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In order to describe the “operational capacity and political will” of states to engage in humanitarian intervention (HI) and responsibility to protect (R2P), Thomas Weiss has used the metaphor of the “roller coaster”.[footnoteRef:1] At the end of the 1990s, Western states agreed on the necessity to invoke and implement the norms related to HI, with NATO intervention in Kosovo as the most ideal-typical example. Opposition to Operation Allied Force was mostly limited to a group of developing countries.[footnoteRef:2] Despite an unclear legal basis and several doubts on the feasibility of using force for humanitarian purposes[footnoteRef:3], in 1998-9 NATO countries considered that the international community had to resort to the military instrument in order to stop the violations of human rights perpetrated by the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia against the civilian population of Kosovo, even in the absence of a legal authorization by the Security Council. For example, few weeks after the start of the operation, the Foreign Affairs Committee of the House of Commons substantially embraced the decision of the New Labour government by arguing that although “the doctrine of humanitarian intervention has a tenuous basis in current international customary law… law cannot become a means by which universally acknowledged principles of human rights are undermined.”[footnoteRef:4] Minor disagreements on the legal basis and on the national interests of Britain in the Balkans existed. Nevertheless, a bipartisan majority of the British parliament assumed that the operation, although not fully legal, was legitimated by the necessity to avert a humanitarian catastrophe.[footnoteRef:5] [1:  Note Weiss]  [2:  Note Havana Declaration]  [3:  Legal debate on Kosovo]  [4:  Note FA committee 2000.]  [5:  Notes Blair and Blair gov on justification of it] 

	Things have started to change since 9/11 and the decision of the United States (U.S) and the United Kingdom (UK) to invade Iraq in 2003. Despite several United Nations (UN) documents and the positive development of the World Summit Outcome in 2005[footnoteRef:6], the Iraqi war arguably contributed to give HI a bad name, especially due to the questionable justification provided by the George W. Bush Administration and the Tony Blair’s government.[footnoteRef:7] 14 years after Kosovo, domestic Western societies seem to have become more distrustful of the possibility of invoking and implementing these types of norms.  [6:  Literature on R2P docs and World summit outcome, documents plus Bellamy and so on]  [7:  Literature on Iraq as a blow for hum int, Heir and see previous article.] 

This article focuses on the 2013-15 British domestic debate on the possibility of using force against the Syrian government of Bashar Al Assad. The goal is to analyze how relevant domestic actors, namely the David Cameron’s government and the political parties represented in the House of Commons, debated the concepts of R2P and engaged in several discursive strategies with the goal of influencing the decision on whether or not to intervene. The result was a rather confused debate, with the government facing several difficulties in convincing political actors about the legitimacy and viability of intervening in the Middle East.[footnoteRef:8] The perception of the failure of previous British governments of different ideological affiliations to carry out successful and useful interventions, especially in Iraq and Libya, favored the development of an “intersubjective understanding”[footnoteRef:9] that reflects a much more precarious consensus on R2P. The article explains how the memory of operations Iraqi Freedom[footnoteRef:10] against Saddam Hussein and Unified Protector against Muammar Gaddafi influenced the debate on whether to use force in Syria and shaped the perceptions of political parties by pushing them to claim a larger say in the disputes related to the legitimacy and feasibility of these operations. A new awareness of their role was visible both in the 2013 negative vote on the use of force in Syria and in the 2015 positive vote on the necessity to strike ISIL on Syrian territory. The Syrian debate emphasized the existence of both intra and inter-party divisions about the role of Britain in the international system and reflected the will of British parties to problematize R2P by putting serious limitations to its invocation and operationalization.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  Articles by Gaskarth and Morris, pp. 12-3 UK lit]  [9:  Notes on it by Dunne, others in the ES/constructivist literatura, and Wendt, Hopf and other constructivists; show the link between ES and soc constr]  [10:  Notes on that]  [11:  Notes Strong, p. 36 UK lit] 

