
State Sovereignty and the Protection of Human Rights. 
How Military Humanitarian Intervention is Supported by 
Citizens Around the World

J€urgen Gerhards , Lukas Antoine , and Rasmus Ollroge 

Cluster of Excellence SCRIPTS, Freie Universitat Berlin, Berlin, Germany 

ABSTRACT 
According to international law, the sovereignty of nation-states and 
the rights of individuals constitute two equally important principles. 
However, in instances when a state massively violates human rights, 
then priority is given to the protection of individuals over the self- 
determination of the state, thereby justifying humanitarian military 
intervention. This paper presents findings from a survey across 26 
countries, analyzing citizen support for such intervention. We find 
that the majority of respondents supports military intervention to 
protect human rights. To explain the differences in support, we draw 
on world society theory and modernization theory. At first sight, 
world society theory offers a better framework for understanding cit-
izens’ attitudes towards military intervention. However, charcateristics 
derived from modernization theory are affected by a “suppression 
effect:” individuals living in more modernized countries and holding 
postmaterialist values endorse enforcing human rights but concur-
rently reject the use of military force.
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1. Introduction

According to the world society theory, nation-states’ sovereignty and the prohibition of 
intervention in their internal affairs are among the sacred elements of an existing global 
culture (Meyer 2010; Meyer et al. 1997; Meyer and Jepperson 2000). The idea is codified 
above all in the Charter of the United Nations (UN). However, the idea of the sover-
eignty of states and their territorial integrity constitutes only one feature of a global cul-
ture. A second key element centers on individual rights, to which every person is 
entitled based on the fact that they are human (Elliott 2007; Meyer et al. 1997; Soysal 
1994). These rights are universal, they apply regardless of the country in which an indi-
vidual is living and are codified in the Declaration of Human Rights. The two principles 
– sovereignty of nation-states on the one hand and universal rights of individuals on 
the other – clash with each other when a state massively violates individual human 
rights within its territory. In this case, the norms enshrined in global culture and their 
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implementation in international law prioritize protecting individuals over state self- 
determination, which legitimizes the international community to engage in military 
intervention as a means of safeguarding individuals.

Based on a novel public opinion survey that covers 26 countries from all regions of 
the world, this paper explores to what extent humanitarian military intervention is sup-
ported by or decoupled from citizen attitudes.1 Although we find that a majority of all 
respondents (54.7%) expresses support for the legitimacy of military intervention in 
instances of massive individual human rights violations, the results also indicate signifi-
cant differences between and within countries. To better understand these differences, 
we derive our hypotheses from two broader theories: the notion of the existence of a 
global culture derived from world society theory on the one hand and modernization 
theory on the other. In line with world society theory, we expect that respondents living 
in countries more deeply embedded in the world society and individuals supporting the 
norms institutionalized by the global culture are more likely to endorse military 
humanitarian intervention. In terms of modernization theory, we hypothesize that the 
more modernized a country is, the more educated individuals are, and the more they 
have internalized postmaterialist values, the higher the likelihood that citizens support 
the idea that a military intervention is a legitimate policy to enforce the protection of 
individual human rights.

Upon initial examination of the results of the multivariate analyses, world society the-
ory seems to offer a better framework for comprehending citizen attitudes toward mili-
tary intervention compared to modernization theory. People with a strong commitment 
to the norms institutionalized in the global culture and – although to a lesser extent – 
people who live in countries deeply embedded into the world society tend to favor 
humanitarian military intervention more. In contrast, indicators associated with mod-
ernization theory – such as a country’s level of modernization as well as individuals’ 
postmaterialist values, and their level of education – do not significantly correlate with 
attitudes toward humanitarian military intervention. However, a closer analysis unveils 
an interesting nuance, especially for indicators related to modernization theory. Support 
for the enforcement of individual rights might be counterbalanced by a skepticism 
toward the use of military force. In particular, people holding postmaterialist values, 
and having a high level of education exhibit stronger support for the enforcement of 
individual human rights, while concurrently rejecting the use of military force as a 
means to achieve that goal.

With our study, we contribute to two distinct strands of literature, namely the world 
society theory and the body of political science research examining citizen attitudes 
toward military intervention. The relationship between the norms anchored in global 
culture and citizen attitudes represents a relatively under-researched area. World society 
research has traditionally focused on analyzing the relationship between global norms 
and their translation into national policies, making the exploration of the connection 
between global norms and citizen attitudes a noteworthy gap in the literature. This is 
rather surprising since public support is assumed to be crucial for the national adapta-
tion of global norms (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998). Existing studies – albeit limited in 
number – have indicated that embeddedness into the world society indeed influences 
public attitudes.2 Our study expands this research by scrutinizing the relationship 
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between global norms legitimizing humanitarian military intervention and citizen atti-
tudes. At the same time, we go beyond these studies by bringing in modernization the-
ory as an additional and alternative approach to understand citizen attitudes. In 
addition, our analysis encompasses a significantly broader range of countries, represent-
ing diverse regions across the globe, thereby enhancing the generalizability of our 
findings.

