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Abstract

“The puzzle of international decision-making”

An integrated comparative study on intervention

This is a study that aims to look at the violence occurring in Sudan and Libya in 2011. It asks the 

question why there was an intervention in the latter case but not the former. The analysis will use an 

integrated theoretical framework, looking at national interests, power balance and international 

norms to explain the behavior and decision-making of states in these particular cases. The fact that 

so little has been done or said about the conflict in Sudan is troubling, and deserves an explanation, 

especially considering the very different reaction to similar situations like Libya at the time. This 

study uses a comparative method to map the differences and similarities between the two cases 

using both statistical numbers and facts, as well as a content analysis to examine the discourse and 

media coverage on the two conflicts. The analysis may seem very broad and complex, but the same 

can be said about world politics in general. It is a very complex thing, and sometimes a complex 

explanation is required. Very rarely is there just one answer to a question like this, but many 

different perspectives that are often equally legitimate and important to consider. This is the basis of 

the method used in this study, to use different perspectives to give a clearer overall image of why 

states act as they do, and why they make the decisions that they make.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Problem

Sudan and Libya both have great significance historically. In ancient times they bordered the great 

Egyptian empire, and undoubtedly had very rich and strong cultures of their own. They spoke of 

”Nubia” - A place of riches and gold and an important seat of power for the Egyptian pharaohs.

It is clear that the region has a very strong and rich history, not just in terms of geography and its 

role in the international politics of ancient times, but more importantly in terms of the people who 

lived there, and still is to this day. Historically, of course, the region is also one that has experienced 

a lot of unrest. The countries relationship with Egypt certainly wasn't always peaceful, and many 

outside forces showed great interest in Nubia’s supply of gold. Like in so many other ancient 

civilizations, war was something of a common practice. Despite all this, the region is still standing 

today, and its rich culture is still visible to those visiting the countries.

The land of Nubia is what we today know as Sudan, and it is indeed still a region of great 

importance. Not only is it one of the most ethnically diverse states in the world, it is estimated that 

in the last 200 years there have lived approximately 600 ethnic and linguistic groups in the country 

(Collins, 2012), it is also the place of a devastating conflict that has been raging for the last sixty 

years or so. The incredible diversity of the people has of course resulted in a lot of friction within 

the country, as has been clearly visible. The two Sudanese wars, the genocide in Darfur and lately 

the atrocities happening in the South Kordofan (Nuba Mountains, Blue Nile) region following the 

parting of the country into two separate states (Sudan, South Sudan) has certainly painted a picture 

of a country in crisis. And it is hard to deny this. Indeed, ever since gaining independence in 1956 

the country has had very few moments of intrastate peace. Even so, and especially in the last few 

years, the international interest in this conflict has been mild. Whether you consider the recent 

events to be genocide or civil war there is a general agreement that the international community has 

been rather passive. They have either done very little or been too late.

Libya, during this same period (2011), faced a civil war as a result of the "Arab Spring". A situation 

one can deem similar to that in Sudan. In the case of Libya, international action against the regime 

was taken, as NATO intervened militarily in the conflict.

There is a clear contrast here between the international actions in Libya and those in Sudan. Both 

crises appeared around the same time, both were similar in numerous ways. Indeed, in both cases 

human rights violations were committed. And yet the international community chose to only 

intervene in one of these cases. The question of why is a very interesting one, and deserves to be 
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studied.

It should be noted that some action has been taken against the government of Sudan, especially in 

the wake of the Darfur-crisis. The International Criminal Court (ICC) issued a warrant for arresting 

president Omar Bashir on terms of War Crimes, Genocide and Crimes against humanity. Other 

actions, like the US prohibiting its oil companies to work out of the country, also add to the 

international effort (Forsythe, 2012 p. 288).

However, the actions of the ICC and other human rights group has proved unsuccessful in many 

respects, as Bashir could once again commit similar crimes in South Kordofan. Why was Bashir 

still allowed to commit these acts despite a warrant for arrest by the ICC? And why was the 

international interest so low, especially when compared to other simultaneous crises in Libya? 

According to credible sources, more than 700,000 people are affected by the conflict, including 

436,000 displaced within the rebel areas, some 66,000 as refugees in South Sudan (Unity state) 

(International Crisis Group, 2013) and a death toll that potentially reaches the thousands.

In addition, a Comprehensive peace agreement (CPA) was signed on January 9, 2005 by the 

Government of Sudan and the Sudan people’s liberation movement (Grawert, 2010). This bill was 

conceived with hopes that it would lead to peace in the country. The bill managed to keep a relative 

peace until 2011 when it dissolved, and violence ramped up once again.

Here are two situations occuring simultaneously in Africa. In both cases there was a civil war. In 

both cases thousands of people were displaced and/or killed. In both cases aerial bombings were 

performed by the government that often hit civilian targets.

Despite of this, in only one of these cases were direct action taken by the international community. 

In only one of these cases (Libya) did the UN issue a “no-fly zone“ to keep the government forces 

from conducting these air-based attacks. While the other case (Sudan) in many ways they had to 

fend for themselves. Many would consider the “no-fly zone“ in Libya a success, and similar tactics 

could have been used in Sudan. This analysis aims to explain why they didn’t.

Furthermore, it should also be noted that when “Intervention“ is spoken of in this analysis it does 

not specifically refer to military intervention (unless noted), but humanitarian and violence-

prohibiting action in general. Indeed, it is this author’s opinion that intervention of military nature is 

rarely the best option to improve a humanitarian situation, and this study is in no way trying to 

indicate anything of the sort. Instead, the problem that is being looked at is the different behavior of 

the international community in different cases, and with a very general interpretation of what is 

meant with the term “intervention“.
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1.2. Aim of research/Research Questions

 

The aim of this study is to look at variables and factors that could have a correlation and try to both 

explain and illuminate the actions of the international community towards the two conflicts.

The war in Sudan is a very serious situation in world politics, one where human rights violations 

have been performed again and again. Despite of this, no effective action was taken. It is therefore 

of utmost importance that we get a clear overview of the underlying factors that explain state 

behavior towards it, and why it was different in Libya. This way we have a better chance of 

predicting the future of it, and understand state behavior in a more nuanced way. By understanding 

what mistakes the international community and the media made in the past we can try to better 

ourselves accordingly in the future.

What stands out about the aim of this analysis is that it will try to integrate multiple theories to 

explain the situation. One could say it is an analysis that tests the idea that we can only benefit from 

looking at a case from different perspectives, without excluding any option. The belief is that 

realism and national interest cannot alone explain the questions we raise but only part of it, 

therefore multiple perspectives will be used to give a broader view.

The analysis will be based on a comparative design where the subject of Sudan will be studied and 

compared it to the intervention in Libya in 2011. Thereby the focus will mainly be on the atrocities 

in Sudan and Libya committed around that time. That is, in the case of Sudan, in South Kordofan 

(Blue Nile, Nuba Mountains). By comparing with the simultaneous situation in Libya, and backing 

that up with Syria and Iraq, the hope is to find answers to why the international community acted 

differently in these cases.

In order to do so one general question has been presented: Why did the international community  

intervene in Libya but not Sudan (Or Syria) in 2011? As well as these more specific research 

questions:

– Are there differences in economic relations with Sudan and Libya that affects the  

national interest of intervening actors?

– Where human rights protection a legitimate reason behind the actions of the  

states?

– What is the role of Russia, and how to relationships between states outside of the  
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conflicts affect decision-making?

– Is there a significant difference in media reporting on the different conflicts?

With these questions the hope is to get an overview of the situation. The majority are structured 

around a Realist perspective, looking at national interests of outside states. As the questions 

suggests, a main focus will be on the resources of the two countries. For example, does Libya have 

a much larger supply of oil than Sudan? And does this have an effect on the actions of outside 

states?

Secondly, power balances and security struggles between the states will be analyzed. We know that 

Russia did not support enforcement of Human rights law against Bashir in the wake of the crisis in 

Darfur, for example (Forsythe, 2012). What affect does Russia’s relationship with the case-

countries have?

Lastly, the analysis will also look at international norms (Through Constructivism) in the form of 

media reporting and statements made by political leaders. Are the situations portrayed differently? 

And does this have an effect on the enforcement of R2P (Responsibility to protect) and public 

opinion? A situation that is portrayed as civil war will seem less appealing to intervene in than a 

genocide, for example. The image the world is presented with of these cases can therefore be very 

important.

