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Abstract 

The UN Security Council (UNSC) has transformed from a body almost 

exclusively focused on conflict to one that addresses a variety of issues. Unfortunately, 

we still lack clear understanding of why and when international institutions change their 

missions. The author argues that while international politics is usually characterized by 

inertia, shocks to the system, or focal point events, can compel actors to adopt new logics 

of appropriateness. Since 1945, the end of the Cold War and the signing of the Helsinki 

Accords stand out as such events. Through unstructured topic modeling, UNSC 

resolutions divide into the subjects of War, Punitive, and Humanitarian. The topic 

Humanitarian exploded in frequency after the Cold War, and more refined models show 

that words related to human rights and elections similarly increased after Helsinki. These 

changes are rapid and occur in the immediate aftermath of focal point events, showing 

their importance for norm diffusion.  
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As he went through the process of negotiating the creation of the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC), President Roosevelt was of two minds. Despite telling British 

Foreign Minister Anthony Eden in 1943 that he saw the institution as a means to disarm 

less powerful countries, FDR occasionally talked of a new world order in which the more 

developed nations would preside over a relatively egalitarian arrangement and take on the 

responsibility of protecting human rights and aiding in economic development. Stalin and 

Churchill, Roosevelt’s negotiating partners, were less ambivalent about what they wanted 

out of the postwar system. They sought to secure the territories and borders of their 

respective nations, and believed that the job of the UNSC should simply be to keep the 

peace between states (Bosco 2009:14–23). 

 For its first several decades, the UNSC acted in accordance with the vision of 

Churchill and Stalin. Its resolutions addressed issues that one would have naturally 

expected to be of concern to the great powers (Moyn 2010:8). Over time, however, 

something changed. Resolution 2041 (2012), for example, was on its surface about the 

ongoing occupation of Afghanistan and extended the UN mission in that country. Yet the 

document also stressed the importance of and put forth concrete steps towards achieving 

the following goals: including women in the decision-making processes of the 

government, developing a constitutional democracy and strong institutions, dealing with 

the problem of Afghan refugees, maintaining a free press, and reforming the prison 

sector. Although the threat of international terrorism had brought the international 

community into Afghanistan in the first place, the UNSC resolutions addressing the 
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ongoing conflict have given the forces in that country a role more in line with the more 

idealistic vision of Roosevelt.  

A large literature has developed on the expanding mission of the UNSC, and its 

role in norm diffusion (Hathaway and Shapiro 2011; Fortna 2008:18–58). How and when 

did this change happen? And what can it tell us about international politics more 

generally? Previous scholars stress the role of norm entrepreneurs in shaping the 

activities of the Council, yet there is no hint as to why such individuals and group have 

become more persuasive in recent decades. While the end of the Cold War is said to have 

made it easier for the Security Council to adopt peacekeeping missions, that does not 

explain, for example, why the peacekeeping missions that are approved now focus on 

women and children while those of previous decades did not. 

This article, while accepting the role of historical contingency, presents a general 

theory of institutional development. The Security Council is chosen as the focus of this 

analysis because of its central role in the creation of international law, as it is the only 

institution able to directly do so on matters of war and peace. Because of this, it possesses 

unique legitimacy as a focal point of international politics, which gives it an unparalleled 

ability to effectively engage in norm diffusion (Hurd 2008). Borrowing from game 

theory, this article argues that major changes in international practice can be compelled 

by focal point events, or exogenous shocks that can fundamentally change the focus and 

purposes of an international organization. Gaining insights into the circumstances 

surrounding major changes in the focus of the UNSC, along with their timing, is 

important for understanding the development of international society over the last three-
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quarters of a century, and can help shed light on processes of norm diffusion and the 

creation of international law more generally.  

 

Changing Values in International Society 

 Few questions in international relations are as fundamental as those that ask about 

the extent to which ideas about appropriate behavior influence conduct and, in contrast, 

how much relations between states are driven by narrowly defined interests. Those who 

believe in the power of normative constraints have in recent years produced a series of 

powerful works that reveal how the values of international society have changed over 

time (Pinker 2011, 2019; Hathaway and Shapiro 2017; Goldstein 2012; Gat 2006; 

Mueller 2009). Industrial and post-industrial societies see few war deaths per capita than 

our hunter-gatherer ancestors, and, on a more compressed timescale, the second half of 

the twentieth century and beyond has been particularly peaceful, with the rate and 

deadliness of wars reaching all-time lows over the last few decades (Pinker 2011:295–

307). 