In contrast, political science research on attitudes toward military intervention is 
much more extensive and diverse. Some of the studies have analyzed people’s attitudes 
toward military intervention and the use of military force in foreign policy (Boussios 
and Cole 2012; Clements 2013; Coticchia 2015; Crowson 2009; Fetchenhauer and 
Bierhoff 2004), whereas others have concentrated on citizens’ more general perspectives 
on war and peace (Bizumic et al. 2013; Blumberg et al. 2017; Cavarra et al. 2021; 
Dupuis and Cohn 2011) or human rights (Crowson 2004; Swami et al. 2012). Findings 
on general support for humanitarian military intervention are somewhat inconclusive 
and vary between countries of inquiry.3 Our study diverges from the political science 
research on citizen attitudes toward humanitarian military intervention in two signifi-
cant ways. Firstly, we apply a different theoretical framework by making use of two 
broader sociological theories, namely the notion of the existence of a global culture 
derived from world society theory on the one hand and modernization theory on the 
other. Linking attitudes toward humanitarian intervention to these two broad social sci-
ence theories allows for a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomena and 
how it is related to broader societal characteristics. Secondly, our contribution lies in 
the expansive scope of the data we analyze, which allows us to investigate broader 
global patterns in attitudes toward humanitarian intervention while concurrently 
considering both macro-factors related to the countries in which respondents live and 
micro-factors associated with features of individuals.

2. Global culture and international law on military intervention

World society theory assumes the existence of a global culture consisting of different 
ideas of how a society should be organized. Part of this global cultural model is the def-
inition of legitimate actorhood. From the perspective of world society theory, actorhood 
is not naturally given but the result of a historical process of cultural construction 
(Meyer 2010; Meyer et al. 1997; Meyer and Jepperson 2000). The global culture attrib-
utes and grants two types of actors legitimate actorhood in particular: nation-states and 
individuals. Both types of actors are endowed with special rights that may clash with 
each other (Drewski and Gerhards 2020).

The notion that societies should be organized primarily as nation-states (and not, 
e.g., as empires, or based on ethnic, religious, or family ties) is illustrated by John W. 
Meyer et al. (1997) with a fictitious example. If a hitherto unknown but inhabited island 
were discovered today, most people and institutions in the world would have a clear 
idea that the island society should be organized along the lines of a typical nation-state. 
Organizing the world society as an ensemble of sovereign states is an idea that has grad-
ually become a reality since the middle of the nineteenth century (Wimmer 2012:2) and 
is nowadays institutionalized by international law. Most states have agreed to join 
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international organizations such as the UN and to sign binding international treaties 
such as the Charter of the UN, which is the founding document of the UN. All nations 
agreed that the world order should be based on the principle of the sovereign equality 
of states. This idea includes the strict prohibition of forcible intervention in another 
state. In particular, Article 2(4) of the Charter of the UN states that: “All Members shall 
refrain in their international relations from the threat or use of force against the territor-
ial integrity or political independence of any state, or in any other manner inconsistent 
with the Purposes of the United Nations.” (United Nations 1945).

However, global culture grants a special role not only to nation-states but also to 
individuals (Bromley and Lerch 2018; Elliott 2007; Frank and McEneaney 1999; Koenig 
2008; Meyer et al. 1997; Soysal 1994). It imagines the individual as an autonomous actor 
endowed with the volitional capacity to decide on their own life and destiny, and not as 
the property of any collectivity, as that of a state, or any other association. Global cul-
ture assumes that every individual has the right to individual self-determination by vir-
tue of their nature as human beings. Similar to how territorial integrity and sovereignty 
of nation-states are protected by international law, the rights of individuals are pro-
tected by a variety of legal documents and above all the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights from 1948. For the first time in human history, this declaration defined 
the rights and freedoms to which every human being is equally and inalienably entitled. 
Article 1 of the declaration reads accordingly: “All human beings are born free and equal 
in dignity and rights.” (United Nations 1948).

In cases where individual rights are severely violated in a country, the two principles – 
the sovereignty of nation-states and the protection of the individual – come into conflict 
with each other (Wotipka and Tsutsui 2008).4 The question that then arises is whether the 
international community is justified in resorting to military action against a country to 
protect the rights of its inhabitants, thereby infringing upon the country’s sovereignty. 
World society theory has not directly addressed this question. However, even though word 
society theory assumes that the global culture gives equal importance to the idea of sover-
eignty of states and the idea of protection of individual rights, it also assumes that a shift 
in priorities has taken place after WWII. Meyer argues that the experience of the two 
world wars and the Holocaust led to the restriction of the rights of the nation-state and 
the increasing expansion of the rights of individuals (Meyer 2010:6).

International law has developed in a very similar direction as it increasingly legiti-
mizes military intervention by the international community to enforce the protection of 
individual human rights. Indeed, while the preservation of state sovereignty remains a 
cornerstone principle of international law, recent developments suggest a nuanced shift 
toward the recognition of military intervention as potentially justifiable under certain 
circumstances, particularly in cases of egregious human rights violations within a state’s 
borders (Glanville 2016). First, Chapter VII of the UN Charter allows the Security 
Council to take measures, including military measures, against states for the mainten-
ance of peace (United Nations 1945). At first glance, the term “maintenance of peace” 
does not cover human rights violations. However, as Vaughan Lowe and Antonios 
Tzanakopoulos (2014) have shown, Security Council practices have extended the inter-
pretation of the notion “threat to the peace” to the point that it is now accepted that 
massive individual human rights violations within a state may constitute such a threat. 
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There are many examples of UN-authorized military interventions that are characterized 
as humanitarian intervention by legal scholars even if the UN itself does not classify 
them as such (Lowe and Tzanakopoulos 2014). Second, at the 2005 World Summit, all 
member states of the UN agreed on the so-called “Responsibility to Protect” (R2P) doc-
trine (Gray 2018:58–64). The principle of the R2P is based on the assumption that the 
sovereignty of states includes the responsibility to protect their populations. However, if 
states fail to fulfill this duty, the international community is entitled to take action, if 
necessary, by force. The grounds for intervention cover massive individual human rights 
violations including ethnic cleansing, war crimes, genocide, and crimes against human-
ity. R2P is a reaction against the international community’s failure to respond to the 
Rwanda genocide in 1994 and the Srebrenica genocide in 1995. The Security Council 
resolution to impose a no-fly zone in Libya in 2011 was the first case where the UN 
authorized a military intervention citing the R2P.5 Third, there are military interven-
tions that are not legitimized by the UN but where the intervening powers refer to the 
idea that an intervention is necessary to curb massive individual human rights viola-
tions. An example of this is the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO) interven-
tion in Kosovo in 1999, after the Security Council failed to act on its Chapter VII due 
to the veto from Russia and China (Gray 2018:40–58).