The reasoning behind this integration of theories is that it will give a broader perspective on a 

question where a lot of people jump to simple conclusions. One person will say intervention took 

place simply because of the oil, another person might say that there were indeed humanitarian 

issues that were the sole reason. This analysis is based on the idea that assuming that there is only 

one reason behind a large international action like this is rather foolish and presents a broader 

perspective, where multiple theories with multiple explanations work together to form a broader 

picture of the reasoning behind an intervention or the lack of one. This will hopefully be a breath of 

fresh air in the otherwise very one-theory-based studies that are so common in the field.

 

These questions and, more importantly, the answers that are provided, will hopefully help in 

understanding the workings of the international community towards two simultaneous and rather 

similar situations. More importantly, by understanding what the differences in the two cases are, the 

aim is to give a better overview of the actions of the international community in general.

The analysis aims to scientifically explain what aspects of world politics are at play here, and to 

understand at least one or a few factors that played into the decisions of these states.

The fact that this analysis uses an integrated theoretical framework, highlighting different factors 
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from different perspectives and looks at them as equally important, will hopefully give a fresh point 

of view and contribute to the study of this field.

1.3. Literature review

To begin with, some previous literature will be provided that give an overview of the situation in 

south Kordofan (Sudan), Libya and then finally some previous studies on the international interest 

in the conflicts. In other words, the same subject that is to be studied.

Sudan Human Security Baseline writes in an article that “Fighter Jets are being used regularly in  

South Kordofan. Although air attacks have diminished since the outbreak of fighting in Blue Nile in  

early September 2011, they still continue on a near daily basis“(HSBA, 2011). This paints a picture 

of what situation we are dealing with. Government forces in Sudan were performing aerial 

bombings in South Kordofan.

Furthermore, “Many Nuba civilians were targeted in Kadugli’s streets while trying to flee and were 

killed by throat slitting or gunfire, say eyewitnesses“(HSBA, 2011).

They go on to state that 200,000 civilians in South Kordofan had been displaced since fighting 

broke out and at the time of writing (HSBA, 2011). Keep in mind that the article in question was 

written in November 2011, only a few months after fighting broke out.

The article goes on to discuss the international actions toward the conflict: “Despite some 

diplomatic rebukes, international donors or aid partners have yet to place significant pressure on  

the Sudanese government to allow humanitarian access to SPLM-N (Sudan People's Liberation  

Movement) areas“(HSBA, 2011). This is important for the study, as it deals directly with the issue it 

aims to explain.

In his article “France, Britain and the intervention in Libya: an integrated analysis“ from 2013, John 

W. Davidson provides some interesting points on the intervention:

“Britain and France initially began to consider intervention because they felt that the emergent  

norm of the “Responsibility to protect“ (R2P) applied to the Libyan case and because they believed  

the massive flows of refugees fleeing the violence were a threat to their border security“(Davidson,  

2013)

This is definitely something will be further looked into, as it could play a large role in why states 

did NOT intervene in Sudan. The flow of refugees would not directly affect Europe in the same way 

because of geographical position. This quote is also interesting because it looks at the situation from 

two theoretical perspectives, something that will be returned to later.

It is further explained as such:

“When a state believes that the R2P norm requires it, its national interests is threatened by the  

target, or its prestige is implicated, it begins to consider intervention“(Davidson, 2013; p. 312)
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Here there are multiple theories taken into consideration when determining the causal factors of 

state-action, rather than one.

2. Choice of theory

In this section the theoretical framework of the analysis will be introduced.  What follows is a brief 

summary of the theories, what their concepts are and how they will be used in this study. Later, 

criticisms the theories have faced and how these will be avoided will be presented. Lastly, the 

integration itself will be explained, and an overview will be given of how it will work. 

An attempt has been made to figure out what the ideal versions of Realism and constructivism are. 

What is at the core of these theories when it comes to explaining world politics? And how does that 

play into the analysis?

2.1. Realism

As mentioned, the aim of this study is to explain why states behave in a certain way in world 

politics. For this task Realism has been chosen as the main theoretical framework, and Structural  

Realism in particular. This approach could highlight some very interesting factors regarding the 

issue. Realism will provide a good overview of state behavior in terms of national and economic 

interests, and to look at power struggles between the states involved.

Realism is one of the classic mainstream theories of International Relations. Indeed, in a lot of ways 

it has always been the leading theory in the field. It’s main focus lay in the actions of states, and 

indeed consider states to be the main actors in world politics.

Realist thinkers looks mainly at power and security, and many feel that this can explain all state 

decisions. They often reject the importance of International Organizations (IO) like the UN or 

European Union, instead stating that it is really states that make the decisions even here.

Hans Morgenthau, and important figure in realism, describes it in his book “Politics among 

nations“: “International politics, like all politics, is a struggle for power” (Morgenthau, 1948). In 

this one sentence he gives a good idea of the basic assumption of realist thinking.

To realists, states are the only important actors in world politics. Even in cases of international 

organizations such as the UN, realists will often stress that it is really the states that make the 

decisions here. They also talk about IO's really being ruled by a single hegemon. In other words, 

realist thinkers often discard the importance of international organizations and always remain 

focused on the role of states and the anarchic system that they exist in (Baylis et al., 2011).

When it comes to human rights issues and humanitarian situations, one could strongly argue that 

international organizations and especially non-governmental organizations (NGO's) does indeed 
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have a large role to play in today’s world. This is something the author of this study does believe, 

and realism is not here considered to be something to be used or followed in all cases. However, in 

the particular case that is to be studied in this analysis, we can gain a lot of understanding about 

state behavior if we look at realist perspectives such as national interests and power balance. It 

should be stressed though, that this perspective will likely not explain the full extent of these events, 

and other theories with other perspectives will be considered and used in this analysis in an 

integrated way. Realism will, however, serve as a good base and the main theory because of its 

strong argument on state behavior in general. To look at the role of international organizations in 

this case would most likely also give very interesting results, and is indeed an important aspect to 

consider. But for this study a choice was made to focus on the actions of the states in particular, and 

IO's/NGO's will only briefly be talked about.

Regardless if we’re studying the actions of NATO, the EU or even the UN, states themselves are 

often the driving forces behind interventions such as the one in Libya. Therefore, it is important to 

study what interests and reasons those states have in a political action like that. This is where 

realism comes in and gives us good tools in order to find, understand and/or explain those factors.

Realism has two aspects that will be focused on in this comparative study: National interests and 

Power Balance. Here follows an explanation of both.

National interests

The issue of national interests is clearly an important aspect of this study. This we can tell from the 

research questions. When it comes to human rights issues in particular, David P. Forsythe makes a 

good point in his book “Human rights in International Relations“ about (as he calls it) “Liberalism 

in a realist world“. What he means by this is that often we see states enforcing human rights law 

only when it is in their national interest to do so. Russia did not support the arrest warrant for Sudan 

president Omar Bashir in 2005 because of their economic ties with the country (Forsythe, 2012). 

The United States did not want to intervene in Rwanda in 1994 due to fear of losing manpower, 

much because of a failed intervention in Somalia prior to the event (Forsyhte, 2012). These are 

interesting aspects. As already pointed out above, in Davidson’s article he lists national border 

security as a main factor to why intervention in Libya was considered. It is a returning issue in most 

cases of humanitarian intervention, and one that will be considered essential to this study. What are 

the national interest-factors in Sudan that wasn’t present in Libya? And what where the national 

interest-factors in Libya that wasn’t present in Sudan?

Power Balance/Survival

As Morgenthau stated in Politics among nations, according to realism all international politics is a 
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struggle for power (Morgenthau, 1948). You could argue that power balance is really part of 

national interests, but the two have been separated here because of the former’s focus on the 

relationship with Russia. In any case, one of the central aspects of realist thinking is therefore that 

of Power Balances and Survival. On this issue we can separate two branches of realism: Defensive  

Realism and Offensive Realism. The former suggests that the primary concern for states is security, 

and make decisions to ensure their own survival. Offensive realists, however, believe that all states 

are interested in maximizing their power, and are constantly struggling for more (Baylis et al., 2011 

p. 94).

It should be pointed out that this analysis will look mainly at defensive realism and study the 

security aspects of the states involved. This can apply to the Sudan/Libya case in terms of the 

perceived power of both states as well as issues like democratization and the intervening states 

relationship with outside actors such as Russia.

What does the security question look like between intervening states and Libya, and in return what 

do they look like between intervening (or non-intervening) states and Sudan? Is Russia’s 

relationship with Sudan stronger than Libya? And do intervening states fear starting an even larger 

conflict if intervening there, for example?

