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1 Introduction

It has been widely acknowledged in the literature on International Relations (IR) that weaker, less developed

states tend to cling more strongly to principles of non-intervention, and, as a corollary, are the most averse

towards principles that curtail state sovereignty, such as the doctrine of humanitarian intervention (e.g.

Krasner 1999).

On this reading, it is not difficult to grasp why there exists a divide between great powers’ advocacy

of the norm and peripheral countries’ skepticism towards it – any type of intervention leaves the weaker

state worse off, and thus is almost exclusively carried out by stronger countries against weaker ones at the

expense of the latter. Yet, when it comes to the specific topic of RtoP, even among the subset of poorer,

non-great-power states, there is one region in particular that stands out in terms of the extent of its aversion:

Latin America.

Though such a claim may seem arbitrary upon first examination, there is a broad consensus among

scholars of humanitarian intervention that it is accurate (e.g. Arredondo 2015; Ayoob 2004; Gurmendi 2018;

Vales 2001), and, perhaps more importantly, this consensus is supported by empirical fact. One particularly

telling example is how the Rwandan genocide compelled the African Union to not just support the doctrine

of RtoP at the global level of the United Nations, but also to formally recognize the norm as legitimate in

its regional charter laws, whereas similar-scale mass atrocities (such as the Pinochet regime in Chile, or the

dirty wars in Argentina) did not elicit such a response from the corresponding regional human rights organ,

the Organization of American States (OAS).

A further Smoking Gun test that shows how “the outcome to be explained really did occur” (Mahoney

2012, 587) is the region’s reluctance to intervene in the current human rights crisis in Venezuela. When

President Trump last year suggested the US might take military action against the Andean country, this

evoked an almost perfectly unanimous response from the other Latin American heads of state: Venezuela’s

sovereignty should not be violated in spite of the situation’s severity.

Considering that the mass exodus of Venezuelans from their native country has caused an ongoing

migration crisis throughout the South American continent, and considering how strongly committed the re-
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gion is to the cause of human rights in a moral sense, it seems highly unlikely that the various national leaders

would have spoken with such a unified voice on the issue if there did not exist some deeper, fundamentally

shared sense of opposition towards the norm of RtoP among the states in Latin America. It follows that

there exists a clear ideological divide between Latin American states and the rest of the developing world

when it comes to this norm. Such a divergence on the antagonistic side of the spectrum might be paralleled

to the distinction between the United States (which is by far the sole country most readily eager to execute

military interventions abroad for humanitarian purposes) and the rest of the West (which embraces the norm

but is not as active a partaker in promoting a permeable ideal of sovereignty like the US). These regional

attitudes are summarized in Figure 1.1

Figure 1: Distinctions in Regional Attitudes on RtoP
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In short, we are left with a remaining puzzle that has been largely overlooked in the literature to date,

namely: why are Latin American states so uniquely opposed to the norm of humanitarian intervention?

Such is the central research question that this paper seeks to answer. The key dependent variable, then, is
1 Of course, this second distinction is controversial, since the US typically favors the norm when it is the country intervening,

but not when others try to intervene in her own territory. Furthermore, in the context of Latin America, the US’ allegedly
humanitarian interventions have turned out to not be grounded on human rights at all. But the sole point to be made here
is that no other country meddles so frequently in the sovereign affairs of others on a humanitarian justificatory basis (whether
this last one is true or false).
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the Latin American regional stance on the doctrine. Before going further, it is important to clarify precisely

what this lexicon means.

By “stances,” I am specifically referring to whether and to what extent countries have internalized

the norm, or even accepted its past implementation by other states. Said variable can thus be taken to be

a categorical and discrete one, with the four possible values that it can take on being fourfold: (1) very

antagonistic, as is the case of Latin America; (2) somewhat antagonistic, as is the case of Africa, the Middle

East, and the rest of the Third World; (3) somewhat supportive, as is the case of most Western countries

with the exception of the US; and (4) very supportive, as exemplified by the American willingness to not

just support but actively enforce the principle of RtoP overseas. Thus, in the Latin American context, our

central goal in this paper is to understand the underlying causes of its “very antagonistic” stance.

Similarly, the term “humanitarian intervention” should specifically and exclusively be understood to

mean the UN-sponsored Responsibility to Protect (RtoP) doctrine, as it is defined in official legal texts (e.g.

UNGA 2005).2 Unanimously endorsed by Member States at the World Summit of 2005, this norm posits

that states and the international community have a responsibility to protect populations from genocide, war

crimes, crimes against humanity, and ethnic cleansing. RtoP articulates that the state bears the primary

responsibility to protect populations from these violations, but that if a state is unable or unwilling to do

so, the international community has a responsibility to respond in a “timely and decisive manner,” through

a broad range of diplomatic, economic, humanitarian, and, if necessary, coercive tools (UNGA 2005, par.

138-139). Beyond this retroactive responsibility, where human rights crimes are concerned, the community of

states must also actively engage in efforts to help the host state meet its prevention and protection obligations

to its citizens (UNGA 2005, par. 138-139).

Lastly, by “Latin America,” I am referring not to the composite of particular states, but rather to

the geographical, ideological, and cultural sense in which the region can be thought of as a coherent whole

– a separate, monolithic entity in-and-of itself. Though there are evident drawbacks to such a conception of
2 Throughout this paper, I use the terms “RtoP” and “humanitarian intervention” interchangeably, disregarding their histor-

ical distinctions for comprehension purposes.
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the unit of analysis, it is the interpretation that is demanded by the nature of our research puzzle, which asks

not about within-case variation but about the clustering of Latin American states at the extreme antagonism

side of the RtoP stances spectrum. Furthermore, in order to achieve an understanding of the more nuanced

variations among states within the region, we must first establish the base-level starting point from which

the individual countries depart, thus further justifying the treatment of Latin America singularly.

Broadly speaking, there is both a scholarly and a policy component to the rationale for, and salience

of, this research topic. On the theoretical front, solving the puzzle at hand can contribute to a new yet

burgeoning vein of literature on how developing countries think about human rights and their enforcement.

As is the case in many subject areas within IR, the geographic focus of most scholars to date has traditionally

been on the Western states – especially the European Union and the US (e.g. Ikenberry and Kupchan 1990).