Hathaway and Shapiro (2017) trace the decline of conquest to the Kellogg-Briand 

Pact of 1928, which outlawed war,  challenging the conventional view that the outbreak 

of the Second World War discredited that agreement (Posner 2009:70; Joffe 1992; 

Josephson 1979). The finding that most post-1928 territorial gains were subsequently 

reversed is interesting in that it can point to a concrete event and show how a practice 

was arguably changed by it. This speaks to the constructivist literature, which notes that 

each international actor has an identity that shapes its actions. An identity includes 

information such as proper goals, acceptable means to achieve those goals, and the 
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decision-making process, or a logic of appropriateness (March and Olsen 1983, 2011; 

Checkel 1998; Müller 2004). Collectively held ideas about appropriate behavior 

consistent with an identity are referred to as norms (Finnemore 1993). For decades now, 

the idea that norms matter in international relations has been accepted by most scholars in 

the field, and this view is supported by historical research into changing practices over 

time (Checkel 1997:473). 

 This field of inquiry has also led scholars to investigate the related question of 

where norms in the international system come from. While this has proved more difficult 

to answer than the question of whether norms are influential, certain ideas have gained 

currency and progress has been made. Historical study reveals the prominent role played 

by norm entrepreneurs, who are unsurprisingly most likely to succeed when they have the 

backing of a powerful state, as was the case with the British ending the international slave 

trade and the United States establishing the post-1945 order (Ikenberry 2009; Kaufmann 

and Pape 1999). The reasons why are clear enough; powerful actors are by definition able 

to use military and economic coercion to achieve their preferred outcomes. Eventually, 

actors are socialized to the point that they internalize a norm, meaning that it continues to 

influence behavior even without pressure from the moral entrepreneur (Finnemore and 

Sikkink 1998). 

 Brute force is not the only, nor perhaps even most common, way to create and 

socialize others to accept a new norm. Scholars also emphasize the importance of 

persuasion and social influence in international politics (Johnstone 2011; Johnston 2001). 

Persuasion is fundamental to political communication, and is most likely to be effective 

when its object can be shown to be behaving in a way that is incompatible with an 
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already accepted identity (Florini 1996; Legro 1997). Social influence applies when an 

actor such as a state is respected for its perceived accomplishment, skill, or virtue, and 

because of these qualities is in a position to nudge others into accepting its view of 

international relations (Gheciu 2005). The two kinds of influence are self-reinforcing and 

no strict line can be drawn between them; for example, those with social prestige tend to 

be more persuasive, while being persuasive can bring prestige. Nonetheless, these 

methods of norm diffusion are similar in that they are not conditional on the norm 

diffusor having power over those who come to accept the norm.  

 In addition to being a process that occurs between states, socialization also takes 

place in the context of international organizations. Partly, this is because such institutions 

act as forums in which individuals can influence one another. This is a subtle and less 

conscious process, through which the act of being imbedded within an organization 

creates a new identity related to membership in that institution (Lewis 2005; Checkel 

2005). Representatives of states, along with the permanent bureaucracy of organizations, 

follow a script circumscribing a range of action appropriate for them based on this 

identity, in addition to state-centric and other forms of identity. 

 In addition to their members being socialized themselves, there are two ways that 

international organizations can spread norms to the rest of the international community. 

First, in areas where they exercise power, they can take direct action, or make policy that 

incorporates certain norms. International organizations often have their own budgets and 

mandates from states, and control over resources and their distribution can directly shape 

the behavior of others. For example, when the World Bank started taking into account the 

environmental impact of its projects, it sent the message to potential loan seekers that 
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such concerns should be considered in their development plans (Park 2005). Once a state 

accepts a new practice in order to comply with a regulation from abroad, that norm can 

become embedded in domestic politics through the activities of bureaucracies and 

institutions created in order to ensure compliance (Cortell and Davis 2000). International 

organizations can also directly sanction behavior that violates widely accepted norms 

through refusing to provide resources, placing certain conditions on their distribution, or 

even by simply deciding who gets to take advantage of mechanisms designed to facilitate 

mutually beneficial cooperation (Hathaway and Shapiro 2011).  