Lastly, Syria and Iraq will also be looked at and used as a reference to make the findings more 

reliable. If the same things are true of Syria as they are of Sudan, and Iraq proves similar to Libya, 

the results of the study will increase in reliability.  

2.2. Criticisms toward Realism/Integrating theories

Realism has been criticized a lot over the years. Their very state-centric view is being questioned 

not least by Liberalist thinkers. The view that there is “no community beyond borders“ becomes a 

problem when talking about humanitarian issues. Baylis et al. Describes it as such: “This moral  

relativism has generated a substantial body of criticism, particularly liberal theorists who endorse  

the notion of universal human rights“(Baylis et al., 2011; p. 95).

This problem is something I hope to solve by integrating both realism and constructivism in my 

study. In other words, looking at both realist factors (Security, national interests) but also 

constructivist perspectives (International norms, R2P, prestige).

When it comes to humanitarianism, some would say that economic and strategic reasons for 

intervention is something of the past. Indeed, Thomas G. Weiss has the opinion that “The attempt to 

justify a so-called humanitarian intervention driven by ‘ugly strategic or economic interests 

amounts to a hijacking of the humanitarian principle“(Weiss, 2007). The view that sees strategic 
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and economic factors as only secondary in today’s political environment is one that can be 

countered with several examples.

To re-use two examples: In 1994 the United states chose not to intervene in Rwanda because of 

strategic reasons (the loss of troops) and Russia during the Darfur crisis did not support prosecution 

of Omar Bashir because of their economic ties with his government (Forsythe, 2012). Cases like 

these, and other, speak to the fact that national interest still plays a large role in the humanitarian 

decision-making of states. Indeed, these factors are what is to be examined in this analysis, and 

therefore the choice was made to use realism as a main theoretical framework.

Robert Kaufman criticizes Morgenthau’s realism by stating that:

“Though it offers a brilliant critique of utopianism in international politics, Morgenthau’s version  

of realism fails as a theory and as a reliable guide for policy choice. His correct emphasis on the  

imperatives of power, the constraints of anarchy and the inherent flaws of man needs to be  

supplemented with factors drawn from idealism and the other traditions of international politics  

that Morgenthau discounts“(Kaufman, 2006; p. 24)

This problem is something I hope to solve by not only using one perspective and theory, but 

integrating different ones.

Realism has indeed been criticized for having a narrow view of world politics and that it only 

explains a certain aspect of it. I personally feel that while realism can explain state behavior in 

terms of security and power, but that it leaves out a lot of factors that are equally important. Jason 

W. Davidson talks about this in his article from 2013 where he, too, feels that integrating theories is 

the best way to study the case in question:

  “The 2011 Libyan case demonstrates that only a model that integrates factors from these theories,  

specifying how they interact, can provide a satisfactory explanation“(Davidson, 2013). He goes on 

by saying: “Each theory provides a critical element of the story which the other theories  

miss“(Davidson, 2013).  

In this article Davidson speaks specifically about the intervention in Libya, a case that is a central 

part of my study as well. He points out that Realism, Constructivism and Liberalism all provide 

important elements to the case. Realism explain the aspect of national interests, Constructivism 

explore international norms and Liberalism points out the importance of electoral factors and public 

approval (Davidson, 2013).

I hope to take inspiration from Davidson’s article in using different theories to study the same case. 

I will perhaps use different factors to focus on and only use two theories rather than three, but the 

principle remains similar.

What I will do in particular is use both Realism and Constructivism. I will look at national interests 
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(Economic, political) but also at International norms and the significance of the R2P.

2.4. Constructivism

Constructivism is an International Relations theory that deals with social and political constructs. It 

is a theory that emerged and became popular especially in the 1980’s, and today it has become one 

of the major theories in the field (Baylis et al. 2011).

Constructivists focus a lot on “Agent vs. Structure“. They are interested in how structures within 

society affects the way individuals behave and act. For example, if a person is born in a certain 

country or society, there is a good chance that individual’s personality will be formed by the norm 

in that society.

To further the example, Sweden is not a very religious country. Considering this, there is a good 

chance that a person growing up in Swedish society will turn out atheist or agnostic. In contrast, 

there is a much bigger chance that a person growing up in Saudi Arabia (a very theological state) 

will become religious.

These constructs and how they affect the individual is what gives constructivism its name. It is 

important to point out that this also applies on an international level. The states then becomes the 

individuals, or agents. Constructs can be norms within the international community that state is part 

of. For example, a European country will likely act more “European“ since there are certain norms 

associated with being a European state and how to act accordingly.

As the world has become more globalized and a “global“ community has emerged, the concept of 

international norms is more relevant than ever. Especially when it comes to humanitarian situations. 

The R2P is one of these norms, it states that the international community has a responsibility to act 

when human rights violations are committed somewhere. Being part of the “global international 

community“ means you have to take this norm into consideration or you will risk losing both 

respect and prestige.

International norms and socialization, which is related to it, therefore plays an important role in the 

decision-making of states in situations of intervention and humanitarian crises especially.  And this 

is a main aspect of the analysis.

International norms

A key aspect of Constructivist thinking involve norms. In the case that is to be studied international 

norms in particular appears like an important factor to consider.

Constructivist thinkers often emphasize the importance of socialization on the international level. 

This very much plays into the area of international norms. Davidson explains it: “Constructivism 

tells us that states care about how the international community views them“(Finnemore 1996). This, 

in return, determines how they act in situations like the one that is being analyzed. The norm of the 
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R2P is especially important here. When there is a responsibility to protect, states feel obligated to 

follow this norm or the international community might think of them in a negative light, which 

could affect their relationships. The media coverage and general portrayal of the situation is 

therefore very important.

This will be used as a main aspect of study in my analysis, something that will be returned to in the 

Methodology section.

2.5. Criticisms toward Constructivism

A main criticism that Constructivism has faced is that in some regards it can’t be considered a 

theory rival to some of the more established like Realism or Liberalism. Baylis et al. states that it is 

“not a substantive theory but a social theory“(Baylis et al. 2011; p. 164). They continue by saying: 

“it is not properly a theory that can be viewed as a rival to many of the theories in this volume. It  

offers no predictions about enduring regularities or tendencies in world politics. Instead, it suggests  

how to investigate them“(Baylis et al. 2011; p. 164) [Emphasis added].

Other criticism focus on the prospect of epistemological relativism and that  “any truth is as good as 

other” (Hua Liu, Matthews, 2005). In other words, that in constructivism there is no one truth, but 

many different truths depending on what you focus on.

I hope to avoid these problems the same way that I avoid the critiques of Realism. Namely by 

integrating them and using both theories. This way they will complement each other and help get 

different perspectives on the same issue leading to a hopefully better result. There will be numbers 

and analytical strategies based in realism, where we assume that there is an objective reality and a 

truth to be found. But this will be integrated with constructivism and its assumptions about prestige 

and norms. This will give us a broader perspective of the overall situation, and will in some ways 

serve as a test for the theory that we can use different theories to study the same case, and benefit 

from it.

 

(Graph showing how theory will be used in the analysis)
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3. Methodology

The following chapter will give an overview of the method that has been chosen, what its main 

functions are and how it works. After this, variables and specific strategies will be presented, as 

well as the aim for how to use the method in this particular study.

3.1. The comparative design

Considering the theoretical choices that has been made one can make assumption on what kind of 

strategy is to be used.

Comparative method has been chosen to analyze this particular case. It will be used to map the 

differences and similarities of the chosen cases.

Comparative research is a rather popular strategy. It is not as statistics-oriented as Quantitative 

methods and yet not as in-depth as Qualitative. Charles C. Ragin talks about the differences 

between these methods in his book “Constructing social research“ from 1994. He says that while 

Qualitative researchers study many cases to better gain knowledge about one thing, and quantitative 

researchers explain covariation between many different variables, in Comparative research “the 

focus is on diversity – patterns of similarities and differences“ (Ragin, 1994; p. 107)

He goes on to further define comparative research as such:

“…in comparative research the emphasis is on using contrasts between cases to further the  

researchers understanding of their diversity“(Ragin, 1994; p. 115)

This is a good strategy to use in the issue that is to be analyzed here, as the differences and 

similarities of each case will give us a good idea of the reasons behind the eventual outcome. In 

relation to the very general research question (Why did the international community intervene in  

Libya but not Sudan in 2011?) there are differences between the cases that can be studied and give 

an answer. And indeed, similarities that help in mapping what the actual causal factors are.

