international humanitarian NGOs have utilized mechanisms of “per-
suasion,” especially strategic framing, to generate resonance among
policy makers on particular issues. These mechanisms are explored in
the following sections.

Persuasion

Persuasion can be defined as efforts to change the utility function of
other players when “agent action becomes social structures, ideas become
norms, and the subjective becomes the intersubjective.”46 Persuasive
communication is fundamentally important in norm building and estab-
lishing or institutionalizing shared understandings.47 It is one method
by which international humanitarian NGOs can attempt to convince
policy makers to redefine their preferences and interests, as well as
affect policy decisions and political behavior. The activities associated
with persuasion tend to conform to the dominant models of advocacy
utilized by non-state actors.48 Namely, international humanitarian NGOs
utilize networks to mobilize political, economic, and diplomatic pressure,
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as well as affective mechanisms of liking, affect, empathy, and social
influence, to change government behavior.

According to some, affect can be an important component of mobi-
lizing support for robust policy outcomes. However, it has its limits.
The “emotional rather than rational component” of decision making
“appears to be dulled rather than enhanced by large numbers.”49 For
example, use of the staggering death toll linked to the 1994 Rwandan
genocide did little to increase the salience of arguments concerning armed
humanitarian intervention to halt the killing. Rather, persuasion is most
likely to occur when good arguments are made that appeal to morality,
material costs and risks, institutional interest, and political interests.50

These arguments will resonate with policy makers when they maximize
the interactive effects of three logics of decision-making behavior: the
logic of consequences, appropriateness, and argumentation is max-
imized, which are described in further detail below (see Figure 2.1).

How, though, does persuasion actually occur? First, actors go through
a process of cognition, reflection, and argumentation about new infor-
mation. Second, actors are more likely to accept new ideational or mate-
rial views because they like, trust, or respect the source of those views. For
example, arguments made by senior executives of international huma-
nitarian NGOs who are “trusted” or “liked” may be more compelling
than those made by individuals who are not. The functional proximity

Figure 2.1 Persuasion as an outcome of the interaction between three decision-
making logics
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of actors can also affect the likelihood of persuasion occurring. Actors
whose paths cross frequently are more likely to engage in communicative
argumentation, which may, in turn, strengthen affect and liking. Third,
actors accept new views because they hold few (or weak) prior beliefs
on the topic, because the information “fits” logically with prior-held
information, or both.51 The likelihood of one actor being persuaded by
another can also vary depending upon the prevailing perception of the
value of the message, idea, or norm that is being transmitted, or through
ideational affinity with a particular policy maker or group of policy
makers.52 Past policies that are judged as successful are normally repeated
until they fail, whereas failed policies generally necessitate a search for
new alternatives. While policy elites may be influenced by prior cases,
they do not necessarily learn from them.53

Empathy can also be used to persuade. Creating empathy can facilitate
changes in identification by one set of actors with others, and is seldom
fixed. In some cases, the evocation of empathy is the very point of inter-
national humanitarian NGO activity. For example, these organizations
can foster empathy among policy makers by providing explicit and arrest-
ing evidence that implicates certain groups (including governments) in
the perpetration of heinous human rights violations and large-scale
human suffering. They can organize site visits for policy makers and
bureaucrats to crisis zones where mass atrocity crimes and human suffering
are widespread, to raise levels of empathy.

In addition to liking and empathy, activities associated with back-
patting and naming and shaming can also increase the likelihood of
persuasion.54 The former involves positive reinforcement of policy-maker
behavior; the latter involves a form of negative reinforcement. At the
individual level, positive affect with a group attempting to influence may
render an individual more susceptible to persuasion. At the aggregate
level, the ability of law, institutions, and epistemic communities ultimately
to change the policy behavior of states depends to a large degree on
social influence and shaming.

International humanitarian NGOs combine many of the above-
described persuasion efforts into broader strategies of “framing” to
increase their impact on the policy-making process. These organizations
are not the sole purveyors of framing, but they play a key role in this
process.

Strategic framing

Derived from the social movement literature, framing is defined as the
conscious strategic efforts by groups of people to fashion shared
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understandings of the world and of themselves that legitimate and moti-
vate collective action.55 It includes persuasive devices used to “fix mean-
ings, organize experience, alert others that their interests and possibly their
identities are at stake, and propose solutions to ongoing problems.”56

Strategic framing helps connect new and existing ideas and norms and
contributes to the construction of persuasive messages.57 These mes-
sages or cues are thus framed in order to resonate as highly as possible
with decision makers.

Framing is intimately related to persuasion, and can be considered
as a central part of what norm entrepreneurs “do.”58 In turn, the ways
in which a conflict or mass atrocity case or any issue under debate
within policy-making forums is framed helps shape preferred responses
and is “critical for getting the right policy response.”59 While we can
only discern in hindsight what the most effective policy response may
have been, the way in which a mass atrocity case is characterized to
policy makers does affect the mobilization of political will. When fram-
ing maximizes the interplay among the three decision-making logics
used by policy makers, persuasion will be more likely to occur. The
possibility of policy change occurring that “fits” with the normative
and material factors embedded in the strategic frame will also increase.

Frames locate issues within broader social and historical constructs,
and where effective, help achieve cognitive consistency and resonance
with some intended target audience. They do this by providing con-
textualization for the interpretation of a particular situation and then
indicate appropriate behavior for that context. Indeed, frames are the
basic building blocks for broader resonant norms, and therefore for
legitimate normative order. For example, effective strategic framing can
help policy makers identify causes of a policy dilemma or crisis, spec-
ulate about its consequences, identify the actors responsible for the
dilemma or crisis, and develop policy options to resolve the dilemma
or crisis. The techniques international humanitarian NGOs have used
to embed human rights norms into the strategic framing of humani-
tarian crises, including the mass atrocity cases under focus in this project,
include providing credible and compelling evidence of mass atrocities,
making direct linkages between victims and perpetrators, and explicitly
linking prevailing norms with other “universal” values concerning
human rights and human dignity. Framing can also include making the
case (or its opposite) that because force is being used inappropriately
by a sovereign authority (e.g. torture, rape, forced displacement, massive
human rights abuses, genocide), then responsible use of force should
be used to restore peace and stability, as well as protect the rights of
civilians.
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Resonance

The effectiveness of strategic framing is closely linked to resonance and
aids in generating political will. Resonance itself correlates with the
concept of “intensity of interest,” which forms part of the process of
influence. It is derivative of and conditional to the properties of idea-
tional and material factors.60 In order for an idea or norm to resonate,
for example, it must be framed in a way that elicits some threshold of
“interest” to persuade an actor to modify his/her preferences or interests,
be they material or ideational, or a hybrid of the two. For example,
international humanitarian NGOs can utilize frames to boost a norm
or idea’s profile or downplay other normative or ideational appeals in
the political arena, thus creating salience or resonance for that norm in
order to increase the likelihood of it being accepted or adopted in a
policy.

Actors seeking to persuade through framing must actively construct
a logical fit with other basic normative and ideational principles.61

However, ideational and material factors vary in how well they are
“packaged” and “fit” with others embedded within policies, as well as
the underlying ideas and norms that policy makers already possess.62

Resonance, therefore, does not depend upon the objective merits of an
idea or norm, but rather on their ability to fit with existing ideas and
ideologies—an idea or norm’s meaning and how it is interpreted. There-
fore, resonance is a necessary condition for persuasion to occur and, in
some cases but certainly not all, can be sufficient to affect changes in
those preferences and interests, and policy outcomes. For example, the
threshold or legitimacy criteria originally formulated for military inter-
vention for humanitarian protection purposes by ICISS (replicated in A
More Secure World and the In Larger Freedom reports) may resonate
with policy makers as guiding principles to help shape their decision
making, but there is no automaticity concerning outcomes if, in fact,
they are utilized as part of the broader policy-making process.

The degree to which a frame resonates with policy makers can also
be reflected in the levels of attention and support given to a norm or
normative issue. Levels of salience can be affected by the way in
which the strategic framing of an issue is presented or by changes in
the policy environment (e.g. national or international crises). Policy issues
that are not framed in such a way as to resonate with decision makers
are not as likely to be supported, let alone change, actor preferences. In
cases where a strategic frame’s resonance is especially low, we should
see lower levels of interplay between the three decision-making logics
and the likely outcome will be inaction or a status quo position. In
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cases where resonance is especially high, we should see higher levels of
interplay between the three decision-making logics and the likely outcome
will be a policy change of some sort.

Combining strategic framing and policy-maker
decision-making logics

Developing a framework to guide the analysis of the complex universe
of policy making and political will in mass atrocity cases where use of
force may be needed is likely to be imperfect, much like the social
enterprise of politics itself. However, I consider it to be an important
contribution to ongoing discussions of humanitarian intervention, one
that enhances our knowledge of the roles that human rights and
humanitarian norms play in the policy-making process. It also repre-
sents new ways of thinking about the concept of political will, which is
often bandied about in policy debates without any serious examination
of what is meant by the term or how it is constituted theoretically.

Four criteria guided the development of this decision-making fra-
mework. First, it expresses as a core assumption the notion that ideas
and norms, as well as international humanitarian NGOs, are agential
in affecting the policy-making process. Second, it specifies the principal
mechanisms through which actors like international humanitarian NGOs
advocate and attempt to impact the policy process, and it fleshes out
the relationships between the factors and their effects on policy deci-
sion making. Third and relatedly, it identifies the conditions under
which strategic framing in mass atrocity cases will be more or less likely
to affect policy outcomes. Lastly, the specific mechanisms that con-
stitute the framework must be testable using empirically observable cases
where human rights and humanitarian norms featured in the policy-
making process but where policy outcomes, including humanitarian
intervention, varied.

The complete framework is illustrated in Figure 2.2. It establishes
links between strategic framing, norms, resonance, decision-making
processes, and persuasion, as each of these concepts is in one way or
another related to the broader notion of political will. I do not consider
the framework to represent a complete portrayal of the decision-making
process, however. In particular, the overarching political environment
and the roles played by other actors in the policy process are considered,
but not as deeply as international humanitarian NGOs and the human
rights and humanitarian norms they advocate. Rather, I have tried to
capture a portion of the policy-making process by illustrating the
mechanisms at work during debates concerning mass atrocity responses
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and the possible use of force to achieve those goals. Specifically, my
interest is in examining the impact of ideational and material norms on
policy making by examining the effect of the prevailing (or challenger)
strategic frame on policy-maker preferences in a particular mass atro-
city crisis at given moments or phases. The ideational and material norms
that constitute the frame, in turn, elicit interplay among the logics of
decision making that policy makers utilize to help shape their policy
preferences on that crisis. Depending on whether that interplay is max-
imized (e.g. a particular frame does or does not resonate, appeal, or logi-
cally “fit”with as many of the three logics of decision making as possible),
persuasion levels may change, resulting in possible policy change.

Conclusion

The ways in which human rights and humanitarian norms impact the
policy environment in mass atrocity cases where humanitarian inter-
vention is considered, and the specific mechanisms involved in strategic
framing and policy-maker decision making unfold in the following
manner. First, international humanitarian NGOs evaluate the prevail-
ing frame that policy makers are using and develop a challenger frame
based on their field-level presence and advocacy positions regarding an
unfolding mass atrocity crisis. This challenger frame embodies both idea-
tional and material norms that generate validity claims based on factors
such as expert knowledge, scientific evidence, and exclusive information.
A challenger frame will be more likely to be effective if it generates
high levels of resonance among policy makers, and it will be more likely

Figure 2.2 Strategic framing, persuasion, and policy outcomes
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to persuade policy makers to shift their policy preferences to “fit” with
the norms communicated by the frame if the interplay among three logics
of decision making (consequences, appropriateness, and argumentation)
is maximized. A challenger frame will be less likely to persuade policy
makers to support or oppose particular policy outcomes (e.g. humani-
tarian assistance, humanitarian intervention) in mass atrocity cases if
the interplay among the three logics is low, where international huma-
nitarian NGOs and/or policy makers fail to capitalize on opportunities
for “communicative action,” or if other external constraints produced
by the prevailing political environment close off such opportunities.

Second, depending upon exactly whether and how a mass atrocity
crisis unfolds further (or ebbs and flows), the opportunity to construct
new challenger frames may emerge if the initial challenger frame fails
to elicit a change in policy outcome, and if the situation on the ground
necessitates a frame change. In addition, the broader and deeper the
shared understandings of a mass atrocity crisis become through strategic
framing, the more likely it should be that the challenger frame will
resonate strongly among policy makers, who are now receiving similar
“cues” from multiple sources.

Third, the impact on the policy-making debate of human rights and
humanitarian norms can be distinguished from material norms by
studying closely the rhetoric used by international humanitarian NGOs,
the media, and policy makers themselves during the policy debate to
justify their policy preferences. Post hoc references to ideational or mate-
rial norms that may have influenced policy makers can also be asses-
sed. If the policy change reflects behavior that is congruent with the
human rights and humanitarian norms embedded within the strategic
frame, we can claim that the norms have helped shape these outcomes.

Conventional strategic, zero-sum analyses of decision making that
focus on the power of competing states are not sufficient to capture the
relationships between other key actors involved in policy decision making,
including nongovernmental actors such as international humanitarian
NGOs. Humanitarian actors engage in a great deal of activity to con-
vince governmental representatives at home and in intergovernmental
settings to take seriously, defer to, or follow their propositions.63 The
framework presented here offers an explanation for how political will is
formulated by examining how the human rights and humanitarian norms
that are embeddedwithin strategic frames affect logics of decisionmaking
used by policy makers in mass atrocity cases. It is used to guide the
empirical analysis in the cases of Somalia, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone,
to which we now turn.
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3 Humanitarian intervention
in Somalia

� Background
� The international humanitarian community in Somalia
� Human rights and humanitarian norms, and strategic framing in

Somalia
� Conclusion

The Somali people are bewildered by what they see as the callous indif-
ference of the international community, but their eyes are nevertheless
focused on the United Nations. They are pleading with you to stop the
bleeding of their country. Please help by acting now.1

This chapter explores the effects of strategic framing and human rights
and humanitarian norms on US and United Nations (UN) policy debates
over Somalia between 1991 and 1992, and the decision to intervene mili-
tarily there. The role of international humanitarian nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) is highlighted, alongside other important actors
who contributed to the debates and policy outcomes in this case. From
mid- to late 1992, the normative and material factors embedded within
the strategic frames generated in this case began resonating strongly
with policy makers. This framing affected the interplay among three
logics of decision making used by policy makers (the logic of con-
sequences, appropriateness, and argumentation) and facilitated support
for a robust course of action. As mass atrocities in Somalia unfolded,
consensus emerged both within the US government and the Security
Council that the use of force could and would ensure the security of the
humanitarian operation in Somalia. Having previously favored a policy
focused on humanitarian relief and assistance, by December 1992, policy
makers in Washington, DC, and New York supported a humanitarian
intervention in Somalia.



Human rights and humanitarian norms affected the policy process in
two principal ways. First, the strategic framing of the crisis opened up
political space for a military option to emerge. It highlighted the unsus-
tainability and undesirability of pursuing the status quo policy of deli-
vering emergency relief, which was failing. The costs and risks associated
with staying the course became considerably higher than those associated
with more robust options.2 Second, these norms were complementary to
what became an overarching goal of US and UN policy toward Somalia:
restoring the security environment so humanitarian operations could
proceed effectively. This compelled policy makers to seek out alternative
policies that would be both normatively appropriate and materially fea-
sible. However, a number of corollary factors also affected the policy
process. For example by summer 1992, the broader international poli-
tical environment was conducive to consideration of humanitarian
intervention, which was successful in 1991 in northern Iraq (Operation
Provide Comfort). Relatedly, the United States felt increasing pressure
from the media and other nations to “do something” about either Somalia
or Bosnia. This helped establish relativity between the two crises and
elevated Somalia as the more favorable choice in terms of taking action.

Perhaps most importantly, the Somalia case demonstrates that while
human rights and humanitarian norms were consistently incorporated
into the strategic framing of the crisis, the challenger frame that reshaped
policy-maker preferences to support the use of force in Somalia por-
trayed it as a “security emergency.” This frame reflected these norms
indirectly. For example, in its debate on Security Council resolution
794 endorsing the multilateral (US-led) intervention, the United King-
dom stressed that the humanitarian crisis was not being driven by too
little emergency relief, but rather by too much insecurity. Council mem-
bers agreed that without increased security, the mass atrocities and
humanitarian suffering would only worsen.3

Certainly, the justifications proffered by President George H.W. Bush
and senior policy makers were replete with human rights and humani-
tarian references. However, close examination of the policy debates in
Washington, DC, and New York indicates that while these norms reso-
natedwith policy makers over the course of the crisis, the “security” norms
embedded within the prevailing strategic frame in late 1992 provided
the key motivation to endorse the use of force in order to protect UN
and humanitarian staff, as well as humanitarian aid supplies—but not
specifically to protect Somali civilians. The Somalia intervention can
be characterized as action taken to address the humanitarian effects of
a mass atrocity crisis, rather than deal decisively with its causes or
civilian protection.
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Background

The civil war in Somalia has been well-documented in the literature.4 It
is useful, however, to highlight briefly a number of aspects of the conflict.
Somalia historically had been governed by six principal clan families
and numerous smaller clans and sub-clans.5 Its increasingly authoritarian
leader, Siad Barre, spawned unrest and violence throughout the country,
and by May 1988 forces loyal to him engaged in civil war with oppo-
sition forces.6 Following more than two years of fighting, in January
1992 Barre was forced to flee the capital, Mogadishu. Fighting continued
between Barre’s army and Mohamed Farah Aideed’s United Somali
Congress (USC) forces, until May 1992, when Barre went into exile in
Kenya and, subsequently, Nigeria.7 Rather than end the war, Barre’s
departure exacerbated a power struggle between Aideed and fellow USC
leader, Ali Mahdi Mohamed. Civil war was reignited between Ali Mahdi
(self-declared interim president), whose forces controlled northern Moga-
dishu and most of central Somalia, and Aideed, whose forces controlled
the southern part of Somalia and southern Mogadishu.

The war took a tremendous humanitarian toll on Somali civilians.
Barre’s militias carried out a scorched earth policy, decimating local
villages and ravaging nearly all the arable land in the south-central region
of the country. Humanitarian suffering reached unprecedented levels,
compelling international humanitarian NGOs and regional actors such
as the League of Arab States (LAS), the Organization of African Unity
(OAU), and the Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC) to lobby
international response. While data compiled by these and other groups
from 1991 and 1992 on governance failure, civilian displacement, and
mortality were subject to error given field conditions, they revealed a
country wracked with vulnerability and mass atrocities. Some 60 percent
of the government infrastructure had been destroyed by the war, the health
care system was in ruins, and 70 percent of the livestock had perished.
Farmers could not plant or harvest. Nearly a third of the pre-war popu-
lation (6 million) was internally displaced and approximately 1 million
Somalis had crossed into neighboring countries, including 400,000 to
Kenya. This led to localized famine that quickly spread to what became
known as the “triangle of death” between the cities of Kismaayo, Baard-
heere (Bardera), and Baidoa. In 1992 it was estimated that more than
4.5 million Somalis urgently required food assistance and 1.5 million
faced starvation.8 While Somalia lacked a fully functioning national
government, it was patently obvious that Somali citizens were left com-
pletely unprotected from systematic and widespread mass atrocities,
including war crimes and crimes against humanity.
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As the fighting worsened in 1992 it helped spread the war-exacerbated
famine country-wide. Crude mortality rates, especially among children
under the age of five, reached alarming levels and the mortality rate
among the general population was 50 times higher than mortality rates
in similar developing countries at the time.9 During the first eight months
of 1992, the Refugee Policy Group, a Washington, DC-based humani-
tarian NGO, reported that between 15,000 and 40,000 Somalis had
died as a direct result of the fighting. In contrast, the number of indi-
viduals killed by famine in 1991 and 1992 ranged between 300,000 and
350,000 (30,000 per month).10

The international humanitarian community in Somalia

The International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) served as the
lead agency for the overall humanitarian relief operation in Somalia.11

Its work was complemented by UN agencies such as the UN Children’s
Fund (UNICEF), the World Food Programme (WFP), and the UN
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). The number of interna-
tional humanitarian NGOs operating in Somalia fluctuated between
January 1991 and September 1992, but many (e.g. Cooperative for Assis-
tance and Relief Everywhere, Inc. (CARE), Catholic Relief Services
(CRS), International Medical Corps (IMC), Médecins sans Frontières
(MSF), Oxfam, Save the Children (SAVE-UK, SAVE-US), the Somali
Red Cross) retained a field presence throughout the conflict, mainly in
Mogadishu or in northern Kenya near the Somali border. Others
functioned intermittently, their departures and returns linked closely to
security conditions. From approximately September until the launch of
Operation Restore Hope in December 1992, the number of humani-
tarian actors present in Somalia increased steadily. By late November
1992 there were approximately 40 organizations operating in various
parts of the country.12

Collectively, these organizations attempted to alleviate the humanitar-
ian and human rights suffering among Somali civilians. The distribution
of emergency food and medical relief was the primary means to achieve
this objective. For example, the ICRC operated 350 “wet” feeding centers
across Somalia, which provided cooked food for more than 600,000
Somalis daily. MSF-France and the International Medical Corps (IMC)
operated medical clinics in and around Mogadishu. CARE was opera-
tional through most of the country. SAVE-UK and SAVE-US estab-
lished nearly 20 intensive-health care clinics in Mogadishu and health
care centers north of the capital. UNICEF established its operations
primarily in the cities of Mogadishu, Kismaayo, and Baidoa.13
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The “humanitarian” impact that these organizations had on the Soma-
lia crisis is debated among practitioners and scholars. Some were highly
critical of the humanitarian operation, arguing that aid and relief were
fast skewing the conflict dynamic and increasing vulnerability.14 Others
emphasized that without the resources provided by humanitarian orga-
nizations (even if those resources were distributed imperfectly), millions
more Somalis would have starved to death or died from disease.15

Human rights and humanitarian norms, and strategic framing
in Somalia

What role did human rights and humanitarian norms play in persuading
US and UN policy makers to adopt new preferences and ultimately to
support humanitarian intervention in Somalia? US policy makers had,
as early as January 1991, referred both privately and publicly to
Somalia as a civil war fueled by ancient ethnic hatred. Under this dual
frame, decision makers perceived the conflict as irresolvable by outsiders.
Indeed and while Security Council resolution 733 labeled Somalia a
threat to international peace and security, policy makers in Washing-
ton, DC, and New York backed the standard response to emergencies
framed in this manner: support a political solution and delivery of
humanitarian assistance. The resolution authorized the scaling up of
humanitarian assistance to Somalia, called upon parties to the conflict
to cooperate with humanitarian aid operations, and urged them to
ensure humanitarian staff security. It also levied a Chapter VII arms
embargo on the parties to the conflict, and requested that the Secretary-
General notify and encourage them to end hostilities and enter into a
ceasefire.

During 1992, however, a range of actors, including international
humanitarian NGOs, established challenges to the prevailing dual frame.
These actors relied on a combination of their collective national and
international reputations, dense and loyal membership networks, strong
links to international media, communicative action opportunities, as well
as taking advantage of the information asymmetry that had been created
by the departure of intelligence and diplomatic staff from Somalia.

The first frame challenge involved expanding perceptions of the
crisis in Somalia to reflect it as a “food emergency.” This frame drew
upon human rights and humanitarian norms such as life and human
dignity, and the right to humanitarian assistance in times of war, and
accurately reflected the humanitarian situation on the ground in mid-
1992. It generated policy support among Bush administration officials
and the Security Council to undertake a massive humanitarian relief
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assistance operation, Operation Provide Relief (OPR), which aligned
closely with the UN’s 90-day Plan of Action for Emergency Humanitarian
Assistance.16

The second frame challenge came on the heels of a dramatic esca-
lation of violence in fall 1992 associatedwith the enhanced humanitarian
operation. The crisis was re-portrayed to policy makers as a “security
emergency.” Under this frame, human rights and humanitarian norms
related to the protection of Somali civilians became secondary to other
security norms, such as ensuring the safety of humanitarian staff and
the integrity of humanitarian deliverables. The shared understandings
elicited by this frame prompted US and UN policy makers to consider
more robust forms of response. By mid-November 1992, consensus
emerged among a small but influential group of US policy elites and key
Security Council members to support the use of military force to achieve
security objectives that would, in turn, ameliorate humanitarian suf-
fering in Somalia. The policy decision to lead such an intervention was
taken by President Bush in consultation with three of his closest advisors.
The Security Council swiftly endorsed the mission in early December
1992, and within weeks, some 21,000 US troops and nearly 10,000
international troops from 20 nations were deployed to Somalia to shore
up beleaguered UN forces on the ground, secure humanitarian relief
operations across the country, and in so doing, save dying Somalis.17 The
remainder of this chapter explores the ways in which human rights and
humanitarian norms featured in the policy-making process concerning
humanitarian intervention in Somalia.

The prevailing frame—“ancient ethnic hatred/civil war”

Throughout 1991 and the first half of 1992, US and UN decision makers
perceived the civil conflict in Somalia in very narrow and static terms that
relegated consideration of human rights and humanitarian norms to
the margins of policy making. Key Bush administration officials, for
example, understood the conflict in Somalia as being fueled by “ancient
ethnic hatred,” where deeply held animosities were being fought out in
order to gain control of the state.18 Little was known about the complex
political, social, and economic antecedents to the conflict in Somalia
prior to 1991.

Until late summer 1992, the international media had not covered the
events unfolding there in great detail.19 Where coverage occurred, the
news media reinforced the prevailing frame of Somalia as a case of
“ancient ethnic hatred,” portraying the situation there as “lethal anarchy,”
“lawless,” and a place where “madness now reigns.”20 The Economist
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in February 1992 characterized Somali militiamen as having “no human
feeling … there is complete anarchy, they are out of control.”21 Even
policy analysts used references that generated shared understandings of
Somalia as a case of “ancient ethnic hatred,” describing it as a place
where “people hate each other because of their tribal affiliation, their
ethnic background, or their religion.”22

Until January 1991 when the US Embassy in Mogadishu was closed
and its staff and ambassador airlifted out by US marines, the US gov-
ernment held a monopoly on information regarding Somalia.23 That
information asymmetry steadily eroded once the US Embassy closed
and the UN presence was scaled back to a handful of staff. Situation
reports were transmitted to the State Department by a Foreign Service
officer serving in Nairobi, and Somalia did not rise high on its radar
again until mid-1992.24 Toward the end of 1991, the main actors on the
ground providing information to US policy makers were humanitarian
actors. These organizations, however, did not initially capitalize on the
information asymmetry.

Because many Bush administration officials simply considered Somalia
to be beyond resolution—a perception generated by the prevailing dual
frame of “ancient ethnic hatred/civil war,”—the government’s policy
toward Somalia consisted of supporting multilateral efforts to secure a
ceasefire and assisting in coordinating hundreds of thousands of metric
tons of food aid and emergency relief to refugees and internally dis-
placed persons (IDPs). That policy remained in place, largely unal-
tered, in spite of the fact that the civil war was continuing unabated,
famine was spreading rather than abating, and the relief effort was not
meeting its goals.

The UN’s position on the crisis involved supporting humanitarian
assistance activities, but also brokering a ceasefire, which was signed in
March 1992. Preparations were made for a technical team to devise plans
for a UN monitoring mechanism for the ceasefire, and to recommend
ways to ensure humanitarian aid delivery would be unimpeded.25 This
alleviated pressure to “do something” about the worsening human rights
situation and humanitarian suffering. Indeed, the violence in Mogadishu
appeared, for a short period, to be decreasing, which created a “new
and positive political climate.”26 Conflict in other parts of the country
continued, however, and the Security Council once again was summoned
to consider its options.

In his background report, which served as the basis of the council’s
Somalia debate in March 1992, Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali con-
nected the war directly towidespread death and destruction, and the grave
threat of famine, as well as impediments to delivering humanitarian
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relief.27 The Security Council President at the time (Venezuela) noted
that Somalia represented the legacy of a “dangerously impoverished
people, dangerously over-armed and dangerously undernourished.”28

Other council members characterized Somalia as a case of “vicious
coexistence of war and famine.”29 Some considered Somalia a “horrible
internal war” that has brought the nation to the “brink of chaos and
disarray,”with immense humanitarian repercussions.30 TheUnited States
also noted the scale of human suffering, calling it “a tragedy of heart-
breaking magnitude,” but linked that suffering directly to the violent
struggle for territory and power.31

Under this frame, human rights and humanitarian norms including
civilian protection and human dignity were recognized as being violated
because they were the effects of conflict. An appropriate and pragmatic
solution to these atrocities would be to enhance humanitarian assis-
tance activities and engage the warring parties to find a political solu-
tion. The council subsequently authorized sending a technical team to
Mogadishu under resolution 746 to develop a high-priority plan to
establish mechanisms to ensure the unimpeded delivery of humanitar-
ian assistance. The resolution noted the fragile nature of the ceasefire
and the continuing humanitarian suffering, and urged warring parties
to honor it and cooperate with humanitarian aid delivery. It requested
the Secretary-General to continue his humanitarian efforts and appealed
to member states to assist in this effort.