Important as these regions may be, the stark divergence between them and the very nature of Latin American

countries suggests that theories based on EU or US behavior vis-à-vis human rights enforcement will not be

able to explain Latin American actions pertaining to these last ones. As I will demonstrate in the ensuing

“Literature Review” section, therefore, we are left without an explanation for Latin America’s attitudes on

RtoP, because the existing theories that can account for the development of human rights in the West do

not apply in the case of Latin America.

From a more practical standpoint, by considering this seemingly anomalous case, this investigation

can help reconcile our theoretical understanding of what any rational actor (including states and their leaders)

should want to do regarding human rights norms like RtoP and what they actually do in practice, which time

and again have proven to not necessarily overlap. Likewise, the topic brings to light the forgotten history

of harmful American foreign policy towards their neighbors of the South, whereby the US was partially and

directly responsible for the propping up of brutal dictatorial regimes throughout the continent in the 1960s

and 1970s. As shall become clear over the course of this paper, said history deeply affects how Latin American

countries weigh different priorities when making policy decisions, as well as how they think about and enforce

human rights domestically and internationally. What is more, it has led to an increasing divergence between

an emerging region that prioritizes acting morally and a declining hegemon that focuses solely on its own
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strategic interests.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. The next section (“Literature Review”) surveys

the extant neorealist, republican liberal, and ideational approaches to the subject of human rights norms,

assessing their applicability to the Latin American context at the regional level. In order to build on

these veins of scholarship, the following section (“Theory”) puts forth a tripartite explanation for the Latin

American stance on RtoP, drawing on a logic of appropriateness to flesh out the intervening variables that

determine when, how, and to what extent regional sovereignty or non-intervention norms have lead to

anti-RtoP stances. Section four (“Research Design”) then describes the qualitative methods of both data

collection and analysis that will be employed to test the accuracy of my predictions, as well as weighing

said methodology’s relative strengths and limitations. Lastly, the final section then offers some concluding

remarks and proposes several venues for the next step(s) of this research project, before drawing the paper

to a close.

2 Literature Review

As the introductory discussion has suggested, this account belongs to an ever-growing category of scholarship

that investigates the causes and effects of human rights norms in international affairs. More specifically, it

is concerned not with the substance of human rights norms and principles per se, but rather with the

enforcement of these abstract norms abroad when host states fail to do so. Said topics have generally been

framed according to one of three different frameworks: (1) the neorealist approach, (2) the republican liberal

approach, or (3) the ideational approach. Though virtually no works within these three traditions address

the norm of humanitarian intervention in the Latin American context directly,
3 the fact that they purport

to apply to human rights norms in general renders it useful to delineate each school of thought, individually

considering whether their respective broad predictions and implications can help make sense of the Latin

American RtoP stance.
3As we will see, the sole major exception to this rule are the works of Kathryn Sikkink, which belong to the ideational

category and do take Latin American countries as the central cases. Yet even in these works, there is no direct discussion on
the doctrine of humanitarian intervention specifically.
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2.1 The (Neo-)Realist Approach

Realist and neo-realist theories of world politics understand norms like that of RtoP to be instruments

of power politics. Created exclusively by hegemonic states, norms are purported to serve the purpose of

either (1) extending their domestic ideals derived from national pride (Krasner 1992; Waltz 1979), or (2)

promoting their geostrategic interests in other countries (Carr 1946; Morgenthau 1960).These principles, it is

argued, become globally embedded through mechanisms of coercion, in which great powers induce or compel

peripheral states to accept them (Brysk 1994). When it comes to compulsory human rights norms — the

category to which RtoP belongs — realists claim that peripheral states tend to be more recalcitrant than

do great-power democracies (Krasner 1993). At the same time, however, they expect that the greater the

concentration of relative power (understood as material capabilities) in the hand of the hegemon, the more

cost-effective of a coercion can be carried out, and therefore the greater the likelihood that the hegemon will

force the weakest states to accept its own conceptions of compulsory human rights commitments.

The realist view certanly has considerable plausibility in explaining some initial aspects of RtoP,

such as the fact that it was created by Western states (Bass 2008), or the confirmed fact that older formula-

tions of humanitarian intervention were used by the US to justify otherwise-motivated interventions (Black

1988; Calhoun; McPherson 2016). Likewise, Latin American hostility towards the principle of humanitarian

intervention would seem to correlate with the fact that this region has historically been of peripheral status

in the world stage — at least, in terms of material capabilities (Singer 1971).

Yet there are also some fundamental lacunae in this scholarly framework worth mentioning. Most

notable is the fact that it cannot explain why, even at the peak of American hegemony when its power

asymmetry with Latin America was greatest, the former did not manage to coerce the latter into adopting

— or, more minimally, even rhetorically accepting — the principle of humanitarian intervention. Contrary

to what neorealists would expect, in fact, the Latin American region developed during this time a strong

tradition of Westphalian sovereignty and non-interventionism that ran directly counter to the strategic

interests of powerful states like the US.

And, insofar as the two actors (Latin America and the United States) are both members of the same
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regional organization (the OAS) and therefore are both subject to its provisions of inter-American law, it is

counterintuitive from a neorealist standpoint that the hegemon acquiesced to encoding these principles in

the OAS Charter. In this way, then, the neorealist approach ultimately cannot explain the puzzle we are

concerned with, and we must therefore consider alternative options.

2.2 The Republican Liberal Approach

A second manner of understanding human rights norms is the republican liberal interpretation put forth

by many of Andy Moravcsik’s works (e.g. 1995; 2000), which emphasizes the role of regime type and

domestic factors in the norm socialization process. Rather than treating norms like that of humanitarian

intervention as instruments of power politics, the republican liberal view understands these as being a

function of newly democratic governments’ perceptions of domestic threats. Moreover, these principles

become globally embedded not through mechanisms of coercion, but by the self-interested, rational, and

voluntary behavior of fragile or young democracies who seek to protect their regimes from being undermined

by domestic opponents.

When it comes to norms of compulsory human rights commitments, such as the RtoP doctrine, the

republican liberal approach predicts that it is democratic status, not material capabilities, that determine

what states will support them. The most recalcitrant countries, the argument goes, will tend to be those

that are nondemocratic — these are expected to downright oppose any sort of hands-tying that infringes on

their Westphalian sovereignty. Well-established, great-power democracies, in turn, are likely to adopt a less

absolutist but nonetheless antagonistic stance towards compulsory commitment norms: at best, they will

merely accept optional or rhetorical commitments, and at worst, they might even work to weaken the status

of those norms globally.

