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 The idea of collective responsibility highlights how we would like to see the 
global level primarily as something akin to a community of peoples, rather than 
as a society of states in which other international and transnational actors 
operate. Since the acceptance of human rights, and in view of the atrocities of 
the Holocaust and other genocides, we have realized that some things concern us 
all: a realization that has led to the development of the responsibility to protect 
(R2P) framework.
 This book focuses on understanding the international community and its col-
lective responsibility. Unlike the research frameworks put forward in other pub-
lications on this topic, the research model developed here does not distribute the 
collective responsibility to particular actors; instead, it sets out how the burden 
should be divided among those actors responsible in order to protect human 
security on a global scale.
 This book will be of interest to students of humanitarian intervention, the 
responsibility to protect, international law, peace and conflict studies, and inter-
national relations in general.
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Introduction

This book is about three interrelated things at the international level: respons-
ibility, community, and human security. I discuss responsibility also in general, 
but I am most interested in the notion of a collective responsibility to ensure at 
least minimal human security around the world. Particularly since the acceptance 
of human rights as some measure of human dignity (or of civilization, as in Don-
nelly 1998) and since the atrocities of the Holocaust and other genocides, we 
have realized that some things concern us all. One expression of this realization 
is the notion of crimes against humanity. We have condemned certain acts as 
crimes that are committed not only against particular others but against us all. 
Simultaneously, we consider that even though we have not committed such 
heinous acts, we nevertheless bear some indirect responsibility for them, particu-
larly if we have allowed them to continue. Some call it bystander responsibility 
(Kroslak 2003), but a more popular expression is the “responsibility to protect” 
framework, which has attracted a good deal of attention during the past decade. 
Although this book is not limited to the responsibility to protect (R2P) frame-
work, I argue that this framework contains a collective responsibility to ensure at 
least minimal human security around the world – and this collective respons-
ibility should be treated as such. To explain, it is usually considered that sover-
eign states have a responsibility to protect their populations, and that if they are 
unable or unwilling to do it, or themselves perpetrate atrocities against their pop-
ulations, the responsibility to protect is transferred to some external actor, for 
instance to the UN Security Council, that may even use force if needed. Contrary 
to this, I argue that the responsibility to protect framework implies and contains 
two responsibilities that exist parallel to each other. One is an individual respons-
ibility of each sovereign state, and the other is a collective responsibility of the 
international community. The latter, I argue, may be dormant at times but it is 
nevertheless always in the background.
 My second main argument is that the idea of collective responsibility is a so- 
called “game- changer.” It changes the default position from which one should 
examine the international level in a number of ways. For one thing, if we can 
agree that there is a collective responsibility to ensure at least minimal human 
security around the world, the question is not “who should act?” but instead “who 
can legitimately not contribute to the realization of that collective responsibility?” 
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As a parallel, consider domestic tax systems. As citizens of a state we have an obli-
gation to pay taxes. This applies to all citizens, but some are exempted on legitimate 
grounds. The existence of a collective responsibility, ultimately tied to our common 
humanity and a communal worldview, has a similar implication. The default posi-
tion is not that only some international actors have a responsibility to act, but rather 
that we all share in the collective responsibility to act, and the question is whether 
some of us can justifiably remain passive. On a higher level, this perspective implies 
a communal understanding of the international or even of the global level that 
should be of interest to any student of international relations, because it sees inter-
national actors as members of a community, not as individual actors (in an anarchic 
society) that choose to associate with each other based on rational grounds. In other 
words, the international is the community, not a society of communities. Further-
more, a communal approach recognizes that there is such a thing as the common 
good – in this context global human security – and that this will not result from an 
invisible hand but from the members of the community realizing their responsibil-
ities and obligations to the community, not only their self- interests.
 My third claim is that we need to re- think the entity that holds collective 
responsibility and by extension parts of the global governance of human security. 