The article does no neglect that decisions on the use of force for humanitarian reasons can also depend on factors that are located at the international level, such as membership to military alliances or debates at the Security Council.[footnoteRef:12] Nevertheless, structural analyses tend to treat states as unitary actors and downplay the “presence and impact of internal contestation over national role conceptions”, which means on the specific stance that a state should take as to humanitarian issues.[footnoteRef:13]  [12:  Note 4 previous article and also some recent literature.]  [13:  Note p. 97 UK lit] 

This article analyzes the British debate as a case of domestic “horizontal contestation”[footnoteRef:14] between the Cameron government and the political parties represented in the House of Commons about the role that the UK should have in the Syrian crisis. On the one hand, by focusing on the competing arguments put forward by the government and political parties in favor or against intervention, it contributes to the literature on the domestic determinants of foreign policy[footnoteRef:15] and sheds light on the domestic processes that led, first, to the unprecedented decision by the British parliament to veto an air strike operation against Syria and, then, to the decision to join the international coalition against ISIL. On the other hand, it contributes to the social constructivist literature on the study of the evolution of international norms by focusing on the changing inter-subjective understanding of British domestic actors about the viability and legitimacy of R2P in the 21st century. [14:  Notes on role theory and horizontal contestation]  [15:  Literature FPA and role theory] 
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Methodology: ADD LITERATURE FROM THE METHODOLOGY FOLDER IN “ADDS ON” FOLDER
	In order to trace back the genesis and the main features of the inter-subjective understanding of British domestic actors about R2P, the article conducts a qualitative analysis of a crucial “historical juncture” – the UK’s involvement in the Syrian crisis – based on an interpretative epistemology.[footnoteRef:16] Junctures are moments of perceived crisis or opportunity in which relevant political actors have the chance to discuss extensively the legitimacy and viability of specific norms and propose interpretations that aim to be transformed into specific policy-making.[footnoteRef:17] Through an exploration of their writings and speeches, the article explains the meanings that British domestic actors attached to the notions of R2P during the Syrian crisis in order to “understand their beliefs and how they shape political change”.[footnoteRef:18] The article studies in detail the “discursive strategies” of domestic actors, which means “the way in which agents seek to frame and present particular themes…with a view to shaping the context of political debate in a manner that is considered to be most conducive to the attainment of their objectives.”[footnoteRef:19] This allows to highlight the “existence of competing, contingent and contested”[footnoteRef:20] arguments about the Syrian crisis.  [16:  See note 8 previous article]  [17:  See note 7 previous article]  [18:  Page 7 Gaskarth, UK lit]  [19:  Kettel, p. 54 UK Lit]  [20:  Kettel, p. 53.] 

	Obviously arguments and discourses do not constitute causal mechanisms that can be easily generalized, in the sense that they cannot alone determine policy-making.[footnoteRef:21] As several interpretative scholars have argued while discussing the influence of political traditions over policy-making, they should not be seen as elements that “determine later performances.”[footnoteRef:22] Nevertheless, they are relevant variables to reconstruct the reasons behind actions and processes because they define the “parameters of what is politically possible.”[footnoteRef:23] Domestic debates are moments in which political actors engage in a “battle to control meaning, and define events and identities, in order to enable, shape and constrain policy outcomes.”[footnoteRef:24] Along these lines, I develop a “detailed narrative”[footnoteRef:25] of the 2013 and 2015 debates on the Syrian crisis and analyze how key domestic actors – executive leadership and political parties – assigned specific meanings to R2P norms during these critical junctures. This will show how the “role contestation” among domestic actors affected policy-making.[footnoteRef:26]  [21:  Neumann 2008, but also note 10 previous article with Checkel on process tracing; ]  [22:  P. 51 UK lit]  [23:  Ralph, p. 111-2 UK lit]  [24:  Ralph, 112 and Daddow, p. 56.]  [25:  Note 9 previous article]  [26:  P. 103 UK lit, end] 

In terms of techniques, I employ a “document analysis” of a variety of official documents by examining their content, the context in which they were produced and how actors debated about them.[footnoteRef:27] This consents to identify the key issues that structured the debate and the main argumentative resources of the actors involved. As to sources, I have relied on official documents produced by the government and political parties. Moreover, I have conducted an in-depth analysis of the main speeches and statements of the Prime Minister Cameron, Deputy Prime Minister Nick Clegg, the Foreign Affairs and Defence Secretaries and their closest aides. This allowed the identification of the major arguments in favor or against intervention and of the recurrent key concepts that informed and shaped the debate. I conducted the same analysis on the main speeches of relevant Members of Parliament.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Note 11-12 previous article]  [28:  Note 13 previous article and p. 69-70 La Prestre, UK lit; also p. 103 second half, UK lit.] 