Within the US government, however, there was scant room for dia-
logue between the various branches concerning policy alternatives to
supporting the UN response for Somalia in early 1992. It was not until
later in the spring when opportunities for communicative action emerged.
For example, Congress held only two hearings where US policy toward
Somalia was discussed in the spring of 1992; no others were held until
late July. Moreover, Somalia was not the primary focus of either of these
sessions. Rather it was discussed as a refugee issue and in comparison
with the nascent civil war in Bosnia-Herzegovina.32

This illustrates the strength of the prevailing frame concerning the
Somalia crisis. For example, Senator Paul Simon (D-IL) chaired a meet-
ing of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee’s subcommittee on Afri-
can Affairs on 19 March 1992. During that session, Assistant Secretary
of State for African Affairs Herman Cohen and USAID Assistant
Administrator Andrew Natsios testified on the situation in Somalia.
Simon asked pointedly whether there were things the government could
do to assist UN efforts in Somalia to ensure greater stability and facil-
itate an effective humanitarian effort. Cohen stressed that US policy
toward Somalia was and should be strictly humanitarian. He also
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emphasized that the primary responsibility for finding a political solution
to the conflict rested with the UN, the LAS, and the OAU—not with
the Bush administration. Natsios echoed Cohen’s sentiments, expressing
skepticism that a durable or workable political solution could be found
in the short term to end the civil war, because “Mogadishu is not the
capital of anything, because there’s no country left in Somalia.”33

A small group of policy makers within the US government34 and
select members of the Security Council, however, were becoming con-
vinced that the prevailing Somalia policy should be rethought, includ-
ing the possibility of taking more robust action. There was, however,
no clear way forward to stem a crisis the humanitarian dimensions of
which were only worsening. The United States looked primarily to the
UN to resolve matters through peacekeeping, and on 24 April 1992
Security Council members unanimously adopted resolution 751, author-
izing the UN Operation in Somalia (UNOSOM I). The mission was to
consist of 50 unarmed military observers to monitor and report on the
status of the Mogadishu ceasefire, and 500 armed security personnel to
protect UN personnel and safeguard the humanitarian relief operation
in and around Mogadishu (e.g. the port and airport).35

This response aligned closely with the frame of Somalia as a civil war.
Deploying unarmed observers to monitor a ceasefire and appointing a
Special Representative of the Secretary-General (SRSG—Mohamed
Sahnoun) to seek a diplomatic solution to the conflict constituted the
UN’s conventional response to such situations. However, sending
armed security personnel to protect aid and humanitarian staff was far
more innovative. Among the warlords on the ground, Ali Mahdi readily
accepted the mission, while Aideed was hesitant but did not overtly
object to the presence of armed troops on Somali soil. Member states’
concernswere in part allayed by the highly delimited nature of UNOSOM
I’s mandate. It was designed as a deterrent force, but its security per-
sonnel would be sufficiently armed to defend themselves if attacked.
They would not have “law-and-order responsibilities” and were not
authorized to protect civilians.36

The consistent US position toward Somalia in the early part of 1992
can be attributed to the widespread acceptance within the policy-making
community of the prevailing frame that Somalia was an irresolvable
conflict best left to others to risk sorting out. Humanitarian actors, for-
eign governments, international diplomats, and others were only just
beginning to engage in serious dialogue on this issue. International
humanitarian NGOs in part kept the administration informed about
changes on the ground in Somalia, but this information was not chan-
neled into a broader goal of policy change. This kept the interplay
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among the three logics of decision making policy makers would have
used to reconsider policy options in Somalia at extremely low levels. In
addition, there was no significant challenge to the dual prevailing frame
of Somalia as “ancient ethnic hatred/civil war.” The outcome, both in
US and UN policy-making circles, therefore, was to support policy con-
tinuation rather than embark upon policy change requiring a stronger
response. Supporting the humanitarian operation in Somalia, albeit
now one protected by armed security personnel, “fit” with the prevailing
frame. For the UN, negotiating a durable ceasefire and engaging leaders
in national reconciliation, alongside making the humanitarian effort
more effective by securing it from physical threats, also aligned with
the framing of the crisis as a civil war. These findings are summarized
in Figure 3.1.

In terms of the logic of consequences, supporting major changes in
policy during the spring of 1992 would involve high risk and high costs.
Moreover, policy makers did not perceive Somalia as a threat to US
national interests per se. From the perspective of the Security Council,
Somalia represented a threat to international peace and security, but
the humanitarian suffering occurring there was connected to the poli-
tical crisis. In terms of the logic of appropriateness, it was not possible
to link the prevailing frame to any particular normative guideposts that
would prompt new directions in policy. Moreover, the frame did not
create additional moral demands or strong validity claims. The ideal
response involved expressing sympathy for the victims of the strife,
feeding them where possible to keep them alive, and attempting to
bring the warring parties to the table to settle their differences. In terms

Figure 3.1 Strategic framing and persuasion, January 1991–June 1992
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of the logic of argumentation, the prevailing frame left only a mod-
icum of political space for dialogue between humanitarian actors and
policy makers. This was especially true of the military planners within
the US government.

Within a few short months, however, policy makers began expressing
growing concerns as to why so much attention was being paid to complex
emergencies in places like Ethiopia and drought in southern Africa,
while so little attention was being paid to what was increasingly being
described as the world’s worst humanitarian catastrophe in Somalia.

Frame challenge 1—from “ancient ethnic hatred /civil war” to
“food emergency”

As the information asymmetry on Somalia formerly favoring policy
makers in Washington, DC, and New York eroded more fully in favor of
international humanitarian NGOs during the first half of 1992, a corre-
sponding shift occurred in the capacity of these organizations to shape
the policy process. Among other things, it facilitated a frame challenge
that focused on conveying the idea that the crisis in Somalia was a “food
emergency.” In contrast to the prevailing frame of “ancient ethnic hatred/
civil war,” the challenger frame comprised a number of norms related
to basic human rights, as well as humanitarian norms regarding the
provision of succor to non-combatants under the Geneva Conventions.

International humanitarian NGOs operational in Somalia assisted in
channeling a wide range of data and evidence on the famine and its
effects on civilians that helped shape this frame. These, in turn, were
instrumental in shaping the UN’s 90-day Plan of Action for Emergency
Humanitarian Assistance, finalized in April.37 Noting that Somalia was
in ruins owing to decades of neglect and civil war, the Action Plan’s
goal was to link the political resolution of the conflict to the delivery of
awide range of urgent emergency relief and humanitarian assistance to a
total of five million Somalis, including combatants willing to disarm.38

The Security Council made clear, however, its expectation that com-
batants would honor these arrangements and cautioned that the Action
Plan would be ineffective otherwise. Thus, the report emphasized the
inviolable nature of all UN assets participating in the operation, includ-
ing those involved in protecting relief workers traveling along desig-
nated corridors to zones of peace.39 By declaring these zones and those
who moved and worked within and between them as sacrosanct, the
Security Council unknowingly laid the normative groundwork for future
policy shifts in support of humanitarian intervention that eventually
took place later in the fall of 1992.
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By July 1992 the UN was satisfied that the ceasefire had held rea-
sonably well, but tensions remained high and sporadic fighting and
violence plagued various parts of Mogadishu.40 The food situation and
threat of widespread famine had, once more, become critical, owing
mainly to deepening violence, rising food prices, and drought.41 National
reconciliation efforts continued, but the arms embargo was totally inef-
fective. It was against this backdrop that the “food emergency” frame
emerged. In response, the Security Council adopted resolution 767,
which accelerated the humanitarian relief operation. It also established
four operational zones for UNOSOM I to aid in the relief effort and
encouraged all parties to assist and facilitate the security of UN and
humanitarian staff and security personnel. Unlike earlier council deci-
sions, however, resolution 767 underscored that failing such cooperation
it could consider other mechanisms to ensure the delivery of humani-
tarian assistance, thus leaving the possibility of more robust measures
on the table.42

International humanitarian NGOs further advanced the challenger
frame strategy in a number of ways. First, they engaged political oppor-
tunity structures more fully than they had previously. Organizations
like InterAction (and its members) stepped up face-to-face interactions
with key US policy makers to discuss policy options on Somalia.43 It
enlisted a Director of Government Affairs and Public Outreach to advo-
cate with a wide range of Bush administration officials, including staff
from the substantive and regional bureaux of the State Department (e.g.
Human Rights and Humanitarian Affairs, Africa bureau, International
Organization bureau), the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), USAID, the Office
of Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA), Congress, and the White House.

Second, following the closure of the US Embassy inMogadishu, much
of the government’s knowledge regarding the Somalia crisis came from
international humanitarian NGOs and, to a lesser extent, from US
Embassy staff in Kenya. International humanitarian NGOs used their
street credibility and presence on the ground in Somalia to provide
compelling evidence that the prevailing frame of “ancient ethnic hatred/
civil war” was outmoded and increasingly ineffective in guiding policy.
For example, between July and August 1992 then president and CEO
of InterAction, Peter Davies, made two trips to Somalia. Following
each trip he held press conferences and meetings with US government
and UN officials to brief them on the changing political, security, and
humanitarian conditions on the ground.44 Davies and others linked the
perpetuation of violence to the violation of human rights and humani-
tarian norms concerning the universal human right to food, including
the humanitarian implications of deliberate food deprivation. This
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information correlated with other sources.45 According to one policy
insider, the consistent and coherent framing of Somalia during this
phase of the crisis provided him with credible and actionable informa-
tion that aided in “moving agendas ahead” in other parts of the
administration.46

Relatedly, humanitarian actors held frequent information-sharing
sessions with humanitarian planners at OFDA and USAID, which
further bolstered their framing efforts. Details of congressional testimony
given by Natsios and others during this time frame illustrated how
international humanitarian NGOs helped channel information and data
up the policy chain, including critical eyewitness reports regarding
changes in the range and intensity of the famine. In their discussions
with Washington, DC policy elites regarding a possible policy change,
SAVE-US, InterAction, and many of its members did not argue for
more robust action involving the military. Rather, they supported a
country-wide humanitarian relief operation that could defuse the huma-
nitarian emergency, avert famine, and possibly ameliorate inter-clan
violence.47 The message conveyed uniformly to policy makers was that
famine, rather than ancient ethnic hatred or the civil war, was the central
problem in search of a solution in Somalia.

Third, international humanitarian NGOs were able to establish empa-
thy and affect among key US policy makers to persuade them that
policy change on Somalia was both normatively appropriate and mate-
rially feasible.48 For example, despite a US government ban prohibiting
members of the administration from traveling to Somalia due to security
reasons, senior staff of InterAction encouraged the latent interest among
select members of Congress to visit Somalia and witness first-hand the
deteriorating human rights conditions resulting from the food emer-
gency on the ground there.49 Congressional visits by Senators Nancy
Kassebaum (R-KS) and Paul Simon (D-IL) in July 1992 (the first US
government officials to travel to Somalia) immediately led to the sche-
duling of four subsequent hearings on Capitol Hill between July and
August 1992 to discuss what more could be done in Somalia. Framing
Somalia as a “food emergency” also prompted questions among policy
makers as to whether current US or UN policy was ethically and prag-
matically acceptable in the face of the dramatic escalation of human
suffering and mass atrocities caused not only by the pre-war drought
conditions, but most importantly, by the manifest failure of any
authorities in Somalia to halt the suffering.

The challenger frame eventually resonated at the highest levels of
the US government. For example, the widely circulated August 1992
“Hempstone Cable” to President Bush illustrated in stark detail the
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inhumane conditions facing Somalis seeking succor and protection in
Kenyan refugee camps near the Somali border.50 Amid the data and
statistics, Ambassador Hempstone also made an appeal to norms of
human dignity, writing “[t]he soul of a 2-year-old baby that weighs 10
pounds … and there are many such … must be very small.”51 The 42
feeding centers operating there had a daily capacity to feed 168,000,
yet the number of Somalis in need of urgent food aid had climbed to
400,000. Famine-related disease had crept into the camps, including
pneumonia, osteomyelitis, anemia, conjunctivitis, measles, andwhooping
cough. Some 75 percent of the cattle and 60 percent of sheep and goats—
primary food sources for Somalis—were dead. Without much-needed
rain, the remainder of the animal population was forecast to die by
October. Ambassador Hempstone concluded his cable by saying that “[i]f
the world averts its eyes and the rains do not come, the human suffering
in the northeast will be on a scale unknown in Kenya’s history.”52

The prevailing frame gradually gave way to recognition that a country-
wide, largely man-made, famine was imminent, and this eventually
shaped the official State Department view of the Somalia crisis. Accord-
ing to Cohen, an internal directive was issued that Somalia was to be
described as a “food problem.”53 It provided policy makers with the
impetus to reassess policy. Moreover, the challenger frame refocused
policy-maker attention away from the anarchic violence and lawless
perpetrators, and toward suffering civilians.54

The challenger frame of Somalia as a “food emergency” elicited a
process of general policy review within the Bush administration and
congress.55 It became increasingly recognized that US policy was inade-
quate to the changing dynamics on the ground in Somalia.56 For exam-
ple, in July President Bush communicated to the State Department,
USAID, and the Pentagon his dissatisfaction and instructed National
Security Advisor, Brent Scowcroft, to begin exploring an enhanced
airlift effort. The Interagency Working Group (IWG) established to
develop policy options for Somalia, however, failed to reach consensus
on a new policy. A frustrated Bush tasked his most senior advisors,
including Secretary of State Howard A. Baker III, Secretary of Defense
Dick Cheney, and Scowcroft, to establish the parameters for an expanded
humanitarian effort.57

Alongside these deliberations, on 14 August 1992 the Bush admin-
istration announced its support for Security Council resolution 767,
which authorized a multilateral humanitarian airlift, OPR, to southern
Somalia. For its part, Washington agreed to provide humanitarian food
aid and relief, and transport aviation for relief supplies (e.g. C-141s, C-130s
and other air and ground assets for local logistics). The United States
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also committed to providing transportation and logistics resources in
connection with the timely, effective deployment of UNOSOM I,
which was mandated to protect those involved in implementing OPR.
The mission did not, however, include provisions for protecting Somali
civilians. In announcing this policy change, the Bush administration
held a special State Department press briefing featuring Natsios (now
serving in the additional role as Special Coordinator for Somalia Relief),
RobertWolthuis (Director of HumanitarianAffairs at the USDepartment
of Defense), and Davies.

Framing Somalia as a “food emergency” posed an effective challenge
to the prevailing conception of Somalia as an irresolvable “civil war”
based on “ancient ethnic hatred.” It synthesized human rights and
humanitarian norms more effectively than in the previous phase. The
frame resonated strongly with a sufficient number of key US policy
makers, including senior senators, and high-level officials in the execu-
tive branch, as well as the Security Council. The use of force was not
foremost on the minds of many, but was nevertheless not far from the
surface during policy debates. Indeed, the challenger frame itself helped
shape the US decision to serve as one of the lead actors in OPR. This
committed the United States to a Somalia policy that was congruent
with human rights and humanitarian norms concerning the right to
food, life, and human dignity, among others. More importantly, per-
haps, the challenger frame created political space whereby policy makers
were amenable to being persuaded to consider modifications in the
prevailing policy response. This was in part due to the way in which
the material and ideational norms embedded within the frame of “food
emergency” maximized the interaction between the three logics of deci-
sion making among key policy makers. These findings are summarized
in Figure 3.2.

In terms of the logic of consequences, a “food emergency” triggers a
number of standard operating procedures within US government
bureaucracy. USAID, OFDA, and the State Department make recom-
mendations regarding levels of humanitarian relief and assistance, and
consult with other parts of the administration (e.g. Department of
Defense) to work out logistics and transport details. Increasing huma-
nitarian assistance to Somalia was basically akin to a change in the
magnitude of a policy that was already being followed. Therefore, it
did not pose high risks, and was considered to be low cost relative to
other options that could involve higher levels of involvement. Also, in
order to be effective, credible evidence demonstrated the urgency of
augmenting the humanitarian assistance operation with much-needed
food aid, as well as other relief items.
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In terms of the logic of appropriateness, the ideas and norms embedded
within the challenge frame of Somalia as a “food emergency” gener-
ated a series of validity claims. These claims derive in part from human
rights and humanitarian norms and universal principles of humanitar-
ianism—namely the principle of “humanity”—that suffering wherever
it is found must be alleviated. The human suffering resulting from food
shortages, deprivation, and obstructed access constituted a transgression
of human rights norms and denoted a failure on the part of the warring
parties to adhere to international humanitarian legal frameworks.58

Significantly increasing levels of US humanitarian assistance was under-
stood by policy makers to be an ethically appropriate policy option for
restoring those rights—by ensuring that food reached starving civilians.
The challenger frame also highlighted that implementing an enhanced
humanitarian effort in Somalia would fulfill the norm of impartiality,
which stipulates that humanitarian assistance should be given on the
basis of need alone, rather than political considerations. Policy makers
understood that OPR would fulfill the US government’s responsibility
toward the people of Somalia; it was the “right” thing to do based on
the ideas and norms generated by the challenger frame, as well as
changed policy-maker perceptions of the crisis.

In terms of the logic of argumentation, international humanitarian
NGOs found that policy makers were increasingly amenable to com-
municative action regarding a possible policy modification on Somalia.
Persuading policy makers to perceive Somalia as “food emergency”
rather than as “ancient ethnic hatred/civil war” can be attributed to
two main factors. First, humanitarian actors were a critical source of

Figure 3.2 Strategic framing and persuasion, July–August 1992
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evidence-based information that the famine had spread throughout most
of the country and human suffering was increasing to unthinkable
levels, mainly owing to violence and mass atrocities associated with
food deprivation. Second, the growing scale of humanitarian suffering
and transgression of human rights and humanitarian norms warranted
reconsideration of current policy. Policy makers thus consulted those
they felt could contribute to such a dialogue, especially humanitarian
actors. The increased openness for dialogue may also have been enhanced
due to a newly emerging attitude about Somalia within some parts of
the Bush administration and in the Security Council, as policy makers
in both forums appeared to be taking a more substantive interest in the
crisis. For example and alongside interagency debates, the Department of
Defense established its own task force on Somalia in the summer of
1992, and President Bush was reported to be following events in
Somalia with growing concern.59

Frame challenge 2—from “food emergency” to “security emergency”

By late August 1992, OPR had made inroads to relieving widespread
human suffering in Somalia. Yet the humanitarian operation had also
generated a new dynamic within the conflict, which necessitated the
reframing of the Somalia crisis as a “security emergency.” This refram-
ing, in turn, prompted some international humanitarian NGOs and
policy makers inWashington, DC, and New York to argue that a sizeable
external military intervention might well be needed to improve security
and right a struggling humanitarian relief operation.60

The entry of the new challenger frame in US policy debates lagged
behind the changing conditions on the ground, however. Shortly after
OPR was launched, for example, Natsios delivered a State Department
press briefing on its progress. His remarks signaled cautious optimism that
OPR could achieve its goals, owing to data indicating that the security
situation had reached its lowest possible point andwas unlikely to worsen.
The airlift had caused food prices in some areas of the country to drop
by 25 percent, and refugee flows into Kenya and Ethiopia had decreased
by 90 percent. Natsios noted, however, that further deterioration of the
security situation could upend the operation, leaving large segments of
the population to starve.61

One of the first indications policy makers received that OPR was
failing came from international humanitarian NGOs on the ground in
Somalia. Their projections of howmuch foodwould be needed in Somalia
to stem the famine in the coming months surged, and they estimated
that in some areas across the country the airlift was meeting only 40
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percent of humanitarian need.62 Internal displacement rose as people
traveled from city to city in search of food. Refugee flows into Kenya
increased once again. Moreover, relief workers reported that attacks by
militias were growing more commonplace, and overall security condi-
tions were rapidly deteriorating. Human rights violations, acts of vio-
lence against aid workers, and targeting of aid convoys became more
and more widespread.

In New York the lag was less pronounced. No sooner had the ink
dried on resolution 767 than the Secretary-General began pushing for
a robust upgrade of the UN’s role in Somalia. The timing of this effort
mirrored increases in looting of relief and fuel supplies in Mogadishu
and other key distribution points. Security conditions threatened over-
land transport of aid, which further exacerbated the food crisis. It
rendered an already delicate ceasefire even more tenuous, which pro-
hibited the deployment of UNmilitary observers. Thus, he recommended
increasing UNOSOM I’s authorized troop ceiling,63 adding security
units, and decentralizing deployment to enhance the mission’s capacity
to effectively implement OPR.64 Boutros-Ghali further emphasized
that the dilemma was “not the delivery of humanitarian relief supplies
to ports and airports in the country … but rather the protection of the
convoys that transport supplies from port or airport to warehouses and
distribution centres, together with the protection of those stores and cen-
tres themselves.”65 Council members, eager to see UNOSOM I succeed,
unanimously adopted Security Council resolution 775, which included
all of the Secretary-General’s proposed measures.

It was not long before policy makers found themselves face to face
with the ground truth. Instead of providing sustenance to civilians, the
influx of food aid generated unprecedented levels of widespread and
freelance violence. Warring militia groups took full advantage of their
ability to control nearly every point in the emergency relief distribution
process. Insurgents forced humanitarian actors to negotiate “landing
rights,” payments of approximately US$100 for every relief delivery
flight. They threatened to incite additional violence if porters from the
militia groups were not hired to unload the planes. Inevitably, significant
portions of each shipment were stolen during unloading. This violence
exacerbated the famine and heightened security risks for humanitarian
actors and civilians. The Pakistani troops with UNOSOM I were pre-
vented by militiamen from deploying beyond Mogadishu airport. Nat-
sios himself lamented: “[d]espite all our efforts to help avert disaster in
Somalia, we are now facing, in all its horror andwasting, mass starvation
directly attributable to insecurity that prevents relief workers from saving
lives. The magnitude of the tragedy today is staggering.”66
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These factors did not just prompt, but rather necessitated, a reframing
of the crisis. Alongside the emphasis of Somalia as a “food emergency,”
many began referring to it as a “security emergency.” This challenger
frame reflected deteriorating conditions and events transpiring on the
ground over a very brief period of time. In an indirect way, this frame
drew upon human rights and humanitarian norms. Systematic and
widespread violence against aid workers and relief operations is con-
sidered a war crime, and the crimes against humanity being perpetrated
by militias against civilians also violated a wide range of human rights
and humanitarian norms. However, the principal norms associated with
the “security emergency” frame were those more traditionally related to
defending national interests or the principle of self-defense. The focus
was less on upholding the rights of civilians than on the perpetrators and
their attempts to destabilize the relief operation. The frame challenge
also occurred at a time when the unfolding crisis in Bosnia-Herzegovina
was ascending on the US foreign policy agenda and shortly after the
international media began to increase their reporting on Somalia. The
level of information available to the public grew dramatically between
August and December, and images of starving women and children were
nightly finding their way onto the world’s television screens.

The media’s portrayal of the crisis in Somalia reinforced the chal-
lenger frame’s resonance with both the general public and policy
makers. In an attempt to “unpack” the crisis for viewers, listeners, and
readers, reporters relied on oversimplifications and value-loaded terms
that essentially distilled Somalia into three basic elements: “warlords/
gunmen,” “innocent civilian victims,” and “noble and courageous aid
workers.”67 By dissecting the crisis into its most basic components, the
ability to grasp and understand, and perhaps most importantly, to
empathize with, the victims of mass atrocities was enhanced, but so
was the understanding that the crisis in Somalia was growing more
intolerable day by day.

Some international humanitarian NGOs, such as CARE, replicated
the media’s portrayal of the crisis in their advocacy efforts. Others did
not. Robert Devecchi of the International Rescue Committee (IRC),
for example, lamented in November that “[w]e can take care of the
scorpions, we can handle the malaria, the dysentery, and so on, but a
14-year-old boy, high on qat, with a machine gun is something we haven’t
reckoned for.”68 Focusing policy-maker attention on Somalia was far
easier when the crisis was no longer perceived as violence fueled by
“ancient ethnic hatred.” In particular, it became easier under the frame
of “security emergency” to distinguish between perpetrator and victim,
and to propose policy options focusing on these factors.69
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Humanitarian actors in Somalia channeled a near constant stream
of information back to policy makers concerning the security threats
they faced over the course of OPR’s implementation. Warlords and
roaming bands of militias routinely threatened humanitarian workers,
and in some cases, local staff had been killed attempting to deliver relief
supplies. Food aid was being diverted and looted at a staggering rate.
Many organizations, including the ICRC, employed armed guards to
protect their supply warehouses and escort humanitarian aid convoys
transporting aid outside Mogadishu. International humanitarian NGOs
found themselves spending hundreds of thousands of dollars each month
on security arrangements for their operations.70

Yet the provisions taken by humanitarian actors to secure the relief
operation failed completely. Organizations that refused to negotiate
with militia groups for security became targets of violence. Militiamen
hired to protect food aid more often than not were also involved in the
looting and theft of that aid. WFP ships entering Mogadishu port were
shelled and the Kismaayo port was closed because of looting. Approxi-
mately 50 percent of emergency relief that made it into the port of
Mogadishu was distributed—the other half was simply taken by the
militias.71

As OPR struggled into its third month, the challenger frame of “secur-
ity emergency” sent a clear message to the US and UN policy makers.
It became untenable to support an accelerated humanitarian relief, when
very little of that relief was getting to its intended beneficiaries. Com-
bined with compelling evidence provided to policy makers regarding
the risks of continuing with the current policy, the frame challenge
contributed to a rethinking of policy alternatives that ultimately led to
the consideration of using military force for humanitarian purposes in
Somalia.72 Policy makers in Washington, DC, and New York faced the
challenge of securing the delivery of increased food aid and ensuring its
safe delivery to suffering civilians.

In Washington, government officials remained divided over the issue
of using force to feed starving Somalis. Assistant Secretary Cohen expres-
sed doubt that the Bush administration or the American public would
support such a precedent-setting decision, especially if it meant putting
troops at risk.73 In contrast, Representative Donald Payne (D-NJ) sup-
ported armed intervention, emphasizing that it might be necessary, given
the “human conditions” in Somalia.74 Without advocating for interven-
tion, Natsios implored members of congress to consider the very real
possibility that the downward spiral of insecurity could prompt huma-
nitarian staff to leave the country, thus rendering the United States
unable to run the relief program.
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Support among the humanitarian community for a stronger and
more forceful US involvement in Somalia was likewise mixed.75 For
example, in his consultations with humanitarian staff working in
Somalia, Natsios noted “I asked a nurse from Save the Children UK
and another nurse from Irish Concern … and they said the same thing.
They said all of the people are fed up with this and they want security
forces in now.”76 Other humanitarian staff were more cautious, under-
scoring that without the warlord approval, deploying military force to
Somalia would only further exacerbate an already tragic humanitarian
crisis:

[W]hen you have a gun in Somalia, if there’s no relief organization
around to organize things, the people who need the food don’t get it.
We have to have those organizations in. If they’re physically at risk,
and many of them think they are, if we start introducing troops
without trying to get some consensus, we may put them at risk …
Acting without considering the consequences could kill more people
and it’s entirely possible that the relief that is getting in now would
stop because the violence would get so bad.77

However, sufficient consensus had emerged that the protection of huma-
nitarian relief was sine qua non in determining whether more Somalis
would die or be saved. Many relief groups did not believe that the UN
mission could do this.

International humanitarian NGOs framed the situation in Somalia
as a “security emergency” because it reflected what was transpiring on
the ground. More importantly, many of these same organizations felt that
this frame would resonate with policy makers, for whom the continued
support of a failed policy would carry significant risks. The previous
challenger frame of Somalia as a “food emergency” was not entirely
replaced by the new challenger frame. Both situations reflected what
was occurring at field level. Somalia continued to be a “food emergency”
and because of the dramatic increase in violence (nearly all of it asso-
ciated with the humanitarian relief effort), it had now become a “security
emergency.” The former frame closely aligned with human rights and
humanitarian norms, whereas the “security emergency” frame elevated
norms associatedwith shared understandings of self-defense and national
interest in order to prevent OPR from failing.

The source of the security threat—thugs and rogue militias—also
helped sustain the connotation among a growing group of policy makers
that forcible response would stand a reasonable prospect of success.
Finally, there was widespread acceptance among policy elites that the
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relief operation was, in fact, failing. This opened the door to consider
whether forcible actions to protect it were now deemed vital and urgent
enough to uphold a basic right to food among the Somali population.
Protecting Somalis from mass atrocity crimes may have represented one
dimension of policy-maker preferences in support of humanitarian inter-
vention, but saving the relief operation and protecting the food and the
aid workers who were distributing it took precedence over those norms.

Reframing Somalia as a “security emergency” resonated with policy
makers. Policy makers were persuaded that something more than an
enhanced humanitarian effort was needed to resolve the crisis there.
Much like the corollary frame of “food emergency,” the challenger frame
persuaded policy makers to rethink their preferences in terms of US
and Security Council policy toward Somalia. A summary is presented in
Figure 3.3. The new frame created critical opportunities for commu-
nicative action to occur between policy makers and humanitarian actors
and, at a minimum, convinced policy makers that maintaining the status
quo policy toward Somaliawas fast becoming undesirable and impossible.