Here, the first thing to realize is that the international community is a result of 
our projection. We need to project collective responsibility on some entity, and 
the international community operates as a suitable concept for this purpose. This 
means that on the one hand it is not an “actual” community in the same sense as, 
say, the North Atlantic security community. Rather, it is an abstraction, an idea, 
an expression of our desire that there should be some collective entity capable of 
ensuring global human security, since we have not been impressed with the track 
record of sovereign states or the UN Security Council. But the international 
community cannot remain only as an abstraction if collective responsibility is to 
be meaningful. In order to realize collective responsibility in practice, we need 
to be able to hold some real actors accountable for what they did or did not do. 
In order to to do this we need to be able to say who should have done what. 
Instead of asking whether a global community exists (Ellis 2009), or which 
actors share particular characteristics (or morally significant qualities, as e.g. in 
Pattison 2010) so that we can argue that they form the international community 
or those who were responsible, I recall the purpose of establishing a collective 
responsibility and projecting it on the international community in the first place. 
The aim was to solve a particular problem, namely global insecurity. With that 
in mind, I suggest that we approach the issue of the international community and 
of how collective responsibility is realized in practice from that perspective. 
Again, given that collective responsibility should have changed our default posi-
tion, the approach should not be to ask who forms the international community 
and then to find a problem for it to solve. Instead, we should begin with the 
problem and see who should be part of the solution, and establish the interna-
tional community’s membership in this way. Given that different problems 
require different solutions, my proposal implies that the international community 
needs to be understood as an inherently dynamic arrangement of actors.
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 In order to achieve these aims, the first three chapters of this book focus on 
responsibility and international collective responsibility. The last three chapters 
of the book discuss the international community.
 The two parts of the book share a general structure. Ideally one would read 
the book as a whole, because many of the things I discuss in different parts of 
the book are connected to each other, but I have done my best to ensure that each 
chapter can be read separately. Chapter 1 and Chapter 4 set the general stage for 
the discussions in the two chapters that follow them. Chapters 2 and 5 discuss 
their topics especially in relation to the responsibility to protect framework, since 
it merits special attention given the overall focus of this book. Chapters 3 and 6 
each propose a way to reconsider the issues at stake. Thus, Chapter 3 suggests 
how to think about collective international responsibility, and Chapter 6 explains 
my proposal for how to understand the international community. Both of these 
models are based on the discussions in the chapters that precede them. The book 
ends with a brief epilogue.
 The first chapter discusses the global governance of human security with ref-
erence to humanitarian intervention and the responsibility to protect. Humanitar-
ian intervention has been discussed at length, especially during the 1990s, and it 
has sparked heated debates among students of international politics, international 
law, and ethics. Perhaps the most central question in these debates has been 
whether force can or should be used for humanitarian purposes in order to “save 
strangers,” to use Nicholas Wheeler’s (2000) phrase. These debates have less-
ened, but not disappeared, since the popularization of the responsibility to 
protect framework as a result of the report by the International Commission on 
Intervention and State Sovereignty (ICISS 2001a). Although some remain skep-
tical about the difference between the debates on humanitarian intervention and 
those on the responsibility to protect (e.g. Hehir 2010), I explain in Chapter 1 
how the two differ in their “worldviews.” The humanitarian intervention debates 
operate within what the participants consider to be the contemporary world 
order, while the responsibility to protect debates concern also the general world 
order as it should be. One important part of the world as it should be, according 
to the responsibility to protect framework, is the re- conceptualization of sover-
eignty as responsibility (which I discuss in more detail in Chapter 4). Both the 
debate on humanitarian intervention and that concerning responsibility to protect 
can be seen as part of two frameworks that deal with the provision and guarantee 
of human security across borders. Chapter 1 argues that both frameworks discuss 
the provision and guarantee of human security with reference to international 
responsibility. While the responsibility to protect framework is explicit about 
such references, the humanitarian intervention framework contains implicit ref-
erences. The chapter shows, however, that the reference to a responsibility does 
not arise from an often- perceived link between a right and a duty. Instead, the 
connection to a responsibility arises from acts of authorization. In addition to 
introducing some important background information for non- experts, arguing for 
the importance of responsibility already in the humanitarian intervention frame-
work, and limiting the overall discussion in this book to such aspects of global 
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human security governance as might fall within either or both frameworks, 
Chapter 1 sets up the overall approach of this book, discussing the use of binary 
logic and contextuality with regard to the assumed connection between a right 
and a responsibility (or a duty). As I try to illustrate in the chapter, circum-
stances, exceptions, and non- dichotomous thinking are a central part of the law, 
politics, and the everyday – and the global governance of human security is no 
different in this regard.