The strongest supporters of said kind of norms, republican liberals predict, will be newly established

or fragile democracies. More specifically, the degree of support expressed by any entity in this last category

is expected to be inversely proportional to (1) how long ago it underwent the transition to democracy, and

(2) how stable the democratic regime has been since its establishment. The younger and more tumultuous
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a state’s democratic status is, the more favorable it should be towards norms like that of humanitarian

intervention. This reading is certainly successful in explaining what compulsory human rights commitments

the European Union member-states originally bound themselves to, and why, as Moravcsik himself points

out. But with regards to the Latin American region, on the other hand, the republican liberal approach

proves to be wanting: it cannot explain why this continent, in which the status of democracy is very much

both young and fragile, is not more accepting of binding RtoP commitments.

2.3 The Ideational Approach

The third and final class of scholarly theories regarding international norms and human rights regimes is the

ideational approach proffered by many constructivist thinkers (e.g. Donnelly 1986; Finnemore and Sikkink

1998; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Risse, Ropp, and Sikkink 1999). According to this line of reasoning, a critical

characteristic of political action in areas like that of humanitarian intervention is that it originates in strongly

principled ideas – ideas about right and wrong (Lutz and Sikkink 2000; 2001).4 States change their behavior

to comply with norms like RtoP because of (1) changing models of appropriate and legitimate statehood,

and (2) political pressures of both states and non-state actors on leaders. Human rights norms and practices,

moreover, are understood by this school of thought as being fundamentally constitutive of democratic states’

identities (Sikkink and Walling 2007).

Ideational theories — in particular, those found in the works of Kathryn Sikkink – are the only

ones that have examined the issue of human rights norms from the perspective of Latin America’s case (e.g

Sikkink 2008; 2015; 2017). Overall, these studies find that this region has been a trailblazer of the human

rights movement since its very inception, which further begs our question of why Latin American states

aren’t willing to support the enforcement of human rights via external interventions in their territories, if
4 Fearon’s distinction between rules and norms helps illuminate what exactly this entails (1997). On his definition, rules

are principles of rational action that take the form “do X to get Y”, whereas norms are principles of morality that take the form
“good people do (or do not do) X in situations A, B, C...” (Fearon 1997, 25). It follows that rules are based on instrumental or
strategic motivations while norms are based on ethical ones: “we typically do not consider a rule of conduct to be a social norm
unless a shared moral assessment is attaced to its observance or non-observance” (Fearon 1997, 26). It is this last element that
the ideational concept of “strongly principled ideas” is getting at.
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this last option is the only one left. The sole explanation that ideational theorists offer is that the tumultuous

history of US interventionism in South America and the Caribbean has made Latin America rightfully weary

of humanitarian principles like RtoP being abused by powerful states at the expense of weaker ones (Sikkink

2004).5 This important mechanism is illustrated in Figure 2, whereby Latin America is alleged to follow the

top causal pathway and other developing states the bottom one.

Figure 2: The Ideational Mechanism of Great Power Interventions
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From a logical and empirical standpoint, this argument holds a certain plausibility appeal: the

United States does indeed have a questionable track record in terms of its foreign policy in Latin America,

and it is to be expected that the latter be skeptical of the hegemon’s future intentions, particularly since

its previous abuses of humanitarian principles and norms have tended to be overlooked by US publics

and leaders (Grandin 2006). At the regional level, moreover, the uniquely high degree of historic North

American interventionism in its southern neighbors’ territory does indeed correlate with the latter continent’s

strong sovereignty tradition and its uniquely antagonistic stance towards RtoP, corroborating the ideational

explanation.

These areas of strength notwithstanding, there is also a sense in which the regional predictions

made by ideational theories fall short for our purposes. For example, the argumentative logic just outlined
5Specifically, the argument is that past US interventionism on false humanitarian pretenses had negative consequences for the

region and thus led to the establishment and enforcement of Latin American sovereignty and non-intervention norms, eventually
codified legally in Articles 19 and 20 of the OAS Charter. These norms, in turn, being incompatible with the idea that external
intervention is warranted when states fail to protect their citizens’ human rights, inevitably lead to a regional aversion towards
RtoP.

9



leads one to expect that Latin America should always oppose any sort of intervention (save, perhaps, in the

absolute worst, most dire of circumstances), and that it must do so on principle, objecting to intervention’s

legitimacy as a concept. As the next section will articulate in more detail, this turns out not to be the case,

since the regional laws do in fact call interventions acceptable when they meet certain criteria. It follows

that what Latin American decisionmakers and publics take issue with is not the concept of intervention per

se, but with what its defining features seem to be when carried out in practice.

In short, though ideational theories do perform better than neorealist and republican liberal ones

when it comes to the case of RtoP in Latin America, it appears they still fall short of a complete explanatory

account that can stand on its own, since it leads us to an expectation that proves not to be true. The history

of US interventionism in Latin America, then, though certainly important in shaping countless aspects of

the latter’s existence, cannot, on its own, account for Latin America’s views on RtoP. Instead, the fact that

ideational theories have both elements of explanatory success and areas of limitation suggests that there

is indeed some sort of causal link between the proposed explanatory variable (North American actions in

Latin America throughout the twentieth century) and the latter’s unusually recalcitrant attitude towards

the doctrine of RtoP — this mechanism or link might just be more complex than the ideational approach

takes it to be.

Table 1 (below) summarizes the argumentative assessments of all three theories that I have outlined

in this section. Though it appears to paint a rather bleak picture of these three approaches in general, it is

important to emphasize that none of them are misguided or incorrect, nor is it my intention to argue that

they are. The main point put forth in this section has been that no existing theory of human rights norms

can successfully be applied to Latin America and its perceptions of RtoP in a way that yields substantial

explanatory power. Taken together, all these points indicate that the question at the center of this research

paper remains unsolved, and thus is worth investigating further. The objective of the next “Theory” section

is to do just that, using the ideational approach as a foundation to develop and build upon.
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Table 1: Assessment of the Major Schools of Thought

Theory Proposed IV Explanatory Power

Neorealism Material Capabilities Low
Republican Liberalism Democratic Status Low

Ideational Theories US Interventionism Medium

3 The Implementation Theory

As the ideational approach correctly identifies, Latin America is particularly committed to regional norms of

non-intervention and respect for state sovereignty, even when it comes to interventions on legitimate and real

human rights grounds. These regional ideals were also developed as a result of Latin America’s unusually

tumultuous experience with great power meddling in their sovereign affairs, usually at the expense of Latin

Americans. At least as to the law, Latin America rejects the possibility of legitimately intervening in another

state’s jurisdiction.