A quantitative strategy would have compromised the extent to which the analysis can focus on each 

particular case. This is something to be avoided in more complex and intricate studies, which this 

can be argued to be. There are multiple levels and factors that must be analyzed in each case and 

that wouldn’t have been possible with a quantitative research design.

Moreover, a quantitative design would have been difficult to operationalize since it requires a larger 

number of cases, something that is hard to achieve with the research aim/questions that have been 

presented.

A qualitative design, however, would not have been as problematic. It is possible to find answers to 
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the research questions using this method, but the choice was made not to use it considering that the 

differences between the case-countries and their relationship to outside forces is the main concern. 

If a qualitative method were to be used it would perhaps instead look at the intervening state and the 

in-depth factors that led to that decision.

This works both ways of course, and comparative method has the problem that it doesn’t go as in-

depth as qualitative designs. I am aware of these problems but aim to make compelling conclusions 

none the less. Comparing the case countries and looking at their differences and similarities is the 

key to explaining the differences in international action.

Furthermore, in order to find the information that is needed to make these comparisons the analysis 

will use a Qualitative Content Analysis. This means that speeches/statements, texts/documents and 

news articles will be critically analyzed in order to find evidence of national interests, 

power/security and particularly international norms.

By doing this we can find meanings and reason behind the interventions that aren’t directly 

presented. In other words, “reading between the lines“. But then again, the point of any text or 

content analysis is to very much read exactly the words that are being said and interpret them. The 

analogy still works, however. Basically the point is to take the text and find the underlying 

meanings - “what is REALLY being said here? “

Primarily what will be looked at is the states, what their presidents and officials have said. But the 

UN and Security Council will also be brought up, together with a few different newspapers and 

their articles.

3.2. Selection of cases

The selection of cases in this instance was rather easy, as they were part of the overall aim of the 

study and the research questions. The strategy is to use two main cases that are related to the 

research questions, and then look at other sub-cases that will help strengthen the argument and 

results that are found.

As we want to study the difference in international action toward Sudan and Libya in 2011, the two 

main cases will be Sudan and Libya. These two will be at the core of the analysis.

However, to do reliable comparative research it is a good idea to take other cases into consideration, 

to see if the same pattern shows up here. These two sub-cases have been placed into two categories:

1. Cases where the international community did intervene (As with Libya)

2. Cases where the international community did NOT (As with Sudan)

Cases have been selected that are as close to the relevant time-frame as possible (2011) but in one 

case it was necessary to use cases from other periods. Indeed, they can still provide us with answers.

To begin with, Syria will be included in the study. It felt like an obvious choice for multiple 
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reasons. The civil war broke out there in 2011 (just as with Sudan and Libya), human rights 

violations were indeed committed on a massive scale, and the international community choose NOT 

to intervene, meaning it falls into category 2 with Sudan.

Here it is important to find similarities between the cases in the second category that are not present, 

or very different, in the first. There are obvious connections between Syria and Libya, both were a 

result of the “Arab spring” and in both cases there were evidence of human rights violations 

committed by the governments. Yet only in one of these cases did an intervention take place.

Based on research, there isn’t a lot of previous literature on the Libya vs. Sudan issue. There are, 

however, some literature on why there was an intervention in Libya bot not Syria, and this will be 

used as reference to conduct the study and compare with the Sudan case. Needless to say, Syria will 

be an important sub-case in this analysis.

Secondly, Iraq has also been chosen as a sub-case. It does differ from the other intervention cases in 

numerous ways: the war was never given a blessing from the UN and the intervening force mostly 

consisted of the United States (and United Kingdom). It is also similar in some regards as well 

however, and will serve to further strengthen the evidence collected and make the conclusions more 

convincing.

To sum it up in very simple and understandable terms a graph will now be presented:          

                             Category 1 (Intervention)         Category 2 (Non-intervention)

                                            Libya                                                Sudan

                                            Iraq                                                  Syria

The reason for using main and sub-categories is to keep the focus of the study on the two original 

cases.

3.3. Variables of study

In order to find differences and similarities between the chosen cases a couple of different variables 

will have to be looked at, dictated by the theories that are being used. General variables have been 

mentioned in passing but will now be presented through a more in-depth description of the intended 

strategy.

The analysis will look at three different variables in particular: National interests, Power Balance 

and International norms. Slightly inspired by Davidson’s article, these three will look at Oil 

exports/imports, the case countries relationship with Russia through arms trade and general 

economic relationship and lastly the discourse about the cases (How do the media or world leaders 
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speak differently about the different cases?)

National interests (Realism)

Two main categories will be analyzed under the headline of national interests: Economic and 

political interests. For example, did intervening states have economic interests in a Libya/Iraq 

intervention but not Sudan and Syria?

As talked about in the literature section, Caitlin Alyce Buckley wrote that Russia has been blocking 

sanctions against Syria in the UN Security Council to protect its oil interests (Buckley, 2012; p.82). 

Here is an example of national interests but in the form of economics. This will indeed be the main 

focus of this section. Oil exports from the countries will be examined, and the importers of that oil. 

Do one country export more to European states than the other, for example? And is there a 

significant difference in oil production/exports from the countries in general?

Specifically what will be compared here is:

- The flow of resources from the case-states, do Syria provide more oil to the west than Libya, 

for example?

- Statements made by leaders in intervening/non-intervening countries

- Border security

Statistics regarding oil-exports will be looked at, as well as what countries are the top importer of 

the different case-countries oil supply. This will determine what economic and resource-based 

interests intervening states (mostly European) have in the different countries, and if there is a 

correlation between this and intervention/non-intervention.

Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, political speeches, text documents and news-articles will be 

critically analyzed to find evidence for national interests playing a role.

Power balance (Realism)

Power Balance and security is related to national interest. Obviously security questions are part of a 

nations interests. It has been given its own section, however, because it will be examined in its own 

right. “National interests“ will focus on economics and political aspects such as border security, 

while Power balance will look at things like military force and the different countries role on the 

world stage.

As an example of this we can return once again to Buckley’s description of Russia’s relationship 

with Syria, she writes that “Syria is Russia’s last foothold in the Arab world: the removal of Assad 

and his Alawite regime will curb Russia’s influence in the region“(Buckley, 2012; p. 82). This 

serves as a good example of the kind of power balance issues that will affect a situation like this.

Specifically what will be compared here is:
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- The military and economic relationship between case countries and Russia

It is well known that Russia is strongly against intervention in Syria. It is also known that they have 

economic ties with the country that probably affect this attitude. With this in mind, Russia’s foreign 

relations with the case countries will be examined in terms of arms trade. The risk of intervening in 

a country that Russia strongly supports would lead to larger problems regarding security and power 

balance between the Western states like the US and Russia. This would greatly compromise the 

security of the intervening states, as they would face conflict with Russia.

For example, in a situation like Syria, where intervention did not take place, the humanitarian 

situation was very similar to that in Libya. One could assume, then, that other factors like Syria’s 

relationship with Russia and the consequences of an intervention is of great importance. This shows 

how the theories will be integrated to give a better perspective.

International Norms (Constructivism)

The impact of International norms will mainly be studied with the “Responsibility to protect“(R2P) 

in mind. This constructivist point of view will provide a different perspective to the analysis, but 

one that will only strengthen the results in the end.

Davidson talks here about the importance of prestige: “Focusing on prestige as an initial causal  

factor in intervention decisions leads us to expect states to intervene when their prestige is  

implicated in a crisis“(Davidson, 2013; p. 312). Prestige in relation to the norm of R2P is an 

important variable that will be taken into serious consideration here.

Specifically what will be studied here is:

- Public statements regarding the different cases. How are they addressed differently?

- Media coverage. How does the media portray the different cases?

This is where the qualitative content analysis really comes into play. Public statements by state 

leaders and important figures will be examined to see if there is a difference in how the cases are 

portrayed. The hypothesis is that Libya was described in a much more “black & white” manner with 

a clear sense of who is good and evil and very clearly taking sides, while in Sudan this is perhaps 

not the case. Having different public views on these cases will affect the impact of international 

norms. A situation that is depicted as a ruthless dictator killing his people will put a lot more 

pressure on the international community to act than a situation that is depicted as a civil war 

between two rivaling factions. The same kind of analysis will be performed on media coverage as 

well, with the same intent and reasoning.

Often media reporting and public statements are dictated by the other factors like national interests. 

If there are no national interests then leaders will make sure that the case is portrayed as 

unnecessary to intervene in. This does show how the three aspects work together, one affects the 
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other in an endless circle.  Hopefully the analysis itself will shine further light on this.