In Washington, it became clear that policy toward Somalia would
undergo review and possibly would change. Policy makers reported
that there was a sense of greater urgency surrounding Somalia in early-
to-mid-November 1992. Finding a fix for what was a failing policy was
a paramount objective and had the full support of President Bush and
his senior advisors. Bush formally instructed the State Department to
be “forward leaning” on developing a range of policy responses for
Somalia. Interagency meetings were now being held daily, and Somalia
had risen to the level where it was the subject of Deputies Committee

Figure 3.3 Strategic framing and persuasion, September–mid-November 1992
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meetings as well. By mid-to-late November the dialogue among policy
makers began in earnest to include the possible use of force in Somalia
for humanitarian purposes.

In terms of the logic of consequences, maintaining the humanitarian
relief operation and airlift posed increasing risks and costs. Pressure
heightened to identify alternative solutions that would reduce those
risks and costs. It was not quite clear at this time that humanitarian
intervention was a viable policy option. In publicly reflecting upon the
events leading to the decision to intervene in Somalia, Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Colin Powell, noted that “the level of vio-
lence was increasing faster than the humanitarian effort could try to deal
with this situation.”78 However, US Central Command (CENTCOM)
had been working on a number of policy response scenarios for Somalia
in early November, including humanitarian intervention.79

In terms of the logic of appropriateness, normative pressure was build-
ing, within the United States especially, to get the policy right. Policy
makers emphasized the need to develop alternatives that addressed what
the US government could do to alleviate mass suffering in Somalia, as
well as what it ought to do there to fix a failing policy. The normatively
appropriate policy response was going to be one that integrated appro-
priate action to stem the crisis, halted the violence, and prevented the
unnecessary suffering of innocent civilians and humanitarian agency staff.

In terms of the logic of argumentation, both international humanitar-
ian NGOs and the policy elites were becoming fully engaged in com-
municative dialogue. The possibility of humanitarian intervention began
resonating with policy makers, some of whom disclosed that use of force
might be the only recourse that would be both appropriate and effective
in Somalia.80 The information these organizations provided to decision
makers in Washington, DC, and New York, alongside the emergence of
the “security emergency” frame, generated intense debate about using
force to secure humanitarian goals, but not necessarily to protect Somali
civilians from mass atrocity crimes. While this phase of the policy debate
represented a major shift, human rights and humanitarian norms rece-
ded in importance while norms and interests that reflected traditional
security preferences came to the fore.

From challenger to prevailing frame—“security emergency”

By mid-to-late November 1992, a consensus rapidly emerged among
policy makers both in Washington, DC, and New York supporting the
selective use of force in Somalia. The security situation had become
unacceptable and political will favoring a robust policy was easier to
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mobilize. Evidence provided by humanitarian actors reinforced the inter-
national community’s perception that Somali warlords were stealing
millions of dollars of food aid, paid for by donor governments, to pur-
chase weapons and perpetrate mass atrocities. Indeed, the violence so
severely limited the humanitarian effort that some aid groups considered
leaving the country. Policy makers met frequently in Washington during
mid-November to coordinate policy efforts. InterAction and its member
organizations met nearly daily in November with representatives from
the State Department and select members of congress. At these meetings,
they overwhelmingly encouraged policy makers to rethink policy and
many supported the use of force in Somalia.81 InNewYork, the Secretary-
General kept the Security Council apprised of developments in Somalia,
and by mid-November he presented its members with a series of policy
options to address the crisis more robustly and effectively.

Alongside these developments, the international media had intensi-
fied its coverage of Somalia, and public pressure began building to do
something. InterAction and SAVE seized on this opportunity to rein-
force the challenger frame. In particular, SAVE representatives Willett
Weeks (Horn of Africa Program Director) and Barnett Baron worked
closely with a number of media sources, especially National Public Radio,
to get the message out between October and November that more needed
to be done in Somalia. Peter Davies of InterAction was interviewed by
a host of press outlets, as were representatives from CARE, Oxfam,
and other international humanitarian NGOs. They conveyed a unified
message: more security is needed in Somalia and the only actor capable
of doing this is the United States.82 Put bluntly by John Hammock,
then Executive Director of Oxfam, “[i]t’s time to stop pussy-footing
around … [t]he only way to stop this horror show is to have the suffi-
cient security to guarantee that food will make it to the ports, and will
make it out to people in need.”83

Further discussion of Somalia in Washington, DC was delayed until
after President Bush’s failed November presidential bid. Now a lame
duck president, Bush and his staff focused on transitioning with the
incoming Clinton administration. This reinforced efforts to strategically
frame Somalia as a “security emergency.” In late November, Congress
sponsored two press conferences on Somalia. The first focused on the
recent trip to Somalia taken by Senators Paul Simon (D-IL) and Howard
Metzenbaum (D-OH). The senators reported on their meetings, including
with humanitarian actors on the ground there, and addressed questions
related to whether or not to support more robust response in Somalia,
including the use of US troops.84 They also conveyed their support
for armed intervention to Acting Secretary of State Lawrence
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Eagleburger, who subsequently suggested sharing their views directly
with the President.

The second press conference was sponsored by Representative Bill
Emerson (R-MO), then ranking minority member of the House Select
Committee on Hunger.85 It was coordinated by InterAction and its
members and attended by members of Congress, USAID staff, as well
as Defense Department and State Department officials.86 Emerson and
InterAction members reiterated that the lack of security was the primary
obstacle to addressing mass suffering in Somalia, and called upon Pre-
sident Bush to deepen, broaden, and accelerate the security arrange-
ments for humanitarian operations in Somalia. Their message did not
include direct appeals to human rights or humanitarian norms, but
focussed on how to ensure the security of the aid operation itself in
order to fulfill humanitarian goals. Moreover, protection was discussed
insofar as it related to humanitarian staff and humanitarian relief, not
Somali civilians. Their unprecedented appeal, made directly to President
Bush, called for a UN-authorized military intervention backed by a
strong mandate featuring permissive rules of engagement.87

Elsewhere in Washington, DC, policy deliberations concerning Soma-
lia were becoming more closely aligned with the jointly coordinated
efforts of international humanitarian NGOs and members of Congress.
In addition to ongoing interagency meetings, four critical Deputies
Committee meetings were held in late November to formulate policy
recommendations on Somalia. The discussions centered on two policy
options that did not involve use of US troops, and a third based on
possible US military intervention. Initially, military planners in the Joint
Chiefs of Staff were noncommittal on the use of force, but with urging
from the Department of Defense, they grew more supportive and within
days agreed that ground forces might be able to “do the job” of facil-
itating emergency relief.88 Within days, National Security Advisor
Brent Scowcroft, Joint Chiefs Chairman General Colin Powell, and
CENTCOM Commander-in-Chief General Joseph Hoar all advocated
in favor of a US-led military intervention.89

Three policy options were ultimately forwarded to the President.
First, the United States could continue the status quo policy and deli-
ver humanitarian supplies by air and sea, but enhance the UN security
personnel (UNOSOM I) presence on the ground. Second, the United
States could establish a coalition of international forces under UN com-
mand, providing logistics support but offshore US troop deployment.
Third, the United States could lead a UN-authorized ground operation
involving significant US troop commitment. President Bush met with
his National Security Advisors on 25 November to discuss the three
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options. The consensus was strongest for option three: a US-led, Security
Council-authorized humanitarian intervention in Somalia. President
Bush immediately contacted the UN Secretary-General with the offer
to deploy 21,000 US troops to Somalia to protect humanitarian
operations there.

In New York, the Security Council debated two letters from the
Secretary-General elaborating the impediments preventing UNOSOM
I from implementing its mission.90 These included lack of govern-
mental authority, recalcitrant combatants, and acts of extortion, the
plundering of humanitarian relief, and threats to humanitarian staff.
Neither communication raised directly the issue of mass atrocities being
perpetrated against civilians. Rather, they emphasized that humanitar-
ian relief had become a major (and in some cases the sole) source of
income for militia groups.91 The Secretary-General concluded that unless
the “problems relating to security and protection of relief” could be
overcome, the relief operation would, in all likelihood, fail.92 He implored
council members to review the basic premises and principles of the relief
operation, and noted the inadequacy of maintaining the status quo. The
immediate humanitarian issue was first and foremost how to create
security for the uninterrupted delivery to civilians of relief supplies,
alongside a corollary goal of reinvigorating a political solution to the
conflict, including national reconciliation and economic rehabilitation.

The Secretary-General presented five policy options to the council. The
UN could continue with the status quo policy, or withdraw UNOSOM
I altogether. The remaining options involved determining that Somalia
constituted a threat to international peace and security, and implement-
ing a Chapter VII enforcement measure. UNOSOM I could be strength-
ened sufficiently to act as a deterrent force against the warring parties,
thus facilitating humanitarian aid operations. Alternatively, a temporary,
country-wide enforcement operation, under US command, could be
authorized to “resolve the immediate security problem.” The force would
then be handed over to a UN peacekeeping mission. A final option
was for the UN itself to field a country-wide enforcement operation.93

In its formal deliberations, council members repeatedly described
Somalia as an “intolerable” situation, and agreed that the status quo
was unacceptable. Others argued that military intervention was not only
feasible and congruent with UN Charter provisions, but that it was
warranted and appropriate, given the sui generis nature of the crisis and
the failure of previous resolutions.94 The United States cited the need
to achieve a “secure environment” for the humanitarian relief effort,
and emphasized that Somalis themselves bore the responsibility to
resolve other aspects of the crisis.95 Others echoed this sentiment,
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claiming that drastic steps were necessary to ensure success of the
humanitarian operation and to signal that the council would no longer
tolerate the threats to it posed by militia groups and “marauding
gangs.”96 A minority of council members (China, India, and Belgium)
preferred that any intervention be under UN command.97 Only one
council member, France, made a direct link between support for a
military intervention and human rights and humanitarian norms. Such
action would reflect greater commitment by the international commu-
nity to the “principle of establishing access to victims and of the right to
emergency humanitarian assistance.”98

The council unanimously passed Resolution 794 on 3 December 1992,
authorizing a Chapter VII, US-led multinational force, the Unified
Task Force (UNITAF), to intervene in Somalia. The term “humanitar-
ian” featured in the resolution 20 times. It expressed grave alarm regard-
ing widespread violations of international humanitarian law, including
against non-combatants, aid workers, and relief convoys and facilities,
and demanded that the parties to the conflict cease and desist from all
such breaches. However, the resolution stopped well short of specifying
that force be used to protect civilians from these violations, nor did it
once use the term “human rights.”99 Rather, UNITAF’s main goal would
be to establish a secure environment for humanitarian relief operations,
including a “shoot to feed” mandate. While the mission would not
redress mass atrocities per se, by ensuring the security of the relief
operation, it would indirectly be protecting at least the human rights and
humanitarian norms associated with life integrity violations among
civilians.

How was the interaction among the logics of decision making max-
imized over the course of November 1992 and in what ways, if any, did
human rights and humanitarian norms feature in the strategic framing
efforts in the lead up to this policy change? These findings are sum-
marized in Figure 3.4.

In terms of the logic of consequences, policy makers in Washington,
DC, and New York increasingly viewed the potential costs and risks of
armed humanitarian intervention in Somalia not just in absolute terms,
but also in terms relative to the unfolding Bosnian civil war.100 For
example, US military planners no longer viewed Somalia strictly as a
case of “ancient ethnic hatred” where no military solution would work.
Rather, the Somalia crisis looked as though it was the more “doable”
operation when compared with the possibility of intervening in Bosnia.
US troops in Somalia would likely only face rag-tag bandits, whereas
in Bosnia the combatants included organized militaries.101 Moreover,
the mission would follow the tenets of the Powell-Weinberger Doctrine,
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thus further reducing the perceived costs and risks to US troops. UNITAF
was authorized to use overwhelming force and a clearly established exit
strategy involving handover to UN troops. This would enhance the
chances of its success and made intervention easier to support. Former
opponents of intervention, including then Secretary of Defense Dick
Cheney, subsequently defended it using this logic.102

In terms of the logic of appropriateness, the sheer scale of human
rights atrocities and human suffering taking place in Somalia during
mid-to-late November 1992 resonated strongly with policy makers.
Human rights and humanitarian norms, however, did not constitute
the tipping point for policy makers to support use of force in Somalia. Two
factors suggest this conclusion. First, while the use of force emerged as
a morally appropriate policy response given that “thugs and crooks”
were threatening the international community’s efforts to deliver life-
saving relief, UNITAF was not given a civilian protection mandate. The
mission’s first priority was to protect the humanitarian relief operation
and humanitarian staff, not Somali citizens, from threats and acts of
violence. In any humanitarian setting, however, the relief effort and its
beneficiaries represent two sides of the same coin. Failure to shore up the
relief effort would undoubtedly lead to further mass atrocities. How-
ever, and with the exception of France, policy makers did not invoke
human rights and humanitarian norms associated with direct protec-
tion of civilians to justify their support for establishing UNITAF. Use
of force symbolized the “right” thing to do in order to save the huma-
nitarian relief operation. To be sure, policy makers expressed concern
and even moral outrage at the violence being perpetrated against Somali

Figure 3.4 Strategic framing and persuasion, late November–December 1992
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civilians. However, careful review of the policy debate in Washington, DC,
and New York suggests that defending the humanitarian relief operation
was the most normatively resonant issue among policy makers.

In terms of the logic of argumentation, policy makers in Washington
especially were engaging daily with international humanitarian NGOs
regarding Somalia. Communicative action between these actors was
based on what was fast becoming the prevailing frame of “security emer-
gency.” OPR was no longer effective, and few, if any, policy makers
viewed the crisis as being fueled by “ancient ethnic hatred.” Creating
security through the responsible use of force emerged as the policy most
likely to succeed in protecting the relief effort and preventing subsequent
mass loss of life.

On 4 December 1992 President Bush announced his decision to launch
a humanitarian intervention into Somalia in a televised appearance.
During that speech, he held up a letter signed by 11 members of Inter-
Action urging him to support military intervention in Somalia.103 Pre-
sident Bush noted that conditions in Somaliawere dire and strong action
was absolutely necessary to stop the horrific suffering that prevailed
throughout the country. He also recognized the efforts of international
humanitarian NGOs in both lobbying and persuading government
officials that humanitarian intervention was both the most viably effec-
tive and appropriate response option given Somalia’s circumstances.104

Human rights and humanitarian norms were thus used as rhetorical
underpinnings for humanitarian intervention in Somalia. However, the
policy itself reflected preferences to take action that would protect the
relief mission, the food aid, and international aid workers. It would only
be by extension that this operation would alleviate the human suffering
in part being caused by the mass atrocities taking place in that country.

Conclusion

Efforts taken by humanitarian actors to challenge the prevailing strategic
frame of Somalia as “ancient ethnic hatred/civil war” helped generate
political will to do something more in response to the crisis and address
humanitarian suffering. While human rights and humanitarian norms
were resonant with policy makers during the frame challenge of Somalia
as a “food emergency,” other norms came to the fore during the framing
of Somalia as a “security emergency.” Yet without these framing efforts,
it is difficult to imagine that the policy deliberations regarding the mate-
rial and normative dimensions of humanitarian intervention would
have prompted policy change within the Bush administration or in the
Security Council. The status quo would have remained uncontested. It
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is also unlikely that in the absence of a successful frame challenge to
Somalia as “ancient ethnic hatred/civil war,” this case would only have
resonated with policy makers insofar as its sheer irresolvability. Instead
of humanitarian intervention, we may have seen the continuation of
international humanitarian assistance to Somalia and corollary public
proclamations of the regret and sympathy that millions were suffering
and dying.

Map 3.1 Somalia, Map No. 3690 Rev. 10, December 2011
Source: (United Nations, Department of Field Support, Cartographic Section)
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Successfully challenging the dual prevailing frame would not have
been possible without access to key information. The information asym-
metry that favored international humanitarian NGOs throughout most of
1992 enhanced their ability to pose effective challenger frames of Somalia
as first a “food emergency” and subsequently a “security emergency.” In
addition, the external political environment became increasingly con-
ducive to shift policy-maker preferences toward the use of force for
humanitarian purposes (but not necessarily to directly uphold human
rights and humanitarian norms) in the case of Somalia. The United States
had spearheaded an enormously successful humanitarian intervention
in northern Iraq one year earlier, and the elections in South Africa had
recently been completed. The unfolding crisis in Bosnia distracted Bush
administration and Security Council attention from Somalia on numer-
ous occasions, but ultimately and in relative terms, Somaliawas perceived
to be a crisis that they could and should resolve. The norms and ideas
embedded within these frame challenges fit logically with other powerful
and prevailing norms of this era, some of which were closely linked to
human rights and humanitarian norms. They also elicited contestation
with other firmly held norms guiding US and UN policy, including the
norms of sovereignty and non-interference, the responsibility of Somalis
to resolve their own conflict, and the idea that Somalis were not merely
savages or shockingly indifferent to the suffering of their own people.

Effective cooperation among humanitarian actors and empathetic
national and international policy makers also enhanced the likelihood
that their strategic framing efforts would be persuasive. Finally, interna-
tional humanitarian NGOs were acutely aware of the preferences that
undergirded the strategic frames they utilized in the case of Somalia. They
had a keen interest in seeing the humanitarian relief effort succeed. Initi-
ally, the policy of enhancing and accelerating emergency relief appeared
to hold the greatest promise in achieving this goal. However, as the secur-
ity situation deteriorated markedly, this policy was no longer effective,
and a new strategic frame was needed. Many humanitarian actors felt that
the challenger frame, even where it appeared to be building support for
use of force, could help shape policy alternatives that were congruent
with their interests, and the needs of beneficiaries on the ground.
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4 Failure to intervene in Rwanda

� Background
� The international humanitarian community in Rwanda
� Human rights and humanitarian norms, and strategic framing in

Rwanda
� Conclusion

It is an unbelievable travesty for Rwanda to burn while the United
Nations fiddles.1

Alongside the Holocaust, the Rwandan genocide has perhaps generated
more soul searching and retrospective analysis than any other humani-
tarian tragedy in the twentieth century. It also spawned countless eva-
luations and “lessons learned” reports, and served as a key impetus for
the establishment of the International Commission on Intervention and
State Sovereignty (ICISS). As the genocide abated, Rwanda became note-
worthy for several firsts: two presidents were killed in a single incident;
the highest death toll of any modern-day African crisis; the largest single-
day movement of refugees in recorded history (250,000 into Tanzania);
and the largest refugee camp in the world (some 300,000 Rwandans
housed at the Benaco camp near Ngara, Tanzania).2

Armed with considerable hindsight, it seems relatively easy to con-
demn the international community of states, the United Nations (UN),
and the United States for the collective failure to respond.3 Recently
declassified Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) intelligence briefs, for
example, highlight the fact that senior Clinton administration officials,
including the president himself, were provided with detailed information
on a daily basis about the impending genocide.4 Explanations for the
international community’s inaction are numerous. Nearly all emphasize
the sheer lack of political will as a critical determinant shaping policy



debates in New York and Washington, DC.5 Some studies focus on US
reticence to publicly use the term “genocide,” which might have com-
pelled more decisive action.6 Some have noted that invoking the term
genocide is rarely sufficiently compelling for powerful or concerned states
to “do something.”7 Others contend that even if the term genocide had
been used, the speed with which it unfolded would have complicated
international attempts to effectively halt it.8

Taken together, these works are important to point out many of the
structural and material constraints facing policy makers in this case.
However, questions remain regarding the normative and ideational fac-
tors affecting US and UN policy makers during the Rwandan crisis.
How did human rights and humanitarian norms, for example, shape
the policy debates in Washington and New York and what affect did
they have on policy-maker decision making? Why didn’t use of the term,
“genocide,” which itself implies the most serious breaches of human
rights and humanitarian norms, mobilize support for humanitarian
intervention to halt the slaughter of innocent civilians? What happened
to “never again”?

Background

The final four decades of Rwanda’s twentieth-century history were marked
by intermittent violence between Hutu and Tutsi, two of Rwanda’s main
identity groups.9 The majority of these episodes, however, involved
Hutu violence against Tutsi, the latter of which were politically, eco-
nomically, and socially marginalized.10 A one-party state from 1973 to
1991, Rwandawas governed continuously by the National Revolutionary
Movement for Democracy and Development (NRMD), the political
party of the Hutumajority. Bowing toWestern political pressure, Rwanda
adopted multiparty democracy in mid-1990, but the arrangement was
never consolidated.

Civil conflict was triggered in October 1990 when the Tutsi-led Rwan-
dan Patriotic Front (RPF) invaded northern Rwanda from Uganda. Its
goals included pressuring the Hutu government in Kigali to honor its
promises to bring democracy to Rwanda, and facilitate the return of
the nearly 500,000 Tutsi refugees exiled in Uganda and other nations.
The government portrayed the Tutsi offensive as an attempt to restore
Tutsi dominance over the Hutu, which had characterized the colonial
period immediately preceding Rwanda’s independence from Belgium in
1962. Unable to defeat the RPF militarily, the government negotiated a
ceasefire in early 1991. It then stymied political progress toward creating
a power-sharing government.
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The war recommenced in 1993, and in August of that year the UN
and Organization of African Unity (OAU) brokered a ceasefire and peace
settlement. The Arusha Peace Agreement called for a coalition gov-
ernment of Hutu and Tutsi, and delegated powers formerly held by the
president to a Transitional Broad-based Government.11 It also authorized
the deployment of a multilateral peacekeeping mission, the UNAssistance
Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR).12 The mission, with its 2,500 troops,
civilian police, and military observers, would oversee and monitor the
RPF-government ceasefire, facilitate the implementation of the Arusha
Agreement (including securing and demilitarizing Kigali), and coordi-
nate humanitarian assistance activities. UNAMIR’s civilian head of
mission was Jacques-Roger Booh-Booh; its Force Commander was
Canadian Lieutenant-General Roméo Dallaire.

As the first few months of 1994 passed, hardliners continually obstruc-
ted the Arusha Agreement from being implemented, resulting in the
Security Council expressing its concern that failure to implement the
agreement would adversely affect the humanitarian situation generally,
and the security situation in Kigali specifically.13 Reports soon surfaced
that the Rwandan army, with NRMD support, was training militia groups
known as the interahamwe, arming them with guns, machetes, and hoes.
By March, political and security tensions mounted further. A series of
violent attacks and political assassinations prompted human rights and
humanitarian organizations to call for a response to the deteriorating
political and security situation. Mob violence and retribution killings
began to rise, following assassinations of key Tutsi and Hutu political
figures.14

By early April, the government faced deteriorating security condi-
tions, which threatened to unravel an already delicate ceasefire. Rwan-
dan President Juvénal Habyarimana flew to Dar es Salaam, Tanzania,
to discuss further implementation of the Arusha Agreement. As the
president’s plane made its return approach to the Kigali airport, a missile
was fired on it, causing it to crash and killing everyone on board, includ-
ing Burundian President Cyprien Ntaryamira. This event renewed the
civil war between the government and the RPF, but more importantly,
it served as the pretext for a 100-day genocide that claimed the lives of
approximately 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus.

The international humanitarian community in Rwanda

The international humanitarian community had maintained a long-
standing presence in Rwanda, mainly focusing on food andmedical relief,
and community development programming. Due to the volatility of the
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security situation in the earliest days of the crisis, however, nearly all
international humanitarian nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)
and UN agencies evacuated their international staff. By 11 April, only
the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) and two others
remained in Kigali.15 Among those that evacuated, several organizations,
including Catholic Relief Services (CRS), Oxfam, and ActionAid, con-
tinued conducting food and non-food relief airlifts and ground transport
convoys into western Rwanda from Goma, Zaire, and into southern
Rwanda from Burundi. Cooperative for Assistance and Relief Every-
where, Inc. (CARE) also partnered with UN agencies such as the UN
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the UN High Commissioner for Refu-
gees (UNHCR) to distribute emergency relief in Rwanda and along the
borders in refugee camps. As the genocide escalated in May 1994, dozens
of organizations established operations along the Rwandan border with
Burundi, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zaire, to provide humanitarian
emergency relief to a growing refugee population fleeing the violence.

Human rights and humanitarian norms, and strategic framing
in Rwanda

How did human rights and humanitarian norms feature in the policy-
making debates concerning humanitarian intervention in Rwanda?
Between April and July 1994 international humanitarian NGOs and
others strategically framed the crisis in Rwanda twice in an effort to
persuade US and UN policy makers that humanitarian intervention
would be both a pragmatically sound and morally appropriate response
to the genocide. These framing efforts failed utterly, however, as policy
makers remained unconvinced that they could or should modify their
perception of Rwanda as a “civil war” and a case of “ancient ethnic hatred.”
This was due, in part, to the fact that policy makers in Washington, DC,
and New York (knowingly or unknowingly) conflated the genocide
with the civil war throughout the first month of the crisis. Humanitarian
actors did not fully grasp how unshakable this perception would be.

Yet even when presented with irrevocable evidence that genocide was
occurring alongside a renewed civil war, US and UN policy makers
avoided adopting the “genocide” frame. Some policy makers feared the
possible international legal entanglements that might be created by
acknowledging this frame. Others aligned with the US military’s posi-
tion, which labeled Africa off-limits for future humanitarian interven-
tions involving American troop deployment. This view gained traction
with other UN member states, especially following the murder of 10
Belgian peacekeepers from UNAMIR.
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Close examination of the policy process indicates that some inter-
national humanitarian NGOs believed that their strategic framing of the
Rwandan crisis as “genocide” would quickly mobilize policy makers to
support robust reaction to stem the tide of mass atrocities. However,
their efforts did not even begin to resonate with policy makers until after
mid-May 1994—more than a full month into the genocide. Perhaps
most importantly, when policy-maker preferences were reshaped in late
May by strategic framing involving human rights and humanitarian
norms, it generated unexpected results. While many downplayed Rwanda
as a case of “ancient ethnic hatred,” others began playing up the conflict
as a “civil war.” While the “genocide” frame failed to resonate, the
“human rights emergency” frame did eventually gain traction with policy
makers in Washington, DC, and New York. This distinction is critical
in helping explain the general policy of inaction in the Rwandan case.

The prevailing frame—“ancient ethnic hatred/civil war”

The international community’s engagement with Rwanda prior to the
genocide consisted mainly of humanitarian and development assis-
tance. Citing the possibility of famine, international humanitarian
NGOs and UN agencies began calling for more emergency relief to
address humanitarian suffering caused by persistent food shortages and
drought.16 Human rights organizations, including Amnesty International
and Human Rights Watch, issued warnings about deteriorating human
security on the ground in Rwanda. They sought action by the interna-
tional community to pressure the government in Kigali to disarm the
various militia groups that were terrorizing civilians.17 While the UN
noted the changing political, humanitarian, and security conditions,
policy makers gave little, if any, serious policy attention to Rwanda
until the genocide began. Indeed, US policy makers knew very little
about Rwanda prior to April 1994. Following the downing of President
Habyarimana’s plane, then Secretary of State Warren Christopher had
to refer to an atlas to identify and locate Rwanda during a meeting
with advisers. Likewise, Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) director of strategic
plans and policy Lieutenant General Wesley Clark asked his aides, “Is
it Hutu and Tutsi or Tutu and Hutsi?”18

The international media’s portrayal of the unfolding atrocities was
also instrumental in reinforcing the initial strategic frame of the crisis.
Many reports described the violence as being driven by a renewed civil
war fueled by ancient ethnic hatred, four decades of savage blood-
letting, and tribal hostilities, which themselves were deemed products
of the country’s pre-colonial past.19 According to one reporter:
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It’s clearly the case that the killing is still going on. And unashamedly
so … I’ve looked in the eyes of people who have just killed other
people and … it doesn’t seem to make any difference to them, the
fact that there are people witnessing what are abominable acts.
And they feel no sense of shame apparently. And that is very, very
shocking to see.20

Initial reports from the US Embassy in Rwanda echoed the notion
that the fighting involved government military forces and the RPF.
This was then communicated back to the media by senior Clinton admin-
istration officials.21 Then US Ambassador to Rwanda David Rawson
claimed that the violence represented a struggle for political power
between the Hutu-dominated government and the largely Tutsi-dominated
RPF—a renewed and, albeit horrifically violent, civil war.22

Lacking any significant presence on the ground and with most embas-
sies having closed down, the international media turned increasingly to
humanitarian actors for updates on the security situation and the nature
of the deepening violence, but their limited field presence left them
unable to capitalize on the growing information asymmetry in Rwanda
the way they had in Somalia. Save the Children (SAVE)-US, for example,
had no field-level staff in Rwanda, and it took some time for the SAVE’s
International Alliance to reach consensus on a unified advocacy posi-
tion.23 Likewise, many humanitarian organizations did not return to
Rwanda until late April or early May 1994 and, like SAVE-US, avoi-
ded lobbying policy makers on the matter until they were back on the
ground. Instead, the information humanitarian actors provided to policy
makers in Washington, DC, and New York reinforced the prevailing
frame. For example, the information and evidence international huma-
nitarian NGOs received from local staff still on the ground in Rwanda
tended to be patchy, uncorroborated, and derived from second- or
third-hand sources rather than eyewitness accounts.