 Chapter 2 discusses responsibility in general, and collective responsibility 
within the responsibility to protect framework in particular. The chapter concep-
tualizes responsibility and distinguishes it from duty. The general argument is 
that responsibilities are inherently open- ended and require the use of discretion 
and deliberation. While some might say that this is the case also with duties, I 
defend my distinction with reference to rules. Duties require the following of 
rules, but responsibilities require the determining of which rules apply in a given 
context, whether there are exceptions to the applicable rules within that context, 
and whether there is a need to establish new rules given the particularities of the 
context in question. I illustrate the last point with my discussion on conceptual 
change. Moreover, the chapter takes a path less trodden by clarifying the notion 
of responsibility with the help of some misperceptions. Here, of particular inter-
est are such questions as whether a responsibility is transferred and whether cau-
sality is a necessary part of responsibility. These two points are important for the 
overall discussion in this book, because they arise for instance in existing 
accounts of the international community’s collective responsibility as an “imper-
fect duty” (which I discuss in more detail in Chapter 3) and with reference to the 
international community being “in charge” of repairing a harm (for example 
genocide) that it has not caused. Lastly, Chapter 2 discusses collective respons-
ibilities in general as well as the collective responsibility within the respons-
ibility to protect framework, namely the responsibility of the international 
community. Here, I demonstrate the kind of responsibility in question with refer-
ence to a concept familiar from international law, namely obligation erga omnes. 
My argument is not that the international community’s collective responsibility 
is a legal obligation erga omnes. Rather, I make this connection in order to 
emphasize that a collective responsibility is inherently collective, and to that 
extent indivisible because it falls on the international community as a whole, not 
to any particular individual member of the international community.
 Even though the international community’s responsibility to protect is indi-
visible in the sense that it does not fall on any particular member of the com-
munity, one should be able to say something more about it, which is the task of 
Chapter 3. Chapter 3 clarifies first that the international community’s respons-
ibility to protect concerns a global guarantee of minimal human security. This 
guarantee is, as mentioned, inherently collective. In some debates regarding the 
responsibility to protect, this is called an “imperfect duty,” a term borrowed from 
philosophy, and Chapter 3 outlines three attempts to “perfect” this imperfect 
duty (Glanville 2010b; Pattison 2010; Tan 2006). Unfortunately, the chapter 
argues, attempts like the ones discussed appear to commit an error in logic due 
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to the manner in which they deal with the relationship between the collective 
level (the international community) and the individual level (individual interna-
tional actors). Rather than commit the same error, Chapter 3 introduces my 
Communal Contribution model of collective international responsibility. In a 
nutshell, it approaches the international community’s collective responsibility 
from a problem- driven perspective, rather than taking the actor- centered 
approach that has been more common in debates regarding responsibilities, and 
that has been criticized for instance by Cane (2002). The Communal Contribu-
tion model is not opposed to existing accounts, but it seeks to show the kind of 
path necessary in dealing with such complex issues as collective international 
responsibility. Lastly, it highlights an aspect usually left unnoticed in debates 
regarding the responsibility to protect framework, namely that if there really is a 
collective international responsibility to ensure at least minimal human security 
around the world, the question is what kind of a collective entity holds it, and 
whether there are some actors who can legitimately not contribute to the 
common burden of fulfilling it.
 Chapter 4 operates as an introduction to the second half of the book. Its task 
is simple: to provide prima facie evidence that one should take the international 
community seriously in its own right. The first half of the book refers to the 
international community, but only the last three chapters discuss it explicitly. 