4. The Analysis

The following chapter will present the analysis itself. It will go through the evidence that has been 

found in a systematic order based on the different cases. Each chapter will have sub-chapters 

dealing with the three factors of analysis. Sudan and Libya will have individual chapters while 

Syria and Iraq will share one. Lastly, the analysis will end on an overreaching part where a shorter 

overview or summary of the evidence will be presented and discussed. This way there will first be a 

systemic analysis of each case country, after which there will be a part where it looks at all of them 

and do a general comparison.

4.1. Sudan

Sudan is the first case to be analyzed. It is a state that has seen civil unrest for a very long time. Ten 

years ago, after the genocide in Darfur, part of the international community did take action. The 

ICC issued a warrant for arrest toward President Omar Bashir, and a peace treaty called the 

Comprehensive peace agreement (CPA) (Grawert, 2010) was signed by the government and the 

SPLA.

However, in 2011 (as the country was being parted into two) fighting broke out again. This time in 

South Kordofan. This happened in the middle of the “Arab spring“, where two of the other case-

countries (Libya, Syria) were experiencing similar unrest. 436,000 people are thought to have been 

displaced by the end of that year (Unity state) (International Crisis Group, 2013), and just like in 

Libya, the government was using aerial bombings and raids as tactics against the rebels. Grave 

human rights violations were committed in both cases, but only in Libya was direct and effective 

action taken.

Sudan is, like Libya and Syria, former British colonies. Sudan is today ruled by an authoritarian 

regime under president Omar al-Bashir (mentioned above). The main difference one finds right 

away between these cases is that only two of them (Libya, Syria) were a result of the “Arab spring“. 

The conflict in Sudan is rather based on long-standing ethnic tensions that was intensified when the 

country was parted into Sudan/South Sudan. This is a very general difference, but a specific aspect 

of it: the idea of democratization, will be further studied later. It is tempting to say that the reason 

there was an intervention in Libya but not Sudan is because the rebels in the former case were 

“fighting for democracy“, something the western intervening states would be very much interested 

in (a stronger ally). However, while it is an important point (and one that will be taken into 

consideration) it would fail to explain the whole picture, especially considering the case of Syria 

and the non-intervention there. A situation like this is rarely that simple, and there are always 
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multiple factors at play. Factors that will now be analyzed.

4.1.1. National interests

The first factor is one based on Realist thinking. As mentioned multiple times above, national 

interests is a factors that is still very much relevant in humanitarianism today. In most cases of 

humanitarian intervention there are underlying factors of national interests at play. One could argue 

that they aren’t always the main reasons for an intervention, and that is a sound argument to make. 

But this analysis is specifically interested in examining the reasons behind intervention and non-

intervention, and national interests is treated as a main factor.

We will start by looking at the Economic factors.

Economic statistics

Sudan is in many ways a developing country. It does, however, have a large supply of oil from 

which it gains a lot of export money. For different reasons Sudan hasn’t been able to reach the 

economic potential that it could have. Taha writes that the “Nile water agreement“ with Egypt 

(1959) “robbed Sudan of any opportunity to play a positive role as a middle-stream country“ (Taha, 

2010; p. 6), especially in the region (Central/North Africa).

With this in mind, the exports, and particularly oil exports, of Sudan was examined to see if there 

are some interesting results.

Statistics show that Sudan exported oil for 1,770,877,135.65 dollars in 2012 (Observatory of  

economic complexity). To round that up, that is almost two billion dollars. This is obviously a lot of 

money, and their economy is very much dependent on it. In addition, Index mundi shows that Sudan 

produced 511.33 (thousand) barrels of oil per day in 2010 (the year before outbreak of violence in 

South Kordofan). All these numbers will appear even more interesting when compared to the other 

case countries, but we shall return to that later.

Also interesting is the importers of this oil. The top five importers of Sudanese products where 

examined and they are aligned as follows:

1. United Arab Emirates – 35%

2. China – 28%

3. Japan – 8%

4. India – 3,4%

5. Canada – 2.2%

(Observatory of economic complexity)

These numbers show that the majority of importers are either Asian or middle eastern (with the 

exception of Canada). When examining the non-action of Europe in particular here, this is some 
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intriguing facts. Since none of the top five importers are European, the countries of that region or 

not very dependent on Sudanese products, and particularly oil in this case. From a national interest-

perspective this could be a significant point. Could the low export-numbers to Europe, and therefore 

there low economic interest in the country, affect their decision to not intervene?

What has been said?

Not a lot has been said about the conflict in Sudan. Especially not compared to Libya at the same 

time. It is not the easiest task to find political statements or speeches regarding action in South 

Kordofan. But the silence in this case can speak in volumes. In those statements and articles that do 

exist, there is rarely any mention or indication that national interests exist. Indeed, one of the main 

issues with the South Kordofan conflict was that no one was really talking about it. Especially 

compared to other conflicts like that in Libya around the same time. The fact that no one talked 

about it could have many reasons behind it. It is known that no reporters or humanitarian aid were 

allowed into the affected areas, this could be one reason from a media perspective. Another 

argument could be made that the reason few people were talking about national interests in Sudan is 

because there weren't any. Considering that South Sudan was in the process of seceding at the time, 

having most of the international community behind them, not to mention that the south produced 

85% of the country's oil production prior to independence (IBP, 2013 p. 27), one could make the 

argument that the national interests in South Sudan was stronger. As presented in the numbers 

above, interest shouldn't be that high to begin with, and as South Sudan (producing most of the oil 

and being a possible ally) was seceding those interests became even less appealing.  

The silence in this case can tell us a lot of things.

4.1.2. Power Balance

When talking about power balance and security, we are primarily referring to the economic and 

military power of the case countries, but also the relationship between intervening countries and 

those loyal to the case countries. Russia was strongly against intervention in Libya and, as 

mentioned earlier, neither did they support the warrant for arrest toward Sudan president Omar al-

Bashir. With this in mind this analysis will take a look at the relationship between Russia and the 

case countries, specifically through their arms trade (Russia being one of the major arms exporters 

in the world).

Relationship with Russia

According to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), and using Trend 

Indicator values (TIV) as measurement, Russia’s arms trade with Sudan in the years 2009-2013 
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lands on 419 (million) dollars.

Russia’s economic relationship with Sudan appears strong, especially in relative terms. This would 

explain their behavior in being against prosecution but could also point to a more troubled situation 

when talking about power balance in the international community and why other states don’t want 

to interfere in Sudan.

4.1.3. International Norms

Analysis of political statements and media coverage

In this section articles from different newspapers have been examined to see if the way the different 

conflicts are talked about have a significance. For example, is Libyan rebel-forces spoken of in 

different terms than those in Sudan? Both political speeches, documents and news articles have 

been chosen as sources to gather this information.

Looking at statements made by political leaders there seems to be an effort to portray the situation 

in a certain way. William Hague, the foreign secretary of the United Kingdom in 2011, says simply 

that he “condemns the violence in Sudan’s Abyei region” (Hague, 2011) and that:

“I call on all sides to cease hostilities immediately”.

In this one sentence he is presenting a clear image of how the situation is to be portrayed. It clearly 

states that there are two sides fighting each other, none more responsible than the other. Neither 

does he mention the human rights violations that were committed in the region at the time.

The rebels in this case are not portrayed as “fighting for their freedom”, but simply a militant force 

opposing the government.

Furthermore, President Barrack Obama of the US in his “statement on Sudan” presented a similar 

argument:

“Now is the time for Sudanese leaders, north and south, to choose peace” and “The leaders of  

Sudan and South Sudan must live up to their responsibilities” (Obama, 2011)

Keep in mind that this is before South Sudan gained official independence.

The image here is similar, there are clearly two sides fighting each other, no mention of human 

rights and no clear blame is put on any of the sides.

Hillary Clinton, who was secretary of state at the time, also added that:

“We urge the parties to reach an immediate ceasefire and to provide aid workers with the unfettered 

access required…” (Clinton, 2011)

Very vague statements made by all three example, there isn’t any clear picture of what is going on 

or who is doing what.
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The media coverage is also interesting. The New York Times, when talking about Sudan, speaks of 

the government troops as the “Northern army” and opposition as “southern allied fighters” and 

“militias” (Gettleman, 2011).

Similarly, Swedish newspaper “Aftonbladet” also uses the phrase “northern troops” and “multiple 

rebel groups” to describe the two fighting sides. Moreover, the Times article never mentions 

president Omar al-Bashir by name. It again becomes very vague what is going on, who is fighting 

who? There is no clear good or evil here, putting less pressure on the international community to 

react.