For example, ICRC and Médecins sans Frontières (MSF) reported
that massacres, gunfights, and house-to-house raids were occurring across
Kigali. The ICRC estimated that 10,000 had been killed and thousands
injured during the first week of violence. Yet there was no way to verify
the information, let alone provide reliable evidence regarding the moti-
vations behind the killings. MSF staffer Vincent Vercruysse initially
reported to journalists that the violence was “not really Hutu-Tutsi …
[i]t’s more of a problem of extremist Hutu, and opposition Hutu and
then the Tutsi, of course, were a part of the opposition.”24 This could
have been construed as violence attributable to two opposing political
forces with armed elements, but certainly was not clear enough to be
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perceived as a planned extermination of Tutsi by Hutu. Moreover, inter-
national humanitarian NGOs were not unified in their understandings
that genocide was actually occurring. They seemed not to know what
to make of the violence or how to interpret what were rapidly changing
conditions on the ground. ICRC Rwanda head Philippe Gaillard noted
that “[a]ll parties have apparently chosen a military solution … I guess
everyone is fighting against his own brother, and it is sad, sad, sad.”25

In some cases, humanitarian staff conveyed mixed messages about
the violence to journalists. When asked to characterize the initial vio-
lence, CRS project manager Bettina Malone, for example, emphasized,
“[i]t’s not clear why the shooting started, or how, but it seems to me that
at least inside Kigali the Presidential Guard is the only faction of the
army that is now firing on the RPF … ” When asked if she could tell
who was doing the killing in another interview that same day, she
replied, “everybody.” Prompted to distinguish whether there were clear
sides to the conflict or whether the violence was totally random, Malone
responded “[i]t’s a little bit of everything … [including] settling scores.”
Finally, when asked to confirm that both sides were engaging in con-
flict, she said “[i]t’s hard to say, because, because it’s happening on both
sides. And, and, of course, some of the violence has an ethnic base to
it, and some does not. Some of it is just random, people taking advantage
of the situation and looting.”26 Relatedly, when asked by a Cable News
Network (CNN) reporter who was conducting the campaign of vio-
lence—the government or rebel forces—MSF doctor Rony Zacharias
claimed, “it is very difficult to say who exactly is doing this. We have
bands of militia and … people with uniforms, green uniforms … Every-
body seems to be responsible.”27 One day later, Zacharias reported the
hospital he was running had been ransacked by the military and armed
civilians, and it appeared that they had targeted only the Tutsi staff
and Tutsi patients. He reported this to the Press Association, claiming
that the Tutsi were being systematically cleansed, and his account was
corroborated by others in the area.28

Perhaps most importantly, there was no consensus regarding what
the most effective and appropriate policy response should be. During the
first days of the crisis, CARE’s representative, Steve Wallace, questioned
whether it “made sense to be pouring money into [Rwanda] given the
context of the whole society… I am asking myself what it is we think we
are doing in that country.”29 Roger Winter, then head of the US
Committee for Refugees, expressed deep disappointment in the lack of
international response to the crisis, emphasizing that “the foreign
powers have played this all wrong,” but also noting that intervention at
this juncture “would be wrong and perpetuate the problem.”30
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Collectively, these features of the Rwanda crisis and the way in which
it unfolded meant that policy debates in Washington, DC, and New
York were largely unaffected as international humanitarian NGOs strug-
gled to create a coherent and convincing challenger frame. It also meant
that human rights and humanitarian norms, where they featured in the
portrayal of Rwanda, were viewed through the prevailing lenses of “civil
war” and “ancient ethnic hatred.”31

The first attempts to challenge the prevailing frame focused on cor-
recting the misperception of Rwanda as a case of “ancient ethnic
hatred.” Alison des Forges of Human Rights Watch, for example, dis-
avowed the simplistic portrayal of violence in Rwanda as mere “tribal-
ism.”32 She highlighted the political nature of the crisis and emphasized
that the assassination of President Habyarimana was a pretext for, not
the cause of, the ongoing slaughter. However, she misattributed the goal
of Hutu hardliners as being limited to liquidating the internal opposition
and eliminating “all those who give trouble to President Habyarimana.”33

In Washington and still smarting from the Somalia aftermath, Con-
gress was wary of discussing Rwanda and conventional wisdom recom-
mended keeping expectations low. Senator Robert Dole (R-KS) opposed
robust policy measures in Rwanda, emphasizing the lack of US national
interests there.34 His views paralleled those of Secretary of State Warren
Christopher, who justified US policy in Bosnia relative to Rwanda on
the basis of ongoing strategic interests in the former that simply did
not exist in the latter.35 In general, the Clinton administration favored
keeping the policy debate on Rwanda squarely within the Security Coun-
cil, while at the same time building momentum among key member
states to support UNAMIR’s full withdrawal.36

Led by the intense lobbying of US Ambassador to the UN Made-
leine K. Albright, council members interpreted the deteriorating situa-
tion in Rwanda as a renewed civil war and the violence as motivated
by ancient ethnic hatred.37 The policy options presented to the council by
the Secretary-General reflected this.38 The first option involved expand-
ing UNAMIR into a peace enforcement mission replete with several
thousand additional troops and robust rules of engagement under Chap-
ter VII of the Charter. The second alternative recommended reducing
UNAMIR to some 270 troops who would attempt to liaise with the
parties to the conflict in achieving a ceasefire, while also assisting in
any renewed humanitarian assistance operations. The third alternative
was the complete withdrawal of UNAMIR.

Council members converged on the second option and immediately
adopted Resolution 912, which reduced the size of UNAMIR from
2,548 to 270 troops and rescinded portions of its original mandate that
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specified protection and rescue responsibilities to foreign and national
civilians.39 In its deliberations, only five of the 15 council members
offered formal remarks.40 Each characterized the crisis as having ethnic
and political dimensions, and while Nigeria, Djibouti, and even Rwanda
expressed their preference for an expanded UNAMIR, all ultimately
supported the scaling back of the mission as the only feasible and
workable option under the given circumstances and relative to the other
alternatives. In particular, Nigeria and Djibouti implored their collea-
gues to consider the moral implications facing the Security Council
should their efforts in Rwanda fail.

Where human rights and humanitarian norms and ideas become
embeddedwithin a “civil war” frame, they resonate only marginally with
policy makers. “Civil wars” and crises stemming from “ancient ethnic
hatred” are thought largely to be irresolvable by outside force, regard-
less of whether such actions are justified on humanitarian grounds. It
follows, then, that the likelihood would be slim that these frames would
persuade policy makers to adopt new preferences or support a policy
change on Rwanda. It also follows that policy makers would choose to
maintain the status quo (including inaction) in such situations. Indeed,
recent US and UN experiences in attempting to resolve active civil
wars by use of force, Somalia and Bosnia, had not and were not faring
especially well. Both Washington, DC, and New York were loath to
undertake yet another peace enforcement mission.

Humanitarian actors failed to maximize the three logics of decision
making utilized by policy makers during this phase of the Rwandan crisis.
They did not generate a sufficiently strong, normatively coherent frame
on Rwanda that might have helped shape national and international policy
debates (see Figure 4.1). Relatedly, US policy-maker interpretations of
the crisis in Rwanda had spill-over effects in the Security Council. In
commenting on how Security Council members viewed Rwanda in late
April, Secretary-General Boutros-Ghali’s chief of staff, Iqbal Riza, noted
that “the violence was not connected to the planning of a genocide, nobody
saw it like that. It was seen as a result of a political deadlock.”41

In terms of the logic of consequences, US policy makers and Security
Council members supported the downsizing of UNAMIR because the
mission could no longer fulfill its mandate andwas at high risk of failing.
It would be too politically costly to continue supporting UNAMIR at
its present levels, given that there was no longer any peace to keep on
the ground in Rwanda. The policy change was necessitated by a change
in the conditions on the ground, but not necessarily a change in the
prevailing frame. Policy makers in Washington, DC, and New York
were convinced that the alternative policy of reducing the authorized
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troop ceiling and reining in the force mandate would reduce those costs
and risks. Given the poor track record of multilateral peace enforce-
ment (including the Somalia debacle), the policy option of increasing
UNAMIR’s strength and buffeting its mandate would have been impru-
dent. At the time and despite impassioned arguments made by council
members Nigeria and Djibouti, there was no compelling evidence to
suggest that adopting this strategy would succeed in halting the violence.
It would be far less costly and less risky to pursue diplomatic measures
and attempt to bring the warring parties back to the negotiating table
to restore the ceasefire. Moreover, US and UN diplomats linked the
success of the overall humanitarian response to the reestablishment of
a stable ceasefire.42 Tasking a downsized UNAMIR to secure a cease-
fire might help achieve humanitarian goals and help assuage suffering
civilians.

In terms of the logic of appropriateness, US and UN policy makers
considered their decision to be normatively appropriate. Somalia set the
precedent for pulling peacekeepers under fire out of harm’s way. Main-
taining the status quo or enhancing the mission would only invite more
risk, which was normatively dangerous in both the short term (for the
mission) and the long term (for the doctrine of multilateral peace opera-
tions). From the perspective of human rights and humanitarian norms,
protection mattered to policy makers—but it was the protection of
international peacekeeping troops, not Rwandan civilians, that formed
the basis of policy-maker understandings of appropriateness.

Moreover, because policy makers continued to perceive Rwanda as a
case of renewed civil war, the most urgent policy efforts should be

Figure 4.1 Strategic framing and persuasion, 6 April–21 April 1994
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those that were linked directly to reestablishing the ceasefire, not policies
that might further escalate the tension and violence.43 President Clinton
made just one public announcement about Rwanda during April. It
lasted for one minute. He used the majority of those 60 seconds to call
upon the RPF and the Rwandan Army to agree to an immediate cea-
sefire to end the conflict. While noting the “horrors of civil war and
mass killings of civilians,” Clinton did not focus beyond this on the
human rights dimensions of the conflict.44

In terms of the logic of argumentation, international humanitarian
NGOs were unable to engage a relatively uneducated and uninformed
US policy-making community. Even had they been able to marshal
incontrovertible evidence to contradict the prevailing frame, humani-
tarian organizations would have faced other challenges, including the
relative weighting of supporting action in Bosnia. Communicative action
opportunities were scarce, as was the likelihood of persuading policy
elites to see beyond their certainties about Rwanda. Moreover, given
the speedwith which the violence was escalating, the flight of theWestern
diplomatic corps, and the confusion prevailing in the field, it was not
surprising that policy makers chose to pull back. Interestingly, the
media chose to interpret the Security Council’s decision in an unusually
optimistic manner that would have far greater resonance in the coming
months than possibly they could have realized: “[b]etween RPF gains
and the promise of fresh ceasefire talks … U.N. officials have enough
cause to hope the council decision on Rwanda will not come back to
haunt them.”45

Frame challenge 1—from “ancient ethnic hatred/civil war” to “civil
war/human rights emergency”

It was not until the third week of the crisis that humanitarian actors
began communicating a clear and coherent message that there were
two overlapping conflicts ongoing in Rwanda: a “civil war” and “gen-
ocide.” In conjunction with labeling Rwanda a civil war, the head of
the ICRC’s Africa operations Jean Danielle Tauxe also described it as
“the biggest massacre [of Tutsis] of the past decade.”46 This helped
generate a challenger frame replete with human rights and humanitar-
ian norms, one which eventually made it untenable for policy makers
to persist in their perception that the violence in Rwanda was the result
of “ancient ethnic hatred.”

In an ideal policy world, the human rights and humanitarian norms
embedded within the frame of “genocide” should have generated both
a moral and pragmatic imperative to mobilize high levels of political will
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to support robust policy options to halt the violence. In direct contrast
to the dual frame of “civil war/ancient ethnic hatred,” the “genocide”
frame should have increased the likelihood that policy makers would
be persuaded to “do something more,” including sanctioning the use of
force. It did not. This was especially true in humanitarian actor attempts
to convince policy makers that they had a legal obligation under the
Genocide Convention to act. What it did help facilitate, however, was
increased support for a “human rights emergency” frame, which came
to prevail alongside the already well-established “civil war” frame.

Why did this seemingly strong appeal to perhaps the highest echelon
of human rights and humanitarian norms fail to resonate with policy
makers? The Washington Post attributed the lack of moral indignation
over Rwanda and the subsequent downsizing of UNAMIR to the con-
stant reporting of the exceptional, which strips away compassion, clouds
explanation, and creates incomprehension. Other journalists echoed this
view, claiming that reporting bad news without a logical or rational
reference point “reinforces all the negative stereotypes” that emanate from
places like sub-Saharan Africa.47

Coordination of the challenger frame gathered significant momen-
tum within the international humanitarian community. Immediately
following the decision to downsize UNAMIR, Oxfam called the decision
“shortsighted” and “callous.”48 World Vision noted that despite the
organization’s aversion to being associated with the politics of rescue, it
could not stand idly by and watch the international community of states
do nothing. It deemed the lack of intervention “outrageous,” noting
that “every day, every hour [of delay] means fresh slaughter.”49 Along-
side this enhanced coordination, international humanitarian NGOs
suddenly found themselves able once more to secure access to popula-
tions in need. This had the corollary effect of strengthening their ability
to gather, analyze, and corroborate information about the scope and
magnitude of the killings. In the 24 hours between 28 and 29 April 1994,
more than 250,000 individuals fled across a bridge over the Kagera
River into Tanzania, making it the largest and fastest refugee exodus
ever recorded. Humanitarian organizations scrambled to reestablish their
operational presence along the Rwandan border. More importantly, many
of these organizations utilized the opportunity to interview survivors of
the genocide and derive reliable, corroborated accounts and evidence
to reinforce the “genocide” frame. In short order, the information began
being channeled back to policy makers in both Washington, DC, and
New York.

The effects were hard to ignore. Access to such an enormous refugee
population allowed humanitarian actors to argue credibly that the
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humanitarian dimension of the crisis was now reaching epic propor-
tions and demanded responsible leadership at all levels as well as a uni-
fied, robust international response. Almost immediately, the UN revised
its estimates on displacement from the violence upward to 1.3 million
and shortly thereafter to 2 million. Their newfound ability to capitalize
on this information asymmetry notwithstanding, international huma-
nitarian NGOs were now in a position to confirm beyond any doubt
that the violence in Rwanda was planned and systematic, and was
being perpetrated with the intent to destroy all Tutsis and moderate
Hutus.50 By the end of April, both Oxfam and Human Rights Watch
described Rwanda as a case of “genocide” and the ICRC began using
the term in private in its discussions with US and UN policy makers.51

Humanitarian actors also attempted to connect with key Clinton
administration officials able to mobilize political will at other levels.
They emphasized the ethical responsibility the United States had to
not turn away from this crisis, stressing how important it was for the
administration to provide leadership in its response. InterAction adop-
ted a unified position supporting multilateral humanitarian intervention
and the permanent jamming of hate radio broadcasts in Rwanda.52 A
range of international humanitarian NGOs consulted with Defense
Department staff, including Richard Clarke, the focal point for huma-
nitarian policy. These organizations endeavored to meet approximately
every two weeks with National Security Advisor Anthony Lake and
other State Department officials involved in coordinating the inter-
agency task force on Rwanda. In May, the president of InterAction flew
to Rwanda with the head of CARE to take stock of the refugee situa-
tion and report back to both the Department of Defense and the
Department of State. InterAction also attempted several times to meet
with Ambassador Albright, but she declined.53

Given the now undeniable escalation of violence and the inability of
humanitarian organizations to provide adequately for refugees and
internally displaced persons (IDPs), some international humanitarian
NGOs became far more vocal in their support of humanitarian inter-
vention in Rwanda to protect innocent civilians. They drew on human
rights and humanitarian norms in their appeals, admonishing the United
States and UN not to simply stand by and bear witness to the suffering.54

For example, Oxfam intensified its advocacy efforts with the US policy-
making community with information it hoped would snap the Clinton
administration out of its paralysis on Rwanda. On 28 April the organi-
zation announced to the world that the death tolls being used for Rwanda
had been grossly underestimated. Based on reports from some 30,000
Tutsi refugees, it estimated that nearly 500,000 Tutsis were unaccounted
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for and/or endangered.55 This was the first time such a staggering figure
had been used by any humanitarian organization. Oxfam renewed its
appeal to raise UNAMIR’s troop ceiling and authorize the use of force to
protect civilians and humanitarian operations throughout the country.

The impact was mixed. While policy makers knew they needed to do
something, they were steadfast in their refusal to adopt the challenger
frame. Clinton administration officials maintained that supporting UN
efforts to reestablish a ceasefire and reinvigorate the Arusha Frame-
work were top priorities in Rwanda. Policy makers also recognized the
importance of establishing an accelerated UN humanitarian assistance
operation, one that might help prevent the violence from spreading to
neighboring countries like Burundi.56 While Ambassador Albright was
given strict instructions to be “mostly in listening mode” and express
general sympathy for the “horrific situation” in her interactions with
colleagues in New York, under no circumstances was she permitted to
commit the Clinton administration to anything.57

The media offered one explanation for the intractable indifference,
emphasizing “[a]t first, the world was riveted in horror to scenes of car-
nage [in Rwanda] … at a certain point, however, the eyes of the world
closed, the cameras clicked off, the capacity to absorb such a living night-
mare shut down… [Rwanda] confirmed the clichés in the minds of many
foreigners that Africa is doomed to an eternal hell of ethnic violence.”58

Rather than adopting the challenger frame of “genocide,” a more
nuanced framing of Rwanda as both a “civil war” and a “human rights
emergency” began resonating in late April among policy makers in New
York and Washington, DC. For example, the Secretary-General pub-
licly recognized that Rwanda was embroiled in a renewed civil war as
well as widespread massacres of civilians.59 He went on to argue that
while downsizing UNAMIRmay have been an appropriate and practical
response to the “civil war” half of the prevailing frame, it was not an
appropriate response to the ongoing slaughter, which violated human
rights and humanitarian norms.60 Indeed, Boutros-Ghali urged council
members to restore UNAMIR’s capacity to halt the killings and
address the massive human rights emergency. The council demurred,
however, but unanimously condemned the massacres as breaches of
international humanitarian law. Notably, it reminded Rwandan autho-
rities that the “killing of members of an ethnic group with the intention
of destroying such a group in whole or in part constitutes a crime
punishable under international law.”61 It did not, however, invoke the
term “genocide.” Rather, the Secretary-General expressed his convic-
tion that the scale of human suffering in Rwanda left the council with
no alternative but to “consider again what action, including forceful
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action, it could take or could authorize member states to take, in order
to restore law and order and end the massacres.”62

In Washington, the “genocide” frame was also rejected, whereas the
“human rights emergency” frame resonated in communications between
senior Clinton administration officials, who described Rwanda as a
“human rights catastrophe” and a “human rights crisis of the greatest
magnitude.”63 US policy makers were completely closed off to the possi-
bility of being persuaded by the “genocide” challenger frame, and were
unwilling to revise their policy preferences in support of a robust
response to Rwanda. Avoidance became the default strategy not neces-
sarily because of the staggering death toll or the horrific nature of the
mass atrocities being perpetrated against civilians, but because the United
States feared being forced to actually do something if it publicly
acknowledged genocide was occurring in Rwanda.

Yet humanitarian actors continued pressing policy makers to reas-
sess these preferences. For example, des Forges and Rwandan human
rights activist Monique Mujawamariya met with the Deputy Assistant
Secretary of State for African Affairs, Ambassador Prudence Bushnell,
on 4May and urged US support for an expanded UN force with a robust
civilian protection mandate. They appealed to Bushnell on both prag-
matic and normative grounds. For example, they explained that expand-
ing UNAMIR was militarily doable. UN troops stationed in Nairobi
could be redeployed to Rwanda within hours, and if the force moved in
from the south, it would not face strong resistance from the irregular
militias operating there. They also urged Bushnell to support UNAMIR
expansion because to do otherwise was “morally unconscionable” in
the face of mass slaughter of innocent civilians.64 Human rights orga-
nizations added their voices to these efforts. For example, staff from
Human Rights Watch invoked Anthony Lake’s use of the term, “extra-
ordinary human rights disaster,” in describing Rwanda in congressional
testimony, and emphasized the direct link between the Hutu perpetrators
of a “tidal wave of abuses,” “mass slaughter,” and Tutsi victims.65

Having abandoned its “ask but don’t tell” stance early on in this crisis,
the ICRC reached the end of its proverbial advocacy tether—it had been
using the term “genocide” to describe Rwanda for weeks and sought to
convince convince policy makers in Washington, DC, and New York to
take robust action. By the end of April the organization no longer held
any optimism that the international community could (or would) do any-
thing to stop the slaughter. Head of operations Jean de Courten met
with Under-Secretary of State for Global Affairs Timothy Wirth in May
to convey the ICRC’s “serious concerns” over Rwanda emphasizing that
this was the “first time the ICRC has ever witnessed mass killings in such
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a horrific manner.” He urged both humanitarian intervention and
expanding UNAMIR’s mandate to include civilian protection, not just
protection of humanitarian relief and staff. He argued that “the killings
were being carried out under the command of well-known, high govern-
ment officials and would continue unless military action was taken.”66

A handful of members of Congress, including Representative Donald
Payne (D-NJ), were so appalled by the decision to reduce UNAMIR
to a token force that they demanded a humanitarian intervention.67

Representative Sonny Callahan (R-AL) invoked human rights and
humanitarian norms in emphasizing:

[i]f we look at human rights, then we ought to withdraw from all
of the other 17 [peacekeeping missions], and move into Rwanda …
where 100,000 people have been slaughtered in the last two or
three weeks, and we’re sitting back thinking maybe we ought to get
involved, … and I just wonder, how do we establish a priority, or
what is the end of the cliff with respect to the United Nations
tolerating this type of genocide that’s taking place in Rwanda?68

Collectively these efforts were met with stunning silence from the White
House. Direct congressional pleas to the president went unanswered
for weeks, even those in which an argument was made that Rwanda had
manifestly failed to protect its population from mass atrocities, that
human life was at stake requiring “swift and sound decision-making,”
and that standing idly by was not an “acceptable substitute for a foreign
policy of leadership.”69 The lack of a coherent approach to Rwanda was
further exacerbated by the bureaucratic labyrinth that is the US gov-
ernment. TheDeputies Committee tasked to deal with Rwanda delegated
policy formulation to lower levels within the bureaucracy, namely the
Inter-Agency Task Force (IATF) and Interagency Working Groups
(IWG). The IATF included staff from the Joint Chiefs, departments of
Defense and State, the US Agency for International Development
(USAID), the National Security Council (NSC), and the intelligence
community. It met daily on Rwanda but sessions were chaired by different
government officials with different viewpoints on what the US response to
Rwanda should be. The IWG, on the other hand, remanded Rwanda policy
formulation to the Peacekeeping Core Group, which was chaired by
Clarke, who opposed taking any action in Rwanda that would involve
US troops.70 Thus, it was unclear who, exactly, had decisive influence
within the US policy community on this issue. Rather, it appeared that
even those individuals who might be influential were not persuaded
that the United States should do more to halt the genocide in Rwanda.
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It was not until 4 May 1994—nearly one full month after the genocide
began—that Congress held its first substantive session on Rwanda.71 It
is worth presenting in some detail the views expressed at this session, as
they illustrate how human rights and humanitarian norms factored
into the policy debate. The hearing’s purposes included determining
who was killing whom in Rwanda, gaining a fuller understanding of
the UNAMIR downsizing, and discussing what the United States
could and should do in response to the ongoing crisis. The record of
discussion in this forum demonstrates the varying levels of salience that
framing Rwanda as either a “human rights emergency” or “genocide”
had on members of Congress, and the continued confusion over whe-
ther there was an appropriate and practical solution for the United
States to take in this case.

In opening the hearing, Harry L. Johnston (D-FL) emphasized that
hundreds of thousands of Rwandans had died in the past month at the
hands of the Hutu military and militia forces. In what was the first use
of the term by a member of Congress, Johnston claimed that the Hutu
government was largely responsible for the “continuing genocide in this
country.”72 Eliot Engel (D-NY) voiced his support for US leadership
to take intense action in Rwanda, warning that the reduction of
UNAMIR’s troop ceiling was emboldening the extremists. Other par-
ticipants seemed at a complete loss in determining how to respond to
the normative messages and validity claims associated with preventing
mass atrocity crimes they were receiving from a wide range of actors,
including humanitarian groups. For example, Dan Burton (R-IN) expres-
sed utter confusion over what was happening in Rwanda, describing
the carnage as mystifying:

When you think of that mass of humanity being killed in that
short a period of time, and the world sits back and wrings its
hands and doesn’t know what to do about it, it’s just—it’s kind of
frustrating. We get elected, and we think we’re going to … make
some great strides in trying to change the way mankind deals with
one another, and then—and then we see this going on in just a
matter of a few short weeks. It just—the sense of frustration that I
feel, and I know everybody on this committee feels right now, is
probably greater than at any time in the last year or so. I just wish
there was something we could do.73

The subcommittee’s lack of clarity on Rwanda policy was only deep-
ened by State Department official testimony. Bushnell’s remarks, for
example, suggested the intelligence she had received did not completely

Failure to intervene in Rwanda 111



refute the Hutu military’s characterization of the violence, which blamed
the “spontaneous” massacres on score-settling civilians. Essentially Bush-
nell told Congress that both sides to the conflict had dirty hands. She
made no mention of whether she was receiving reports that the vast
majority of the killings were being perpetrated by Hutu against Tutsi.
This further clouded the resonance of the “genocide” frame among
policy makers.

Relatedly, and in asserting US leadership on the issue, Assistant Secre-
tary of State for African Affairs George Moose highlighted the benefits
of sticking to the Clinton administration’s strategy toward Rwanda.74

He noted that the administration had days earlier dispatched Assistant
Secretary of State John Shattuck and US Ambassador to Rwanda David
Rawson to the region to apply diplomatic pressure, but failed to dis-
close that neither official would actually set foot in Rwanda.75 Moose
further justified downsizing UNAMIR as a decision taken with the
mission’s own security in mind, a talking point he had pushed with
colleagues in New York.76

Accompanied by Assistant Secretary of State for International Orga-
nization Affairs Douglas J. Bennet, Ambassador Albright’s first testi-
mony on Rwanda followed the downsizing of UNAMIR and coincided
with the release of Presidential Decision Directive 25 (PDD-25).77 The
issue of reliable information was raised. When asked how many Rwan-
dans had died since April and who was being killed, Albright respon-
ded, “It’s mostly Tutsi, but it is mixed. It is also some Hutus who had
been supportive—or had not been supportive of the government but
supportive of some changes. So it is very hard. Getting information out
of Rwanda is very difficult.” Bennet confirmed, “[w]e don’t know much
about the number of dead—it’s large.”78

Albright and Bennet justified downsizing UNAMIR in much the
same manner as Moose had on the previous day, namely by appealing
to the priority of protecting UN peacekeepers, not Rwandan civilians.
Both agreed that the best chance to halt the violence was to secure a
ceasefire. Albright, in particular, noted that it made no sense to put in
an intervention force where the sides to the conflict were not ready to
reach peaceful accommodation:

Rwanda looked as though it might be something that didn’t need a
U.N. operation and now all of a sudden it looks as though it needs
something even larger, so I think it points up the problems and if I
might say we have—the PDD factors have in fact made us think
more carefully about whether we should be doing something in
[Rwanda].79
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Bennet added that the humanitarian crisis that was now emerging in
Rwanda was “totally unanticipated,” but that the administration was
determined to focus its policy response on this dimension of the con-
flict. These statements imply a public connotation of Rwanda as being
understood as a “human rights emergency.” Policy response under this
frame would not favor use of force, but would consider devoting resour-
ces to humanitarian assistance.80 On the one hand, Albright recognized
the magnitude of the human rights emergency unfolding in Rwanda
and exhibited empathy and affect, which human rights and humani-
tarian norms ideally can help elicit. On the other hand (and perhaps
shockingly so), she did not seem to recognize that US inaction might
be contributing to the human suffering and instead apportioned blame
for the escalating emergency at the UN’s doorstep.

From these testimonies a picture emerges whereby senior Clinton
administration officials viewed the violence in Rwanda differently in
May than they had in April. While administration officials initially
showed no outward signs of revising their position on UNAMIR and
avoided using the word “genocide,” they appeared more receptive to
acknowledging validity claims associated with the massive and wide-
spread transgression of human rights norms in Rwanda. The violence
had surpassed what many policy makers had earlier considered as
“normal” for places like Rwanda. Overall, however, the human rights
and humanitarian norms embedded within the strategic frame of “gen-
ocide” were insufficient to mobilize key policy makers. Standing policy,
however, was viewed through the new context of a human rights emer-
gency, which also highlighted to policy makers that the decision to
emasculate UNAMIR would not resolve the crisis. It did not create an
environment conducive to securing a ceasefire and would not convince
the RPF or the Hutu government to return to the negotiating table.
More and more innocent civilians were dying by the hour.

In New York, the Secretary-General warned of an impending and
unprecedented humanitarian catastrophe. With the demand for emer-
gency relief surging, he proposed expanding humanitarian activities
where security conditions permitted.81 He also recommended restoring
UNAMIR’s authorized troop ceiling and strengthening its mandate.
Specifically, council members were asked to reach agreement on a man-
date for a new force that would “support and provide safe conditions”
for the displaced and others affected by the violence and in need of
humanitarian assistance, provide security for humanitarian relief opera-
tions, and physically protect sites where large numbers of civilians were
concentrated. While he did not propose to make UNAMIR II an
enforcement force, it would be authorized to use force in self-defense
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and in defense of its mandate. He implored council members to ensure
that the mission was staffed with troops who would create an effective
deterrent against attacks.