Chapter VII of the UN Charter, RP2, and interventions that refer to the idea of protect-
ing individual human rights, even if not approved by the UN, are highly controversial 
legally as well as politically (Bazirake and Bukuluki 2015). For example, the Independent 
International Commission on Kosovo (2000:164) described the military intervention as 
illegal but legitimate. Notwithstanding, one can observe a discernible trend toward strength-
ening the normative framework supporting interventions in instances aimed at safeguarding 
individual human rights within a country’s borders over time (Glanville 2016).

3. Factors that might correlate with citizen attitudes toward military 
humanitarian intervention

In the following section, we attempt to theorize factors that may correlate with people’s 
attitudes regarding humanitarian intervention. We derive our hypotheses from two 
broader sociological theories: From the notion of the existence of a global culture on the 
one hand and the modernization theory on the other.6 The hypotheses derived from these 
two broader theories relate to characteristics of the countries in which respondents live 
(and by which they are influenced) and characteristics of the individuals themselves.

3.1. Embeddedness in the world society and committed to values of a global 
culture

World society theory assumes that the key normative ideas of a global culture and citi-
zen values are linked. While they may be “de-coupled” at any given point in time, the 
theory asserts a long-term connection between these elements. One can assume that the 
dissemination and diffusion of the ideas of the global culture by international and 
national organizations into international law, national legislation, education, and polit-
ical practices influence citizen attitudes (Meyer et al. 1997).7 According to the world 
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society theory, integration into the global culture is primarily reflected in the member-
ship of states in international institutions, the number of treaties between different 
states and above all the number of international non-governmental organizations 
(Beckfield 2010; Cole 2017). We assume that the more a country is embedded in the 
structure of the world society, the more citizens are exposed to the norms of the global 
culture and the more they show support for the protection of individuals (Kim 2020; 
Pandian 2019). Correspondingly, on the micro level, we expect a correlation between 
individuals’ general commitment to the norms of the global culture and support for the 
enforcement of individual human rights through military intervention.

3.2. Modernization and postmaterialist values

In contrast to world society theory, modernization theory assumes that people’s atti-
tudes do not result from their inclusion in a world society and being exposed to the 
norms of a global culture but from the endogenous development of individual countries. 
Countries in our sample differ in their level of socio-economic modernization. As eco-
nomic prosperity increases through modernization, a change in citizen values occurs. 
According to Ronald Inglehart and his collaborators (Inglehart 1971, 1997; Inglehart 
and Welzel 2005), a shift from materialist to postmaterialist values, or self-expression 
values, takes place when chances to satisfy material needs increase. Materialist values 
include the following: satisfying economic living conditions, security, national identity, 
and the exclusion of outsiders. Postmaterialist or self-expression values, in contrast, are 
characterized by the desire for self-fulfillment, an emphasis on freedom, participation, 
and the tolerance of diversity. We assume that caring for people living in another coun-
try whose lives are endangered is part of a postmaterialist value syndrome.

On the macro level, we expect that citizens from more modernized countries support 
humanitarian intervention more strongly than respondents from less modernized coun-
tries. On the individual level, we assume that people with postmaterialist values are 
those who support the protection of individuals against traditional authorities such as 
the state. In addition, we suspect that higher levels of education will result in cognitive 
mobilization, which is supposed to increase the likelihood that traditional concepts are 
questioned and possibly rejected, rather than being automatically accepted (Dalton 
1984; Inglehart 1990). Questioning tradition can also refer to being critical of the sacred, 
untouchable sovereignty of the nation-state. We thus assume that people with higher 
educational attainment are more likely to have positive attitudes toward military 
humanitarian intervention.