4.2. Libya

Libya is the second main case to be analyzed. The modern history of this state is quite different 

from that of Sudan. It hasn’t experienced the same level of violence and ethnic conflict. There have 

been reports that the Gadhafi regime was repressive and the population did not have many social or 

political rights. This lead to massive protests in relation to the “Arab spring“ in early 2011.

Gadhafi’s response to this uprising was to use military force, and many human rights organizations, 

like Human rights watch, reported his actions to be violations of human rights.

Unlike in Sudan, there was a strong international effort to support the uprising and regime-change. 

A no-fly zone was applied and NATO air forces were sent to help the rebel forces. Eventually the 

operation succeeded and Gadhafi’s regime lost power of the country.

There is a dramatic difference between the actions taken in Libya and those taken i Sudan, and the 

following factors that will be examined hope to give an answer to why that is.

4.2.1. National interests

Economic statistics

Libya is one of the most economically powerful states in Africa. A lot of this has to do with their 

rich supply of oil. As with Sudan, the oil exports in this country was examined and gave some very 

interesting results.

Statistics show that Libya exported crude petroleum (oil) for 43,243,813,007.93 dollars in 2012 

(Observatory of economic complexity). Or, to round that up, 43 billion dollars. There is a clear 

difference between the oil supply in Libya and Sudan. It is an enormous number, and clearly paints 

a picture of what role the country has economically. In addition to this, Libya produced 1,650 

(thousand) oil barrels per day in 2010 (Index mundi). This is the year before the uprising broke out. 

This number, also, is clearly higher than that of Sudan.
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The biggest importers of oil in the case of Libya was examined as well, and it gives us some 

fascinating numbers. The top 5 importers of Libyan oil follows:

1. Italy – 30%

2. Germany – 13%

3. China – 11%

4. France – 10%

5. Spain – 7.8%

(Observatory of economic complexity)

In contrast to Sudan, most of these countries are European, with only one exception (China). This 

becomes especially interesting when you consider that the majority of intervening states in Libya 

were indeed European. These numbers does make it clear that Europe in particular was (and is) very 

dependent on Libya’s oil supply. In other words, stability in the country (and an ally in power) is of 

great national interest to them.

What has been said?

In Obama’s speech on the operation in Libya, given on March 28, 2011, he states pretty clearly that:

“It was not in our national interest to let that (massacre on part of the Libyan government)  

happen“(Obama, March 28 2011)

Of course, “National interests“ can mean a lot of different things in this case. But it is interesting 

that that phrase was used so clearly. The speech in question at multiple points give the impression 

that the intervention was justified because there were national interest (other than humanitarian) at 

play. Certainly, some members of congress or other political bodies would have found the action 

hard to support otherwise. For example:

“America has an important strategic interest in preventing Gadhafi from overrunning those who 

oppose him. A massacre would have driven thousands of additional refugees across Libya’s  

borders…“ (Obama, March 28 2011)

He speaks mainly of border and refugee security in neighboring Egypt and Tunisia, but it is also an 

important point that France and southern European countries are also geographical neighbors of 

Libya. As Davidson stated in his article, border security in intervening countries like France is a 

main reason behind the intervention.

President Sarkozy (of France) even himself said that

“What would be the temptation of these displaced persons? They would not have any choice: it  



23

would be to cross the Mediterranean“(Sarkozy, 2011c, 11 March).

Furthermore, Sarkozy expressed concern for the “massive flight“ of foreigners, and that Europe 

acted strongly to Libya “Because we are geographical neighbors and we are therefore among the  

first impacted and affected“ (Sarkozy, 2011c) (Davidson, 2013, p. 316).

French politician Laurent Wauquiez added that “Libya is the funnel of Africa: countries like  

Liberia, Somalia, and Eritrea have flows of illegal immigration that pass through Libya, it is a true 

risk for Europe“(Wauquiez, 2011).

Both statements by presidents Obama and Sarkozy, as well as the comment by Wauquiez, suggests 

that border security is of big importance here, not just in Egypt and Tunisia, but in the European 

countries that intervened. In other words, their national interests were definitely at play.

4.2.2. Power Balance

Relationship with Russia

According to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), and using Trend 

Indicator values (TIV) as measurement, Russia’s arms trade with Libya in the years 2009-2013 

lands on 61 (million) dollars.

4.2.3. International norms

Analysis of political statements and media coverage

In contrast to statements made about Sudan, those about Libya paints a very different picture of the 

situation. UK foreign secretary William Hague clearly takes a different stand, and has a clear view 

of who the villain is:

“Governments must respond to legitimate aspirations of their people rather than resort to the use of  

force” and “The United kingdom condemns what the Libyan government has been doing” (Hague, 

2011)

It is clear right away who the villain is in this situation: The Libyan government and Colonel 

Gadhafi.

Furthermore, President Obama not only (in contrast to Sudan) mentions the Libyan leader by name, 

he calls him a “Tyrant” and “Dictator” (Obama, 2011). He also goes on to say:

Innocent people were targeted for killing, hospitals and ambulances were attacked. Military jets  

and helicopter gunships were unleashed upon people who had no means to defend themselves  

against assaults from the air” He speaks of the situation as “Brutal repression and a looming 

humanitarian crisis” (Obama, March 28 2011)
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Moreover, in an article by the New York Times, Secretary of state (at the time) Hilary Clinton is 

quoted as calling Colonel Gadhafi a “Menacing creature“(Bilefsky; Landler, 2011).

There is a very different approach to this crisis compared to that in Sudan. Here it is much more 

black and white, there is a clear good (opposition/the people) and evil (Gadhafi).

Looking at the media coverage gives similar results. The New York Times uses Gadhafi’s name 

when talking about the government: “Colonel Gadhafi’s troops advanced…” (Bilefsky, 2011).

Moreover, while in Sudan the opposition is described as a ”southern-led political party” 

(Gettleman, 2011) and in Aftonbladet “multiple rebel groups”, the phrasing used in reporting on 

Libya is quite different. Here, the term ”rebels” is more common. There is a general feeling that the 

rebels in Libya is one united group fighting for freedom and democracy.

By portraying the situation with a much more black & white palette, creating a villain who needs to 

be stopped, puts great pressure on the international community. The R2P becomes very applicable 

here and intervention can more easily be justified using arguments on human rights protection.

4.3. Syria and Iraq

This section will go through the same factors for the three sub-cases. Because they are indeed 

secondary and not the main aspect of this analysis, this section will be shorter and more concise.

4.3.1. National interests

Economic statistics

Statistics show that Syria exported crude petroleum (oil) for 120,079,038.11 dollars in 2012 

(Observatory of economic complexity). Or 120 million dollars. If you already notice a difference 

you are right, and we will compare the different cases in a later section. In addition to this, Syria 

produced 367.13 (thousand) barrels of oil per day in 2010 (Index Mundi). This is, again, the year 

before the Arab spring broke out.

The main importers of Syrian oil and products are:

1. Lebanon – 16%

2. Egypt – 15%

3. India – 9.4%

4. Germany – 6.4%

5. Italy – 4.9%

Like Sudan, these importers are mostly Middle Eastern or Asian.
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Moving on, statistics regarding Iraq show that they export crude petroleum for 56,723,011,021.93 

dollars a year (Observatory of economic complexity). Again rounding that up it becomes 57 billion 

dollars. Another enormous number. Furthermore, Iraq produced 2,023 (thousand) barrels of oil per 

day in 2002 (Index Mundi). This is the year before the US-led invasion.

The main importers of Iraqi oil and products are:

1.  India – 30%

2. China – 19%

3. South Korea – 16%

4. Italy – 7%

5. Spain – 6%

Again mostly Asian. But a larger amount go to Europe than from Sudan or Syria, especially 

considering the difference in total export numbers.

What has been said?

There are some cases where important figures makes statements that are as clear as day, and in the 

case of Syria and national interests there is one of those cases. In 2013 Gen. Martin Dempsey, 

chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, said that the reason the United states does not want to 

intervene in Syria is because the opposition they support would not back US interests. Dempsey 

wrote that:

“It is my belief that the side we choose must be ready to promote their interests and ours when the  

balance shifts in their favor. Today, they are not. (Dempsey, August 19 2013)

This puts emphasis on the opposition or rebels. In Libya perhaps they were more willing to support 

the interests of intervening states while in Syria this is not the case.

US secretary of state Hillary Clinton spoke in a similar manner when talking about arming the 

opposition:

“It is very hard to know who is going to emerge from this and making the wrong bet could have  

very severe consequences” (Clinton, September 9 2013)

There seemed to be a general concern with who the opposition really is.