In their debate over the Secretary-General’s proposal, nearly all council
members referenced human rights and humanitarian norms in justify-
ing support for the new mission’s goals. Three members in particular
(Djibouti, Spain, and the Czech Republic) were particularly forceful
advocates of taking robust action,82 but only the Czech Republic actually
invoked the term genocide to both characterize the crisis and register
disappointment that other council members were unable or unwilling
to take that step as well:

The crocodiles in the Kagera river and the vultures over Rwanda
have seldom had it so good. They are feeding on the bodies of the
thousands upon thousands of children and women, hundreds of
whomwere pregnant, andmen who have been hacked to death during
the past six weeks by what has turned out to be a most vicious
regime … This situation is being described as a humanitarian crisis
as though it were a famine or perhaps a natural disaster. In the
view of my delegation, the proper description is genocide.83

The Security Council adopted resolution 918, which established
UNAMIR II.84 The mission would field 5,500 soldiers with a Chapter
VII mandate to protect civilians and humanitarian relief, use force in
self-defense, and secure humanitarian sectors or zones. It would not,
however, be empowered to use force or take offensive operations to
stop the killings.85

Viewed through a human rights lens, it is admirable that decision
makers supported a policy that prioritized civilian protection from mass
atrocities. Two days following the UN’s adoption of the UNAMIR II
resolution, however, Ambassador Albright recast the US position on
Rwanda in terms of “responsibility” to the mission and PDD-25:

[w]hat we have done is taken a more responsible approach to a
mission … Clearly those of us that have watched this horrendous
thing and of the hundreds of thousands of people that have been
massacred, it is horrendous, but sending in a force that doesn’t
know what it’s going to do is not going to help anybody.86

The message was clear: chalking up a success for PDD-25 took moral
precedence over universal human rights or any normative proclivities
guiding US policy making on Rwanda.
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The human rights and humanitarian norms associatedwith “genocide”
had only minimal impact on policy-maker preferences during this phase
of the policy debate. With the exception of a small number of congres-
sional policy makers, not a single key member of the Clinton adminis-
tration (at the Principals or Cabinet level) and only a small group of
Security Council members were moved sufficiently to support robust
intervention in Rwanda to protect human rights or save civilians from
mass atrocity crimes. The constituent human rights and humanitarian
norms codified within the Genocide Convention simply did not resonate
strongly. No sense of “ought” was generated by the numerous appeals to
universal human rights principles in the strategic framing of Rwanda
as “genocide,” and the frame did not compel policy makers to honor
the spirit or execute the provisions of that international convention.

Policy-maker perceptions of Rwanda as a massive “human rights
emergency” were an unintended outcome of the strategic framing effort
to frame Rwanda as a “genocide,” and in hindsight it represented the
(self-induced) limits of US and UN political will. By mid-May, how-
ever, the prevailing policy toward Rwanda came under great duress by
a historically unprecedented refugee exodus into Rwanda’s neighboring
nations which bore all the markings of an impending humanitarian
emergency of monumental proportions. Policy change was possible, in
part because human rights and humanitarian norms associated with
the “genocide” frame had mobilized political will to support a change.
However, the incontrovertible evidence of genocide that policy makers
received was re-processed cognitively as a human rights emergency, and
policy preferences shifted to options that would be congruent with this
understanding of the crisis.

In terms of the logic of consequences, the policy of retaining a wea-
kened UNAMIR force was failing. No ceasefire was in place, the death
toll was increasing by nearly 10,000 per day, and the humanitarian
situation was growing to an epic scale. Conceptualizing Rwanda as a
“human rights emergency” rather than “genocide” provided a familiar
reference point for policy makers. The United States was quite comfor-
table devising policies for a human rights emergency. Reaching consensus
on how to respond to “genocide” was paralyzing possibly because the
scale of atrocities defied rational comprehension among policy makers.
It was clear under this decision-making logic, however, that the present
policy of allowing UNAMIR to be reduced to nothing would be risky
and costly. However, it would be significantly more risky and costly to
field a humanitarian intervention. So a middle groundwas forgedwhereby
the UN force was expanded and given a slightly stronger mandate.
However, its deployment was carefully constrained by US preferences,
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which reflected policy resolve inWashington (e.g. PDD-25) to use Rwanda
as a test case for future US participation in multilateral peace operations.

In terms of the logic of appropriateness, the human rights and huma-
nitarian norms associated with the “genocide” frame channeled policy-
maker focus on the ethical pitfalls of placing foreign troops on the
ground in a crisis characterized by widespread insecurity and violence.
It also reflected a gross mismatch in normative expectations (see Figure
4.2). Humanitarian actors expected the norms associated with genocide
to resonate strongly because of their intrinsic value, whereas policy-
maker expectations about the implications this frame carried (including
international legal obligations) caused paralysis. To senior White House
officials, especially, it was more normatively appropriate to draw on
PDD-25 to formulate its policy response (or give the appearance thereof)
in Rwanda than the Genocide Convention. Indeed, using PDD-25 to
ensure that UNAMIR II would be deployed on the “best possible
footing” (low-risk and low-cost) was thought to be the “right” thing
for the Clinton administration and the UN, even if using the Genocide
Convention as a policy guide might have been the “right” thing to do
for ordinary Rwandans.

Moreover, if the magnitude of the killings proved true, then policy
makers would have to consider intervening with massive force. Between
5,000 and 10,000 people were being killed each day. Under these cir-
cumstances and no matter what the political costs, adhering to PDD-25
became very important. It provided a framework—a set of rules upon
which the United States could fall back either to support intervention
or justify inaction. Surely no country could appeal to ethics in justifying

Figure 4.2 Strategic framing and persuasion, 22 April–17 May 1994
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to its public why the government sent troops into a vortex of violence
without a clear set of guidelines. When considered in the post-Somalia
context, it was highly unlikely that a sizeable, US-led or -supported force
would be deployed into a situation bounded by these factors. Even the
emerging consensus among policy makers that a human rights emer-
gency was indeed occurring (if not officially actual genocide) had the
simultaneous normative impact of “repelling and compelling action.”87

In terms of the logic of argumentation, communicative action channels
were sporadic and limited during this phase of the crisis. Human rights
and humanitarian norms were not only not “floating freely”—they were
firmly tethered.88 Humanitarian actors lobbied actively with US policy
makers, but few were open to being persuaded that further action beyond
establishing UNAMIR II under a tight framework would be the most
effective and morally appropriate policy outcome. In the absence of
concessions to these preferences, communicative action was ineffective.

Frame challenge 2—from “civil war/human rights emergency”
to “genocide”

Following the authorization to expand UNAMIR, policy debates in
Washington, DC, and New York shifted to two highly politicized issues:
1 whether or not publicly to acknowledge Rwanda as “genocide”; and
2 the deployment schedule for UNAMIR II.

Prior to this juncture in the crisis and with few exceptions, US offi-
cials avoided using the term genocide in relation to Rwanda.89 Indeed,
Secretary of StateWarren Christopher did not officially describe Rwanda
as genocide until 10 June 1994. He also insisted the term held no
magical power insofar as shaping policy response.90 Then US Ambassa-
dor to Rwanda David Rawson defended the administration’s reluctance,
claiming, “[a]s a responsible Government, you don’t just go around
hollering ‘genocide,’ … you say that acts of genocide may have occur-
red and they need to be investigated.”91 By comparison, senior UN
officials including the Secretary-General, international diplomats, and
humanitarian actors had no difficulties invoking the term.92

However, after mid-June, it simply became an untenable position for
US policy makers to hold. Reticence to use the “G word” was openly
ridiculed in the media and strongly criticized by other nations, human
rights groups, international humanitarian NGOs, and others. As one
senior humanitarian practitioner argued:

Let’s be clear … [Rwanda] is not just another massacre. I have seen
it up close, and this one is special in its staggering combination of
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scope, intent and execution. I find it hard to believe that [President]
Clinton would want to go down in history as the president who
timidly allowed the clearest case of genocide that the world has seen
in 50 years to proceed on his watch without taking action to stop it.93

Yet using the term genocide did little to change the outward indiffer-
ence projected by the Clinton administration. This was underscored by
the fact that the president never made a single televised statement during
the crisis. Anonymously, US officials acknowledged their discomfort
with the silence, noting that “[y]ou find resignation, not indignation …
[i]t’s very hard to mobilize the world to deal with this problem … [a]
number of people have privately said, ‘[l]et the Rwandan Patriotic Front
win, it’s the best thing.’”94

By June, however, the human rights and humanitarian norms related
to the “genocide” frame became strongly integrated into the humani-
tarian community’s advocacy appeals. For example, SAVE-US began
pairing the term “genocide”with the phrase “never again” in their policy
meetings with members of the Clinton administration and consultations
in New York during May and June.95 It constituted a consolidated
message connecting perpetrator and victim, demonstrating a manifest
failure of the host state to protect, and provided powerful evidence that
universal human rights were being transgressed in the most shocking
manner imaginable. According to one senior humanitarian practitioner,
everyone was pushing this message in an attempt to convince policy
makers that Rwanda represented a “moment of truth” and that a robust
policy response was the right thing to do.96 Senior staff of the US Com-
mittee for Refugees consulted widely, privately, and publicly on Rwanda,
with State Department, NSC, Defense Department, Office of Foreign
Disaster Assistance (OFDA), and other government officials, with inter-
national relief organizations, the media, and the US public. On 2 May
it issued an “Action Alert” consisting of 13 policy recommendations
drawing on human rights and humanitarian norms that urged greater
action to protect civilians and strengthen the humanitarian response in
Rwanda. It even published its own detailed analysis of the mass atrocity
crimes in The Washington Post.97

While strategic framing contributed to what was to become the pre-
vailing perception of Rwanda as “genocide,” opposition to military
intervention remained deeply entrenched at the highest levels.98 The
Pentagon’s position, in particular, remained unchanged throughout the
crisis. It viewed the mass killings as unavoidable and the possible pull-
out of UNAMIR as nearly inevitable.99 Strategic framing efforts were
simply not successful in making policy makers feel “guilty enough” to
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support a more robust operation in Rwanda and protect civilians.100

SAVE-US president and CEO Charles MacCormack remarked that he
did not succeed in changing a single US policy maker’s opinion about
intervening in Rwanda; he could not even get government officials to say,
on a personal level, that they agreed with SAVE’s position on interven-
tion. In his words, advocating for humanitarian intervention in the case
of Rwanda was like “pushing very large rocks up a very steep hill.”101

Many international humanitarian NGOs welcomed the establish-
ment of UNAMIR II. However, when rumors surfaced that the deploy-
ment would be delayed by at least a month, the humanitarian community
responded with alacrity.102 For example, Kenneth Roth of Human
Rights Watch expressed his organization’s disappointment over the pre-
deployment conditions, noting the time-critical nature of at least estab-
lishing safe corridors for vulnerable civilians who were in the greatest
jeopardy.103 Likewise, MSF urged the UN to expedite UNAMIR II’s
deployment because delays would “come too late” for Rwandans. As
the weeks passed and the mission remained grounded, MSF took the
unprecedented step of editorializing its views in The New York Times.
Secretary-General of MSF International Alain Destexhe decried as
morally bankrupt the conditionality imposed on UNAMIR. He sug-
gested the mission and its “toothless mandate” were smokescreens for
humanitarian inaction, claiming that UNAMIR II’s mandate should
“in no way [be considered] as a serious attempt to face up to the horror
of the tragedy that is Rwanda today.”104 For the first time in the
organization’s history, MSF called for humanitarian intervention.105

In its debate prior to adopting Security Council resolution 925,
which confirmed that acts of genocide had occurred in Rwanda,
council members (especially Djibouti, Nigeria, and New Zealand) also
expressed their frustration at the deployment delays.106 Djibouti, for
example, emphasized that while council members were in agreement
that the “killings must be stopped now,” it was deceiving itself in think-
ing its actions to date would actually achieve this goal.107 He argued
further that:

No one will deny that highlighting the criminal, genocidal and
human rights violation aspects of the situation is necessary, but as
an approach to the ongoing situation in Rwanda it leads us to focus
on a cure after the fact, rather than dealing with the real cause and
necessary prevention of the disease … We cannot continue to push
the issues of security and peace into the background of human
rights headlines, however well it may play at home for some of us.
The reason we have this tragic human rights situation, with human
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beings dying every day in unacceptable numbers, is precisely that
the fighting has been allowed to continue … Simply creating more
safe areas to protect the victims has become a diversion. We must
suppress the factors that are creating victims, and this may come
down to a question of the willingness and resolve of the international
community to act meaningfully in this crisis.

In spite of all the human rights rhetoric and the acceptance by many that
Rwanda was, indeed, genocide, UN member states failed to provide the
troops and resources needed for UNAMIR II to deploy. No govern-
ment with fully trained and equipped military troops had offered them
to the mission without a barrage of conditions that would take weeks
to negotiate.108

Amid the international community’s muddled attempts to field
UNAMIR II, the enforcement measure many felt was direly warranted
in June came in the form of a French offer to field a 2,500 troop
“bridging operation,” Opération Turquoise, until UNAMIR II could
deploy fully. In large measure, the pressure humanitarian actors and
the media were putting on the US and UN policy makers to support
humanitarian intervention was deflected by France’s plan to establish a
safe zone in the southwestern part of Rwanda. Opération Turquoise
was authorized through resolution 929, but council members were split
in their views of the operation. Many simply felt they had no other
option but to support the measure, given the alternative of further
inaction in the face of genocide.109

The Clinton administration strongly endorsed the French initiative.
After all, it shifted global attention away from US inaction. Like
UNAMIR II, Opération Turquoise was given a Chapter VII mandate
to protect civilians, but also had the authority to establish and use “all
necessary means” to secure humanitarian zones and halt the genocide.
It deployed fully within 48 hours.110 What the UN had seemed so incap-
able of accomplishing through UNAMIR II, the French were able to
accomplish in a matter of two days.

The genocide ended in July 1994 when RPF troops took control of
Kigali. Suddenly, US policy makers took a newfound interest in discuss-
ing policy options for Rwanda.111 Administration officials, humanitarian
actors, and other groups came out in droves to debate the crisis and opine
what more the Clinton administration could have done and should be doing
in response to the newest phase in what felt like an unrelenting huma-
nitarian tragedy. More than 2 million refugees had crossed Rwandan
borders as the genocide was ending. Some 10,000 fled to neighboring
Uganda, 500,000 to Tanzania, and some 1.6 million to then Zaire.
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The tone and sentiment of policy-maker views expressed at these ses-
sions were quite different than in April and May. The policy debate
reflected core human rights and humanitarian norms associated with
the international community’s responsibility to protect civilians from
mass atrocities, even if specific policy responses remained elusive. There
was near unanimity among individuals participating in these post-
genocide sessions that the United States had a clear leadership role to
play and a responsibility to stem the unfolding and massive humanitar-
ian crisis being created by the unprecedented tide of refugees pouring
out of Rwanda.

The overwhelming (if not ironic) message generated by these hearings
was that the United States could not and should not allow the human
suffering of Rwandans to continue—decisive action had to be taken. For
some policy makers, this reflected a near 180-degree turnaround in their
policy preferences. For example, Senator Tom Lantos (D-CA) supported
fully the pre-deployment conditions for UNAMIR II. By July, he reversed
tack on what the “right” policy should be in Rwanda:

The key to living in a civilized post-Cold War world will be the
determination of the civilized community with the capabilities to
prevent such bloodbaths from occurring in the first place. And until
and unless the civilized nations of the world will be prepared to have
ready the necessary multinational military capabilities of prevent-
ing genocide, ethnic cleansing, bloodbaths, we will be confronted
time after time after time with this nightmare task of trying to
clean up after such a tragedy… The underlying issue is to use force,
overwhelming force, to prevent the unfolding of genocide.112

A summary of how human rights and humanitarian norms constitut-
ing the “genocide” frame intersected with the logics of decision making
during this period is found in Figure 4.3.

In terms of the logic of consequences, it was still far more costly for
the United States to endorse the norms associated with the “genocide”
frame than to simply use the term to describe the crisis in Rwanda and
stay the course of supporting UNAMIR II. Moreover, low costs were
associated with supporting Opération Turquoise. It could stand behind
both policies, pilot PDD-25, continue its support for humanitarian
relief operations, cloak it all in human rights and humanitarian rhetoric—
while simultaneously avoiding the potential for deeper entanglement
that the norms associated with genocide might entail. Because human
rights and humanitarian norms create imperfect duties which them-
selves suggest only wide obligations in terms of policy response, there
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was little risk in delaying support for robust action. Moreover, failure
to fulfill an imperfect duty carries very little cost beyond reputational
damage, something the United States especially can fend off, given its
preponderance of power in the international system.

In terms of the logic of appropriateness, policy makers in Washington,
DC, were inclined to allow their commitment to the norms associated
with PDD-25 to trump any attempts by humanitarian actors to get them
to feel guilty enough about Rwanda to support humanitarian intervention
to halt the genocide. Human rights and humanitarian norms did little to
shape policy-maker views on the use of force as a responsible policy option.

In terms of the logic of argumentation, it was extremely difficult for
international humanitarian NGOs to get access to certain policy makers
after mid-May, much less persuade them to shift their policy preferences to
align more closely with the human rights and humanitarian norms embed-
ded within the “genocide” frame. Congress remained disengaged from
Rwanda until late July. UN endorsement of UNAMIR II quickly proved
hollow given the vulnerability of the mission to politicking by council
members, especially the United States. Ultimately, where human rights
and humanitarian norms did resonate, it was with the small group of
policy makers and members of Congress who fostered the wider use of
the term “genocide.”However, this was not sufficient to mobilize political
will among the “right” policy makers to support intervention to halt the
killings, and once Opération Turquoise was authorized, the pressure
was lifted for Clinton administration officials and others to do more.

Shortly after the genocide ended, the Clinton administration mobilized
Operation Support Hope, a major airlift to assist Rwandan refugees and

Figure 4.3 Strategic framing and persuasion, 18 May–18 July 1994
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stem an unfolding cholera epidemic and measles pandemic. The airlift
and relief operation initially received strong support from the humani-
tarian community. However, some humanitarian NGOs (e.g. MSF
France) ultimately closed down their relief programs in the refugee
camps because of the moral dilemmas posed by providing succor to
the genocidaires, who dominated the camp populations.113

Conclusion

Some have attributed policy-maker intransigence to the Rwandan gen-
ocide to a “warped blend of political and principled logic saturated
with tremendous apathy.”114 Indeed, the ongoing mass atrocities in the
Darfur region of Sudan harken policy makers back to Rwanda more
often than they would prefer. There are many parallels between the two
crises, including inaction by powerful states and the Security Council
to halt the slaughter of civilians.115

Conventional wisdom holds that if a case of genocide can be legiti-
mately so-named, it should prompt a response by the international com-
munity of states. This would be in keeping with the spirit of emerging
norms like the responsibility to protect (R2P) as well as the norms that
undergird the Genocide Convention. Yet the case of Rwanda demon-
strates that the relationship between naming a crisis and settling on a
policy response to it are not straightforward matters. The label and the
norms embedded within the concept of genocide are not something
magical that automatically trigger intervention. Moreover, the opera-
tive provisions of the Genocide Convention do not compel signatories
to take specific kinds of action to halt genocide or prevent one from
occurring. Genocide branding seldom mobilizes sufficient political will
for effective response and obscures other policy options by paralyzing,
rather than energizing, policy makers.116

The successive challenger frames issued by humanitarian actors and
empathetic US and UN policy makers during the Rwandan genocide
at times were confused and uncoordinated, thus weakening the validity
claims of the human rights and humanitarian norms embedded within
them. At other times these norms, especially those associated with the
“genocide” frame, misfired, producing unanticipated conceptual shifts
among policy makers that did little to clarify specific policy responses
that would be both materially feasible and normatively appropriate in
halting the mass atrocity crimes being perpetrated against innocent
civilians. Rather, the human rights and humanitarian norms that con-
stituted the challenger frames either reinforced the initial prevailing frame
(civil war/ancient ethnic hatred), or were premised on speculation and

Failure to intervene in Rwanda 123



M
ap

4.
1

R
w
an

da
,M

ap
N
o.

37
17

R
ev
.1

0,
Ju
ne

20
08

So
ur
ce
:(
U
ni
te
d
N
at
io
ns
,D

ep
ar
tm

en
t
of

F
ie
ld

Su
pp

or
t,
C
ar
to
gr
ap

hi
c
Se
ct
io
n)



uncorroborated information and evidence—and therefore did not resonate
with policy makers.

This can, of course, be affected as well by the pace at which a par-
ticular crisis unfolds. The crisis in Rwanda evolved so rapidly, escalated
so dramatically, and the security situation remained so fluid that it may
have inhibited conclusive and clear framing and evidence that would
strengthen the resonance of human rights and humanitarian norms with
policy makers. According to one seasoned and senior humanitarian prac-
titioner, “[y]ou can have a Rwanda, which is massive and fast moving
and urgent to the highest degree—yet if action isn’t taken in days or weeks,
then the game is lost. Other crises don’t move as fast—they are more
incremental.”117

Humanitarian actors also failed to coordinate their strategic framing
effectively until nearly mid-May. In the absence of a coordinated effort,
their appeals to human rights and humanitarian norms were more easily
drowned out by other factors. These norms resonated most strongly
with policy makers under the “human rights emergency” frame that was
advanced not by humanitarian actors per se, but rather by policy makers
seeking to avoid the frame of “genocide.”
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5 Mixed intervention in Sierra Leone

� Background
� The international humanitarian community in Sierra Leone
� Human rights and humanitarian norms, and strategic framing in

Sierra Leone
� Conclusion

The plight of Sierra Leone and its people has become a crucial test for
the fundamental solidarity between peoples, rising above race and above
geography, which is the most basic guiding principle of this Organization.1

The mass atrocities that occurred in Somalia and Rwanda rose to the
attention of policy makers within a relatively short time span. Sierra
Leone, however, did not. It takes mention of but two accounts from the
war to convey the shocking nature of the crimes that came to characterize
this mass atrocity case. “Will my fingers grow back?” Flora, a six-year-old
victim of the civil war, posed this question to an international aid worker
in early 1999 after rebels of the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) hacked
off her hand as part of its campaign of civilian terror.2 Kabba Williams,
whom I met in 2010, is believed to be the youngest child soldier on record
in Sierra Leone’s war. The RUF killed both his parents and he was forcibly
conscripted in 1992 to fight for the rebels until escaping into government-
held territory. He was six years old. Rather than rescue him, government
soldiers forced him to fight for their side for the next three years. He raped,
tortured, and killed in order to avoid being killed himself. Having served
a third of his life as a bush fighter and spy, he was nine when he was finally
rescued by the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) in 1995.3

Indeed, these and the accounts of literally tens of thousands of other mass
atrocity victims are what prompted the International Rescue Committee
(IRC) to label Sierra Leone the “world’s largest producer of misery.”4



The war began in March 1991—approximately the same time as the
conflicts in Somalia and Rwanda. The central characteristics of this
crisis closely resembled Somalia and Rwanda as well. In all three cases,
gross violations of human rights, including mass atrocity crimes—war
crimes and crimes against humanity—were perpetrated by combatant
groups fighting for power, resources, land, or political grievance. Large
portions of the population were forced to flee their homes; millions
became internally displaced and hundreds of thousands spilled over into
neighboring countries as refugees. In all three cases, a number of huma-
nitarian actors were operational on the ground in the years leading up
to the escalation of hostilities. In all three cases, a policy debate informed
to varying degrees by human rights and humanitarian norms transpired
in both the United States and at the global level through the UN to
consider policy outcomes, including humanitarian intervention.

Soon, Sierra Leone became virtually synonymous with atrocities.
Amputation, in particular, was a favorite rebel terror tactic. However,
the war did not generate “staggering” death tolls, as had Rwanda. Nor
was Sierra Leone caught in the grips of countrywide famine, as was
Somalia. The violence in Sierra Leone did not register prominently on
policy-maker radar screens until 1999, nearly eight years after its incep-
tion. It failed to capture US policy-maker attention in spite of President
Clinton’s 1998 mea culpa to Africa, in which he solemnly proclaimed
the United States (and the international community) had learned a
valuable lesson from Rwanda about taking early and decisive action in
response to crises on the continent.5

Yet close examination of the policy debates concerning Sierra Leone
reveals that human rights and humanitarian norms played only a minor
role in shaping policy outcomes. Moreover, the role of humanitarian
actors as norm carriers and influence brokers was far less prominent in
this crisis than in Somalia and Rwanda. However, this does not mean that
human rights and humanitarian norms were not raised by other actors
involved in the policy debate. Policy makers in Washington, DC, and
New York, in particular, utilized these norms to legitimate a variety of
policy positions concerning Sierra Leone.

Unlike the outcomes associated with strategic framing in the Somalia
and Rwanda crises, policy debate on Sierra Leone resulted in a mixed
form of humanitarian intervention. Operation Palliser was spearheaded
by the United Kingdom and supported by the United States, but was
not authorized by the UN. Its initial scope and mandate were limited—
approximately 200 troops responsible for evacuating British nationals—
but within weeks the mission transformed into a sizeable operation,
including 4,500 ground troops and over-the-horizon naval and air assets,
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and was given wide operational latitude, including protection respon-
sibilities.6 Like the Unified Task Force (UNITAF) in Somalia, Operation
Palliser was primarily responsible for protecting nearly everything and
everyone on the ground in Sierra Leone, except Sierra Leoneans.

In this chapter, I examine the role that human rights and humani-
tarian norms played in the US and UN policy-making process leading
to Operation Palliser. The intensity of international humanitarian
nongovernmental organization (NGO) advocacy and strategic framing
remained relatively low over the course of the conflict, but this was
especially true during the time frame under study (early 1999 to mid-
2000). For many humanitarian staff on the ground, the human rights
and humanitarian situation in Sierra Leone was lamentable and perhaps
even deserving of a stronger policy response. However, all sides to the
conflict had “dirty hands,” and Sierra Leone was but one crisis among
many vying for advocacy attention and resources.7

It was not until the prevailing frame of “civil war/human rights emer-
gency” gave way to the challenger frame of “security emergency” that
intervention became both feasible and desirable. When some 500 UN
peacekeeperswere taken hostage byRUFrebels inMay 2000, policymakers
were both shocked and outraged. Pressure mounted quickly for a policy
change, but not necessarily because human rights and humanitarian norms
had suddenly become resonant. Under the prevailing frame, the status quo
policy—providing humanitarian relief and relying on regional actors and
the UN to act—enjoyed strong support among policy makers. For the
United States, United Kingdom, and other UN member states, however,
the possibility of further humiliation and a disintegrating peacekeeping
mission—direct spillover effects of the hostage crisis—constituted an
urgent and existential threat to multilateral peacekeeping.

Background

Begun as a military incursion from Liberia in 1991, the stated aims of
the RUFand its leader, Foday Sankoh, were to overthrow the government
of Sierra Leone and bring social justice to the nation.8 Sankoh tapped
into longstanding resentment of the government, especially among job-
less youth, offering them a better future if they joined the RUF’s ranks.
The rebel forces quickly made inroads into the rural countryside, gar-
nering initial support and recruits among the local population. Soon
RUF forces captured important diamond-mining districts in the south
and east of the country, which greatly enhanced their ability to plunder
and terrorize. A 1992 military coup, carried out by disgruntled Sierra
Leone Army (SLA) officers led by Valentine Strasser, removed President
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JosephMomoh from power. Strasser himself was ousted in a second coup
in early 1996, spearheaded by members of his own National Provi-
sional Ruling Council (NPRC). Julius Maada Bio was briefly installed
as head of the military junta, but handed over power following elections
to Ahmad Tejan Kabbah in 1996.

Kabbah’s government signed a peace accord with the RUF to end the
war in November 1996, but he was subsequently overthrown in March
1997 by a group of SLA officers constituting the Armed Forces Revo-
lutionary Council (AFRC). The AFRC invited the RUF to form an
alliance, and the war continued until the Economic Community of West
African States (ECOWAS) Ceasefire Monitoring Group (ECOMOG),
led by Nigerian troops, routed the rebels from the capital, Freetown,
and reinstalled the Kabbah government in March 1998.

The civil war intensified between 1998 and 1999, despite international
community actions, which included an arms embargo, the deployment of
UN military observers, and the continued military efforts of ECOMOG,
the SLA, and the Civil Defense Forces (CDF). The AFRC/RUF controlled
nearly the entire country and besieged the capital, Freetown. ECOMOG
forces eventually regained a military advantage against the rebels in
early 1999. Facing intense pressure from the United States, the RUF and
the Kabbah government signed the Lomé Peace Agreement in July.
Under its terms, ECOMOG forces would begin a phased withdrawal
and be replaced by a multinational peacekeeping force, the UN Mission
in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL).9

As the last of the ECOMOG troops departed in late April/early May
2000, the RUF reignited the civil war. In addition to killing four Kenyan
peacekeepers, the rebels took some 500 UNAMSIL troops hostage. The
United Kingdom responded within days, fielding a military intervention
that transformed into a quasi-humanitarian intervention. The Security
Council immediately followed up the UK response by adopting two reso-
lutions that respectively increased UNAMSIL’s authorized troop ceiling
(from 11,100 to 13,000) and provided the mission with an augmented,
Chapter VII mandate and robust rules of engagement.10 Sankoh was
captured, but the hostage standoff continued into June. It was ultimately
resolved when the UN rescued the remaining 230 peacekeepers being
held by the RUF. The rebel threat declined steadily and in January 2002,
President Kabbah declared the civil war officially ended.