Chapter 4 begins this exploration by discussing human security governance as it 
is envisioned in the contemporary world. Of importance in such visions are the 
ways in which individual states are supposed to behave as well as the role the 
international community is supposed to play. The manner in which states are 
supposed to behave given the re- conceptualization of sovereignty as respons-
ibility can be illustrated with the notion of good international citizenship, which 
refers to ethical foreign policy aimed at the common good of humanity. It pushes 
states to behave in a self- enlightened fashion because they are part of a wider 
international community. Chapter 4 suggests, perhaps provocatively, that the 
international community is treated in certain contexts as if it were a governor of 
sorts. By a governor of sorts I do not mean that the international community is 
some centralized world government (see the arguments presented in e.g. 
Deudney 2008; Wendt 2003) or a formal international organization. Rather, the 
international community is treated as if it were a governor of sorts in the sense 
of governance without government, in relation to the global governance of 
human security. But how is this possible? This question is pursued in the two 
last chapters of the book.
 Chapter 5, in accordance with the overall structure of the book, discusses the 
international community with a particular reference to the responsibility to 
protect framework. In order to understand both the international community and 
the world as it should be according to the responsibility to protect (R2P) frame-
work, Chapter 5 begins by discussing the reliance on communal notions as they 
arise from the R2P framework. This is done with the help of a mental exercise 
that imagines the world through the “lenses” of the framework. Here, I draw 
inspiration from domestic neighborhood watches. The argument is not that the 
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R2P framework is or advocates for an international neighborhood watch. Rather, 
the mental exercise enables one to see certain international preventative efforts 
as something akin to the work done by domestic neighborhood watches. It also 
enables one to see the R2P framework as a form of communal crime prevention 
on a global scale. The chapter also reflects critically upon the R2P framework’s 
vision of how the world should be with the help of the contemporary interna-
tional legal order. This reveals certain internal tensions within the framework, as 
well as a number of aspects that would have to be transformed in order for the 
R2P framework’s vision to materialize. Perhaps the most important of such 
changes would result in public international law giving primacy to the wellbeing 
of individuals, instead of operating as a regulative and a communicative tool 
among sovereign states.
 Given the conclusions one can draw from both Chapters 4 and 5 regarding the 
importance of explicitly examining the international community, Chapter 6 
presents a way of thinking about the international community that aims to recon-
cile the need to see it as an authority of sorts but also as inherently dynamic. In 
the same vein as the Communal Contribution model, I suggest a way to perceive 
the international community from a problem- driven perspective. To this end, the 
chapter begins with conceptual clarifications that distinguish between the inter-
national system, the international society, and the international community. It 
proceeds by outlining two existing models of the international community. These 
two argue, each in its own way, that historical processes have brought certain 
international actors closer to each other in a way that can be described with ref-
erence to an international community. While both accounts require a certain 
density of interaction, one account emphasizes the presence of a we- feeling 
(Buzan 2004; Buzan and Gonzalez- Pelaez 2005), while the other stresses a 
common ethos (Ellis 2009; Schimmelfennig 2002). Neither of these accounts, I 
argue, takes into consideration a number of other factors that seem to arise from 
actual uses of the idea of “international community.” The use of concepts is im-
portant both because the meaning of concepts is in their use and because the 
world and the word are intertwined and interlocked (Onuf 1989; Wittgenstein 
1969). With the help of examples, I suggest that there may be both “thin” and 
“thick” international communities, and that their membership is not determined 
only on the basis of interaction levels, historical processes, and the presence of a 
we- feeling or a common ethos. Moreover, I argue that we need to distinguish 
between “the international community,” which is referred to in discussions 
regarding international collective responsibilities, and communities that are 
international because they are composed of a few international actors such as 
states. We should consider “the international community” as a dynamic, 
problem- driven arrangement of various state and non- state actors, and we project 
the collective responsibility to ensure and govern global human security on to 
this dynamic arrangement.