4.3.2. Power Balance

Relationship with Russia

According to the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), and using Trend 

Indicator values (TIV) as measurement, Russia’s arms trade with Syria in the years 2009-2013 
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lands on 1313 (million) dollars.

Furthermore, the same numbers for Iraq lands on 195 (million) dollars.

Also important, of course, is the presence of Russia’s Tartus military base in Syria. It is indeed the last major 

military base outside of the former Sovjet Union. For symbolic reasons especially this military base is of 

great importance to Russia as it represents “a last vestige of Russian influence in the region” (Gamal el-din, 

2013). Losing the base would therefore mean losing influence in the Middle East region, and Syria 

especially. Even more, Buckley explains that “The removal of the Assad –regime could lead to the end of 

access to this facility” (Buckley, 2012 p.82). Certainly, then, an intervention that would remove the 

mentioned regime is not something Russia would be interested in.

The New York Times writes that :“Defense officials are concerned about four tough challenges: the  

risks in attacking Syria’s plentiful and sophisticated Russian-made air defenses … and starting a  

proxy war with Russia or Iran” (Bumller, 2012), only adding to this very important factor.

 4.3.3. International norms

In the case of Iraq, Bryan Meadows brings up some very interesting evidence of rhetoric to portray 

a specific image of the situation of that country in his work “Distancing and showing solidarity via  

metaphor and metonymy in political discourse: A Critical Study of American statements on Iraq  

during the years 2004-2005”.  He points out that there was a clear attempt by the US government to 

create an “us/them” mentality through metaphors and metonymy.

George Bush is quoted saying:

“We’re facing an enemy that is ruthless and cold-blooded, an enemy that actually has a philosophy, 

and the philosophy is so opposite of ours, it is the exact opposite of what America stands for” 

(Bush, October 13, 2005)

This rings similar to the rhetoric used in Libya. There is a clear enemy here, and one that is 

portrayed as evil. This helps create the “us and them” mentality”. Furthermore, when talking about 

the people of the country, he is saying:

“I believe the Iraqi citizen cares just as much about freedom and living a free life as the American  

citizen does” (Bush, December 15, 2005)

Again, the people of the country is portrayed as “wanting freedom”. Of course this situation is 

different from Libya because there was no uprising or “opposition” to the government. But none the 

less, there is a group that needs saving from the brutal regime in power, and the intervening forces 

are going to “help them achieve freedom”. In this sense, the argument and rhetoric used is very 

much the same as in Libya.
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Syria is an interesting case, because when it comes to international norms it is quite similar to 

Libya and Iraq. The general portrayal of the situation by leaders and the media share some common 

aspects, but with some exceptions.

The rhetoric used by Obama sounds a lot like that used in Libya:

“…against the repressive regime of Bashar al-Assad” (Obama. September 10, 2013)

He uses the word regime, often a negative way to describe government, he calls them repressive and 

clearly mentions Assad, creating that clear villain or enemy. Similar rhetoric can be found in the 

media. The New York Times wrote that “…chemical weapons were used by Mr. Assad’s forces” 

(Gordon, 2013). This continues the trend of calling the government by the leader’s name.

What should also be briefly mentioned is that the opposition in Syria is often described as a divided 

people and many different groups by both the media and world leaders. The Guardian wrote that 

“Syria’s dissident groups are diverse and divided. They cannot agree on tactics or goals…” (Hasan, 

2011). Whether this is a legitimate difference to a case like Libya or if these things were said as a 

result of the unwillingness to intervene is hard to say.

4.4. A Comparison

In this section the evidence from each case country will be presented again but compared with the 

other cases. This will help give a clear overview of the situation.

4.4.1. Economics and resources (National interests)

When it comes to national interests in terms of resources the main factor that was examined is oil 

production and exports. Put up against each other, these statistics are very compelling. Here follows 

the oil exports per year of each case country, measured in US dollars:

Sudan – 1,770,877,135.65

Libya –  43,243,813,007.93

Syria –  120,879,038.11

Iraq – 56,723,011,021.93

(Observatory of economic complexity)

Presented in a graph, the visual representation of the numbers make them even more striking: 
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Furthermore, the oil production in each country, measured by thousand barrels per day, gives a 

similar impression:

Sudan – 511.33

Libya -   1,650

Syria -   367

Iraq -    2,023

(Index mundi)

Both the export numbers and that of production seems to give the same impression. In the main 

cases of the analysis, Libya clearly has possession of, and exports, a lot more oil than Sudan. This 

would in theory mean that the intervening countries have a greater economic interest in Libya, as 

they are more dependent on their oil supply.

This is further strengthened by the two sub-cases, where Iraq clearly exports a lot more oil than 

Syria. A similar argument could be made here, Syria is less interesting to intervening powers as 

there is less economic interest there.

Moreover, the statistics for where the oil is being exported also proved very interesting. It shows 

that Libya mainly exports to European countries (Italy, France, Spain, Germany) while the 

importers of Sudanese oil are mainly Asian (UAE, China, Japan, India) (Observatory of economic 

complexity). Since the main actors behind the intervention in Libya were European (with the 

exception of the US), this shows again that they were more dependent on oil from Libya than 

Sudan.

Certainly, these statistics speak for themselves, but they do not paint the entire picture.

What has been said? (Content analysis)

In the case of Libya, a very prominent factor was border security. Indeed we found out that the 



29

leaders of intervening states expressed concern over the flow of refugees into Europe if the situation 

worsened. One of the quotes by Sarkozy presented earlier clarifies it: “Because we are  

geographical neighbors and we are therefore among the first impacted and affected“(Sarkozy, 

2011c) (Davidson, 2013, p. 316).

They speak of Libya as “the funnel of Africa” and that as clearly stated above, because of their 

geographic position, many refugees end up in Europe. In contrast, most refugees in Sudan flee to 

South Sudan or neighboring countries like Ethiopia. The flow of refugees into Europe from Sudan 

is not an issue, while in Libya it was.

In Syria, Martin Dempsey provided us with another clear statement.

“It is my belief that the side we choose must be ready to promote their interests and ours when the  

balance shifts in their favor. Today, they are not. (Dempsey, August 19 2013)

This helps to strengthen the argument that national interests indeed play an important role in these 

cases.

We have seen numbers in oil exports, we have heard leaders talk about border concerns and also the 

issue of who to support and if they in turn will support the interests of those intervening. All telling 

evidence to support the importance of national interests.  

 

4.4.2. Power Balance/Security

The aspect of power balance was based on the underlying fear of starting a larger, even more 

problematic, conflict as a result of intervention in some cases. With Russia‘s relationship with Syria 

in mind, the fact that they strongly oppose an intervention there and their economic ties with the 

country, we looked at specific statistics regarding their economic relationship with the case 

countries and will now compare them. Is Russia‘s ties with the non-intervention cases stronger than 

those where intervention occurred? This was looked at through their arms trade (Russia being one 

of the major exporters of military equipment).

According to Stockholm international peace research institute, using Trend indicator values (TIV) 

as measurement, Russia‘s arms exports to the case countries between 2009-2013 looks as such:

Sudan – 419 million dollars

Libya -  61 million dollars

Syria -  1313 million dollars

Iraq -   195 million dollars

(SIPRI)

This will also be presented in a graph:
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Here, the tables are turned compared to previous statistics regarding oil and economy. This doesn’t 

contradict them, but rather enforces them. The fact that Russia‘s ties are stronger with Sudan and 

Syria (the two countries where intervention did not take place) means that they would be more 

strongly against action. In other words, if the intervening countries were to take action here, they 

would risk a larger conflict with Russia. This would compromise their security and the power 

balance in world politics.

Furthermore, the presence of the Tartus military facility in Syria and the fact that an intervention in 

the country could compromise their access to it creates an even greater interest from Russia’s side 

for non-intervention in that specific country.

Much more is at stake if intervening in Sudan or Syria than if doing so in Libya. Indeed, Russia 

even felt that they could suspend their arms sales to Libya during the uprising (Al Jazeera, 2011), 

indicating that the money they received wasn’t of any real significance. In contrast, 87% of arms 

imported in Sudan are Russian (McGregor, 2009).

The pressure of a larger conflict with Russia, coupled with previous evidence that the intervening 

states had low economic interests in the countries, not to mention the issue of border security 

making Libya in particular a big obstacle for European states in contrast to Sudan or Syria, already 

gives us a pretty clear picture of why the intervening states behaved as they did. There is one aspect 

left to compare, however.
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4.4.3. International norms

As examined earlier, there is a clear difference between how the two main cases are portrayed, both 

by state leaders and the media.