However, the scholarship to date largely misses the fact that Latin American law qualifies this norm

with an important exception: military action taken from abroad is acceptable from a legitimacy standpoint

if (and only if) (1) it is undertaken by a collective of states; (2) it abides by the principles of international

agreements and law; (3) its purpose is strictly to either remedy a grave human rights violation or, preferrably,

to prevent it from happening or escalating. Since humanitarian interventions — assuming that they are not a

just empty rhetoric — fulfill the third criterion regarding their essential purpose, cases of this principle should

be acceptable exceptions to the norms of sovreignty and non-intervention in the eyes of Latin American states

as long as they are carried out in accordance with the rules of international law and existing multinational

agreements.
6

How should we interpret this important qualifier in terms of Latin America’s underlying views on

the use of force against a foreign country? Fundamentally, this acceptance of foreign intervention only under

certain conditions serves as a first step towards reconciling two crucial yet seemingly incompatible Latin
6The two requirements of collective action and respect for international legal principles can be joined together under the

umbrella of the latter, since international law prohibits unilateral interventions abroad and gives the Security Council (UNSC)
full jurisdiction to determine when military action is warranted by one country against another.
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American commitments, namely, those to (1) protect, promote, and remedy violations of human rights, on

one hand, and to (2) respect the Westphalian sovereignty of all states in an absolute manner, on the other.

In an effort to bring these two ideals back together, Latin America conceded that it might be legitimate to

use force against another state in certain extreme situations — essentially giving up some of (2) for the sake

of improving (1). This fact alone means that its objection to interventions in the case of RtoP cannot be

based on theoretical principle in the way ideational scholars suggest, since, for something to be rejected on

principle means that the agent doing the rejecting must find it objectionable regardless of the circumstances.

Therefore, insofar as the Latin American rejection of RtoP doesn’t satisfy this requirement, it cannot be based

on the concept in principle. The corollary of said theoretical claim constitutes the overarching prediction

that this paper makes:

Hypothesis 1 (Implementation Theory): Latin America does not take issue with the

principle of RtoP as it is conceived in theory, but rather with the implementation
of RtoP as it has occurred in historical practice.7

What, exactly, is it about these RtoP implementations that is troubling for Latin American countries? At the

most basic level, their disagreement is not with RtoP in particular but rather stems from a broader divergence

between Latin America and the United States when it comes to making international policy decisions. While

the latter country tends to prioritize acting in its own rational self-interest, the former group of states have a

strong normative commitment to particular principled beliefs that they are not willing to forego, no matter

what the expected utility incentives of doing so might be. To use the major IR paradigms as an analogy,

therefore, the US is a neorealist whereas Latin America is a constructivist.

3.1 Hypothesis 1a: Lack of Legality

In a more concrete sense, there are certain aspects of how RtoP is enforced that, if the above hypothesis

is correct, we would expect Latin America to disapprove of. The first of these, and perhaps the most

straightforward, is the fact that current humanitarian interventions are necessarily violations of international
7Another way of phrasing this claim is with the following syllogistic argument: when it comes to RtoP, (Premise 1:) practice

does not correspond with principle, and (Premise 2:) Latin America agrees with the principle. (Conclusion:) Therefore, Latin
America does not agree with the practice of RtoP.
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legal principles enshrined in the UN Charter; that RtoP is enforced in a way that is contrary to international

law and that permits the sort of arbitrary interferece in another state’s sovereign affairs that the inter-

American legal system sought to block (Vales 2001). On this first interpretation of the issue, therefore, the

effect of sovereignty norms on the Latin American stance regarding RtoP is determined not only by the

history of US interventionism, but also by the principle’s illegal implementation in pratice.

The legality of RtoP practices can thus be understood as a necessary but insufficient condition for

Latin American states having a more receptive stance towards the doctrine as a whole. It must also then

be the case that the illegality of RtoP practices is a sufficient condition for Latin American states having an

antagonistic stance regarding said doctrine.8 It follows that, had RtoP been implemented in a legal manner

thus far, Latin American states would be more willing to forego their sovereignty principles in exceptional

cases of mass human rights atrocities.

Hypothesis 1a (Lack of Legality): Ceteris paribus, the Latin American stance on

the doctrine of RtoP would be significantly less antagonistic if, thus far, it had been

enforced according to, and not in violation of, international legal principles.

It is somewhat counterintuitive that Latin American states bind themselves so strongly to respecting UNSC

decisions with regards to an intervention’s legality (or lack thereof), thus submitting the determination of a

mission’s legitimacy to the full discretion of the Permanent-5 (P-5) member countries — Russia, the United

States, the United Kingdom, France, and China — all of whom have the power to veto proposed Resolutions.

This is not “rational” in the positivist sense of IR theory, since the track record of P-5 decisions reveals a clear

and systematic disadvantaging of the developing world, including Latin American states, and of prioritizing

their own geostrategic interests over normative considerations when it comes to authorizing the use of military

force (or failing to do so). In accordance with the idea mentioned at the start of this subsection, therefore, and

with the ideational theories of human rights norms, it appears that political attitudes from Latin America

when it comes to the use of force do indeed correspond to the region’s principled ideas and valued norms,

regardless of any considerations pertaining to material costs or strategic interests.
8This is so because any statement about a necessary condition for some end Y can always be recast as a statement pertaining

a necessary condition for not-Y, i.e. if X is necessary for Y, not-X is sufficient for not-Y (Mahoney and Vanderpoel 2015, 67).
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3.2 Hypothesis 1b: P-5 Arbitrariness

All this is not to say, however, that just because Latin America acts in accordance with ideas about right

and wrong then it must find it normatively right that RtoP be subjected to the arbitrary will of the P-5. On

the contrary, rather: the dissonance between Latin America and the great powers’ motivational principles

for acting in the international sphere should translate to the former region taking issue with the arbitrariness

of RtoP’s implementation thus far. To put the same point differently, Latin America should be accepting

of humanitarian intervention in principle, and therefore see its arbitrary implementation as preferrable to

no implementation at all, but at the same time said group of states should likewise disapprove of the P-5’s

power to veto the legitimacy of a genuinely humanitarian effort abroad.