The international humanitarian community in Sierra Leone

Between 1999 and 2000, dozens of international humanitarian NGOs and
agencies were operational in Sierra Leone. These organizations engaged
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in programming related to food relief; health and emergency medical
care; ex-combatant reintegration; group and therapeutic feeding cen-
ters; housing (re)construction; water sanitation and hygiene; agricultural
regeneration and diversification; education, skills training; and youth
development. Many partnered with the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) to assist refugee and internally displaced popula-
tions, and others worked with the World Food Programme (WFP) in
food aid delivery and distribution.

The working relationship between humanitarian actors, ECOMOG
forces, the government, and some local communities was at best ten-
uous and at worst overtly hostile. For example, many humanitarian
organizations evacuated their staff from the country during the 1998/
1999 siege of Freetown, leaving tens of thousands facing starvation and
death. Most did not return until mid-1999 andwere immediately accused
of running scared when they were needed most. Other humanitarian
groups were alleged to have misappropriated food aid and non-food relief
items during the siege. Both ECOMOG and the government denounced
a wide range of humanitarian organizations as corrupt and ineffective.11

Moreover, wage inequities between expatriate and local humanitarian
staff exacerbated tensions among the local population, and there was a
general lack of transparency and accountability in the work being
conducted by humanitarian actors on the ground.

The negative perceptions of the humanitarian community persisted.
In addition to the many international humanitarian NGOs on the ground,
the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) was also opera-
tional in Sierra Leone. While it conducted programs in government-
controlled areas, it also maintained a presence in rebel-held territory
following the AFRC/RUF coup.12 This led to accusations, leveled at
the ICRC by the government in exile and ECOMOG, of rebel colla-
boration. ECOMOG even went so far as to attempt to shoot down an
ICRC helicopter in November 1998,13 a move topped only by the gov-
ernment expelling ICRC from the country after being restored to power
in early 1999.

Despite the significant operational challenges, human rights organi-
zations including Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch
engaged in global advocacy to raise awareness of mass atrocities in Sierra
Leone. Their campaigns and strategic framing were focused on four main
objectives that took on special prominence at varying points in the
conflict, and directly tapped human rights and humanitarian norms.
These included halting the recruitment of child combatants, linking the
illicit trade in diamonds to crimes against humanity and war crimes,
opposing the criminal amnesty accorded the RUF under the provisions
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of the Lomé Agreement, and mobilizing international support for the
establishment of a Truth and Reconciliation Commission and a Special
Court for Sierra Leone.

Unlike Somalia and Rwanda, the relationship between UN agencies
and international humanitarian NGOs in Sierra Leone was highly struc-
tured and, at times, conditioned.14 The UN established its humanitarian
operations after the elections in 1996, and assigned the UNDevelopment
Programme (UNDP) as lead agency. Other agencies such as UNICEF
and the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA)
were also active UN Country Team members. The dual role of Huma-
nitarian Coordinator and Resident Coordinator, however, was given to
one individual who ensured a close institutional alliance with Kabbah
(himself a former UNDP official) and his administration. This arrange-
ment blurred the humanitarian principles of independence, neutrality,
and impartiality, which are vital to all humanitarian response efforts. For
example, during Kabbah’s exile in Guinea, he and his advisors sought
aid conditionality to demonstrate their displeasure with humanitarian
organizations continuing to operate in a rebel-controlled nation. In a
bold move, UN and UK funding for many humanitarian organizations
was completely cut off. In addition, the government and the UN stood
by as ECOMOG effectively blocked humanitarian relief supplies at the
Guinean border from entering Sierra Leone (in violation of a man-
dated objective of the 1997 Conakry Ceasefire). Intended to isolate the
AFRC/RUF junta, Kabbah’s actions instead served mainly to exacer-
bate the suffering of the civilian population and irreparably damage its
relationship with the humanitarian and human rights actors on the
ground in Sierra Leone.

Human rights and humanitarian norms, and strategic framing
in Sierra Leone

How did human rights and humanitarian norms contribute to policy
debates concerning Sierra Leone and did strategic framing affect decision-
making preferences in this case? The evidence suggests that these norms
may have helped shape the humanitarian response, but they did not
resonate sufficiently to build support for policy responses that would
ensure civilian protection. Why not? Certainly, human rights and huma-
nitarian norms formed important elements of the prevailing strategic
frame, “civil war/human rights emergency,” and unlike the Rwanda case,
there was little cognitive resistance to the frame from policy makers,
either. However, many international humanitarian NGOs operating in
Sierra Leone set deliberate limits on their policy advocacy and strategic
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framing efforts. Ultimately, when the prevailing frame was challenged
by a new understanding of the crisis, human rights and humanitarian
norms were subordinated by material norms associated with traditional
perceptions of security and national self-interest.

It is important to note that the nature of the conflict dynamic in
Sierra Leone also affected how strategic framing resonated with policy
makers. Unlike the crises in Somalia and Rwanda where the scope and
intensity of violence charted a steady, upward trajectory (creating strate-
gic framing momentum), in Sierra Leone the scope of violence as well
as the international community’s level of attention to it tended to ebb
and flow. A Washington Post editorial claimed, “[t]his is not a Rwanda-
style genocide, after all, where a million or more were killed in the space
of three months.”15 This may have decreased the likelihood that stra-
tegic frame challenges, where established, would be effective. Extended
periods of calm in both the war and the policy-making debate were
common. These ebbs typically coincided with the rainy season or RUF
retreats. Other points in the conflict were distinguished by particularly
intense fighting, especially in the diamond mining districts and in areas
near Freetown, resulting in spikes in mass atrocities which would regain
temporarily the international community’s attention.

The prevailing frame—“civil war/human rights emergency”

While the evidence is irrefutable that violence in Sierra Leone was con-
tributing to a human rights emergency, the accuracy of the “civil war”
frame remains open to debate. Arguments abound that greed and not
grievance was the driving motivation for the war in Sierra Leone—and
that the violence simply reflected the large-scale criminalization of the
state.16 Sierra Leone diplomats, in particular, argued that the crisis was
best understood as a “rebel war” rather than a “civil war.”17

Strategic framing efforts were highly delimited in the Sierra Leone
case. There were two primary reasons for this. First, and in contrast to
the Somalia and Rwanda cases, international humanitarian NGOs did
not hold the advantage of information asymmetry vis-à-vis policy makers
during the conflict. Rather, policy debates in Washington, DC, and New
York were informed by a multitude of sources, which also reduced
opportunities for communicative action. For example, while the United
States closed its Freetown embassy in late 1998, Ambassador Joseph
Melrose continued direct engagement in the crisis from nearby Con-
akry, Guinea. He was never more than a short helicopter ride away
from Freetown, and frequently visited Sierra Leone for site visits and
political and security briefings. His staff also continued their work,
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primarily from offices in Abidjan, Côte d’Ivoire. Relatedly, humani-
tarian access to populations in need was extremely curtailed following
Kabbah’s return to power. For example, the RUF controlled more than
half the country during most of the final two years of the war. The rebels
obstructed humanitarian access in many areas, thus limiting informa-
tion and data gathering. Of the 2 million Sierra Leoneans in need of
humanitarian assistance, international humanitarian NGOs had access
to only 300,000 (12 percent), mostly in and around Freetown.18 These
constraints affected levels of humanitarian actor “street credibility”
among policy makers. Even organizations such as Cooperative for Assis-
tance and Relief Everywhere, Inc. (CARE), which had three decades of
experience in Sierra Leone, found themselves operating under tremendous
humanitarian access impediments.

Second, the relationship between the government, the UN, major
donors, and the humanitarian community was characterized largely by
suspicion and mistrust. The government publicly pressured international
humanitarian NGOs to discontinue their operations after the coup,
citing security conditions. Privately, government officials knew that as
long as these organizations remained operable, the rebels would be harder
to defeat. Ironically, humanitarian access was higher during the junta
period than it was ever again to be during the remainder of the war.19

Some humanitarian actors left the country rather than face continued
government and international donor opposition to their work. Others
moved their international staff to Conakry but managed their pro-
grams in Sierra Leone using national staff. A number of organizations
that refused to “take sides” continued to work within the country, in
spite of the political repercussions.

These conditions persisted throughout the crisis, and may have
diminished US and UN policy-maker perceptions of humanitarian orga-
nizations working in Sierra Leone. It also would have affected the opera-
tional and policy-making environments in which these actors engaged
one another, thus affecting important aspects of persuasion such as
empathy, affect, and liking.

A number of humanitarian organizations, however, continued to meet
regularly with senior policy makers in Washington, DC, and New York,
including the State Department and congress, OCHA and the Inter-
Agency Standing Committee (IASC), and the UN Department of Peace-
keeping Operations, to discuss the crisis in Sierra Leone.20 While the
range of topics competing for agenda space at these sessions included
mass atrocity crimes and the humanitarian situation, the Sierra Leone
case itself was usually subsumed within a dialogue concerning crises in
Africawrit large or peacekeeping reform. Yet international humanitarian
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NGOs did not push particular policy goals because, according to one
senior practitioner, in order to get consensus on whether and how to
advocate with policy makers on any humanitarian crisis, something in
the crisis itself must trigger that effort. That “something” must be suffi-
cient to compel international humanitarian NGOs to reallocate resources
and reprioritize advocacy efforts to influence the policy debate and help
shape policy outcomes for that particular crisis.21

While international humanitarian NGOs proceeded cautiously in
their framing efforts, the international media’s treatment of the conflict
reinforced the prevailing frame of Sierra Leone as a “civil war/human
rights emergency.” On the one hand, much of the reporting advanced
the perception that foreign intervention would only serve to worsen,
rather than resolve, the crisis. As one anonymous Western diplomat
quipped, Sierra Leone is a “big mess … [i]t is not a mess that will be
easy to clean up.”22 On the other hand, coverage of the mass atrocities
also played into Western stereotypes of violence in Africa. For example,
the Washington Post reported:

In Sierra Leone, outside engagement with the war came to be domi-
nated by the pity-inducing, context-empty images of the limbless,
whether in media coverage or during visits by politicians to Free-
town’s rehabilitation camps for amputees. These stripped-down,
politics-free pictures of armless victims helped to consign Sierra
Leone’s war to the mental box many Americans reserve for Africa.
Few understood, for example, that most of Freetown’s victims were
as urban and middle class as Pristina’s.23

Where humanitarian actors attempted to marshal public attention on
Sierra Leone through the media, the goal was to create empathy and
raise affect levels by engaging in normative appeals and begging the
question of why more wasn’t being done to halt such shocking crimes.
The IRC, for example, implored Washington Post readers to “imagine
that a civil war broke out in western Texas … food is scarce, medical
care nonexistent … the hardship is enormous … thousands die. Infants,
young children and the elderly suffer the most. Imagine further that the
world studiously ignores what’s happening.”24

Human rights organizations also reinforced the prevailing frame in
their attempts to persuade decision makers in Washington, DC, and
New York to halt the violence and institute an international justice
mechanism to hold the rebels accountable once the war ended. Human
Rights Watch and Amnesty International, and the International Human
Rights Law Group, for example, published and disseminated numerous
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reports replete with evidence of war crimes and crimes against humanity
being perpetrated in Sierra Leone, including systematic rape, summary
executions, forcible recruitment of children and women as combatants
and/or sex slaves.25

Policy makers in Washington, DC, debated the crisis in Sierra Leone
within the broader parameters of US policy toward Africa, but remained
skeptical that outside action could resolve the civil war. Clinton admin-
istration officials publicly lamented the troubling nature of the violence
and the desperate humanitarian situation prevailing there, emphasizing
further that the United States had a “compelling moral imperative to
end the suffering of innocent civilians” in Sierra Leone.26 Regional diplo-
macy and an expanded humanitarian relief effort would help secure US
interests, including promoting democracy and human rights on that part
of the continent. Other policymakers described Sierra Leone using human
rights and humanitarian norms that reinforced the prevailing frame.
Assistant Secretary of State for Population, Refugees, andMigration Julia
Taft described Sierra Leone as a “tragic humanitarian emergency”where
rebels were committing horrific human rights violations that should
not be left ignored, but rather be resolved through the “most effective
humanitarian response possible.”27 Her recommendation was based on
both the analysis of her own staff research and in consultation with
international humanitarian NGOs operating in Sierra Leone.28

While humanitarian actors played a modest role in the policy debates
on Sierra Leone, their views were sought out by Congress at various
moments during the crisis. For example, Lionel Rosenblatt, President
of Refugees International, invoked norms concerning the US role in
the prevention of mass atrocity crimes.29 Reynold Levy of the IRC
described Sierra Leone as a case where “atrocities of the most depraved
kind” were being perpetrated, while his IRC colleague Richard Jacquot
noted that the civil war in Sierra Leone was not a civil war, a religious
war, or an ethnic war, but rather a proxy war being fought almost
entirely by children.30 Jacquot admonished policy makers not to let
Sierra Leone turn into another Rwanda, emphasizing that the genocide
“led us to spend hundreds of millions of dollars in aid that we would
not have needed to spend had the genocide been prevented … It can
happen again, and West Africa, with its immense refugee population, is
fertile ground for an expanded conflict.”31

Regardless of their views on prevention, America’s foreign policy
toward Africa had witnessed a definitive shift during the Rwandan gen-
ocide toward multilateral and/or regional political and military solutions
and away from US-led ones. The Clinton administration preferred
working through the UN to strengthen ECOMOG’s capacity to deal
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with all military challenges posed by the rebels and to increase support
for humanitarian relief efforts in Sierra Leone. The notion of sending
US troops to Sierra Leone was considered materially impractical and
morally inappropriate.

For their part, policy makers in New York focused on finding a
diplomatic and political solution to the crisis, while continuing the huma-
nitarian effort and condemning the ongoing atrocities and violations of
international human rights and humanitarian law.32 In council delib-
erations, the United States agreed to enhance its financial and material
assistance to ECOMOG, which exhausted State Department funding
for peace operations in Africa.33

The Lomé Peace Agreement was signed in July 1999. Portions of the
accord were highly controversial from an ethical perspective, including
the amnesty provided to RUF rebels, and the allocation of high-level
posts to RUF leaders in a power-sharing government. To many, this was
the equivalent of rewarding thugs and evildoers.34 Human rights orga-
nizations lambasted the Clinton administration as having kowtowed to
the rebels and sacrificed human rights for the political expedience of
getting the peace agreement signed. For Human Rights Watch, Lomé
“shook the concept of accountability to the core.” It represented a “major
retreat by all the parties—the U.N., the Clinton administration, the
others … the signal is that atrocities can be committed—especially if
they are frightening atrocities.”35 Figure 5.1 captures the policy process
through this phase of the crisis.

In terms of the logic of consequences, pressure to “do something” in
response to the mass atrocities occurring in Sierra Leone resonated

Figure 5.1 Strategic framing and persuasion, January–July 1999
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modestly with US and UN policy makers but was conditioned in tandem
with cost and risk factors. The traditional, low-risk, low-cost policy
response to civil wars was to support a political solution and, if desir-
able, serve as a key contributor to a negotiated settlement. In addition,
and for the United States, providing support to a regional peacekeeping
force was materially complementary to its evolving policy on involve-
ment in conflicts taking place in other parts of the worldwhere America’s
vital national interests were not perceived to be directly threatened. In
the aftermath of Somalia and Rwanda, US policy makers were con-
vinced that the most cost-effective response to mass atrocity cases like
Sierra Leone was to support financially and logistically the efforts of
others (e.g. the UN or regional organizations like ECOWAS). This would
help ensure African solutions to African problems.

In terms of the logic of appropriateness, facilitating the conditions
for the signing of Lomé was certainly a normatively appropriate policy
response for civil war. Concluding Lomé also was appropriate as a
response to the frame of Sierra Leone as a human rights emergency. With
a ceasefire in place and a commitment to end the hostilities, diplomats
in Washington and New York could reassure themselves that they had
not just done “something,” but that they had done the “right thing.”
Political and military stabilization would remove impediments from
humanitarian relief efforts, which in turn would have a positive effect
on human rights and humanitarian norms. The question remained,
however, as to how policy makers convinced themselves that the amnesty
provisions of Lomé and the “carrots” offered to the RUF senior lea-
dership in return for its signature constituted the “right thing to do” to
redress massive human rights atrocities. Human rights organizations
had lobbied policy makers on this issue, but human rights and huma-
nitarian norms here appear to have been trumped by political interests
and the urgency to get a settlement—any settlement—inked.

In terms of the logic of argumentation, there is evidence that policy
makers were open to communicative action with humanitarian actors
concerning the mass atrocities taking place in Sierra Leone during this
phase of the crisis. In large measure, however, the information provided
by these actors did not resonate differently from information policy
makers already possessed.

In New York, the signing of Lomé created an ebb in Sierra Leone’s
conflict cycle. The UN (and the United States) could claim that they
had “done something” about the mass atrocities in Sierra Leone. Peace
was now restored, at least on paper. For their part, humanitarian actors
were hopeful that the peace agreement would improve humanitarian
access and curtail human rights abuses. Some, like IRC, also expressed
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cautious optimism that ECOMOG would help facilitate the delivery of
humanitarian assistance. Most importantly, however, these organiza-
tions hoped that the RUF’s commitment to peace was genuine, even if
the terms of that peace made a mockery of human rights and huma-
nitarian norms. On all fronts, unfortunately, this optimism would soon
evaporate.

Sustaining the prevailing frame—“civil war/human rights emergency”

What the Arusha Agreement was to strategic framing in Rwanda, the
Lomé Agreement was to Sierra Leone. Signed under heavy-handed pres-
sure from the United States and the United Kingdom, the accord was a
normatively flawed, political expedient for achieving a fragile peace.36

Clinton administration officials defended the agreement, noting it was
between the signatories to decide on the palatability of its human rights
aspects.37 From US policy-maker perspectives Lomé was the instru-
ment that would help resolve both the civil war and the human rights
emergency, and therein bring the mass atrocities to an end. Now that
there was a peace to keep, the United States supported the authorization
of a multilateral peacekeeping mission for Sierra Leone, UNAMSIL.
Its mandate included civilian protection where individuals were under
imminent threat of physical violence. Washington then moved on to other
pressing matters like the crises in East Timor and Kosovo.

As the international community began implementing Lomé, how-
ever, it became clear that the agreement’s material and normative foun-
dations (including preventing and halting further war crimes and crimes
against humanity) were extremely tenuous. Almost as soon as UNAMSIL
peacekeepers deployed in the late fall of 1999, Sierra Leone was on the
verge of returning to civil war. The RUF began testing the military
resolve of the peacekeeping mission by flaunting the ceasefire. Rebels
ambushed UN troops and stole their military assets and weapons. In a
direct violation of Lomé, RUF leaders refused to allow their militias to
participate in the UN-led disarmament, demobilization, and reintegration
process.38

The human rights and humanitarian situation deteriorated rapidly,
and protection and security issues became more and more acute by
early 2000. International humanitarian NGOs and UN agencies faced a
growing number of obstacles that hindered their ability to operate effec-
tively. The RUF and other militia groups routinely harassed, detained,
or took hostage humanitarian aid workers; stole or looted their prop-
erty; hijacked aid transports; and commandeered relief supplies.39

Human rights atrocities against civilians escalated. In December 1999
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two Médecins sans Frontières (MSF) staff were held hostage for 10 days
by RUF rebels. In another incident, malnourished women and children
being given transport by an aid organization were kidnapped and forced
to accompany rebel militias back into the bush.40 These events and
rebel attacks on peacekeepers and ECOMOG forces suggested that the
situation on the ground was changing—it was becoming more and more
like a “security emergency.”41

This opened up political space for a possible frame challenge based
on the impediments facing both military and humanitarian actors in
Sierra Leone. Yet humanitarian staff exercised self-restraint in their roles
as norm entrepreneurs and initiators. Certainly, the changing condi-
tions on the ground could well have warranted a frame challenge, but
many organizations had their hands full simply trying to manage their
relationship with the rebels, the peacekeepers and ECOMOG, and the
government. They had little time to engage in coordinated advocacy
and strategic framing in such a dysfunctional working environment.
Besides, engaging in more vocal advocacy ran the risk of being further
criticized as agitators or rebel collaborators, or might even bring mili-
tary and humanitarian actors into closer working proximity, which was
anathema to organizations interested in preserving their independence.42

Many organizations resigned themselves to the fact that their advocacy
could backfire and render humanitarian programming more precarious
and less effective, not to mention generating false expectations based
on human rights and humanitarian norms.43

For their part, policy makers in Washington, DC, and New York
remained convinced that peace in Sierra Leone could still be achieved
by supporting ECOMOG, continuing humanitarian relief and sticking
to the peace accord. In particular, the international community and the
Kabbah government had come to rely on ECOMOG to handle the grow-
ing military threat posed by the rebels. The United States was more
than willing to help pay for the peace these troops could provide, to the
tune of tens of millions of US dollars.44 While unruly and corrupt,
ECOMOG forces were well-equipped, professionally trained, and had
the resolve to engage in offensive operations and incur casualties that
other nations, like the United States, were not.

In New York, Security Council members expressed concern that
attacks on humanitarian staff and civilians had not abated, and noted
that they appeared to have become more systematized over time. Others
emphasized that the council should seek ways to ensure that NGOs
and humanitarian staff received the protection they deserved.45 Most,
however, signaled optimism that as UNAMSIL, with its civilian pro-
tection mandate and partnering ECOMOG troops, was deployed
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across the country, improvements in the human rights situation would
follow. These issues turned out to be recurring themes in council debates
during the coming months, particularly when Nigeria announced it
would withdraw all of its troops from ECOMOG.46 This decision pro-
foundly altered the security environment on the ground in Sierra Leone.
The RUF viewed it as a green light to re-open the war in earnest.

The Nigerian withdrawal also necessitated rethinking of the US and
UN policy concerning both the security and the humanitarian situa-
tion in Sierra Leone. Pressure increased on US policy makers to con-
sider expanding UNAMSIL’s mandate to fill the vacuum that would be
left once the Nigerians returned home. Enhancing UNAMSIL’s man-
date also held out the possibility that human rights and humanitarian
norms undergirding many of the humanitarian dimensions of Lomé
might be implemented after all. Thus, by early 2000, the policy debates
in Washington, DC, and New York on Sierra Leone took on a new
urgency, owing to the fact that violence against not only innocent civi-
lians but also humanitarian workers and international peacekeepers
had once more become widespread and systematic.

In Washington, DC, the views on endorsing a stronger Chapter VII
mandate for UNAMSIL were generally positive. In New York, how-
ever, some council members cautioned that such a move would reveal
the imperfections of the Lomé Agreement and the shortcomings in its
implementation.47 Others accepted that in order for UNAMSIL to be
effective, new arrangements were needed, including an increase in the
authorized troop ceiling. The human rights dimensions of the crisis
underscored the importance of including in UNAMSIL’s mandate specific
provisions for civilian protection, including the ability to take necessary
action to defend civilians against mass atrocities.48 The United King-
dom, in particular, concurred that UNAMSIL’s mandate should be
formulated so as to respond effectively to all possible threats.49

Resolution 1289 was unanimously adopted on 7 February 2000, but
did little to improve the security emergency unfolding on the ground.
UNAMSIL experienced multiple deployment difficulties, struggled to
secure troop commitments, and many troop-contributing countries put
troops on offer who lacked proper equipment and/or training. Most
importantly, the mission proved completely incapable of discharging its
mandate, particularly the provisions related to civilian protection. Huma-
nitarian aid operations were able to access populations in some new areas
of the country, but by and large attacks on civilians and humanitarian
staff were becoming more egregious and widespread.50

In discussing with a senior humanitarian practitioner the near total
silence on the part of the humanitarian community during this phase
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of the policy debate, he emphasized that for his organization, the decision
not to challenge the prevailing frame in Sierra Leone at that juncture
was reached only after having weighed carefully its multiple operational
commitments and priorities, and evaluating the seriousness of the
security situation relative to other crises:

When conflict is bubbling rather than spiking, humanitarian actors
may not decide to try to influence policy… there can be more pitfalls
than rays of light if you try to formulate a strategy that requires pick-
ing and choosing … no one is going to say that they’re going to
look only at Sierra Leone—at the expense of the others.51

A former senior Catholic Relief Services staffer echoed this view and
stressed the importance of “knowing what else is going on in the NGO
world” before deciding to turn one’s organization to advocacy and stra-
tegic framing for a specific crisis at the possible cost to the work being
done in others. Moreover, he noted that even when a humanitarian orga-
nization decides to devote resources to strategic framing, the decision
may be poorly timed and the effort made less effective as a result.52

As the humanitarian and security situation in Sierra Leone deterio-
rated further, policy makers in Washington were again faced with the
dilemma of how to restore security and address the civilian suffering.
Some policy makers invoked norms associated with traditional security
interests, while others drew on human rights and humanitarian norms
in debating the way forward in Sierra Leone. For example, in arguing
against expanding UNAMSIL and strengthening its mandate, John
Bolton recalled images of failed multilateral interventions past and
emphasized that “[Sierra Leone is] exactly the kind of circumstance where
you don’t put a force in place because, in fact, the force can become
part of the problem, can become a target, as … we did in Somalia.”53

He made an impassioned appeal opposing the use of humanitarian
considerations in policy making and cautioned his colleagues against
the negative consequences of folding mass atrocity responses under the
umbrella of US national interests:

[h]umanitarian tragedy becomes in our national interest, a human
rights violation becomes in our national interest … there has been
a separation from what we call traditional national interest think-
ing that means there’s almost nothing that can’t justify the use of
American military force … And once you get to that point, it is a
small step, if any, to say that it justifies the presence of a UN
peacekeeping force.54
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In contrast, other policy makers, like Ambassador Richard Holbrooke,
urged their colleagues to support an expanded UNAMSIL, emphasiz-
ing that multilateral approaches were both cost-effective and an indis-
pensible tool to achieve US national interests. Drawing on human
rights and humanitarian norms, he argued that the violence in Sierra
Leone posed a distinct threat to American values and the United States
therefore had a “clear humanitarian interest in helping to consolidate
peace.”55 He also compared failure to support an expanded Sierra Leone
mission with the deleterious US decision to downsize the UN mission
in Rwanda five years previously, noting that the choice is “very stark in
Sierra Leone: Vote for a modest increase in peacekeepers, or face a real
blood bath.”56

Congress and the Clinton administration listened to these competing
views, but favored the status quo. Indeed, some members felt that divert-
ing resources from Bosnia and Kosovo to Sierra Leone would be “dis-
appointing.”57 The unraveling of the Lomé Agreement did not facilitate
an effective challenge to the prevailing frame of “civil war/human
rights emergency.” Where the decision was made by select humanitar-
ian organizations to weigh in on policy debates either in Washington,
DC, or New York, it was done in terms that were largely congruent
with existing policy-maker perceptions of the crisis. The impact of the
prevailing frame on policy-maker decision making is summarized in
Figure 5.2.

In terms of the logic of consequences, enhancing the humanitarian
relief effort in Sierra Leone was far less costly than developing a policy
to forcibly halt RUF atrocities, bring the rebels back to the negotiating

Figure 5.2 Strategic framing and persuasion, August 1999–April 2000
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table or coercing them to honor its commitments to all aspects of the peace
agreement. Both US and UN policy makers clearly understood that
the Lomé Agreement had fallen apart. Putting it back on track was
Sierra Leone’s responsibility, not the international community’s. So,
despite warnings by policy makers that the “international community
is watching,”58 policy makers largely agreed that any policy shift invol-
ving robust reaction (beyond authorizing resolution 1289) would incur
high risks and costs. There was virtually no pressure coming from the
international humanitarian community to suggest that a policy shift
would be either desirable or feasible, in spite of the mounting evidence
that systematic and widespread mass atrocity crimes were being perpe-
trated against civilians. The prevailing dual frame of “civil war/human
rights emergency” could be pragmatically addressed through existing
policy, with minor adjustments at the margins.