However, modernization theory also suggests that postmaterialist values and high 
level of education (Inglehart 1990; Østby et al. 2019; Pinker 2012) correlate with pacifist 
attitudes and negative attitudes toward the use of force. Thus, when measuring attitudes 
toward humanitarian military intervention aiming to protect individual rights, positive 
attitudes toward the enforcement of individual human rights might clash with negative 
attitudes toward the mean of using military force, suppressing the former due to the lat-
ter. We suspect that this “suppression effect” is particularly influential for people hold-
ing postmaterialist values, having a high level of education, and living in countries with 
higher socio-economic modernization levels.
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4. Data and methods

We use data from a novel survey, which surveyed 53,960 individuals in 26 countries 
around the world, including countries of the so-called Global North and the Global 
South, between December 2021 and July 2022 (Giebler et al. 2023b).8 The survey focuses 
on attitudes toward liberal values and peoples’ perspective on how a society should be 
organized. Countries have been systematically selected to cover as much heterogeneity as 
possible in terms of geographical spread (four world regions based on the UN 
Geoscheme), political regimes (based on Varieties of Democracy’s Electoral Democracy 
Index (Coppedge et al. 2021)), and socio-economic conditions (a combination of the 
Human Development Index and the Gini coefficient) (Giebler et al. 2023a:13). The target 
population in all 26 countries was permanent residents living in private households aged 
18 or older in each country regardless of their nationality. In 19 countries, the data was 
collected via computer-assisted web-interviews (CAWI). Respondents were recruited 
from an online access panel administered by a collaborating survey company (Gallup 
International). The sample is stratified by gender, age, education, region of living, and 
place of locality in order to match the distribution of the respective country’s offline 
population. In those seven countries where online surveys were not feasible (especially 
due to too low Internet penetration), data was collected via personal interviews (CAPI) 
on the basis of a stratified probability sample via the random-walk procedure. To validate 
the questionnaire as best as possible, extensive pretests were conducted in the form of 
cognitive interviews and pilot studies prior to the main fieldwork (Giebler et al. 
2023a:14). The survey was conducted in the most-spoken language(s) in each country.9

To ensure data quality, we use both ex-ante and post-hoc methods to exclude respond-
ents with insufficient interview quality from the sample. We excluded respondents who 
failed an instructional manipulation check (“attention check”) as proposed by Daniel M. 
Oppenheimer et al. (2009) and those who were identified as “speeders” based on the pro-
cedure proposed by Robert Greszki et al. (2015:478). After these quality controls and the 
exclusion of respondents with missing values, we end up with 35,231 valid cases.

4.1. Dependent variables

1. This study focuses on the question of the extent to which citizens in different 
countries of the world support the idea that the international community10 may 
invade another country militarily when individual human rights are violated.11

Respondents were asked the following question:

“Some people argue that under certain circumstances, the international community should 
have the right to intervene in other countries. Others argue that a country’s independence 
should always be respected. To what extent would you agree or disagree to each of the 
following statements?”
“What if human rights are massively violated in a country? The international community 
should have the right to intervene with military force.”

Agreement is measured on a six-point Likert-scale. In addition, respondents were given 
the options “I prefer not to say” and “Don’t know.” Given the broad spectrum of indi-
vidual human rights, respondents might interpret the term differently.12 However, the 
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question in our survey does not refer to human rights in general, but to cases where 
human rights are massively violated. Even if we cannot verify what the interviewees 
understand by massive human rights violations in the specific context, the literature 
suggests that media coverage plays a huge role in informing the public’s understanding 
of human rights (Mooney 2014). In turn, we suspect that respondents are guided by 
reports on real cases of military interventions that took place in the past (e.g., Somalia, 
Iraq, Kosovo) when they hear or read the wording of the question (“intervention with 
military force when human rights are massively violated”). In these past cases the debate 
was precisely about those violations that are defined by international law as massive vio-
lations of human rights (expulsions, ethnic cleansing, genocide).

2. For an additional analysis that tries to disentangle support for the international 
enforcement of the protection of individual human rights from opposition to the 
use of military force, we make use of an extra item, which asks respondents about 
their support for economic sanctions against a country that massively violates indi-
vidual human rights. The wording of the item contains the same goal, namely the 
protection of human rights, but instead of military intervention, economic sanc-
tions are mentioned as a means of achieving the goal (see Appendix B). Economic 
sanctions constitute an indirect (and thus minimal) form of intervention (Rattan 
2019). Our assumption is thus that economic sanctions represent a much more 
moderate response by the international community to human rights violations. 
Combining responses to both items is a way of identifying those respondents 
whose support for humanitarian interventions is suppressed by an aversion to the 
use of military force, even though they support the international enforcement of 
human right through other means. For that, we restrict our sample to those 
respondents who are in favor of economic sanctions as a response to human rights 
violations (i.e., indicating a value of four or higher on our six-point scale). For this 
subsample we calculate the difference between approval of the tools of economic 
sanctions and military intervention by subtracting the item measuring the latter 
from the former. In our sample, the newly created variable ranges from -2 to 5. 
Positive values indicate stronger support for economic sanctions than for military 
intervention as a means for the protection of human rights.13 The higher the value, 
the greater the “suppression effect,” i.e., the more are attitudes toward humanitar-
ian interventions attenuated by an aversion to the use of military force.

4.2. Independent variables

1. With regard to measuring the degree of a country’s institutional integration into the 
world, two different proposals can be found in the literature. “World polity” is a 
state-centric measurement, focusing on inter-state relationships, and intergovern-
mental organizations, whereas “world society” is a civil society measurement mainly 
looking at international non-governmental organizations (INGOs) (Boyle and 
Thompson 2001; Cole 2017; Wotipka and Tsutsui 2008). We measure countries’ 
institutional integration into the world through the second indicator. While treaties 
of states are sometimes only lip service, societal integration is closer to the citizens 
and accordingly can be expected to have an impact on citizens’ attitudes (Boyle and 
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Thompson 2001; Cole 2017; Wotipka and Tsutsui 2008). We follow previous research 
by measuring world society linkages by the counts of a population’s membership in 
INGOs (Boli and Thomas 1999; Frank et al. 2000; Mejia 2020; Schofer and Hironaka 
2005). A tie exists where at least one citizen claims membership, therefore capturing 
citizen-based world society linkages. We use data from the Yearbook of International 
Organizations (Union of International Associations 2018). Not restricting our meas-
ure to a specific domains allows us to measure a country’s level of integration in the 
world society more generally (Pandian 2019).