William Hague’s statement saying that:

“I call on all sides to cease hostilities immediately”(Hague, 2011)

…coupled with president Obama and Hillary Clinton’s very similar phrasing:

“Now is the time for Sudanese leaders, north and south, to choose peace” (Obama, June 14 2011)

“We urge the parties to reach an immediate ceasefire…” (Clinton, 2011)

…portrays the situation in Sudan clearly as a fight between two parties, both equally responsible, 

and with no indication of who is “good“ or “evil“. This is in great contrast to statements made by 

the same politicians regarding the crisis in Libya the same year:

“The United kingdom condemns what the Libyan government has been doing” (Hague, 2011)

And Obama speaks of the government’s rule with the words “Brutal repression and a looming 

humanitarian crisis” and that “Gadhafi chose to escalate his attacks, launching a military  

campaign against the Libyan people“(Obama, March 28 2011)

This instead creates a picture of good and evil, making Gadhafi a villain and the people “fighters of 

freedom” who need support. Two very different basic outlooks that requires very different 

responses.

Also interesting is the choice of words to describe the leader. In statements made on Sudan the 

leader (Omar Bashir) is rarely, if ever, mentioned. In Libya however, he is not only mentioned by 

name multiple times, but also called “Tyrant”, “Dictator” (Obama) and “menacing creature” 

(Clinton). This is backed up by the Iraq case as well, where the American government used similar 

rhetoric when describing that situation, resulting in greater pressure to intervene. Of course in Iraq 

most countries did not agree that intervention was justified, but similar tactics were used through 

discourse.

This also carries over to the media coverage as well. In articles talking about Sudan, The New York 

Times and Aftonbladet describes the government forces as “Northern troops” while in Libya the 

phrase “Colonel Gadhafi’s troops” (Bilefsky, 2011), or phrases like it, is more common. This creates 

a much more concrete enemy.

In fact, counting the times that the leaders of the two countries are mentioned in different articles 

showed some interesting results:
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In an article by The New York Times consisting of 1300 words, Gadhafi was mentioned by name 13 

times. While in an article from the same newspaper consisting of 1100 words, Omar al-Bashir was 

not mentioned by name a single time.

The cases of Iraq and Syria also support these findings. In Iraq there was a clear attempt by the US 

government to create a “us and them” mentality using metaphors and metonymy. In Syria, in fact, 

similar rhetoric was used even though no intervention took place. The government was called by 

Assad’s name, similar to Libya but in contrast to Sudan. What is different in Syria when it comes to 

International norms is how the opposition was described. There was no clear friend in the region but 

multiple groups, some of them “terrorists”. Even so, in the case of Syria it is clear that national 

interests and power balance are the decisive factors that sets it aside from Libya.

Both statements by political leaders and the media coverage of these crises appear very similar. 

Sudan is often portrayed as a conflict between two equally responsible groups, none better than the 

other, while in Libya great blame is put on the government and Gadhafi, painting a picture of the 

evil dictator oppressing his people.

In Sudan the government and president Bashir is rarely mentioned, instead using words like 

“Northern forces”, while in Libya Gadhafi is consistently mentioned by name and often described 

as “Tyrant” or “Dictator”.

This creates very different situations for the public to observe. In Libya, where the situation is 

described much more black & white and with a clear villain, there is greater pressure on the 

international community to act. This plays into International norms because when there is pressure 

to act, the prestige of different states is in question. If not acting, they might face losing reputation 

in the international community. In Sudan, however, the situation is depicted by leaders and media as 

not as dire, with no clear enemy and very rarely a mention of human rights abuses committed. 

There is naturally less pressure to act in this situation, and states don’t have to worry about losing 

respect.

It certainly appears that international norms do play a role here, there is a bigger pressure to act in 

Libya than in Sudan, much due to what kind of crisis they are being described as.

5. Conclusion

After this complex yet illuminating analysis, there are a couple of things that we have learned. The 

research questions will now be brought up again and an attempt will be made to answer them with 

the information that has been gathered:
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1. Are there differences in economic relations with Sudan and Libya that affects the national  

interest of intervening actors?

Mainly oil-exports were looked at to answer this question. Indeed the numbers showed that Libya 

not only exports a lot more oil that Sudan, but it also does so to European countries while the 

latter’s main costumers are Asian. This is backed up by the fact that Syria has a relatively weak 

supply of oil and no intervention took place, and in contrast Iraq is one of the larger oil exporters in 

the world. One could argue based on this that at the very least oil and economic relations in terms of 

resources plays a role in the decision-making of intervening states.

Furthermore, state leaders like President Sarkozy of France among others presented arguments that 

another reason for the intervention in Libya was border security. Libya is a geographical neighbor 

of Europe, and instability in the country would result in a lot of refugees fleeing to European 

countries. Sudan, on the other hand, is not a direct neighbor and most of the refugees there flee 

either to South Sudan or neighboring countries like Ethiopia. The flight of people from these areas 

therefore is of great significance as well.

2. Where human rights protection a legitimate reason behind the actions of the states?

This is a tough question to answer. Looking at the evidence one could argue that yes, it was. In 

Libya, where action was taken, the situation was portrayed as a humanitarian disaster where a brutal 

and evil leader was slaughtering and oppressing his own people, who were just fighting for 

democracy and freedom. This image puts a great pressure on the international community to act 

according to the R2P and in this case action was taken. In Sudan the situation was portrayed 

differently both by the media and political leaders. Here instead it was a civil war between two or 

multiple factions and there was no single evil mastermind behind it. This is a very different picture, 

and the international community does not feel they have the same responsibility to actively do 

something about it. There is no doubt that NGO’s have worked for a solution in the country but the 

states themselves have been very quiet, perhaps partly due to this factor.

It should be clear that human rights protection is indeed a reason (among others) behind an 

intervention like the one in Libya, but the legitimacy of action is often dictated by how the situation 

in the country is portrayed by political leaders and the media.

3. What is the role of Russia, and how to relationships between states outside of the conflicts  

affect decision-making?

The third factor that was looked at was the involvement of Russia. Being one of the main exporters 

of military equipment in the world, their economic relationship with the different case countries did 

provide interesting results. Russia appears to have a stronger relationship with Sudan than with 

Libya. In Libya they banned exports after the war broke out, and to re-use an example once again, 
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they did not support the prosecution of Omar al-Bashir after the Darfur crisis. Numbers show that 

Sudan is a larger importer of Russian arms than Libya is, and Syria even more so. Syria, in fact, 

proves to be a very interesting comparison here. They are the largest importer in the group and have 

very strong ties with Russia. In many was the Syrian case is similar to Libya, except for its 

relationship with Russia and this might prove to be a defining factor. Both Sudan and especially in 

Syria, an intervention would risk starting an even larger conflict with Russia, something that most 

states would likely avoid at costs. The Power Balance and security consequences of intervening in 

these countries are very serious and shows that the role of Russia is perhaps much larger than one 

might think.  

4. Is there a significant difference in media reporting on the different conflicts?

As mentioned earlier, there has been a clear difference in reporting on the conflicts. This, in turn, 

has affected the attitudes toward intervention in relation to the R2P. Depending on how the situation 

is described will have effects on the public opinions and pressure on states to do something about it. 

We have clearly seen that Libya was described as a more serious humanitarian situation than Sudan, 

and this will certainly have played a role.

In conclusion, the evidence collected show that the initial theory that many factors play into the 

decision-making of states appear to be true. First, there are national interests involving economics 

and border security. Second, there is the security questions raised by the presence of powers like 

Russia, China and Iran, and what effects intervention would have on the balance of power in the 

world. And third and lastly, human rights protection plays a role but is very much dictated by 

discourse and how people talk about the different conflicts.

All these factors have a role to play, and it would be naive to think that only one of them is the one 

defining factor. In future studies I would personally love to see a more in depth dive into one or 

more of these aspects to really make clear how this network operates. Reading many other analyses 

and studies I have seen a tendency to focus on one theory in particular and come to conclusions 

accordingly. While it is understandable why this is done, and of course it does provide important 

answers, there is a concern that scholars often take only one theory into consideration and not 

multiple ones. With this study I wanted to highlight that it is possible to do this, and show that many 

different factors are often equally important. I would like to see in the future more studies and 

discussions being had with this conclusion in mind.

Until then, I hope that this analysis has been illuminating on that subject, and showed that world 

politics is a lot like life itself, it may seem simple sometimes but when you look deeper it appears 

endlessly complex.
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