In terms of the logic of appropriateness, the prevailing frame high-
lighted that it was normatively appropriate to focus on resurrecting a
peace agreement and to continue humanitarian relief operations. Ques-
tions of accountability for rebel atrocities could be addressed once the
parties had reestablished the terms for peace. Even as humanitarian
suffering became more severe, the development of a strategic frame
that would reflect this simply was not forthcoming. As a former State
Department official noted, Sierra Leone was portrayed by international
humanitarian NGOs and US intelligence sources as, “the tribal busi-
ness of rogues running around committing gross violations of human
rights. [Policy makers] viewed it as an outrage against humanity—and
while refugees were fleeing into [neighboring states], which also [gave
it] elements of a threat to regional peace and security, the problem was
that the region that was threatened wasn’t all that important.”59

In terms of the logic of argumentation, it is unclear whether policy
makers would have been open to the possibility of being persuaded to
support stronger policy responses in Sierra Leone. Aside from the
escalation of violence (bubbling, but not spiking), much of it against
peacekeepers, humanitarian staff, as well as civilians, there was little new
information about the conflict and no clear evidence that the situation
warranted a challenger frame. Generating a strategic challenger frame,
had humanitarian organizations sought this path, would have been diffi-
cult to pursue without strong evidence—something these actors simply
did not have, given how restricted their access to vulnerable commu-
nities had become. Most importantly, perhaps, and given the multitude
of humanitarian commitments elsewhere, creating a challenger frame
for Sierra Leone would have been difficult to justify internally and
externally.
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A frame challenge, but not from humanitarian organizations—from
“civil war/human rights emergency” to “security emergency”

While policy makers remained satisfied that existing policy was suffi-
cient in addressing the crisis the RUF capitalized on the departure of
ECOMOG forces, the backbone of UNAMSIL. They brazenly attacked
the remaining troops and, as the last ECOMOG contingent exited
Sierra Leone in early May 2000, the RUF took a contingent of Zambian
and Kenyan UNAMSIL peacekeepers hostage, killing four Kenyan
troops.60 International humanitarian NGOs immediately withdrew their
expatriate staff from areas outside the capital. Fearing a repeat of the
Freetown siege, many organizations evacuated Sierra Leone altogether
and most did not return for several months.61

The UN expressed “grave concern” and blamed Sankoh for leaving
the Lomé Agreement in tatters.62 Within days, the rebels abducted
hundreds more peacekeepers, many of whom had been deployed to
rescue their fellow soldiers, bringing the total held in various locations
around the country to nearly 500. It was the most devastating attack
against UN peacekeepers since 24 Pakistani forces were killed in Somalia
by militias in 1992, and 10 Belgian troops were murdered in Rwanda
by Hutu extremists in 1994. Sierra Leone’s UN Ambassador lamented,
“it is not only a bad omen for the U.N. in Africa. It’s a bad omen for
the U.N. everywhere in the world.”63 The Secretary-General noted
dryly, “[o]bviously, it’s not an ideal situation … It’s not the proudest
moment of the force.”64 Indeed, peacekeeping had been brought to its
knees, dealt possibly what some believed to be a fatal blow: “Sierra
Leone has put the U.N.’s blueprint for peacekeeping at a crossroads.
After failures in Somalia and Rwanda, the U.N. needs to make Sierra
Leone work, or risk losing global credibility.”65

In Washington, DC, and New York, policy makers recognized that
the prevailing frame no longer mirrored conditions on the ground.
Sierra Leone was now perceived as a “security emergency.” Clinton
administration officials organized interagency meetings between the
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), Defense Department, and National
Security Council, but took no policy decisions.

In New York, the frame of Sierra Leone as a “security emergency”
began resonating with policy makers, and UN member states demanded
a response.66 The Secretary-General urged Security Council members
to endorse an immediate and radical change in UN policy toward Sierra
Leone. His appeals to key Security Council members for ground troops
to participate in a rapid reaction force, however, fell upon deaf ears.
African leaders expressed profound disappointment at this reluctance,
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arguing “[w]hen it is Kosovo you are there in one minute and spend
billions. When it’s East Timor you are there. When it is Africa, there are
all sorts of excuses.”67

As the human rights and humanitarian situation continued to worsen
over the following weeks, widespread reports surfaced of summary execu-
tions, abductions, forced conscription of children, forced labor, systema-
tic rape and sexual violence against civilians, and the destruction and
looting of civilian property.68 Forced to evacuate more than 250 UN
civilian and humanitarian agency staff, the Secretary-General on the one
hand implored member states to not allow Sierra Leoneans to succumb
to the atrocities being perpetrated against them. On the other hand, he
seemed resigned to the possibility that security in the region would
forever be impacted by the lack of political will to respond: “[w]e know
that the international community was not ready to go to Rwanda… [a]fter
Sierra Leone, I think there’s going to be very little encouragement for any
[member states] to get involved in operations in Africa.”69

Back in Washington, DC, the worsening humanitarian crisis put
the Clinton administration’s foreign policy reputation under increased
scrutiny. As The New York Times reported:

[a]fter Mogadishu, President Clinton chose to shy away from risking
such casualties or humiliation again; after Rwanda, he said geno-
cide could not be tolerated again … But those are incompatible
goals, and in its twilight months, the Clinton administration is
strangled by its own constraints … A collapse of the peacekeeping
mission in Sierra Leone could portend far more than just the loss
of a military effort in a small, desperate West African country. At
stake, some officials argue, is the prestige of the United States within
the United Nations.70

The media equally condemned the international community’s dithering
as a “half-baked middle ground” response, noting that the “lesson of
Somalia” had “hobbled the … response to genocide in Rwanda and it
continues to resonate in Sierra Leone.”71

Amid the political wrangling in Washington, DC, and New York,
however, political space had opened for a UK-led bridging mission in
Sierra Leone, Operation Palliser. The British had readied plans for a
non-combatant evacuation operation (NEO) in Sierra Leone prior to
the hostage crisis. London had authorized a similar mission in early
1999, Operation Basilica, to evacuate its nationals during the siege of
Freetown. Thus, when it became clear that British citizens were at risk
from the escalating insecurity, UK troops were deployed to Sierra
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Leone. The first mission contingents arrived in Freetown on 6 May and
were joined the next day by aviation assets and paratroopers.72

The operation quickly accomplished its objectives, but commanders
on the ground felt strongly that its withdrawal would not only imperil
the UN mission, but also precipitate the fall of the Kabbah govern-
ment and unleash more mass atrocities. The decision was taken on the
ground to expand the mission. London approved, Washington, DC, and
New York nodded in agreement, and Operation Palliser was trans-
formed into a quasi-humanitarian intervention. The initial force was
augmented by air and naval assets, including some 4,500 British special
forces, soldiers, commandos, paratroopers, sailors, and marines.73 British
troops secured Lungi airport and established a staging area to ensure
the safety of incoming flights, including humanitarian relief shipments.
Ground forces also assisted the government and UNAMSIL in shoring
up security until troops from other countries arrived to reinforce the
mission.74 When asked about the mission’s duration, British High Com-
missioner Alan Jones emphasized that it was not “their intention to
leave in the short term,” and that Operation Palliser would “be there
for a little while yet.”75

Within a week of the intervention, the rationale shifted from rescu-
ing UK nationals and propping up UNAMSIL and government forces,
to, as then Prime Minister Tony Blair claimed, “do everything we respon-
sibly can to safeguard democracy.”76 Western journalists in Sierra Leone
reported seeing British soldiers in areas of the country well away from
Freetown and near the front lines with UNAMSIL and government
troops.77 What had begun as a limited NEO was now a much larger
mission, with troops prepared to use force in self-defense and to pro-
tect humanitarian relief efforts. The mission lacked a specific mandate
to protect Sierra Leoneans, but by helping government and UNAMSIL
forces regain a decisive military advantage against the rebels, the mass
atrocities diminished rapidly. The British Broadcasting Corporation
(BBC) reported, “[f]rom the beginning, the eight Royal Navy ships and
thousands of British military personnel sent to Sierra Leone seemed a
suspiciously large force just for an evacuation of foreign nationals. Now
we know why.”78

As conditions in and around Freetown stabilized, humanitarian access
was slowly restored. Policy makers in Washington, DC, and New York
turned their attention to debating new policy options for Sierra Leone.
As was the case earlier in the war, the contributions made by humani-
tarian actors to this process were indirect and somewhat ad hoc. Few,
if any, international humanitarian NGOs were in a position to coordi-
nate a strong frame challenge, given that many had evacuated the
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country, while others were dispersed, and had low street credibility. Fur-
thermore, those humanitarian actors remaining in Sierra Leone were
reportedly pleasedwith the results created by Operation Palliser. Security
conditions improved dramatically in and around Freetown. Two former
State Department officials noted that among the humanitarian orga-
nizations with which they had spoken, many were convinced that the
UK intervention was the “right” thing to do at the time. It was clear that
with a highly skilled but small force, much could be done and the military
presence became viewed by NGOs as vital to allowing humanitarian
staff to carry out their work.79

Back in Washington, DC, Clinton administration officials attempted
to convince anyone who would listen that the United States was not
writing off Sierra Leone as it had Rwanda. They emphasized to the media
that President Clinton was “very, very seriously determined not to turn
his back on [Sierra Leone].”80 This position was difficult to defend, given
that the administration was totally unwilling to commit to enforcing a
peace or take decisive steps to protect civilians from ongoing mass atro-
cities. Reflecting on the trend developing in terms of Western response
to mass atrocities, The NewYork Times noted cleverly, “DemocraticMan
has three stark choices if he wants to salve his conscience: Fight, pay
someone else to fight, or stay home andwait for an easier peace to keep.”81

Indeed, the United States had come to rely more and more on option
number two: support the UN and regional arrangements to handle crises
like Sierra Leone and ensure that multilateral policy did not involve
deploying US troops. For example, State Department officials condemned
the RUF actions as “outrageous” and “criminal,”82 but also argued that
this was very much a “Security Council issue” and not solely a US for-
eign policy issue. As a partial (and hopefully more fully baked) solu-
tion, the United States and United Kingdom jointly pressed Security
Council members to support the return of Nigerian contingents from
ECOMOG to UNAMSIL. According to one official, the Clinton admin-
istration was “pressing the U.K. to go [into Sierra Leone] with fuller
force [and] to provide supervision and shore up UNAMSIL—not to
leave UNAMSIL with troops that weren’t prepared.”83

Policy makers from different parts of the Clinton administration
pushed these preferences along parallel tracks. US officials met with
the Secretary-General and British officials to discuss requirements for
strengthening UNAMSIL. In particular, the United States lobbied for
Nigerian troops to be “blue-helmeted” back into the mission.84 The
Pentagon then took the rather rare step of dispatching a team of nego-
tiators to Abuja to persuade the Nigerians to send at least two battalions
to Sierra Leone.
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Congress was not supportive of this policy, and many members felt
they had been burned in supporting resolution 1289, which expanded
UNAMSIL and provided it with a civilian protection mandate. Because
the mission had proven itself incapable of dealing with the rebels and
could not shore itself up to protect civilians from mass atrocities, policy
makers were loath to debate any policy options that could draw the
United States into a wider conflict.

The debate was informed mainly by references to norms associated
with traditional perceptions of security. However, policy makers also
argued that the window dressing that was being passed off as effective
civilian protection policy in the case of Sierra Leone reflected US short-
sightedness and a failure to learn valuable lessons from earlier mass
atrocity cases. For example, Senator Rod Grams (R-MN) expressed his
dissatisfaction with multilateral peace operations generally and the
pace of UN reform in New York specifically, arguing:

It’s my considered opinion that 500 kidnapped UN peacekeepers
and rebels riding around in UN armored personnel carriers reflect
a lot more than weakness in the [Department of Peacekeeping
Operations]. It reflects a shortsighted and ill-planned U.S. approach
that is willing to jeopardize the future of UN peacekeeping for a
symbolic show of support for engagement in Africa—a feel-good
operation with no impact on keeping civilians safe … [h]aven’t we
learned anything in the last couple of years?85

Other portions of the debate hinted at a Rwanda redux. Grams queried
his colleagues as to whether the ideal solution in Sierra Leone would
be to withdraw UNAMSIL completely. Clinton administration officials
implored Congress to support a policy that would convince Nigerian
troops to deploy back into the country and do everything possible to
ensure that UNAMSIL was brought up to its fully authorized troop
ceiling in order to effectively discharge its mandate, including civilian
protection.86 Indeed, the “logic” of relying on regional or multilateral
responses, according to anonymous US officials, was that “each region
looks after its own trouble spots. Thus, NATO [the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization] intervened in Bosnia and Kosovo, the Australians
went to Timor last year and the West Africans may be poised to enforce
the peace in Sierra Leone.”87 Within the Clinton administration, policy
makers were quoted as saying, “[T]he argument was straightforward:
What is the United States national interest in Sierra Leone? There aren’t
any, other than humanitarian interests … So, … the administration
favored countries of the region sending troops.”88 National Security
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Advisor Sandy Berger further qualified US preference for a regional
solution to the crisis involving Nigerian troops: “[w]e are working clo-
sely with the Nigerians, who I think are prepared to go into Sierra
Leone in a more robust way. When they were there, they were able to
hold back these really outrageous rebel elements and I think it would
be good for them to go back in.”89

Human rights and humanitarian norms informed the US under-
standing of the crisis and what was needed to resolve it, and certainly
helped shape support for a more robust policy to halt mass atrocities
taking place in Sierra Leone. However, they did not resonate sufficiently
to support American troop commitments in the service of these goals.
Indeed, the United States offered to do just about everything needed to
get the Nigerians into the field—including providing them with air trans-
port, communications equipment, and other logistical support. Thus,
these norms were not self-applied. Rather, they were externally pro-
jected to other nations within the international community, suggesting
that someone else act first (but with US backing)—a “do as I say, not
as I do” approach to handling mass atrocities.

When measured against Clinton administration policy during the
Rwanda crisis, the US response in Sierra Leone reflected higher levels of
engagement, including how to prevent or halt mass atrocities. Unfor-
tunately, its offers of assistance to induce other nations to deploy their
troops into the field proved hollow. To help airlift Nigerian troops into
Sierra Leone, the United States planned to charge the UN three times the
price of a regular, commercial transport (between US$17 million and $21
million). The UN turned down the exorbitantly costly arrangement and
instead chartered a commercial airliner, saving itself over $10 million.90

In New York, Security Council members stepped up deliberations
regarding UNAMSIL’s troop ceiling and the scope of its mandate. At
issue was whether to authorize the mission to engage in peace enfor-
cement operations where necessary to implement its duties, including
civilian protection from mass atrocity threats. Most council members
supported increasing the number of troops deployed under the mission.
However, they were divided in their support for the proposal to transform
UNAMSIL into a peace enforcement mission. The Secretary-General
favored this option, emphasizing that Sierra Leoneans were entitled to
expect humanitarian assistance and protection.91 Others, like Djibouti,
accused the council of pursuing “peacekeeping on the cheap” by provid-
ing UNAMSIL with neither an adequate mandate nor proper troops to
accomplish it. This, its delegate argued, “is tragically laughable when set
against the mammoth efforts in power, arms and resources seen inKosovo,
East Timor or Bosnia … Sadly, it was not the first capitulation to
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warlords in Africa … This is, in many respects, the situation we have
seen in Somalia.”92

Non-members of the council participating in the debate, however,
including Portugal (representing the European Union), Pakistan and
India (both UNAMSIL troop contributors), felt that the root of the
emergency facing UNAMSIL and the UN did not derive from a flawed
mandate. With properly equipped and trained troops, they argued,
UNAMSIL should be able to discharge its duties, including addressing
the security threat posed by the RUF and in protecting civilians from
further mass atrocities.93

While some council members characterized the situation on the ground
as a “security emergency” that represented an unacceptable affront by
“outlaws” to both peacekeeping and the world organization, other mem-
bers invoked human rights and humanitarian norms to support trans-
forming UNAMSIL in ways that would allow it to protect civilians
effectively. For example, India urged council members not to consider
withdrawing UNAMSIL, noting that “[i]n Rwanda in 1994, in a compar-
able crisis, when peacekeepers came under threat, the United Nations
decided to abandon the operation, with consequences that no one would
wish to see repeated.”94 The Sierra Leone delegate added that “[e]very
individual, irrespective of nationality, race or creed, has an inalienable
right to the safety and security of his or her person.”95

Two related events shaped US andUN policy-maker preferences during
this phase of the crisis. First, Sankoh was captured and taken into cus-
tody on 17 May. Rebel threats to take more UN peacekeepers hostage
if Sankoh was not released immediately did not materialize, however. It
soon became clear that the RUF was fragmenting and Operation Pal-
liser’s successes were helping turn the political and military tides deci-
sively against the rebels. Second, British Minister of Defence Geoffrey
Hoon announced in late May that the British force in Sierra Leone had
completed its goals and would depart in mid-June.96 The combined
effect of these events alleviated any pressure the United States might
have felt to enhance UNAMSIL’s capability to fulfill its civilian pro-
tection mandate.

On 19 May the UN unanimously adopted Security Council resolu-
tion 1299, which increased UNAMSIL’s troop ceiling from 11,100 to
13,000.97 It noted that the security conditions on the ground warranted
the increase, and left the mission’s mandate unchanged. The resolution
represented a small step in the direction of further shoring up UNAMSIL.
The Clinton administration continued to engage UN officials on the
issue of mandate expansion for the next month. The issue of civilian
protection was discussed as it related to UNAMSIL’s mandate, but the
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focus was mainly on supporting Kabbah’s sovereign power against the
rebels, and defending the UN mission and humanitarian relief opera-
tions against additional security threats. With additional deployments
of well-equipped troops, UNAMSIL successfully launched a July offen-
sive operation to rescue the remaining 230 peacekeepers still being held
hostage by the RUF.98 This “victory” for UN forces did much to
enhance both UNAMSIL’s and the UN’s image on the world stage.

Congress discussed US policy in Sierra Leone on one occasion fol-
lowing Operation Palliser and UNAMSIL’s successful hostage rescue
mission. Arguments were made in support of further strengthening
UNAMSIL’s mandate, particularly as a corrective against “the machete-
wielding RUF,” and concluded that if UNAMSIL collapsed, Sierra
Leone would “implode.”99 On 4 August 2000 the Security Council unan-
imously adopted resolution 1313, which officially declared the Lomé
Peace Agreement a dead letter. More importantly, the resolution radi-
cally overhauled UNAMSIL’s mandate, authorizing its troops to deter
and, where necessary, decisively counter the threat of RUF attack by
responding robustly to any hostile actions or threat of imminent and
direct use of force, including to protect civilians, UN and humanitarian
staff, and facilitate humanitarian operations.

In terms of the logic of consequences, the Clinton administration
and the Security Council recognized by May 2000 that policy in Sierra
Leone was failing—sustaining it was becoming far more costly than
taking the steps necessary to change it. The UN hostage crisis jolted
council members into realizing that it was at serious risk of fielding yet
another peace operation that could not accomplish its mandate. The
reputation effects of inaction (or withdrawing the mission) were simply
too great. Relying on UNAMSIL to fill the void left by the departure
of ECOMOG troops was also no longer feasible. The “security emer-
gency” created by the events of May 2000 also reflected the fact that the
Lomé Agreement had failed and should no longer guide policy-maker
decision making. Congress balked at providing more support for a fail-
ing policy, and council members grew increasingly hesitant to deploy
their militaries to a UN mission unable to defend its own troops, let
alone innocent civilians, from rebel thugs.

Moreover, US foreign policy in Africa relied increasingly on the UN
(or regional arrangements) to “do something” when crises erupted in
faraway places where its national interests were limited to humanitarian
and democratic values. Sierra Leone’s civil war was just such a crisis—
albeit one characterized as well by mass atrocity crimes. The RUF
threatened to fully incapacitate the UN mission and, in so doing, civi-
lians would be subjected to more suffering and violence. A policy shift
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was necessary to reduce costs and reduce risks—and overcome this new
security threat. Supporting a strengthened UNAMSIL proved con-
gruent with the strategic frame of “security emergency.” By supporting
measures whereby UN member states fulfilled their commitments to
shore up the force and ensured it could carry out its mandate, the Clinton
administration would avoid becoming embroiled more deeply in the
crisis. Giving the UN a fighting chance to help end the civil war and
mass atrocities occurring in Sierra Leone was a materially pragmatic
policy option.

In terms of the logic of appropriateness, US and UN policy makers
agreed that continuing its support of pursuing “peace on the cheap”
would also be likely to generate dire humanitarian consequences. Mass
atrocity crimes were far more likely to increase, not decrease, unless a
policy change were found. It is important to recall that in the case of
Rwanda, US policy makers publicly were convinced that downsizing
UNAMIR I at what turned out to be the height of the genocide was
the “right” thing to do because it would remove peacekeepers from
harm’s way. Some six years later, the Clinton administration and the
Security Council had reversed themselves on this issue—but not neces-
sarily because policy makers had deeply internalized human rights and
humanitarian norms. A consensus emerged that peace on the cheap
would not only put UN peacekeepers, civilians, and the Sierra Leone
government at greater risk, but that it had the potential to threaten vitally
the very doctrine of peacekeeping. Therefore, downsizing UNAMSIL
would be completely inappropriate at such a critical time. Augmenting
the force with a sufficient number of troops who were highly trained

Figure 5.3 Strategic framing and persuasion, May–August 2000
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and well equipped was the “right” thing to do to counter RUF attacks
and implement its mandate. Doing nothing or withdrawing the mission
would almost certainly result in further human rights atrocities, but it
would also cause irreparable damage to an institution upon which the
United States had increasingly come to rely as a key component of its
foreign policy. Within the Security Council, member states alluded to
the legacy of Rwanda to make a case for staying the course in Sierra
Leone, and invoked a human rights and humanitarian imperative to
get the policy right.100

In terms of the logic of argumentation, policy makers in Washing-
ton, DC, and New York were open to being persuaded by arguments
prompting reconsideration of the prevailing frame. Communicative action
during the period was high, relative to earlier periods in the civil war.
The search for a policy alternative in Sierra Leone consisted of multiple
paths being pursued by different parts of the Clinton administration,
the UK government, the UN, and the Security Council. The role of
humanitarian actors as norm entrepreneurs or initiators during the debate
was minimal, yet human rights and humanitarian norms still formed part
of the dialogue over what the most materially feasible and normatively
appropriate policy should be in response to the Sierra Leone crisis.

Conclusion

The contributions humanitarian actors made to the strategic framing
process in Sierra Leone followed a different path than past efforts in
Somalia and Rwanda. Moreover, the manner in which human rights and
humanitarian norms featured in and impacted the US and UN policy
debates also differed from those crises. In Sierra Leone, the humanitarian
community deliberately delimited their participation in the policy-making
processes taking place in Washington, DC, and New York.

Much like the role human rights and humanitarian norms played in
the case of Somalia, where it was possible to invoke them to help justify
both the strengthening of UNAMSIL’s mandate and Operation Palliser,
so much the better in terms of public relations and legitimacy. How-
ever, the norms that mobilized political will in the Sierra Leone case
were those associated with security and self-defense. The possibility of
intervention sprung forth as a result of rapidly changing security con-
ditions on the ground and after consultations between key members
of the Security Council and the Secretary-General, the United King-
dom affirmed its decision to intervene militarily. Where human rights
and humanitarian norms helped shape policy-maker understandings of
the crisis as a “human rights emergency,” they may also have helped
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motivate the expansion of the UK intervention mandate within days of
the initial troop deployment to allow for the use of force to rout the rebel
groups that had been perpetrating most of the mass atrocity crimes,
and protect the delivery of humanitarian assistance and humanitarian
staff. As was the case of Somalia, however, protecting the civilian popu-
lation’s human rights in Sierra Leone was secondary to other protection
priorities and interests.

This case also reflects how important it is for humanitarian actors to
understand the preferences underlying and associated with human rights
and humanitarian norms and their strategic framing efforts. International
humanitarian NGOs in this case did not attempt to generate strategic
challenger frames they could not justify or legitimate on human rights,
humanitarian, or other normative grounds. When the humanitarian situa-
tion did not warrant a frame challenge, humanitarian actors stayed on
the policy-making sidelines. When key moments in the conflict cycle
could have necessitated (or did necessitate) a frame challenge, many of
these organizations made deliberate choices about where best to allocate
resources and how best to uphold their various operational commit-
ments elsewhere. These calculations (strategic in the sense of organiza-
tional behavior) rendered framing through use of human rights and
humanitarian norms largely a moot issue.

Perhaps most importantly, the Sierra Leone crisis illustrates that when
human rights and humanitarian norms are integrated into a strategic
frame that addresses a mass atrocity crisis, the validity claims that are
generated do not necessarily channel policy makers toward one parti-
cular policy response over another. These norms may, instead, merely
reinforce the status quo, as has been demonstrated by the “civil war/
human rights emergency” frame. Human rights and humanitarian norms
can, however, help modify policy maker understandings of the under-
lying causes of mass atrocity cases and may even generate high levels
of affect and resonance. However, such effects always occur in tandem
with many other factors, including what the global humanitarian crisis
landscape looks like at any given moment.

At no time during the policy debates in Washington, DC, and New
York over Sierra Leone did human rights and humanitarian norms
directly mobilize political will to support humanitarian intervention.
Where use of force in this case was rationalized, it was through refer-
ence to norms associated with conventional or realist perceptions of
“security”—not liberal, internationalist visions of human rights. The
expansion of UNAMSIL’s mandate to include use of force directly
reflects this. Until it was given the ability to proactively counter RUF
threats, UNAMSIL was at high risk of defeat. The effect of human
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rights and humanitarian norms on this policy outcomewas more indirect.
UNAMSIL had a strong mandate to protect civilians. The mission was
not, however, deployed with troops that could realize this part of the
mandate and, as the violence against UNAMSIL escalated, so too were
the atrocities being perpetrated against civilians. Shoring up the mis-
sion was appropriate, given the surge in mass atrocities, but it was also
feasible, given the right kind of troops.

Map 5.1 Sierra Leone, Map No. 3902 Rev. 5, January 2004
Source: (United Nations, Department of Field Support, Cartographic Section)
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6 Strategic framing, norms, and
civilian protection
Can R2P succeed where humanitarian
intervention has failed?

� Strategic framing effectiveness
� Human rights and humanitarian norms, strategic framing, and

resonance
� Human rights and humanitarian norms, intervention, and lessons

for R2P
� Conclusion

[W]e very much hope that the prevention side [of R2P] will be successful
enough that we don’t have to rely on the other side so much—the
response side.1

In 2011 the Security Council authorized the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) to use all necessary measures to enforce a no-fly
zone over Libya, in order to protect civilians and civilian populated
areas.2 It was the first time since the 1999 NATO-led intervention in
Kosovo that the international community of states had agreed to use force
against another state without its consent, and the first time responsi-
bility to protect (R2P) rhetoric served as an explicit justification for
military intervention to protect civilians since the International Com-
mission on Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS) institutionalized
the concept in 2001.

So what explains humanitarian intervention in Libya? Certainly the
political debate drew heavily on human rights and humanitarian norms,
and the nature of atrocities being perpetrated by Libya against its own
people. US policy makers argued Qadhafi had “forfeited his responsibility
to protect his own citizens and created a serious need for immediate
humanitarian assistance and protection.”3 President Barack Obama cau-
tioned that inaction courted “the prospect of violence on a horrific scale,”
and that, left unchecked, the impending massacre at Benghazi “would



have reverberated across the region and stained the conscience of the
world.”4 Indeed, Qadhafi’s vitriolic rhetoric was highly reminiscent of
Rwandan hate radio broadcasts in 1994, possibly signaling to policy
makers that if they failed to take decisive and immediate action, a
bloodbath would ensue.5

Yet despite the appeals to human rights and humanitarian norms in
the Libya case, the truth remains that these norms are still generally
honored more in their breach. There is some truth after all to the argu-
ment that the “sunset” of humanitarian intervention has drawn nigh,
and that the political will to act decisively and robustly to protect civilians
from mass atrocities has “evaporated at the outset of the new millen-
nium.”6 Moreover, resolution 1973 should in no way be understood as
reflecting the deep internalization of civilian protection norms. Council
members were riven on the Libya case.7 Ultimately, intervention was
made palatable to veto-wielding China and Russia by securing support
from the League of Arab States (LAS) and the Organization of the
Islamic Conference (OIC). Even with these accommodations, however,
five nations abstained: Brazil, China, Germany, India, and Russia.

What the Libya case points up is that skeptics who claim that aspira-
tional norms only influence policy when vital national interest operates,
may have a point. Arguing that states always act in their self-interest,
including in cases of humanitarian intervention, however, tells us little
about how the scope and range of those interests evolve over time. Such
arguments obscure whether the national (and by extension, global) inter-
est takes human rights and humanitarian norms into account when
considering whether to support the often costly and risky, but possibly
morally necessary, business of humanitarian intervention.

This book analyzes the effects of human rights and humanitarian
norms, and strategic framing on policy making in mass atrocity cases.
Questions guiding the study included: Under what conditions do human
rights and humanitarian norms resonate with policy makers in mass
atrocity cases? What motivates policy makers to invoke human rights
and humanitarian norms in justifying their support for policies aimed at
preventing and halting mass atrocity crimes, including the use of
military force?

The findings generated by the three case studies—Somalia, Rwanda,
and Sierra Leone—suggest that human rights and humanitarian norms
on their own are necessary but not sufficient to help build the requisite
political will to respond robustly and effectively in halting or ending
mass atrocity crimes. Moreover, I find slight evidence to suggest that
invoking human rights and humanitarian norms raises the likelihood
of humanitarian intervention. In the two cases where use of force

Strategic framing, norms, civilian protection 157



resulted—Somalia and Sierra Leone—the impact of human rights and
humanitarian norms was secondary to other norms more closely asso-
ciated with security and self-defense. Moreover, the Rwanda case demon-
strates convincingly that when these norms are embeddedwithin strategic
frames like “genocide,” they may generate validity claims among policy
makers that point toward inaction or status quo policy preferences,
rather than helping marshal support for stronger action.