2. To measure individual commitment to the norms of a global culture, we use the 
item: “Should every human have the same basic rights in all countries or should a 
country’s society decide which rights people have in its country?” Respondents were 
asked to place themselves on a six-point Likert-scale with “1 – Every human 
should have the same basic rights in all countries” and “6 – A country’s society 
should decide which rights people have in its country” as endpoints. We reversed 
the scale that high values signify a commitment to the norms of a global culture.

3. To measure the level modernization of a country, we use the Human 
Development Index (HDI), provided annually by the UN (United Nations 
Development Programme 2021).

4. Postmaterialist attitudes are measured with the Inglehart index (1971). We com-
pare “postmaterialists” to the two other categories. The two variables measuring 
postmaterialist values and commitment to the norms of a global culture are only 
weakly correlated with each other in our sample (.07), which means that they are 
valid indicators measuring two distinct concepts.

5. Education is measured based on the respondents’ highest educational attainment, 
differentiating between low, medium, and high education (see Supplementary 
Appendix 2).

4.3. Statistical models

We use multilevel linear regression models to estimate the effects on attitudes toward 
humanitarian military intervention to account for the nested data structure of respond-
ents within countries and to adequately model within- and between-country differences 
(see Joop Hox et al. (2017) for a detailed discussion of why and when one should use 
multilevel models).14 The models contain random intercepts at the country level, gender 
and age as control variables, and are estimated using maximum likelihood estimation.15

To compare the effect sizes between categorical and continuous variables, the latter are 
standardized through being divided by two standard deviations as proposed by Andrew 
Gelman (2008). All models include post-stratification weights on the individual level 
and weights on the country level equaling the sample sizes. Since heteroscedasticity can-
not be ruled out, we employ robust standard errors in all models.

5. Results and discussion

The results are presented in the following order. We start by describing country differ-
ences in the degree of support for humanitarian military intervention. In a second step, 
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we analyze the influence of individual variables on support for military intervention. 
Third, we consider the influence of macro factors, and the interplay between contextual 
and individual characteristics. Finally, we analyze whether attitudes toward humanitar-
ian military intervention are influenced by a potential suppression effect.

5.1. Country differences in support for humanitarian military intervention

As Figure 1 shows, 54.7% of citizens in the 26 countries support the idea that the inter-
national community should have the right to intervene with military force in a country 
if human rights are massively violated.16 In 20 of 26 countries, more than half of citi-
zens welcome military intervention to protect human rights indicating that in these 
countries, a majority of the population follows the prescription of the global culture. In 
four other countries, the support rate is only slightly below 50%.

Although most citizens are in favor of military humanitarian intervention, Figure 1
also demonstrates that some countries deviate from that general pattern: Russia (27%) 
and Tunisia (16%) have by far the lowest approval rates. In the case of Russia, the low 
support could potentially be explained by the country’s self-understanding as an adver-
sary to the perceived Western-dominated international community, resulting in skepti-
cism of giving power to the international community to infringe on the sovereignty of 
nation-states. For Tunisia, we assume that the low support for humanitarian interven-
tion might be a result of the country being directly exposed to the potential shortcom-
ings of humanitarian interventions as a neighboring country of Libya, where the 
humanitarian intervention in 2011 led to a fundamental destabilization of the country. 
In four countries (Italy, Japan, Ghana, Germany) the support rate is just below 50%. 

Figure 1. Approval of military intervention in case of human rights violations. 
Note: N¼ 35,231, post-stratification weights on the individual level as well as country weights adjust-
ing the different sample sizes for the mean bar.
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Three of these countries are the Axis powers of WWII. We do not think that these 
countries are opposed to the international enforcement of human rights or to the inter-
national community in general. Rather, we believe a skepticism of military force pre-
dominates as a result of the countries’ historical experience of war, which cancels out 
the use of military force to protect human rights.

5.2. Individual-level factors

The hypotheses derived from world society theory and modernization theory expect 
that (a) respondents with a higher commitment to the norms of the global culture and 
(b) respondents with postmaterialist values and higher levels of education are more 
likely to support humanitarian military intervention. Figure 2 shows the result from a 
multilevel linear regression model with individual-level variables’ effects on support for 
humanitarian military intervention.17 The graph shows the coefficients for each inde-
pendent variable with 95% confidence intervals.

Figure 2 shows that favoring humanitarian military intervention is associated with 
support for the universality of rights. Although the effect is relatively small, a stronger 
commitment to the world culture is linked to higher levels of support for humanitarian 
intervention.

The two indicators related to modernization theory – having postmaterialist values 
and high levels of education – do surprisingly not point in the theoretically expected 
direction and do not show any statistically significant effects. Hence, the expectations 
derived from modernization theory that higher educated individuals differ from lower- 
educated individuals and that postmaterialists differ from the rest of the population in 
their attitudes toward humanitarian intervention are not supported by the results of our 
analysis. Further below we discuss that this finding may be due to a suppression effect.