Hypothesis 1b (P-5 Arbitrariness): Ceteris paribus, the Latin American stance on

the doctrine of RtoP would be significantly less antagonistic if, thus far, it had not

been subjected to the arbitrary will of the P-5 states.

From a purely deductive standpoint, we can easily see how the emptiness of international law in the im-

plementation of RtoP leads to this last one reflecting the self-interest of the stronger P-5 members. If the

doctrine is no longer regulated by specific parameters in international law, as we saw in H1a that it is not,

there are essentially no constraints or specific obligations of how member must behave in its implementation.

It is also reasonable to assert that, all else equal, any rational agent would choose to act in the manner that

maximizes her self-interest. Since this last point is also true of those who implement RtoP, so too will this

doctrine be subjected to the utility-maximization considerations of the P-5.

If this second derivative hypothesis is correct, we would expect to see Latin American states ad-

vocating not for RtoP’s complete scrapping, but rather for a concrete reform in its jurisdiction that might

take it out of the subjective P-5’s hands, or at the very least widen the P-5 in the specific realm of RtoP,

so that it might include a greater number and variety of states represented. What makes this arbitrariness

all the more harmful for RtoP is the inherent ambiguity that exists not just in its own principles as they are

officially spelled out.

To recapitulate, this doctrine is centered around three crucial pillars of duty that are ascribed to
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some agent or another in the international sphere: (1) the responsibility of each state to protect their

populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity; (2) the responsibility

of the global community to help states develop early, preventive strategies to aid them in fulfilling (1); and

(3) the responsibility of other states to respond in cases where the host state has failed to uphold (1). It

is not difficult to see how these three obligations could be interpreted in any number of ways — what one

person deems sufficient or adequate to render his duty to “help” others fulfilled, another might find misguided,

excessive, or too minimal. Thus we are left with nothing more than an “abstract formalism” in the RtoP

legal text: an attempt to lay out some universal duties to be fulfilled by all, without specifying what would

constitute their fulfillment.

This ambiguity creates two different risks for the doctrine’s implementation overall, which we can

term the risk of Too Little Action and that of Too Much Action, respectively. Too little action refers

to how any state could claim that, for instance, by protecting its own population against human rights

violations, it is setting an example of good prevention strategies for other states, and therefore is helping them

sufficiently. Too much action, meanwhile, occurs when foreign states overstep their bounds in intervening

in a sovereign country’s affairs, militarily or otherwise, but can still justify their behavior as the result

of what the perpetrator understood was its “obligation”. The very purpose of RtoP at the time of its

original development was to ensure that the protection of endangered populations would not be subjected

to the arbitrary determination of great powers, based on their own geopolitical interests as opposed to the

protection of human rights.

The mere fact that RtoP was conceived as a separate doctrine from collective security and included

also a notion of collective responsibility shows how its primary goal was to be different altogether from

existing international legal parameters or principles. Yet the combination of these two inherent flaws, the

possibility of Too Little and Too Much action, have ultimately led to RtoP’s failure in preventing stronger

states from subordinating global humanitarian responses to their own strategic preferences, at the pernicious

expense of those being harmed. In a sense, then, the norm appears to have failed in its overarching goal. This

in turn helps explain why many countries — including Latin American states — are reluctant to embrace
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and advance its consolidation in its current form.

3.3 Hypothesis 1c: Retroactive Recourse to Force

Still another derivable prediction can be arrived at from our original broad claim pertaining to RtoP in

principle versus practice. Since Latin America has an almost perfect overlap between what it considers to

be morally legitimate behavior in the international arena, and what it considers to be legally permissible in

this same realm, the region will inevitably disagree with those states who act on the basis of one but not the

other, treating the two as entirely separate entities to be taken into consideration differently. The United

States again exemplifies this second category of countries that take the opposite approach to Latin America.

Divorcing legal permissibility with moral legitimacy has the effect of liberating the former attribute

beyond what is ethically dictated. It frees decisionmakers from moral considerations when they are thinking

about policy decisions, so that international legal principles become void of any real meaning and thus any

action can be justified as adhering to them. In the context of RtoP, this separation of legality and legitimacy

has led to a paradoxical situation whereby the recourse to force is used excessively often, on the one hand,

and the development of meaningful prevention mechanisms is hardly practiced at all, on the other.

This phenomenon in and of itself thus constitutes a third and final grounds on which Latin Amer-

ican states should object to RtoP: since it is implemented retroactively and not prescriptively, it becomes

the equivalent of putting a bandaid on a bullet wound — a temporary measure that will fail to cure the

underlying problem. A preferrable alternative, this point of view proposes, would be to make the use of

armed force acceptable only as a last resort, provided that all other options have either been tried or are

unfeasible/undesirable for other reasons, and instead focus the energy of the international community on

preventive measures and developing mechanisms of protection or early action that might minimize the need

to use military force at all from the get-go.

Hypothesis 1c (Retroactive Recourse to Force): Ceteris paribus, the Latin American

stance on the doctrine of RtoP would be significantly less antagonistic if the emphasis

on retroactive military force was shifted to instead focus on developing prevention

systems and early-response mechanisms in a prescriptive manner.
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Again, it is worth emphasizing how formal logic in conjunction with a few law-like generalizations can take us

directly from Hypothesis 1b to 1c. If RtoP will reflect the self-interest of the P-5 (H1b), then RtoP will take

the form of whatever frequency and whatever form of protection these great powers find most convenient to

dole out. In terms of frequency, it is less costly for them to only assist weaker states retroactively than it is

to be continuously providing prescriptive aid in these last ones’ development of protection systems. For that

reason, RtoP will primarily take the form of retroactive action on behalf of the most powerful. Similarly,

when choosing between peaceful versus coercive types of intervention, it is rational for the P-5 to choose

whatever form gives them a greater concentration of the global power, which in this case is undoubtedly that

of coercive military force.

In summation, this theoretical section has argued that it is the event of implementing RtoP in

practice which triggers an antagonistic Latin American stance towards the doctrine. For this to be true, it

must be the case that Latin American states were supportive of RtoP at the time of its endorsement in the

World Summit’s Outcome Document. Where the problem arose, I have argued, was with the implementation

of the doctrine in practice, which merely ascribed formal duties void of content to all individuals and said

nothing on how these might be fulfilled adequately, so that there is no reason for the decisionmakers of RtoP

to abide by international law (H1a).