Perhaps most importantly, however, it is clear that the use of human
rights and humanitarian norms in policy-making debates has become
both more highly specified and more common since the 1990s. During
the Somalia and Rwanda policy debates, human rights and humanitar-
ian norms resonated with policy makers who were focused on both the
need for and measures to either help peacekeepers protect themselves
from mass atrocity crimes or to ensure the security and effectiveness of
humanitarian relief operations and staff—but not specifically to protect
civilians. In the case of Sierra Leone, however, we see for the first time a
peacekeeping mission mandate being given express responsibilities to
protect civilians and a robust policy debate concerning civilian protection.

Because of their role as norm entrepreneurs, the work of international
humanitarian nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) is highlighted,
alongside analysis of other actors whose efforts involved elevating
human rights and humanitarian norms within strategic frames and
policy debates. The strategic frames these actors developed and carried
forward into debates occurring both in Washington, DC, and New York
were important mechanisms through which aspirational norms entered
into the contested domain of policy making. When a frame was pre-
sented that resonated strongly with the three decision-making logics,
persuasion and policy change were more likely to occur. By studying
whether and how policy maker preferences regarding the use of force
for civilian protection purposes were shaped by strategic frames where
human rights and humanitarian norms were embedded, we are better
able to gauge how political will is (or is not) mobilized to prevent and
halt mass atrocity crimes.

The role of ideas, including those communicated by human rights
and humanitarian norms through strategic framing, is central to any
explanation of policy decisions concerning mass atrocity cases, includ-
ing the use of force. Granted, it is always possible that politicians will
employ public rhetoric laden with values and ideas about humanity
and human rights to mask the pursuit of strategic interests. This may
well turn out to be the case in Libya, as claims have emerged that the
intervention was simply a pretext for regime change to serve the inter-
ests of great powers, not a noble gesture to protect civilians.8 However,
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nothing akin to “pure will” exists in political life.9 Therefore, the publicly
articulated rationale for humanitarian intervention cannot be made to
depend on themoral purity of policymakers. It also holds then, that policy
maker decisions to support or oppose humanitarian intervention can
never be attributed to material interests or ideational interests in isolation
from one another. Mixed motives undergird policy decisions in virtually
all issue areas, including R2P and humanitarian intervention.

Strategic framing effectiveness

Table 6.1 illustrates the range of factors that shape strategic frames and
affect the logics of decision making among policy makers. There are at
least three corollary factors that help determine when and how strategic
framing will be effective in establishing validity claims based on human
rights and humanitarian norms with policy makers: the ability to capi-
talize on information asymmetries; exploiting communicative action
opportunities with policy makers; and strong levels of coordination.
These conditions are each discussed below.

Table 6.1 Strategic framing factors affecting logics of decision making

Logic of
consequences

Logic of
appropriateness

Logic of
argumentation

Prior-held belief(s) is/are absent
or weak

X

Current policy is failing and/or
posing high risks/costs

X X

New information fits logically
with prior-held information

X X

New information has strong
intrinsic value or is normatively
or materially salient/appealing

X X X

Liking and trust by policy
maker of actor(s) presenting
new information or views

X X X

Frequency of interactions
between policy actors

X

Empathy levels are enhanced by
exposure to new information
and/or proposed solutions

X X

Broader political environment
is conducive to exploration of
new frames and solutions to a
problem

X X X
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Information asymmetries

Where humanitarian actors were able to leverage information asymme-
tries in their favor, human rights and humanitarian norms were readily
integrated into strategic frames like “human rights emergency” and
“genocide.” In the case of Somalia, for example, international humani-
tarian NGOs were perceived as (and actually were) primary sources of
information. Policy makers in Washington, DC, and New York, and the
international media relied almost exclusively upon them for information
about the nature of the food emergency, the atrocities, the warlords,
and the security situation. Humanitarian actors had the potential to
play that same role in Rwanda, but were unable to marshal convincing,
corroborated information and evidence to policy makers about the chan-
ging conditions on the ground. This significantly decreased the likelihood
that the human rights and humanitarian norms embedded within their
strategic frames would resonate strongly with policy makers. In the
case of Sierra Leone, humanitarian actors were not perceived by policy
makers as critical conduits of information and this provides a partial
explanation for why human rights and humanitarian norms were not
as effectively communicated through strategic framing in that case.

Credible information that taps human rights and humanitarian norms
increases the likelihood that policy makers will be willing to engage in
communicative action opportunities. This, in turn, increases the like-
lihood that policy-maker preferences can be reshaped through persuasion.
Human rights and humanitarian norms that constitute mass atrocity
crimes derive from longstanding provisions found within international
human rights and humanitarian legal instruments and frameworks. These
norms are largely proscriptive—violation of them contributes to the
erosion of international peace and security, and denigrates the fabric of
humanity. They apply not only to crimes of genocide, but also war crimes,
ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity. These norms were found
to be most prevalent in the “human rights emergency” and “genocide”
frames.

When effective, these norms should generate strong validity claims,
which can assist policy makers in identifying appropriate and feasible
policy options, typically involving support for, or expansion of, huma-
nitarian relief operations; securing humanitarian operations usingmilitary
force; and in some cases, using intervention to protect the victims of crimes
that violate these norms. To a lesser degree, human rights and huma-
nitarian norms formed part of the strategic frame of “food emergency”—
but mainly as they related to perceptions of human suffering being caused
by the inability of vulnerable populations to access life-saving relief and
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assistance. Famine, one outcome of a “food emergency,” can occur natu-
rally through recurrent drought or some other major environmental
disaster. It can also occur through the withholding of food as a weapon
of war. In the Somalia case, for example, human rights and humanitarian
norms generated cues suggesting that the unfolding food emergency
was being caused both by man-made as well as natural acts.

Communicative action opportunities

Effectively communicating human rights and humanitarian norms to
policy makers through strategic framing was also dependent in all
three cases on the kinds of communicative action opportunities huma-
nitarian actors were able to identify and exploit vis-à-vis policy makers
inWashington, DC, and NewYork. Policy makers must be open to being
persuaded by the validity claims strategic frames generate. These claims,
in turn, may reshape and alter their normative and material certainties
about a particular crisis. Across the institutions that comprise any gov-
ernment administration or intergovernmental organization, however,
the range and frequency of communicative action opportunities varies
widely.

For example, international humanitarian NGOs cultivated an impress-
ive record of accessing and engaging in communicative action with policy
makers from the legislative and executive branches of the US govern-
ment.10 They also established liaison relationships with key United
Nations (UN) secretariat actors, Security Council members, and the
broader diplomatic community. Therefore, the more communicative action
opportunities humanitarian actors are able to establish with policy
makers, the better for advancing human rights and humanitarian norms.
This was especially true in the cases of Somalia and Rwanda, where
US military planners were exceedingly reluctant to commit US troops.
In these cases, human rights and humanitarian norms were trumped by
other norms related to traditional security concerns.

When combined with compelling evidence about events unfolding on
the ground, fully leveraged communicative action opportunities can
enhance a strategic frame’s resonance under the logics of consequences
and appropriateness. For example, international humanitarian NGOs
provided key information that persuaded policy makers that the huma-
nitarian airlift in Somalia, Operation Provide Relief (OPR), was fail-
ing. This opened up political space for the frame challenge of “security
emergency” to resonate more strongly with policy makers than the status
quo policy. Continuing the airlift was no longer a legitimate or cost-
beneficial policy—alternatives were needed and identified. In the case
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of Rwanda, the initial weeks of the genocide offered humanitarian actors
their best opportunity to capitalize upon the information asymmetry
they held and to take advantage of the fact that US andUN policy makers
were open to being persuaded regarding potential courses of action in
a country about which they knew precious little. Yet these organizations
failed to do this and as a result their ability to advance a frame chal-
lenge that would resonate strongly under the three logics of decision
making was insufficient at a critical moment in the crisis.

Coordination

Coordination of strategic frames is essential to make meaningful con-
tributions in policy-making environments. In each of the cases, policy
makers responded to consolidated framing efforts more positively than to
unconsolidated or uncoordinated ones. Yet even in the absence of con-
solidated and effective frame challenges, policy changes (including a
mixed form of humanitarian intervention) did still occur. In Rwanda,
the expressed willingness of international humanitarian NGOs to advo-
cate in support of humanitarian intervention was perhaps the strongest it
had ever been among these organizations. Yet the actual levels of coop-
eration and coordination to develop a strategic frame to challenge
successfully the prevailing perception of Rwanda as a case of ancient
ethnic hatred/civil war were weak. Along these same lines, the case of
Sierra Leone raises the possibility that humanitarian actors may some-
times refrain deliberately from strategic framing. When this happens,
coordination and cooperation levels will, by definition, be low. That says
a lot about the seriousness these organizations place on their role as par-
ticipants in the policy-making process, both as potential influence brokers
and norm entrepreneurs. This case also sheds light on the importance of
an organization’s own understanding of the preferences underlying its
framing strategies. When humanitarian organizations choose to commit
the resources necessary to undertake a strategic framing campaign with
policy makers, they tend to do so only after considerable reflection,
reaching a decision that the crisis warrants such an effort, and only when
the decision will not adversely impact corollary operations in other crises.

Human rights and humanitarian norms, strategic framing,
and resonance

The likelihood that the human rights and humanitarian norms embed-
ded within strategic frames will resonate strongly with policy makers is
increased when the following conditions obtain:
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� providing credible and compelling evidence of mass atrocity crimes;
� making direct linkages between perpetrators and victims in mass

atrocity cases;
� explicitly linking prevailing norms with other “universal” values

concerning human rights and human dignity; and
� making the case (or its opposite) that because force is being used

inappropriately by a sovereign authority (e.g. torture, rape, forced dis-
placement, massive human rights abuses, genocide), responsible use of
force should be used to restore peace and stability, as well as protect
the rights of civilians.

Each is discussed below as they relate to the case studies. They also form
a key component of the descriptive typology of mass atrocity frame
effects, which is depicted in Table 6.2.

Providing credible and compelling evidence of mass atrocity crimes

Transgressions of human rights and humanitarian norms may be self-
evident in certain cases, but objective, compelling evidence is necessary
for these norms to become salient with policy makers. Therefore, in
addition to considering which, among a range of framing strategies, is
most appropriate and possible in a particular mass atrocity case, huma-
nitarian actors and others reflect carefully and critically about the infor-
mation and evidence they gather and the assessments they produce, all
of which inform the normative content of the frames they utilize. It is
not enough to decide simply to challenge a prevailing frame and employ
avariety of communicative action strategies to attempt to persuade policy
makers to alter their policy preferences in mass atrocity cases. Different
frame challenges send different cognitive cues and validity claims to policy
makers and must be backed up by credible and compelling evidence.

In the case of Somalia, international humanitarian NGOs were able
to use evidence of mass atrocity crimes (specifically, war crimes and
crimes against humanity) to counter the prevailing frame of “ancient
ethnic hatred/civil war” with the frame “food emergency.” The norms
associated with the prevailing frame send material and ideational cues
to policy makers that strongly suggest maintenance of the status quo
policy or inaction. Despite the fact that war crimes and crimes against
humanity are often perpetrated during civil wars, the “ancient ethnic
hatred” frame glosses over important distinctions related to whether civi-
lian protection is warranted, including ambiguity regarding the systema-
tic nature of such violence. In Somalia, a frame challenge was enhanced
when humanitarian actors communicated clear and corroborated
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evidence that mass atrocity crimes were being perpetrated against civi-
lians (as well as humanitarian and UN staff) by the warring parties
and that the government had ceased functioning.

In contrast, dozens of humanitarian actors attempted to provide evi-
dence that drew upon arguably the highest echelon of human rights and
humanitarian norms to forge a challenger frame in the case of Rwanda:
genocide. However, lack of coordination and inability to access vulnerable
populations inside the country, especially in the first month of the geno-
cide, dampened its effect. The reliability of the evidence used to generate
the challenger frame varied widely and many claims were uncorroborated.

It was only toward the end of the crisis, when the largest refugee
flow in recorded history occurred and first-hand accounts of the geno-
cide from survivors reached policy makers that the challenger frame of
genocide resonated more fully within policy forums in Washington, DC,
and New York. Eventually, a preponderance of the evidence humani-
tarian actors used in their framing in the Rwanda case converged to
convey clearly that genocide was, indeed, occurring. The evidence, how-
ever, pointed to atrocity crimes so sheer in scope, range, and intensity
that it may have paralyzed policy makers from responding decisively.
This reduced dramatically the likelihood that policy makers would be
convinced to consider alternatives to the status quo. Thus, Rwanda is a
critical case from the perspective of what constitutes effective strategic
framing and how political will is marshaled. The collective lack of will
among policy makers to support robust reaction in Rwanda illustrates
that even a frame formed around what may be the most weighty of
human rights and humanitarian norms, “genocide,” may be insufficient
to generate a particular policy outcome like humanitarian intervention.

Linking perpetrators and victims

Both Somalia and Sierra Leone shared a similar prevailing frame—“civil
war.” In Somalia it was paired with the frame of “ancient ethnic hatred”
while in Sierra Leone it was paired with the frame “human rights emer-
gency.” Yet the frame “civil war” can obscure important links between
perpetrators and victims, because violence and suffering are simply
perceived as by-products of all conflict. This is especially true if a “civil
war” frame is paired with the frame of “ancient ethnic hatred,” which
further suggests that violence is being perpetrated by many against many.
If the nature of violence in a particular case can be further discerned
and the motivations of one or more groups perpetrating the violence
can be reliably determined, it may become possible to establish direct
links between perpetrators and victims where mass atrocity crimes are
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unfolding. This was the case in Somalia, when the “civil war” frame was
replaced by a “food emergency” and “security emergency” frame. When
combined with media and international humanitarian NGO portrayals
of starving civilians suffering directly at the hands of warlords and rogue
militiamen, it made it easier to recognize that mass atrocity crimes with
identifiable perpetrators (not just civil war-related violence) were occur-
ring. This was also the case when humanitarian relief operations were
under direct threat from Somali militias and warlords.

In Sierra Leone, pairing the “civil war” frame with “human rights
emergency”made the distinction between perpetrator and victim appear
to be straightforward. By all outward signs, the war crimes and crimes
against humanity that characterized this case were committed by the
Revolutionary United Front/Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (RUF/
AFRC) against the civilian population, but this reflected only a partial
truth. The rebels certainly perpetrated the majority of crimes and their
conscience-shocking and systematic nature (especially amputation and
rape) more than qualified them as war crimes and crimes against humanity.
However, all sides in the war committed mass atrocity crimes. Thus, even
when a strategic frame effectively communicates the transgression of cer-
tain human rights and humanitarian norms, the reality on the ground
may well be different to what is conveyed by actors who are framing it
to policy makers.

Linking prevailing norms with other universal values concerning
human dignity

Strategic framing is more likely to be effective when it involves norms
that align closely with other powerful and prevailing norms. This pro-
cess does not always occur organically, however. In their role as norm
entrepreneurs, humanitarian actors are instrumental in expanding the
political space in which policy makers weigh norms associated with
traditional perceptions of the national interest alongside norms related
to human rights and human dignity. This is a fairly recent phenomenon.
According to a former State Department official serving in both the
Reagan and Bush Sr. administrations, the historical relationship between
international humanitarian NGOs, human rights organizations, and
the US government was a rocky one.11 Over the course of the first Bush
administration, however, this began to change. Concern for human rights
and humanitarian issues emerged in the post-Cold War era as legitimate
foreign policy concerns which in part helped shape the national interest.
These understandings continue to evolve in the current administration
and post-9/11 foreign policy era.
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In the case of Somalia the frame challenge of “security emergency”
featured norms that were congruent with others associated with human
rights and human dignity. These included the right of suffering civilians
to emergency food aid, medical assistance, and shelter. Policy makers
became morally outraged that foodwas being used as aweapon by Somali
warlords and militias, and that relief workers were being deliberately
targeted, harassed, and in some cases, killed. Continuing the status quo
policy left policy makers vulnerable to criticism that they were doing
more harm than good, that the very individuals the policy was designed
to help were, as a result, suffering more, not less. Thus, the “security
emergency” frame opened up political space to develop policy alter-
natives that were both materially feasible (logic of consequences) and
normatively desirable (logic of appropriateness).

In the case of Rwanda, the opposite was true. Policy makers perceived
the crisis as a renewed civil war fueled by ancient ethnic hatred. It is
difficult to link the norms that constitute this frame with those associated
with universal values associated with human dignity. In fact, crises that
are understood as “ancient ethnic hatred” convey the perception to
policy makers that they are irresolvable. Often the by-product of his-
torical ignorance, this frame signals that external intervention is risky
and costly, and may even prove harmful. It prompts policy makers to
favor the status quo and/or inaction.

Making the case for “responsible” use of force to protect

Because intervention is one among many possible options available to
policy makers in responding to mass atrocity crises, its effective use may
eventually help clarify the distinction between “irresponsible” [illegiti-
mate] and “responsible” [legitimate] use of force. However, the case
analyses here suggest that human rights and humanitarian norms do
not generate validity claims that make use of force more appealing or
more likely.

In Somalia policy makers agreed that US military force could and
should be used, mainly to protect a humanitarian relief operation—but
not necessarily to protect civilians by halting mass atrocity crimes. This
was what “responsible” use of force comprised. Two years later, when
faced with a humanitarian catastrophe and genocide in Rwanda, policy
makers all but abandoned unilateralism as a “responsible” policy option.
Instead, they turned to regional and multilateral solutions, including
the French-led Opération Turquoise and a reinvigorated UN Assistance
Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR). During the Sierra Leone crisis, the
United States opposed the idea that its troops could or should
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participate in missions that were not designed to defend or protect vital
national interests. Yet it fully supported the “responsible” use of force
by the United Kingdom and by a rejuvenated UN Mission in Sierra
Leone (UNAMSIL). Prior to the UK-led operation, it advocated strongly
for a robust return of Nigerian troops to Sierra Leone.

Human rights and humanitarian norms, intervention, and
lessons for R2P

By examining closely the impact of human rights and humanitarian
norms on policy debates during the Somalia, Rwanda, and Sierra Leone
crises, we can draw a number of insights regarding the implementation
challenges facing R2P as it charts the rocky path from emerging norm
to policy doctrine. Each is discussed below.

R2P will not make intervention more likely

The impact of human rights and humanitarian norms on robust policy
outcomes in mass atrocity cases is limited and contingent. Claims
made by R2P opponents that the emerging doctrine poses a high risk
to weak states by ushering in a new era of interventionism are hardly
borne out by a retrospective analysis. R2P skeptics have little to fear
from what are largely unexamined assertions that the United States, the
Security Council, or other powers would become more interventionist
as a result of a more deeply institutionalized R2P. In fact, the opposite
is far more likely to be true. That said, policy makers have become more
amenable to the idea that “responsible” use of force is worth taking in
mass atrocity cases where non-forcible policy measures are ineffective
at stemming rising tides of violence and suffering. This would be an
important conceptual and political victory for R2P. However and while
human rights and humanitarian norms have contributed to this evolu-
tion, the United States and others are likely to remain as highly reti-
cent to committing their own militaries to such endeavors as they have
been in the pre-R2P era.

While R2P is new, its undergirding norms are not

Policy makers and others draw on the same human rights and humani-
tarian norms in debating policy responses to mass atrocity crises regard-
less of whether those cases pre-date the norm or not. The way these
norms are embedded within strategic frames is likely to be different
between the pre- and post-R2P eras, but this does not mean that policy
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making will become more effective as a result of states having endorsed
R2P itself. For instance, during the 2010 UN General Assembly debate
on R2P, panelist B.G. Ramcharan and select member states drew on the
same set of human rights and humanitarian norms to describe cases that
pre-dated R2P and correlated them to claims regarding mass atrocity
cases in 2010.12 The value-added of assigning the R2P label to these
norms remains ambiguous, whereas the real test of its utility as a policy
instrument will be whether and when these norms will be acted upon
to protect civilians and, if so, through what kinds of policies. States have
never needed the codification of R2P to accept that certain atrocities
call for international action, including possibly use of force. If R2P is
really just a new way of stating an idealized resolve on the part of the
international community, we still need to know under what conditions it
is likely to generate political will to respond effectively to mass atrocities.

Relatedly, the standing impediments to crafting effective policy respon-
ses to mass atrocities, as provided for in R2P, are virtually identical to
those that existed before the World Summit. They have little to do with
whether sovereignty or human rights norms should win out in civilian
protection debates. Sovereignty has never been the predominant obstacle
to saving strangers (whether through forcible or non-forcible measures)—
political will has. Paragraph 138 of the World Summit Outcome simply
codifies accepted past practice under international law that host states
are the primary duty-bearers in protecting their populations from mass
atrocities, and that those duties can and should be predicated on human
rights and humanitarian norms.

Prevention as political panacea?

Because the “reaction” pillar of R2P has become such a third rail issue,
the Secretariat and many R2P supporters have thrown their collective
diplomatic and academic weight behind advancing Pillars 1 and 2 of
the Secretary-General’s proposed implementation report: the protection
responsibilities of the state, and international assistance and capacity-
building. Certainly few would doubt that the emphasis on prevention is
needed. The UN’s own institutional capacities in this area could stand
to be improved and it is sensible to consider enhancing existing mechan-
isms rather than creating new ones. However, it would be more honest
to admit that the overemphasis on prevention is a political expedient,
not a political necessity. R2P’s near exclusive focus on prevention and
capacity-building may well obscure rather than bring into clearer focus
human rights and humanitarian norms. Capacity building (and its first
cousin, international development), in particular, embraces norms that,
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while linked, are far wider in scope and nature than human rights and
humanitarian norms associated with mass atrocity crimes.

Taking a prevention focus also involves making three highly proble-
matic assumptions that all impact on the role human rights and
humanitarian norms may play in policy debates. First, it assumes that
R2P crimes are eradicable, when, in fact, they are not. Human rights
and humanitarian norms help define the relationships between states and
their populations, in times of war and peace. If mass atrocity crimes
are to be vanquished through prevention, then these frameworks would
no longer be needed and, indeed, R2P itself would cease to exist. This
is simply an inconceivable scenario. Second, a prevention and capacity-
building focus effectively removes mass atrocity crimes from their proper
political context and assumes they can be dealt with by addressing fail-
ures of economic development and human security broadly defined.
Relatedly, it assumes that prevention through capacity building and
assistance is neither political nor intrusive, and that applying an R2P
label to capacity-building activities would somehow add value to what
states and the UN have already been doing for decades through official
development assistance and peacebuilding. Third, a (structural) preven-
tion focus also assumes that prevention and reaction are mutually exclu-
sive. As the Carnegie Commission on Preventing Deadly Conflict has
demonstrated, they are not. The prevention framework encompasses both
structural prevention (which includes peacebuilding and development),
and operational prevention (which includes the use of force).

Reestablishing R2P’s links with use of force may strengthen, rather
than weaken, the concept

The proposed implementation strategy for R2P will not end mass atro-
city crimes. While some view the use of force dimensions of R2P to be
its Achilles heel, it does not serve the doctrine (or the protection needs
of civilians on the ground) well to avoid careful examination of R2P’s
relationship to the use of force. The 2011 Libya intervention notwith-
standing, military intervention for civilian protection purposes remains
the red-headed stepchild of R2P.

There are vital “why” and “how” questions that need to be both asked
and analyzed further (and answered) concerning the use of force under
R2P. This requires discussions that by definition will be historically
linked to both contemporary and classical understandings of humani-
tarian intervention, as well as how the human rights and humanitarian
norms embeddedwithin strategic framing of mass atrocities affects policy
making on the use of force. By asking such questions, we speak directly
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to the concept of political will. Unless states grapple effectively with
the idea that there may be value (ideational, material, or both) in using
force militarily for civilian protection purposes, R2P will remain an
incomplete framework for ending mass atrocities. Thus, the current
R2P implementation debate will be well-served by revisiting the still highly
relevant discussions concerning humanitarian intervention begun by
ICISS in 2000. To be clear, states should never rush to embrace huma-
nitarian intervention, but neither should they be given to believe that
civilians can really be protected by a framework that avoids it. The pre-
sent implementation strategy provides a convenient excuse for policy
makers to avoid engaging in that debate.

Conclusion

Among ICISS’s goals were to reframe and refocus the “power of new
ideas, or old ideas newly expressed, to actually change the behavior of
key policy actors.”13 The result was R2P, which established a continuum
of policy options available to the international community of states to
prevent, react, and rebuild in cases where host nations were unable or
unwilling to fulfill their primary responsibility to protect their populations
from mass atrocities.

R2P has recast the debate over humanitarian intervention and response
to mass atrocity crimes in a number of important ways. It asserts the
primacy of individuals as rights-bearing entities and qualifies the sovereign
prerogative concerning domestic jurisdiction. It links together rights and
responsibilities within the international normative discourse of human
rights and humanitarianism. Indeed, the reframing of sovereignty and
non-intervention through R2P has generated new political space to
defend protecting civilians against gross violations of human rights and
humanitarian norms as a collective, international goal.

While not all cases of human rights violations constitute mass atro-
city or R2P cases,14 the mass atrocities to which R2P does apply (gen-
ocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity) all
involve the violation of specific human rights and humanitarian norms
that are well established in international covenants and legal frameworks.
This does not mean, however, that the human rights and humanitarian
norms that characterized the pre-R2P era have suddenly become trans-
formed with the advent of R2P. Rather, it has reallocated legitimate
responsibility and action beyond the host state, and reaffirms pre-
viously understood standards of appropriate behavior with regard to
ensuring and upholding human rights and humanitarian norms in mass
atrocity cases.
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Absent analyses based on appropriate methodological frameworks
that allow us to explore whether and how human rights and humanitar-
ian norms resonate with policy makers as they formulate responses to
mass atrocity cases, the water’s edge of the R2P and humanitarian
intervention debates will continue to be bounded by shallow under-
standings of political will. Yet the obvious yet largely unanswered ques-
tion regarding R2P was posed by former UN High Commissioner for
Refugees Sadako Ogata: “What does all this language actually mean
for suffering people on the ground?”15 Indeed, R2P will do little to
change the nature of civilian protection where the political will to take
effective and decisive action in mass atrocity cases is not sufficiently
established. The conclusions I draw from the case studies in this volume
offer new perspectives on policy making in mass atrocity cases and
may add greater nuance to arguments attempting to explain variation
in R2P’s application across cases like Côte d’Ivoire, Darfur, Kenya,
Libya, Sri Lanka, Syria, and Zimbabwe.

Well before R2P’s birth and several times since, states have used human
rights and humanitarian norms to justify using force against other states.
Repackaging the language of humanitarian intervention under the R2P
framework has not changed the underlying political dynamics that
condition where and when states will use force to protect the rights of
innocent civilians and halt mass atrocity crimes. According to some,
strategic considerations are likely to drive policy decision making over
humanitarian concerns for the foreseeable future in mass atrocity cases.16

Differences in how states conceptually understand R2P as a policy
framework are predicated largely on their perceptions of the relation-
ship between human rights and humanitarian norms, and norms asso-
ciated with sovereignty and non-intervention. This is not a new dilemma.
However, the processes that shape this contested relationship and even-
tual policy making in mass atrocity cases must be better understood in
order to gauge R2P’s likely effectiveness as a policy instrument and its
ability to create political will.

The resonance of human rights and humanitarian norms in determin-
ing what constitutes US national interest, for example, appears to have
grown stronger during the past 15 years.17 Indeed, in August 2011 Pre-
sident Obama issued Presidential Studies Directive-10 (PSD-10), which
directs a comprehensive review of US capability to prevent mass atro-
cities, including the creation of a standing interagency Atrocities Pre-
vention Board to ensure that US strategies are sufficiently developed to
deal effectively with mass atrocity challenges, and to channel actionable
information to senior policy makers who will work multilaterally in
crafting responses involving a wide range of policy tools, but possibly
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including the use of force. Perhaps most importantly, the US govern-
ment has now elevated the prevention of mass atrocities and genocide
to a “core national security interest and a core moral responsibility.”18

Policy making concerning civilian protection from mass atrocities in
both the pre- and post-R2P eras indicates that political will is crucial for
R2P implementation to be effective, precisely because R2P is a political,
and not a legal, concept. Thus, attempting to account for how political
will is constituted to respond to mass atrocity crimes by examining the
role played by human rights and humanitarian norms should prove
useful to the ongoing debate.

The human rights and humanitarian norms constituting R2P may
eventually cascade through institutionalization, which would help estab-
lish baselines for behavior, violations of behavior, and sanctions for
violation of these norms. These norms may also eventually become more
deeply internalized to the point where they play a more definitive role in
shaping how states identify the content of their national interests. Cer-
tainly, human rights and humanitarian norms are more visible in gen-
erating political will to protect civilians in mass atrocity cases than they
were 30 years ago. Such a sea change is unlikely to be linear and could
take decades to realize. However, until R2P’s supporters and others
address and analyze squarely and honestly the implementation chal-
lenges it faces, including use of force, cautious optimism should prevail
regarding the promise it, and the human rights and humanitarian norms
that undergird it, hold for ridding the world of mass atrocity crimes
and acts that shock the conscience of humankind.
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