Figure 2. Individual-level effects on support for humanitarian military intervention. 
Note: N¼ 35,231, post-stratification weights on the individual level as well as country weights adjust-
ing the different sample sizes. See Supplementary Appendix 3 for the regression table of the underly-
ing model (Model 10).
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5.3. Country-level factors

To what extent do country-specific characteristics impact the support for humanitarian 
military intervention? We estimate a multilevel model with the same specification used 
for Figure 2 but including both the HDI and number of INGOs on the country level. 
The results are presented in Figure 3.18

As expected, the coefficients on the individual-level remain unchanged. Although the 
effect of a country’s embeddedness in the world society (measured by the number of 
INGOs) on support for humanitarian military intervention goes in the theoretically 
expected direction, it is not statistically significant. The influence of the level of moderniza-
tion (measured by the HDI) is also not significant; surprisingly, it even goes in the oppos-
ite direction than theoretically expected. Finally, the intraclass correlation index (ICC ¼
.07) indicates that there is not much variance that can be explained at the country level.19

5.4. The potential suppression effect

What could be the reasons for the fact that the indicators we have derived from mod-
ernization theory in particular have no influence on attitudes toward military interven-
tion? We assume that responses to the item measuring support for humanitarian 
intervention are prone to a suppression effect, whereby people who are in favor of the 
protection of individual human rights do not support the use of military intervention as 
a means for achieving that goal. More specifically, we argue that higher levels of mod-
ernization (on the country level) and of education and postmaterialist values (on the 
individual level) increase support for the protection of individual human rights but are 
at the same time related to a commitment to pacifism and disapproval of the use of 
military force. Thus, the finding that the hypotheses derived from modernization theory 
are not confirmed could be the result of a suppression effect whereby support for the 
protection of individual human rights is counteracted by a disapproval of the use of 
military force.

Figure 3. Country-level effects on support for humanitarian military intervention. 
Note: N¼ 35,231, post-stratification weights on the individual level, as well as country weights adjust-
ing the different sample sizes. See Supplemnetary Appendix 4 for the regression table of the underly-
ing model (Model 13).
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To test this assumption, we created a new variable that measures for those respond-
ents that generally support economic sanctions as the minimal tool for the enforcement 
of human rights, to which degree they prefer economic sanctions over military interven-
tions. Higher values indicate stronger support for economic sanctions than for military 
intervention. In turn, the higher the value, the greater the “suppression effect,” i.e., the 
more are attitudes toward the enforcement of human rights attenuated by an aversion 
to the use of military force.

Figure 4 shows the results of a multilevel model with attitudes toward human rights 
enforcement adjusted for attitudes toward the use of military force as the new depend-
ent variable. The results support our conjecture regarding a potential suppression effect: 
the individual-level indicators for modernization theory – postmaterialism and high 
education – show statistically significant positive effects. Individuals holding postmateri-
alist values and being highly educated tend to favor economic sanctions over military 
intervention as a means for protecting human rights, suggesting the existence of a sup-
pression effect for this group of individuals, whereby attitudes toward the enforcement 
of human rights measured by the humanitarian intervention item were attenuated by an 
aversion to the use of military force. There is, however, no statistically significant effect 
for the macro variable related to modernization theory. Finally, the effects of the degree 
of integration of a country into the global society are likewise statistically insignificant: 
indicators measuring the commitment to the norms of a global culture: Support for uni-
versal rights and number of INGOs show positive albeit statistical insignificant effects.

6. Conclusion

According to international law, waging war against another country violates the prin-
ciple of territorial sovereignty of all nation-states. There is one exception to this prin-
ciple. If individual human rights are massively violated in a country, the international 

Figure 4. Suppression effect – effects on attitudes toward human rights intervention adjusted for the 
effect of attitudes toward military intervention. 
Note: N¼ 22,589, post-stratification weights on the individual level as well as country weights adjust-
ing the different sample sizes. See Supplementary Appendix 5 for the regression table of the underly-
ing model (Model 15).
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community has the right to intervene militarily. The legitimacy of this exception is 
grounded in the notion, constitutive to the global culture, that all humans have funda-
mental rights, regardless of the country in which they live. Based on a novel data set, a 
global comparative mass population survey covering 26 countries, we explored the 
extent to which citizens support the idea that the international community may invade 
another country militarily when individual human rights are massively violated, and 
which factors can help to make sense of differences in citizen attitudes. We investigate 
citizen attitudes as they are detrimental to the legitimacy of the norms of a global 
culture.

Results show that most of the respondents (54.7%), and majorities in most of the 26 
countries support the notion that a military intervention in another country is legitim-
ate when individual human rights are massively violated. The support rate is even 
higher (65%) if human rights are protected not by military intervention but by 
economic sanctions.20 Given recent developments, such as the contestations posed by 
right-wing populist actors and authoritarian regimes to a global culture emphasizing 
individual protection over national sovereignty (Walter 2021), alongside (reasonable) 
critiques of military interventions by Western countries in the name of human rights, 
the high level of support for the enforcement of human rights by the international com-
munity is somewhat surprising. We infer from these findings, that cultural prescriptions 
concerning the priority of the protection of human rights over the sovereignty of 
nation-states is seen as legitimate by most of the citizens around the world.

