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ABSTRACT

National sovereignty is a foundational principle of international law that, in its classical formulation, emphasized the supreme
authority of the state, political independence, territorial integrity, and the prohibition of intervention in domestic affairs.
However, the development of international human rights law, humanitarian law, and international criminal law has transformed
the absolute conception of sovereignty. This study aims to explain how national sovereignty has been redefined in light of the
Responsibility to Protect doctrine and to examine the transition from absolute to responsible sovereignty. It employs a
descriptive-analytical method based on the examination of international instruments, theoretical foundations of sovereignty,
and legal scholarship concerning the Responsibility to Protect. The findings indicate that the doctrine does not abolish state
sovereignty but reconstructs it as a combination of rights and obligations connected with the protection of populations. Under
this framework, each state bears the primary responsibility to protect its population from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing,
and crimes against humanity. The international community is expected to assist states through capacity-building, cooperation,
and preventive measures and to consider gradual collective action under the United Nations Charter only when a state manifestly
fails to fulfil its protective responsibilities. Despite its normative potential, the doctrine faces significant challenges, including
selective implementation, double standards, the veto power of permanent Security Council members, the influence of powerful
states, and the risk that protective operations may exceed their authorized purposes. The study concludes that the Responsibility
to Protect should be regarded as a framework for reconstructing sovereignty rather than eliminating it. The effective realization
of responsible sovereignty requires the prioritization of prevention, compliance with necessity and proportionality, collective
decision-making, continuous supervision, and accountability for actors implementing international protective measures.
Keywords: National Sovereignty, Responsible Sovereignty, Responsibility to Protect, Non-Intervention, Contemporary International Law,
Atrocity Crimes
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

The concept of national sovereignty has long constituted one of the central foundations of
international law, traditionally denoting the supreme, exclusive, and independent authority of the
state over its territory, population, and domestic affairs. In its classical formulation, sovereignty was
closely associated with territorial integrity, political independence, legal equality among states, and
the prohibition of external intervention. This understanding played a decisive role in structuring the
state-centered international order and in protecting weaker states against domination by more
powerful actors. Nevertheless, the development of contemporary international law has progressively
demonstrated that sovereignty cannot be interpreted as an unlimited license to exercise power
without responsibility. The expansion of international human rights law, international humanitarian
law, international criminal law, and institutionalized forms of international cooperation has
significantly narrowed the domain of matters that can be considered exclusively domestic. As states
accepted treaty obligations and recognized internationally protected rights, the treatment of
populations within national borders increasingly became a matter of legitimate international
concern (Ziaei Bigdeli, 2020). This transformation became particularly visible after the Second World
War, when the international legal order began to prioritize the protection of human dignity alongside
the preservation of interstate stability. The prohibition of genocide, crimes against humanity, war
crimes, and ethnic cleansing further weakened the claim that sovereignty could shield governments
from scrutiny when they perpetrated or tolerated mass atrocities. Accordingly, contemporary
sovereignty has gradually evolved from a rigid conception of uncontested control toward a
conditional and responsibility-oriented form of authority (Zamani & Talaat, 2018). The emergence of
the Responsibility to Protect doctrine must therefore be understood not as an isolated departure
from international law, but as part of a broader historical process through which state authority has

become increasingly linked to legal duties, accountability, and the protection of human beings.
This study examines how the Responsibility to Protect doctrine has contributed to the redefinition
of national sovereignty in contemporary international law and whether this development should be
characterized as the erosion, limitation, or normative reconstruction of sovereign authority. The
principal objective is to explain the transition from absolute sovereignty to responsible sovereignty
by analyzing the relationship among state authority, legitimacy, non-intervention, human rights, and
collective international responsibility. The study adopts a descriptive-analytical method and relies
on doctrinal interpretation of the legal and theoretical foundations of sovereignty and the
Responsibility to Protect. It proceeds from the premise that sovereignty remains an indispensable
organizing principle of the international system, but that its legitimacy is increasingly evaluated in
light of the state’s capacity and willingness to protect its population from the gravest international
crimes. The core question is therefore not whether sovereignty has disappeared, but how its meaning
and function have changed. The study argues that the Responsibility to Protect does not abolish the
legal personality, territorial independence, or political autonomy of the state; instead, it integrates
responsibility into the very structure of sovereign authority. This interpretation reflects the idea that
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sovereignty is not merely a privilege but also a set of obligations owed to the population and, in
exceptional circumstances, to the international community (Etzioni, 2006). It also accords with the
development of “sovereignty as responsibility,” according to which the state is the primary agent of
protection and international action is secondary, complementary, and conditioned upon manifest
failure at the domestic level (Deng, 2010). The article accordingly distinguishes between responsible
sovereignty as a general normative model and external intervention as an exceptional measure that
requires separate legal and institutional justification.

The historical background of the Responsibility to Protect reveals that the doctrine emerged from
the failure of existing mechanisms to respond effectively and consistently to mass atrocities during
the 1990s. The genocide in Rwanda exposed the catastrophic consequences of international inaction,
while the atrocities committed in Bosnia demonstrated the weakness of protection mechanisms that
lacked clear mandates and sufficient political commitment. At the same time, the intervention in
Kosovo revealed a different dilemma: the use of force for humanitarian purposes without explicit
Security Council authorization might be regarded as morally compelling yet legally controversial.
These experiences created a profound tension between two competing dangers, namely, passive
respect for sovereignty in situations of mass killing and unilateral intervention undertaken without
a clear legal basis (MacQueen, 2011). The Responsibility to Protect was introduced as an attempt to
move beyond this binary framework. Its principal conceptual innovation was to replace the discourse
of a “right to intervene” with the language of a “responsibility to protect.” This reformulation shifted
attention away from the prerogatives of intervening states and toward the rights and security of
threatened populations. It also established that the territorial state bears the primary responsibility
for protection and that the international community acquires a supplementary role only when the
state is unable or unwilling to fulfill this duty (Asadzadeh & Nejadimanesh, 2016). The doctrine was
subsequently endorsed in a more limited form at the 2005 World Summit, where states accepted
responsibility for protecting populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes
against humanity. This limitation was significant because it prevented the doctrine from becoming a
general authorization for intervention in response to every human rights violation, political crisis,
natural disaster, or instance of poor governance (Bellamy, 2015).

