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Abstract
The meaning of a rule is fundamentally indeterminate. Rules need to be fit to the particularities

of  each  case  which  requires  interpretation  of  the  relevant  facts  and  the  scope  of  the  rule.  This
fundamental uncertainty calls into question compliance as a criterion of a norm's impact, habitually
expected  of  the responsibility to  protect  and protection  in  general,  to  matter.  R2P as  a  concept  is
dismissed on grounds that it remains inconsistent and controversial in its application, even though there
are still numerous questions about what protection means and how it should be fulfilled.

Compliance as a sole indicator of how norms matter in international politics has come under
criticism both in international relations theory and international law. This paper presents these critiques
to argue that protection, by now a defining element of the normative landscape, takes part in shaping
international order despite its inconsistent application. The core of the argument is that the language of
protection,  rather than a straightforward benchmark for compliance and non-compliance,  should be
viewed as a discursive resource actors use to pursue their interest. It argues that both compliance and
transgression take place in a social context, and thus actors have to argue around protection, bend the
language of protection to “tap its symbolic power” or to avert criticism. While pursuing their interest,
actors need to present socially acceptable readings of the norm. The paper argues that the way norms
and hypocrisy work with regards to protection is a complex social process which should be investigated
beyond the compliance/non-compliance dichotomy and with conceptual tools that can shed light on
how these processes shape the discourse and practice of intervention.

The  paper  investigates  two  discursive  strategies  through  discourse  analysis.  First,  Russian
authorities were recycling elements of the Western normative language to justify their interventions in
Georgia and Ukraine. The protection of civilians, the responsibilities of the state and calls to prevent
mass  atrocities  all  surfaced  in  the  Russian  discourse,  but  in  a  confusing  mix  with  partial  or  no
correspondence to facts on the ground. The paper assesses the effects of this strategy, at the core of
which is  the “littering” of the discursive space.  It  concludes that the Russian strategy successfully
confused the international audience and worked towards unsettling the Western reading of such norms.

The second discursive strategy is that of France's in the context of the Ivorian electoral crisis in
2010-2011. France has been a party to the Ivorian conflict ever since 2004. As a result, it held a liminal
position being both party to the conflict and being instrumental in shaping the international response to
the conflict as a pen-holder in the Security Council. Its discursive strategy aimed at positioning itself as
an “international actor” and thus to legitimize its interference despite considerable African opposition. 

By reconstructing the justifications characterizing the Russian and the French interventions, the
paper draws conclusions on how “arguing around” protection shapes the norms and practice of the
contemporary politics of intervention.
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