The United Kingdom and the Syrian Crisis
	
	In May 2010, Cameron became Prime Minister thanks to a coalition government between the Conservative Party and the Liberal Democrats. Since the beginning, the new government tried to mark a difference with the previous New Labour governments. The 2010 Conservative Manifesto stated that the government was going to be “skeptical about grand utopian schemes to remake the world.”[footnoteRef:29] This meant a rejection of the foreign policy “adventurism” of the Labour Party, a general skepticism about the possibility of imposing democracy through regime change[footnoteRef:30], and the attempt to avoid the “centralization and top-down control”, which were typical of Blair governments.[footnoteRef:31] Instead, the government promised to involve the Parliament in any decision related to the use of force.  [29:  Note p. 4 GA; ]  [30:  Note Cameron lesson JP Morgan 2006]  [31:  Cameron/Clegg, p. 9 GA] 

The Arab Spring made clear that the days of British involvement in the Middle East were not over. The UK participated in the Operation Unified Protector, which enforced a no-fly zone to protect civilians from the violations of human rights of the Libyan government of Muammar Gaddafi, as provided by the United Nations Resolution 1973.[footnoteRef:32] The Parliament overwhelmingly voted in favor of intervention, although the vote took place after the operation had already started.[footnoteRef:33] Nevertheless, critiques about the lack of legal basis to topple Gaddafi from government, together with the difficulties of a complex post-conflict environment, left in the Parliament a sentiment of distrustfulness about these kinds of operations.[footnoteRef:34] [32:  Notes from literature]  [33:  Note from parliament analysis]  [34:  Note parliament analysis] 

	At the same time, the escalation of violence in Syria pulled the government into a debate on how to act to stop the violence perpetrated by President Bashar Al Assad, whom the majority of Western countries considered as the main responsible for the crisis.[footnoteRef:35] That the Syrian crisis would not have been easily solved became clear between October 2011 and February 2012, when Russia and China vetoed two resolutions that condemned the “grave and systematic human rights violations…by the Syrian authorities.”[footnoteRef:36] At the start of 2012, the UK, through its Secretary for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs William Hague, was among the strongest supporters of the peace plan brokered by former Secretary-General Kofi Annan, aiming at the immediate cessation of hostilities.[footnoteRef:37] In July 2012, UN resolution 2043 established a supervision mission in Syria but any effort to tackle the situation in a more resolute way was frustrated by another Chinese and Russian veto, which opposed the attempt by Western countries to identify Assad as the main responsible for the crisis.[footnoteRef:38] [35:  Note GA analysis “Assad must go”]  [36:  Note res. 612 (vetoed)]  [37:  Note on Uk proactive stance on the Annan Plan, see Hague speeches]  [38:  Note on motivations for veto] 

	In August 2012, U.S. President Barack Obama stated that the use of chemical weapons by the Syrian regime would be interpreted as crossing a red line and would trigger U.S. military response.[footnoteRef:39] The situation precipitated one year after, when allegations on the use of chemical weapons by the Assad government in the suburb of Ghouta, 15 kilometers east of Damascus, started to emerge. However, the unprecedented decision of the Parliament to vote against the possibility of an operation prevented the UK from participating in the international coalition to conduct air strikes against Assad’s chemical installations. Committed to respecting the will of the Parliament, the Cameron government renounced to be involved in the issue.[footnoteRef:40] The opposition of most Labour MPs, together with few Liberal Democrats and Conservatives, proved successful at thwarting UK’s involvement. From that moment on, the government mostly dedicated to a diplomatic battle at the UN to dismantle the Syrian chemical arsenals.[footnoteRef:41]  [39:  Obama statement, red line]  [40:  Note on Cameron’s respect for the will of parliament]  [41:  Resolution 2118, September 2013] 