At the same time, we find substantial country differences in citizen attitudes toward 
military humanitarian intervention. Results from the multivariate analysis demonstrate 
that on the individual level, people’s general commitment to the norms of the global 
culture predicts support for military humanitarian intervention as postulated by world 
society theory. However, neither our expectation about the effect of a country’s embed-
dedness into the world society nor any expectations derived from modernization theory 
are supported by the results. What might be the reasons that our theoretical expecta-
tions in this regard have not been confirmed?

First, the fact that the degree of integration of a country into the global society has 
no significant effect could be due to the indicator used. The category ’number of inter-
national non-governmental organizations (INGOs)’ covers very different types of organ-
izations and is probably not specific enough for our research question. It would be 
better to have information on the number of INGOs that deal with human rights. 
Unfortunately, this information is not available. Second, to find out why the hypotheses 
derived from the modernization theory are not supported by our analysis, we conducted 
an additional analysis, examining whether the null findings are caused by what we call a 
“suppression effect.” We suspect that individuals who generally support the protection 
of human rights by the international community are reluctant to the use of military 
force to reach this goal. Making use of an additional item of the survey that measures 
support for economic sanctions as means for protecting human rights, we show that the 
among those who initially supported economic sanctions as a means to enforce human 
rights, the endorsement for humanitarian military intervention is comparatively lower: 
People holding post-material values and having a high educational degree are overrepre-
sented in the group of those who are in favor of protecting human rights, but they are 
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also those who tend to reject the use of military means. While generally supporting the 
protection of human rights by the international community they are less in favor of the 
use of military force to enact that goal.

Our study has a number of limitations, which we would like to address briefly. First, 
our data does not allow us to measure causal effects or analyze the specific mechanisms 
of the diffusion process from the global level down to the individuals (Kim 2020; 
Pandian 2019; Pierotti 2013). Second, the items are formulated in a rather general way. 
We do not know what kind of massive human rights violations respondents thought of, 
neither can we differentiate between different kinds of military and economic sanctions. 
Likewise, the items used did not mention the potential costs (e.g., financial costs, casual-
ties) and risks that humanitarian military intervention might hold. The results might 
thus overestimate people’s support for humanitarian intervention compared to real- 
world scenarios. Third, although the descriptive analyses demonstrate that countries dif-
fer in their approval of military humanitarian intervention, we can only make sense of 
these differences to a smaller extent. Additional in-depth research, e.g., in form of quali-
tative studies that give justice to the historical developments and the specific characteris-
tics of individual countries (as proposed, e.g., by Mahoney 2004), might enhance our 
understanding; especially since we are unable to determine to what extent the questions 
asked in the survey triggered different associations and consequently led to different 
responses. Especially the term “international community” might evoke different associa-
tions in different countries (Wallace 2019). Respondents living in former colonies might 
not necessarily refuse the idea of humanitarian military intervention altogether but 
might be skeptical of a military intervention being a Trojan horse of colonial or neoco-
lonial powers to the detriment of the security of the sovereignty of states or people 
(Boniface 1997).

Despite these limitations, we believe some conclusions can be drawn from our results. 
First, the idea institutionalized in international law that the rights of individuals take 
precedent over the sovereignty of nation-states is supported by majorities in most of 
the countries in our sample. While political actors ignoring this principle may have 
short-term successes, as evident by the recent resurgence of nationalism, we argue that 
in the long-term, these actors will run into problems of legitimacy in light of popula-
tions committed to the international protection of human rights. Second, the results 
related to the suppression effect highlight, that individuals living in highly modernized, 
postmaterialist societies express a desire for the enforcement of universal values glo-
bally; however, there is a reluctance to commit to the use of military force which may 
be deemed necessary in certain instances to achieve these objectives. This poses a 
dilemma for policy makers, but also for INGOs that advocate military intervention to 
protect human rights. On the one hand, those in the population who speak out in favor 
of the protection of human rights constitute their constituency of support; on the other 
hand, however, it is precisely those people who are reluctant to use military force. In 
view of this situation, our study does not provide any concrete proposals for policy-
makers. Whether the experience of the current war in Ukraine changes this perspective 
toward a stronger belief in the necessity of a more robust defense of liberal values 
remains to be seen.
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Notes
01. Even though the decision on whether the international community or individual countries 

should intervene militarily in another country to protect human rights rests with 
governments rather than citizens, the opinions of the latter constitute a crucial parameter 
for political decision-makers. Timothy Hildebrandt et al. (2013) show that public support 
for United States (US) humanitarian intervention plays a significant role in shaping US 
Congressional support. Similarly, the study by Michael Tomz et al. (2020), relying on a 
vignette survey of Israeli members of parliament, illustrates that decision makers are more 
willing to support humanitarian military intervention when a majority of the population 
backs such an intervention. Incumbents frequently seek to secure public support (Kiratli 
2023; Reiter and Stam 2002) given that voters’ backing may affect their legislative capacities 
(Gelpi and Grieco 2015), policy options (Perla 2011), electoral prospects (Kiratli 2022), and 
political survival (Berinsky 2009).

02. Elizabeth Heger Boyle et al. (2002) used the case of female genital cutting to demonstrate 
how global norms influence citizen attitudes in five African countries. Rachael S. Pierotti 
(2013) analyzed peoples’ attitudes toward intimate partner violence to demonstrate the 
impact of global norms. See also Roshan K. Pandian’s (2019) study on world society 
integration and gender attitudes and Jessica Kim’s (2020) analysis of the diffusion of 
international women’s rights norms.