In turn, the emptiness of the law essentially rendered it too weak to constrain the P-5 to act in

a particular manner besides their own self-interest. It follows that the doctrine of RtoP eventually will

converge with the self-interest of the P-5, who thus implement the principle in an arbitrary manner (H1b).

What is arbitrary and utility maximizing for these actors, specifically, involves a preference for retroactive

interventions over prescriptive ones, since the former are less costly to carry out, as well as a preference

for coercive (i.e. armed) interventions, since the great powers have more relative preponderance over other

states (H1c).

With this detailed causal mechanism in mind, we can at last turn to the task of devising an adequate

research design to determine just how successful (or unsuccessful) these theories are in explaining the Latin

American stance on RtoP.

17



4 Qualitative Research Design

The data that will be used to test the accuracy of my four hypotheses just mentioned has two distinct yet

related components to it, each of which will be carried out successively in the order that they are presented

here. In terms of the universe of cases, this will vary as the project develops over time from a briefer 591

paper to a much broader and deeper dissertation project. For the time being, however, since it is still in the

first of these two stages, the paper will test my hypothesis with the initial plausibility probe of Chile. This

case is useful from a qualitative standpoint because it is anomalous in terms of its value on the dependent

variable — though the country is still opposed to RtoP in the manner that the region as a whole is, Chile is

at the more receptive extreme of the spectrum among the subset of Latin American states.

Naturally, the results of any such tests can not decisively prove or disprove any of the broader,

counterfactual hypotheses I have advanced about Latin America as a whole, since it would not be scientific

to generalize the case of a single country to the universal case of an entire continent and all the countries

within it. The objective of this first iteration is instead to simply check whether a cursory examination of a

single country case behaves in the way the theory expects it will. In this sense it can be viewed as analogous

to a Hoop Test in the qualitative research tradition — though the theory’s passing of such a test cannot, on

its own, constitute sufficient proof that the theory is correct, its failure to follow the expected patters would

necessitate that it be discarded altogether.

4.1 Data Collection

To determine which of these two options apply to my theory, the pricess of data collection can be split again

into two further subsections, again following the same chronological order as this text.

4.1.1 Archival Research Stage

The first stage will consist of archival research, specifically the examination of the online archives compiled

by the association of NGOs International Coalition for the Responsibility to Protect (ICRtoP). As Lee (2015)

aptly puts it, archives can best be defined as “accumulations of unpublished historical records, usually of an
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institution or individual” (3). The ICRtoP originally emerged out of a series of meetings between major civil

society organizations that sought to promote and improve the work of RtoP as a doctrine. To that end, the

various non-governmental organizations participating in these meetings formed this collaborative effort to

forge networking and transparency among different regional human rights movements, resulting in a publicly

accessible database with a collection of all “government statements” by country on the topic of RtoP dating

from its inception in 2005 to the present day. The attributes of this archive are summarized in Table 29

Table 2: Characteristics of ICRtoP Archival Data

Country No. of Statements Time Span of Coverage URL Link to Records

Brazil 20 2009-Present Brazil_Archive
Guatemala 18 2008-Present Guatemala_Archive
Argentina 16 2006-Present Argentina_Archive

Costa Rica 16 2009-Present CostaRica_Archive
Venezuela 14 2010-Present Venezuela_Archive

Chile 13 2009-Present Chile_Archive
Mexico 13 2007-Present Mexico_Archive
Cuba 9 2009-Present Cuba_Archive

Colombia 7 2006-Present Colombia_Archive
Uruguay 7 2009-Present Uruguay_Archive
Ecuador 6 2009-Present Ecuador_Archive
Panama 6 2008-Present Panama_Archive

Nicaragua 6 2009-Present Nicaragua_Archive
Bolivia 4 2009-Present Bolivia_Archive

Paraguay 4 2011-Present Paraguay_Archive
El Salvador 1 2010-Present ElSalvador_Archive

This resource is particularly useful, as it is the single compendium repository of all the declarations

ever made by all state representatives of any UN member country. What is more, the fact that it was

archived by institutions outside of the state structure reduces the risk of bias significantly, particularly in

light of authoritarianism’s temporal proximity in most Latin American countries to this day. A second

advantage of this data source is that it side-steps one difficulty posed by more traditional archives, namely,

their substantial removal from the sphere of current events. By their nature, the working files made available

through archives are typically different from the files actually in use by the institution or government in

question at any given time.

This is not the case of the ICRtoP archives, however, because the organization publishes unofficial
9In said table, the Chilean context which this project will be concrened with is marked in red for visualization purposes.
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transcripts of each country’s statements at a given meeting with relatively fast speed, and, through compiling

its own unofficial records and translations of leaders’ declarations, it is not dependent on the whims of state

officials and considerations when it comes to obtaining the necessary data sources and making them publicly

available. It follows that the ICRtoP archives achieve a good balance between making data publicly available

in a way that contemporary government documents never will be, on one hand, and ensuring that this opening

of access to the public happens with a fast turnover speed, on the other.

To this first archival source, I will add a secondary source of information that captures not just what

leaders stated publicly but what they actually did in practice. This reliability check on the original ICRtoP

archives is important, since it helps ensure that what we extrapolate from those archives is accurate and

overlaps with empirical fact. The specific additional source to be used in this study is the voting record of

both the permanent and non-permanent Security Council members vis-a-vis Resolutions related to RtoP,

which is made available on the public database of the United Nations. To be sure, though Chile is not a

permanent member and therefore will not have been present in all — or even most — of the votes at this level,

it is nonetheless useful to check how the P-5 acted in each case, since, if our theory is correct, the Chilean

statements on RtoP should frequently refer to this track record that constitutes RtoP’s implementation.