The operational structure of the Responsibility to Protect is commonly explained through three
mutually related pillars and through the broader functions of prevention, reaction, and rebuilding.
The first pillar affirms that every state has the enduring responsibility to protect all populations
within its territory or jurisdiction from the four atrocity crimes. This responsibility is not activated
only after violence begins; it includes the prevention of incitement, the reduction of structural
discrimination, the strengthening of judicial and administrative institutions, and the establishment
of effective accountability mechanisms. The second pillar concerns the responsibility of the
international community to assist states through capacity-building, technical support, mediation,
early warning, institutional reform, and other forms of peaceful cooperation. This aspect is
particularly important because it demonstrates that the doctrine is not inherently coercive and that
its preferred logic is assistance before compulsion (Pashabonyad & Mosaffa, 2016). The third pillar
applies where a state is manifestly failing to protect its population, whether because of incapacity,
unwillingness, institutional collapse, or direct participation in atrocity crimes. In such
circumstances, the international community may employ diplomatic, political, economic, judicial,
and, in exceptional cases, military measures in accordance with the United Nations Charter. Military
action is therefore conceived as a last resort rather than the defining feature of the doctrine (Ghaderi
& Ghorbannia, 2013). This structure distinguishes the Responsibility to Protect from traditional

gk




iy § Soli> add ga.“uas Sy iagh

humanitarian intervention, which has often been associated primarily with forcible action by one or
more states. The Responsibility to Protect encompasses a much broader continuum of preventive,
supportive, non-coercive, and reconstructive measures (Evans, 2008). Nevertheless, because forcible
action ultimately depends upon Security Council authorization, the doctrine remains deeply affected
by the political structure of collective security and the veto power of the permanent members
(Ahmadabadi, 2020).

The principal finding of this study is that the Responsibility to Protect redefines sovereignty by
transforming it from a doctrine of exclusive control into a framework of authority linked to
protection, responsibility, and accountability. Under this approach, sovereign rights and sovereign
duties are inseparable. The state retains the right to political independence, territorial integrity, and
freedom from unlawful intervention, but it also bears the obligation to prevent atrocity crimes,
protect vulnerable groups, and cooperate with lawful international mechanisms. This understanding
does not turn sovereignty into a status dependent upon the political approval of powerful states;
rather, it conditions the legitimate exercise of public authority upon compliance with general and
universally applicable international norms (Faqih Habibi, 2017). Yet the practical application of the
doctrine remains highly contested. The structure of the Security Council produces a significant gap
between formal equality and actual decision-making power. Although all states are equally
responsible in normative terms, permanent members and their allies are less likely to face coercive
measures, while weaker states may be subjected to more rapid and intrusive responses (Ghavam &
Ravanbod, 2009). This selectivity undermines trust and reinforces the perception that humanitarian
principles may be applied according to geopolitical interests. The Libyan intervention intensified
these concerns. While the initial authorization was presented as a measure for the protection of
civilians, the subsequent expansion of the operation and the collapse of the existing government
generated accusations that the mandate had effectively been transformed into regime change
(Bellamy, 2011). These developments reveal that the legitimacy of the Responsibility to Protect
depends not only on the gravity of the crisis but also on the legality, necessity, proportionality, proper
purpose, realistic prospects of success, and institutional accountability of the response (Pattison,
2010). The doctrine can preserve its credibility only if prevention is prioritized, coercion remains
exceptional, mandates are precisely defined, implementation is continuously supervised, and those
acting in the name of protection are held accountable for foreseeable consequences.

In conclusion, the Responsibility to Protect should be understood as a doctrine of sovereign
reconstruction rather than sovereign extinction. It preserves the state as the principal institution of
political authority and the primary guarantor of security, while rejecting the proposition that
sovereignty may be invoked to justify or conceal mass atrocities. The doctrine’s most important
contribution lies in the normative shift from sovereignty as control to sovereignty as responsibility.
In this model, the state’s authority is legitimate not simply because it exercises effective control, but
because it uses that authority to protect the population, uphold fundamental rights, and prevent the
gravest international crimes. International responsibility remains complementary and should be
activated only when national protection has manifestly failed. Even then, external action must
proceed through lawful, collective, proportionate, and accountable mechanisms, with preventive and
non-coercive measures receiving priority over force. The principal challenge is not the conceptual
incompatibility of sovereignty and protection, but the political inequality and selectivity that affect
implementation. The future legitimacy of the doctrine will therefore depend on whether the
international community can reduce double standards, restrain the misuse of humanitarian
mandates, strengthen oversight of authorized operations, and ensure that assistance and prevention
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are treated as genuine obligations rather than secondary options. If these conditions are met,
responsible sovereignty can provide a sustainable framework that reconciles the independence of
states with the protection of human dignity. If they are ignored, the doctrine risks being transformed
from a mechanism of human protection into an instrument of selective intervention.
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