	The emergence of ISIL in the territory between Iraq and Syria provided the rationale for a new British involvement in the Middle East. First, by taking advantage of an explicit invitation of the Iraqi government, in September 2014 the UK joined the international coalition that stroke ISIL in the Iraqi territory.[footnoteRef:42] In this occasion, the Parliament overwhelmingly voted in favor of the operation, although several MPs expressed more than one doubt about the risk of being dragged into a complex regional crisis.[footnoteRef:43] This actually took place one year after, when the necessity to defeat ISIL obliged the international coalition to extend air strikes to the Syrian territory, also as a result of the collapse of the border between Iraq and Syria.[footnoteRef:44] At the end of a heated debate, the Parliament finally authorized the government to participate in the operation that started in December 2015. The positive vote of 66 Labour MPs, who violated the party whip imposed by the new leader Jeremy Corbyn, reinforced the position of the government. The operation successfully reduced the presence of ISIL in the region. Nevertheless, the impossibility of ending the Syrian civil war exposed the government to the risk of a long-term commitment.[footnoteRef:45] [42:  Note Parliament vote Iraq]  [43:  Note on debate on Iraq]  [44:  Note Cameron gov about need to extend]  [45:  Note final communique and Geneva] 


Domestic Analysis and International Norms

	Structural approaches have traditionally disregarded the influence of domestic and immaterial factors in international politics and preferred to focus on the assumptions of rational unitary actors and the distribution of material capabilities.[footnoteRef:46] For this reason, constructivists have found more possibility of collaboration with liberal approaches, especially for their capacity to take domestic variables into account.[footnoteRef:47] Some realist scholars have recently challenged structural assumptions by focusing on domestic variables and immaterial factors, such as perceptions of leaders, political systems, or shifts in domestic preferences.[footnoteRef:48] Moreover, neo-classical realists have shown a capacity to include variables, such as norms and ethics, in the analysis.[footnoteRef:49] However, the differences between constructivism and traditional approaches are still visible. The main reason resides in the way constructivism conceptualizes interests and identities as constructions that are subject to transformation through the interaction among actors and structures.[footnoteRef:50] Nevertheless, constructivism too has received several critiques for its tendency to focus primarily on international structures and for neglecting the idea that social understandings can have different influences on different agents.[footnoteRef:51] Along these lines, this article relies on a “unit-level” version of constructivism in order to include in the analysis the domestic sources of state interests and identities.[footnoteRef:52]  [46:  Some constructivist critiques of this approach ]  [47:  Note Keck Sikkink on liberalism]  [48:  Note 18 previous article]  [49:  Note 20 previous article]  [50:  Note 21 previous]  [51:  Note 23]  [52:  Note 24] 

Actors can differently react to similar international norms and this is often a “function of domestic structures.”[footnoteRef:53] For this reason, several constructivists have proposed collaborations with foreign policy analysis approaches, especially for their capacity to explore the domestic determinants of foreign policy-making.”[footnoteRef:54] In this sense, the role-theory literature offers a promising venue. This specific strand of foreign policy analysis shares with unit-level constructivism the assumption that “convention international relations theories (e.g. varieties of realism and Wendtian constructivism) provide structural explanations for state behavior and offer little theoretical insight into the importance of state agency.”[footnoteRef:55] By relying on a series of seminal studies about the concept of role in international relations[footnoteRef:56], Christian Cantir and Juliet Kaarbo have recently noticed that “states frequently articulate, argue about, and legitimize actions based on what they believe to be their proper place in the realm of international relations.”[footnoteRef:57] Roles depend on social interactions and are conceived as combinations of material and ideational factors that define the conception of domestic actors about “their own country’s place in the world.”[footnoteRef:58]  [53:  Note 25]  [54:  Note 26]  [55:  P. 98 UK lit]  [56:  Note Le Prestre, Holsti, and see who else]  [57:  P. 97 UK lit]  [58:  Cit p. 97] 

