
Human Rights Exam Revision 
 
Week 1: Kofi Annan’s Dilemma  
 
Rwanda:  

Ø Longstanding tensions between Hutu majority and marginalised (formerly elite) Tutsi 
minority; 

Ø  3-year civil war halted in August 1993 with the implementation of internationally-
negotiated power-sharing protocols, the Arusha Accords, which gave some 
government involvement to Tutsi faction 

 
Preventing Mass Atrocities: The Dilemma  

Ø The argument in favour of armed humanitarian intervention is typically just an appeal 
to the idea of rescue: people are being killed by military powers within their own 
borders, and if the international community can stop this, it should  

Ø The reasons against intervention tend to be complicated, e.g. danger of doing more 
harm than good, belief that intra-state resolutions more likely to stick  

Ø Consider also the fact that states which have the resources to intervene often have 
strategic or self-interested reasons to refrain from involvement… 

 
 
Annan’s Envisaged Solution 
 
Annan’s claim: When military intervention is needed to prevent mass atrocities, it’s essential 
that the international community can reach consensus about when and where to intervene, or 
else we face the dilemma of choosing between inaction (and disaster) or unilateral 
intervention (and destabilisation) 
 
Three aspirations: 
(a) First and foremost, maintaining international peace  
(b) Second, respecting the independence and sovereignty of states; and  
(c) Third, protecting the individual rights of people throughout the world 
 

- The aim in all this is to help UN parties reach consensus about when intervention to 
prevent mass violence is necessary and justifiable 

 
Sovereignty: Conditional and Unconditional 
 
The old view: sovereignty is primarily a matter of a government having unconditional control 
over what happens within its recognised territories 
The dangers of unconditional sovereignty, i.e. the old-fashioned view  
   1. It permits – and tends to excuse – preventable mass atrocities, like in Rwanda 
   2. We live in a globalized world, risks and instabilities in one state can spill over into other 
regions; so while unconditional sovereignty may preserve peace in one respect, it can also 
post a threat to peace in another respect  
 
The new view: sovereignty is a matter of a government having primary responsibilities with 
respect to what happens within its recognised territories; therefore, sovereignty is something 
that can be relinquished 
 



WEEK 2: Responsibility to Protect 
 
R2P: 

Ø R2P isn’t a treaty or a statute; it’s a normative framework and policy agenda 
Ø ICISS Report “The Responsibility to Protect” published in 2001 

 
The R2P framework has three key pillars:  
 
Pillar 1: States have a primary responsibility to neither perpetrate nor allow egregious human 
rights abuses against people within their borders  
 
Pillar 2: The international community has a responsibility to help states establish the social 
conditions and build the governance capacities necessary in order for them to fulfil their 
pillar 1 duties  
 
Pillar 3: In the event of the serious failure of a state to uphold its pillar 1 duties, the 
international community has a responsibility to undertake timely and effective intervention in 
order to protect individual human rights 
 
Two ways that R2P limits the scope of justifiable intervention 
 
First: only a sub-class of HRs violations activate R2P principles, namely Genocide, Ethnic 
cleansing, War crimes, and Crimes against humanity  
 
Second: several mediating principles disallow military intervention unless, in addition to the 
just cause of preventing the violations previously noted 
- The main intention of the military intervention is to prevent the violation,  
- It’s the last resort, other avenues aiming at a peaceful resolution are exhausted 
 
Author: Alan Kuperman 
 

Ø Alan Kuperman argues that a policy of collective military intervention to protect 
populations being killed by their government can actually incentivise rebellion, in a 
way that ultimately results in an increased incidence of severe human rights abuse 
than would otherwise occur 

 
Neo-Colonialism: Chomsky and Mamdani  

Ø Neo-colonialism: political / economic practices in which powerful states control 
weaker states but without occupation of land, as in colonialism  

Ø Chomsky emphasises the idea that powerful states assert their dominance and 
interests; so any notion that R2P will foster altruism from the US is just naïve 

Ø Chomsky also deflates the rhetoric R2P advocates use – about it being an emerging 
norm – pointing out that paternalistic overriding of sovereignty has been a staple of 
international politics for a long time, including in the “civilizing mission” ethos that 
was used to legitimise many colonial injustices 

Ø Mamdani argues that sovereignty as responsibility in R2P is a legitimising tool for 
Western powers to exert control over less-powerful states, transforming their people 
into wards needing protection, rather than rights-bearing citizens; and he likens R2P 
to the legitimising rationales used in traditional colonialism to defend relationships of 
dominance between colonisers / colonized 