Through this multi-pronged and complex approach just outlined, this study will successfully avoid

what Lee (2015) calls the major pitfalls of archival research. Specifically, he stipulates that all good archival

studies must satisfy the following three requirements: (1) development of an explicit a priori rule for what

material will and will not be analyzed; (2) familiarization of researcher with the internal procedures and

personalities of archive-producing institution; and (3) explanation to the reader of the exact procedures used

to gather material, such that readers might be able to critique them or check that the author’s claims are

backed by evidence. Since the present section has completed all three of these requirements, we can proceed

to the second half of the data collection process, which is discussed in the following subsection.
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4.1.2 Ethnographic Interview Stage

Useful as this archival data collection will be, the ultimate nature of the research puzzle is interpretivist, since

it is concerned with how a particular region and its people interpret a particular doctrine of international

security and human rights. It is thus crucial that this project look not just at empirical records or the

declarations of public officials, but also at the opinions and cognitive processes of individuals, both within

the public at large and in the subset of civil society. To that end, the second stage of evidence-gathering

involves conducting ethnographic field research in Chile, in the form of over eighteen interviews with various

types of actors.

Building on the exemplary strategies of Cramer (2016), this study will include in-depth interviewing

and ongoing participant observation, the intent of which is to reveal how Latin American people describe and

structure their world. The interview protocol I will use contains three different versions of a transcript to be

respectively fielded to three different types of Chilean subjects: public citizens, civil society representatives,

and, where possible, government delegates that have served in the United Nations since 2005 and have

specifically worked with the topic of RtoP in this capacity. The first group of interviewees can provide insight

into the opinions and perceptions of RtoP among the citizery, since these may not be accurately captured

in the behavior or declarations of Chilean government representatives. However, since it is somewhat far-

fetched to assume that the average Chilean civilian will have a strong working knowledge of RtoP and its

complexities, I will restrict the field sites and sample pools to three different university campuses offering

undergraduate degrees in international relations: the Alberto Hurtado University,10 the University of Chile,11

and the Pontifical Catholic University of Valparaíso.12

For each of these programs, I will randomly select three students to interview cyclically, meeting

various times with each one at regular intervals. These interactions can help shed light on what exact

balance their country tends to strike between abiding by norms and legal principles in its diplomacy, on one

hand, and furthering their own geostrategic interests, on the other. It follows that interviewing IR students
10In Spanish: Universidad Alberto Hurtado. All translations in this description are my own.
11In Spanish: Universidad de Chile.
12In Spanish: Pontificia Universidad Católica de Valparaíso.
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in Chilean universities should give us a better sense of how Latin American states might differ from older

powers of the West in their foreign policy decisionmaking.

The second variation of my interview transcript is aimed at high-level agents (presidents – both

former and current –, vice presidents, and directors) of local human rights non-governmental organizations

(NGOs). Much like with the public citizens, I will interview three different subjects at each of three dif-

ferent major human rights NGOs – the Association of Families of the Detained-Disappeared (AFDD),13

the Committee for the Defense of Human Rights (CODEHS),14 and the Commission for the Rights of the

People (CODEPU).15 In terms of archival data, these organizations also have their own independent records

on government statements and policies pertaining to all aspects of human rights, including RtoP. Even a

cursory comparison of the findings from the ICRtoP archives and those of the human rights organizations in

Chile can prove invaluable as an indicator of the former’s accuracy.

Yet the experts’ interview responses are also highly useful in-and-of-themselves. These can provide

extensive information on the status of human rights in Chile – both independently and comparatively vis-

à-vis other countries in Latin America – as well as helping us gauge the levels of general knowledge and

importance given to human rights issues. Having been actively engaged in the transitional justice movement

in the wake of Pinochet’s dictatorship, NGO workers are extremely familiar with the intricacies of the

country’s bureaucracy and can inform us on the likelihood of bias in the archival data to be collected.

Last but not least, it is through the networks of civil society organizations, which intricately link the

state and the public, and serve as mediators between the two types of actors, that I will gain access to the third

group to be interviewed: government representatives that have worked on the subject of RtoP internationally

ever since its inception in 2005. As with the public citizens and NGO experts, these government officials will

receive a third variation of the interview transcript that is tailored to them. Yet one noteworthy aspect of

this third administration of the questionnaire is that, where geographic incompatibilities exist, the interviews

will be conducted remotely, via secure videoconference or telephone service. Since these representatives are

likely to be more elusive when it comes to interviews, I have not yet specified how many of these agents the
13In Spanish: Agrupación de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos.
14In Spanish: Comité de Defensa de Derechos Humanos y Sindicales.
15In Spanish: Cooperación de Promoción y Defensa de los Derechos del Pueblo.
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study will include, nor from what particular branches of the international and domestic government they

must be. Instead, this will primarily be determined based on the access options available once on-site, but

this is not of particular concern, since it can be supplemented by the content of the archival data, which also

pertain to government delegates in international bodies dealing with RtoP, and by testimonials of the NGO

workers about how state officials conceive of the world. .

To summarize, the archival and ethnographic strategies within the data collection process of this

project are mutually beneficial for one another. While ethnography alone cannot tell us much from a

causal inference perspective, archival evidence by itself is of little use for answering interpretivist questions.

By combining the two in the manner just outlined, this research design will be able to (1) perform an

accuracy check on interviewee responses, on one hand, and (2) interpret or analyze the archival data with

the frameworks and concepts of the society, on the other. Overall, this triangulation of multiple data

collection methods will strengthen the reliability and internal validity of the study, as well as equipping me

with the tools for conducting rigorous process-tracing. It is this last trajectory that the subsequent and final

section describes in greater detail.

4.2 Methods

4.2.1 Knowledge Construction from the Data

To capture how the Chilean public declarations varied in content and major themes over time, I will start

by creating a data display in the form of a table, which will include all the relevant themes that my theory

predicts we should see, as well as all the alternative ones proposed by neorealism, republican liberalism,

and ideational accounts. The y-axis will then record each particular document or in-depth interview that is

included in the display. An example of this set-up is illustrated in Table 3.16

16To be sure, the real version of this data display will include not just the neorealist themes but also those of the missing
two theories. They are only omitted from this depiction for the sake of visualization and space economy. What is more, all
the items in the far left column (Data Source) refer to meetings, declarations, or statements made by Chilean representatives,
and the interviewees are the subjects interacted with in the ethnographic stage. Lastly, while illegality, arbitrariness, and use

of force correspond to the three hypotheses H1a, H1b, H1c, respectively, the neorealist theme of capabilities can be defined as
the relative material capabilities of a peripheral state vis-a-vis the dominant world power(s), and concentration simply refers
to how much of the worlds power is concentrated in the hegemon’s hands. For each theme, an X in a particular row indicates
that the document or individual being studied (i.e. the ’Data Source’ listed on the left) mentioned the theme’s topic in some
way, shape, or form when discussing RtoP.
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Table 3: Comparing Fit of Data Across Theories