	
Choice of Domestic Actors and Type of Analysis

	A similar interest in the notions of identity and self-image provides a promising connection between constructivism and role theory. Both approaches aim to “make intelligible the perspective of decision makers within the context of their interpretation of the collective self-understanding of the citizens of the state.”[footnoteRef:59] Relevant domestic actors often engage in an argumentative competition with the goal of imposing a certain view of how their state should operate at the international level. As Jaime Gaskarth provided, “roles are shaped by domestic self-identities and political pressures as well as the expectations of other states and actors globally.”[footnoteRef:60] This means that role can depend on a number of factors, such as, internally, the expectations of the public and of the governing elites, and externally, the expectations of external actors.”[footnoteRef:61] Thus, the roles that a state can assume in its foreign policy-making are not stable but subject to frequent ideological and policy disagreement. Foreign policy can be contested both horizontally (among elites) and vertically (among elites and public).[footnoteRef:62] In this article, I focus on a case of horizontal contestation through a study of the argumentative strategies that executive leaders and parliamentary representatives employed in order to define the UK’s position during the Syrian crisis. [59:  P. 76 UK lit]  [60:  Note p. 9 UK lit]  [61:  Note p. 10]  [62:  Note p. 13 end] 

	Structural and unitary approaches have for long assumed the existence of a substantial agreement at the elite level on the role that a state should play internationally. In fact, role definitions can differ depending on who is in power at a specific point in time and what kind of opposition it faces. Even when there is consensus at the elite level, it is likely to be unstable and can vary as a result of the interactions among actors.[footnoteRef:63] Along these lines, roles can be viewed as inter-subjective understandings, which can be shared or contested by relevant domestic actors. [63:  Note p. 99-101 UK lit] 

	The choice to focus on executive leaders and political parties is motivated by the necessity to operationalize the process of role contestation and measure the consensus among domestic actors. Parliaments “allow for the representation of a wide range of viewpoints and thus may be a forum for discourse on and contestation of national role conceptions.”[footnoteRef:64] This can become a rich source to understand the “social construction of British foreign policy.”[footnoteRef:65] This process can occur both within a parliamentary majority and between the majority and the opposition.  [64:  Note p. 101]  [65: Note Gaskarth, p. 104 UK lit] 

The decision to focus on horizontal contestation limits the possibility of including public opinion or civil society movements in the analysis. Studying the impact of public opinion on foreign policy-making can be complicated, especially in terms of measurement. There are some polls available on the mood of the British public during the Syrian crisis, but they do not provide enough evidence to argue that public opinion had a recognizable impact on the issue.[footnoteRef:66] In a recent study on the influence of the British Parliament on the Syrian question, Karbo and Daniel Kenealy have observed how several MPs often referred to public opinion as a reason not to intervene. However, despite this indirect effect, it would be difficult to assess to what extent public opinion should be regarded as a relevant explanatory factor.[footnoteRef:67] In a similar way, it can be difficult to test the impact of civil society movements on foreign policy, which often require representation in government to become influential, with executive leaders more available to listening to them when they confirm their theses.[footnoteRef:68] [66:  Polls on UK and Syria]  [67:  P. 41 UK lit; 1-3 UK lit for citation of some polls, p. 106 UK lit]  [68:  Note p. 108 UK Lit] 

Moreover, several scholars have shown how parliaments in Western democracies seem to be increasingly more able to exert control over foreign and security policy.[footnoteRef:69] The partisan dynamics between the government majority and the opposition, together with several instances of internal divisions within parties, can shape the debates about the legitimacy of international norms and influence the argumentative strategies of actors.[footnoteRef:70] [69:  P. 43 UK lit and all the other sources on the issue]  [70:  Some works on page 14-5] 