03. Diverging from generally rather disapproving attitudes toward peacekeeping or regime 
change military missions, public support for humanitarian intervention varies across 
countries. For example, humanitarian interventions find support in the US (Eichenberg 
2005; Jentleson and Britton 1998), but encounter less backing in Germany (Mader 2017). 
Furthermore, many studies have tried to identify conditions influencing support for 
humanitarian intervention. These studies suggest that the type of human rights violation 
(Agerberg and Kreft 2023), the specific moral arguments presented in favor of an 
intervention (Kreps and Maxey 2018), whether the intervention is conducted by single 
countries or the international community (Wallace 2019), and whether the victims of the 
human rights violations are perceived as in-group members (Grillo and Pupcenoks 2017) all 
contribute to shaping public opinion on this matter.

04. While state sovereignty is sometimes also framed as a human right (derived as a form of 
collective self-determination), this paper focusses on the individual dimension of human rights. 
We believe that this dimension is also reflected in the lay understanding of respondents. When 
speaking of “human rights,” we thus only refer to the individual dimension.

05. The R2P remains a controversial concept. In particular with reference to the NATO 
intervention in Libya, R2P was criticized for providing a pretext to oust Muammar al-Gaddafi.

06. For a very similar approach to understand attitudes towards elements of a global culture see 
Boyle et al. (2002) and J€urgen Gerhards et al. (2009).

07. Pierotti (2013) has proposed a theoretical model that maps the diffusion process of ideas 
from global actors and NGOs through domestic actors of nation-states down to individuals. 
We are neither able to operationalize this diffusion process nor the complex interaction 
process between the global, national and local level (see e.g., Kern 2010). We can only 
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roughly examine whether there is a correlation between the level of embeddedness of 
country into the world culture and people’s attitudes.

08. Elsewhere we have explained in detail the underlying methodology of the survey (Giebler et 
al. 2023a).

09. See Supplementary Appendix 1 for an overview of survey countries, sample sizes, modes, 
and questionnaire languages.

10. For a discussion of the implications and different understandings of the term “international 
community” also vis-�a-vis the national configuration of intervening forces, see Geoffrey PR 
Wallace (2019).

11. For all dependent, independent, and control variables see Supplementary Appendix 2 with a 
detailed overview on the wording of the variables used as well as distributions in our 
sample.

12. Unfortunately, research on people’s understandings of human rights is rather limited 
(exceptions being, e.g., McFarland and Mathews 2005; Spini and Doise 1998; Stenner 2011).

13. Concurrently, negative values indicate stronger support for military intervention than for 
economic sanctions and zero indicates equal support for both means.

14. Statistically, the null model (see Model 0 in Supplementary Appendix 3) yields an intraclass 
correlation coefficient (ICC) of .069. About 7% of the variability in respondent attitudes 
towards interventions is due to differences at the country level, which justifies a multilevel 
approach. However, as the ICC is relatively small, we estimate a fixed effects model as a 
robustness check, which produces similar results (see Model 16 in Supplementary 
Appendix 6).

15. As restricted maximum likelihood estimation (REML) is sometimes recommended in the 
literature as preferable over maximum likelihood estimation (MLE) for analyses with only 
few cluster-level units (e.g., Elff et al. 2021; Stegmueller 2013), we conducted a robustness 
check using REML. However, as Stata does not allow the inclusion of weights for REML, 
we compare the REML model to an MLE without weights. The substantive results are 
identical between both models, indicating that even for the MLE model presented in Figure 
2, an estimation with REML would not lead to substantially different results; see Model 17 
and Model 18 in Supplementary Appendix 7.

16. We dichotomized the six-point scale measuring the level of support for humanitarian 
intervention; the upper half being approval, the lower half being disapproval.

17. See Model 10 in supplementary Appendix 3 for the regression table and Model 0–Model 9 
for the previous iterations of the model-building sequence.

18. See the Supplementary Appendix 4 for the full regression table (Model 13), as well as the 
models including the two-country factors individually (Model 11 and Model 12).

19. Beyond embeddedness and modernization, additional country characteristics might affect 
attitudes toward military humanitarian intervention. Specifically, lower support for 
humanitarian interventions in the Global South might not be the result of lower levels of 
modernization or embeddedness into the world society, but due to experiences of 
colonialism. Past research has shown that respondents in countries having a colonial past 
tend to be particularly skeptical about foreign interventions and might interpret the notion 
of humanitarian interventions by the international community as an ideology of Western 
countries used to expand their sphere of influence (Borg 2016). To control for this, we 
conducted a robustness check by including a dummy variable (colonial past: yes or no) 
based on the Colonial Dates Dataset (COLDAT) (Becker 2019). We neither find a 
significant effect for colonial past nor does its inclusion change the effects of our main 
variables (see Supplementary Appendix 8). In addition, we checked to what extent a 
country’s experience with a humanitarian intervention in the past affects citizens’ attitudes. 
Of the 26 countries in our dataset, only the then territory of Indonesia saw a military 
humanitarian intervention during the East Timor conflict in 1999 (Gromes and Dembinski 
2019). We do not find any significant effect when controlling for the experience of a 
humanitarian military intervention (see Supplementary Appendix 9).
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20. The fact that support for military sanctions is lower than for economic sanctions is due to 
what we call the “suppression effect.” Postmaterialists, and people with a high level of 
education and those living in modernized countries are much more likely to support 
economic sanctions than the use of military force to protect individual rights.
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