Implementation Themes Neorealist Themes

Data Source Illegality Arbitrariness Use of Force Capabilities Concentration

Interview with Person A X X
UNGA Meeting 11/2011 X X
Statement to UNSC 12/2012 X X
Interview with Person B X X

Provided that there is at least some evidence to support the proposed causal relationship between

the independent and dependent variables, I will then turn to the method of process-tracing in order to verify

whether this relationship occured in the manner predicted. It proved exceedingly difficult to provide a great

deal of specifics about the methodology stage without first having a general idea of what the evidence looks

like. The present section is thus limited to the specification of (1) the data analysis software to be used in

the initial familiarization with the evidence, and how this last one is beneficial for the purposes of my study;

as well as (2) the concrete type of process-tracing that I will carry out once the data has been attained. To

accommodate for the infinite number of forms that the data could in theory take on, my research design wil

be supplemented by “post-hoc” causal processes, testing these as frequently as necessary.

Concerning topic (1), the data analysis process will be aided by the use of a qualitatively-designed

computer program named HyperQual. Created by a scholar of education in the 1980s, HyperQual uses

HyperCard software and facilitates the recording and anlysis of both textual and graphic data, in a way

that is particularly well-suited for interpretivist and ethnographic methods. For example, special stacks are

designated to hold and organize data, such that the researcher using this program can directly “enter field

data, including interview data, observations, research memos, and illustrations,” among other things (Padilla

1989, 70).

Likewise, the program has a tagging (or coding) function for the source data inputted, allowing

the researcher to pull out or work with specific chunks of information at greater levels of detail, as well

as re-structuring and reassembling the data in various different ways. In brief, the general advantage that

HyperQual can offer qualitative projects like this one is an unparalleled emhasis on knowledge construction
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as opposed to knowledge organization in a clear-cut, binary, or quantitative manner. Thus, rather than

placing constraints on how thoughts must be organized for analysis, in the way most quantitatively-oriented

programs do, this software encourages one to widen as opposed to narrow down the way in which we conceive

of the phenomena being studied.

4.2.2 Process-Tracing Tests of Causality

Turning now to the specific type of analysis to be carried out, this study will primarily engage in the kind

of process-tracing that “first design[s] a process tracing test and then intentionally look[s] for a piece of data

concerning a particular causal mechanism required to carry out that test” (Mahoney 2012, 587). It follows

that a final task remaining in this paper is to derive the observable implications that would count in favor

or against each of the proposed hypotheses, since this will constitute the basic criteria of evaluation.

At the broader level of Hypothesis 1, the opposition to RtoP on practical grounds alone should

manifest itself in the form of sequence evidence — the Latin American opposition to RtoP should not appear

on the scene until after this last one was unanimously adopted and the world saw the first instances of

its implementation. Instead, in the original records of the World Summit meeting (2005), we should see a

juxtapositional Latin American support for the principle as it was theoretically constructed in this forum.

Only once the concept achieves some practical development should we see the Latin American stance

begin to drop towards the antagonistic end of the spectrum. Conversely, if the concept triggers antagonism

from Latin America throughout the entire time frame examined, i.e. if we were to see opposition in practice

come hand in hand with opposition in theory, or predate the first practical implementations of RtoP, then

this would decrease the plausibility of the first hypothesis.

A second set of observable implications, in this case derived from H1a, is that we should see proof

of the implementation of humanitarian intervention going against certain principles of international law in

practice. Repeated emphasis in public declarations on the illegality of past RtoP implementations as a

grounds for opposing them, or any evidence of multiple Chilean calls for UNSC regulation of humanitarian

interventions over time more closely and vertically, would both count as strong evidence in support of this
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hypothesis.

Turning now to H1b, the accuracy of this third hypothesis would be observable in additional manners.

First, it would lead us to expect P-5 can and have thus far conditioned their decisions for approving or vetoing

a proposed humanitarian intervention on the basis of their geostrategic preferences. That is, in the UNSC

voting record data, we should see a clear and objective example where two human rights atrocities of more

or less equal characteristics triggered an emergency response in one case, but not the other, or alternatively

an example where a more severe and urgent human rights crime is not legalized as sufficient for intervention,

whereas in a less urgent or clear-cut case the resolution of intervention passes the unanimous requirement in

the Security Council. A further powerful test of arbitrariness of votes involves considering counter-factual

scenarios: if a P-5 member would not have voted for (or against) an intervention if his strategic preferences

had been different, then the doctrine of RtoP that his vote determines can, by extension, be called arbitrary

and subject to the whims of the P-5.

Last but not least, H1c would be strengthened by evidence indicating: (1) that between the two

pillars of prevention and reaction, Latin America prefers an RtoP predominantly concerned with the former,

leaving the latter solely for cases in which the former has fialed; and (3) this preferred RtoP is at odds with

the real version of RtoP we currently have. All three of these implications would be captured in the single

observation of Latin America publicly calling on the international community to reduce the recourse to force

in RtoP cases and instead devote more energy to developing prevention systems.

5 Concluding Remarks

To conclude, this study offers various advantages and areas of promise from a research perspective. Its

broader argument has been that Latin American states find the doctrine of RtoP objectionable because of

how it is implemented in practice, namely, in a manner that: (1) is illegal according to international law, (2)

is subject to the arbitrary self-interests of powerful states, and (3) primarily takes the form of retroactive

recourse to armed force, whereas this last option should be reserved for use only after other measures have
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proven or are likely to be inefficient. Not only is this research puzzle and proposed account relevant for

ideational scholars of human rights norms, but it is also practically salient in terms of the current political

situation in Venezuela.

Through taking Chile as an initial plausibility probe, this study will employ a double-pronged

approach, combining ethnographic interviews with unbiased archival records from two different sources,

which will be supplemented and organized accordingly throughout the project’s development. Overall, while

the proposed investigation is not without limitations, these are relatively minimal and permit several options

for their resolution or mitigation. We can thus conclude that the benefits of going ahead with this study

outweigh the costs, and that the next step(s) will be to secure funding for the field research of the ethnography

stage, and to obtain IRB approval of the relevant documentation, before delving into ICRtoP’s database.
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