International norms and domestic interpretation

This article presents a case of domestic role contestation by studying the process through which domestic actors – the government and political parties – with different role conceptions about the UK’s interests interacted and competed for the interpretation of the British position on R2P norms during the Syrian crisis. Domestic actors usually develop expectations on how their state should behave in the international system. Such expectations are influenced by “how these actors conceive the identity of their country.”[footnoteRef:71] For this reasons, scholars have defined roles as “social positions…that are constituted by…expectations regarding the purpose of an actor in an organized group.” In a way, roles can be seen as “expectations about proper behavior in a social position.”[footnoteRef:72] As such, they present similarities with the way social constructivists have conceptualized norms. According to Peter Katzenstein’s classic definition, norms are “‘collective expectations for the proper behavior of actors with a given identity’, meaning that they not only ‘specify standards of proper behavior’ but also ‘define the identity of an actor.”[footnoteRef:73] Norms have a collective and shared nature, which differentiates them from other immaterial structures, such as ideas. If ideas are conceptualized as “beliefs held by individuals”[footnoteRef:74] norms are better defined as “collectively held ideas about behavior”[footnoteRef:75] in the sense that they provide prescriptions about what must and must not be done. Finally, Antje Wiener has suggested that ‘norms are contested by default’, especially when they are debated outside their ‘socio-cultural context of origin.”[footnoteRef:76]  [71:  Note UK lit p. 103 middle]  [72:  P. 102 end, UK literature]  [73:  Note 39 UK literature]  [74:  Note 40 previous article]  [75:  Note 41 previous article]  [76:  Note 42 previous article] 

When R2P norms reach the domestic system, they are likely to cause wide-ranging debates about the legitimacy and viability of committing national military resources to enforcing human rights. In these cases, decision-makers at the executive and legislative levels need to provide their own “problem representations”, which includes the explanation of the risks and opportunities related to a certain decision and the analysis of the incentives and limitations of taking or not taking action.[footnoteRef:77] These explanations do not only depend on “the material structure of incentives presented by the situation” but also on the “ideational baggage” they bring to their assessment of the situation.”[footnoteRef:78] Focusing on a specific manifestation of R2P – the Syrian crisis – responds to the necessity to operationalize the UK’s stance by focusing on a “critical juncture” in which R2P was comprehensively interpreted and debated.  [77:  P 80 end, UK lit]  [78:  Note 81 UK lit top] 

	An additional problem when studying state response to international norms is related to the debate on whether, at the time of the Syrian debate, R2P could be considered a norm at all. The legality of HI was extensively debated during the 1999 Kosovo crisis. Some jurists admitted that the NATO operation breached international law, due to the absence of a chapter VII Security Council resolution, but at the same time they argued that it could be seen as a “norm-in-progress”. In case of massive human rights violations, the international community has a reason to intervene as a last resort.[footnoteRef:79] Other scholars objected this view by reminding that the invocation of a moral imperative “to do something” would be dangerous because it ignores the lack of opinion juris of important states – such as China and Russia – and the enduring relevance of the norms of sovereignty and non-intervention.[footnoteRef:80] [79:  Note 43 previous article]  [80:  Note 45 previous article] 

	The attempt to revise the concept of HI in terms of R2P has only partially solved these problems. Although scholars as Alex Bellamy have argued that some elements of R2P, such as the responsibility for the well-being of citizens, have already acquired the status of legal norm[footnoteRef:81], the debate is far from being over. Both the Operation Unified Protector in Libya and the possibility of conducting air strikes in Syria have generated an intense discussion about their legitimacy under current international law. In the former case, scholars have debated whether UN resolution 1973 could be actually seen as an authorization to topple Gaddafi from power.[footnoteRef:82] In the latter case, the debate has centered on the legality of using force in the absence of a proper Security Council resolution.[footnoteRef:83]  [81:  Note 47 previous article]  [82:  Some literature, p. 20-33 UK lit; ]  [83:  Some literature, p. 20-33 UK lit;] 

Nevertheless, this article does not aim to solve the problem of the legality of R2P. The very existence of large debates both at the UN level and in the academia indicates that some actors, mostly in the West, considers R2P as an emergent norm As has been noticed, “emergent international norms are often signaled by international declarations or programs of action from international conferences.”[footnoteRef:84] R2P probably falls short of the standards to be considered customary international law. However, due to the practice of some states and the sympathetic approach of some sectors within the UN, a part of the international community considers R2P as an emergent normative framework, while others contest it. As a consequence, R2P is constantly exposed to the favorable and opposing interpretations of individual states. [84:  Note 48 previous article] 
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