Second, in addition to taking direct action, international institutions can spread 

norms through statements and declarations that are aspirational in nature, or normative 

declaration. This can contribute to the creation of a new logic of appropriateness that can 

change the behavior of domestic and international actors (Finnemore 1993). For this 

reason, NGOs and governments fight to control the agenda and influence the 

pronouncements of international institutions, expending tangible resources in order to do 

so, even when there is no direct payoff or lawmaking power at stake such as in the case 

of the UN General Assembly (Hurd 2008:112–18).  

While international institutions help spread norms, questions remain regarding the 

time and pace of norm diffusion. Is socialization necessarily a gradual process, as some 

have implied (Ikenberry and Kupchan 1990:290–91)? Or can it occur rapidly? And while 

it is unquestionable that persuasion, for example, is central to political communication, 

why does it work during some periods of time and not others? Is there a research agenda 

that can help gain insight into when an international organization begins to spread a 

norm, or a collection of related norms (Park 2005:116)? While a reasonable research 
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agenda will grant due space to the role of historical contingency, it may nonetheless be 

possible to develop theories that address when we are most likely to see norms proliferate 

and change and how quickly they can do so under various scope conditions.  

The Security Council as a Diffusor of Norms 

The UNSC is unique among international institutions in its prestige and ability to 

facilitate action. Indeed, “[t]he ability [of the Council] to mobilize massive coercive 

resources is unprecedented among international organizations, and almost all states in the 

system have consented to it in a highly public way.” (Hurd 2008:30) It is thus “the closest 

approximation to global governance in the peace and security realm yet achieved.” (Luck 

2006:3)   

The UNSC spreads norms through both methods described above. With regards to 

direct action, recent decades have seen a rise in UN-created peacekeeping initiatives, and 

they appear to reduce the likelihood of developing nations reverting to civil war (Fortna 

2008). Therefore, by undertaking such missions, the affirmative answer to the question of 

whether the Security Council can make international law meets even the most stringent 

requirements: the institution sends armed personnel into certain countries and forces 

individuals to comply with the contents of its pronouncements.1. In authorizing missions 

in countries such as Afghanistan and Sierra Leone, the Security Council promotes values 

such as good government, including women in decision-making processes, and a free and 

open press. Similarly, it sanctions the outcasts of international society such as terrorists 

																																																								
1  This view has been referred to as the “Brute Force Objection” to international law 

(Hathaway and Shapiro 2011:267–68).  
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and those who produce prohibited weapons, and such punishments tend to be enforced by 

states and other international institutions (Hathaway and Shapiro 2011; Reinisch 2001). 

The Security Council also spreads norms through normative declaration, a 

practice that has increased over the last few decades. While the effect of direct action can 

be traced quite easily, how can we likewise be confident that normative declarations have 

had their intended effect? There are two lines of evidence that suggest that even when it 

is simply making pronouncements that it does not intend to directly enforce, the Security 

Council can be an influential force in international politics. First, there is the finding that 

states and other actors such as NGOs invest tangible resources in trying to influence the 

Security Council, including lobbying for seats (Hurd 2008:111–36). This even extends to 

controlling the agenda, or whether certain issues will or will not be discussed, regardless 

of whether those issues have a chance of being addressed in resolutions. NGOs likewise 

push for resolutions that on their surface appear to have no direct effects in terms of 

security or the expenditure of resources (Shepherd 2008:386–92; True-Frost 2007:156–

57). A particularly vivid recent example of how even symbolic UN votes matter is the 

late 2017 controversy of whether to move declare Jerusalem the capital of Israel, which 

for months occupied the leaders of the major powers (Liebermann 2017). Clearly, 

relevant actors behave as if the pronouncements of the UN matter, and, given their levels 

of investment in the relevant issues, it would be difficult to argue that they are mistaken 

in that belief.  

The UNSC has power to not only allow the use of force on the part of states, but 

to require it, making it the global institution with perhaps the greatest ability to diffuse 

norms. While dealing with international conflicts was its main goal at creation, the UNSC 
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has become more concerned with issues that in previous decades would have been seen 

as purely domestic in nature (Joachim 2003). We can call this change in the focus of the 

UNSC the “Humanitarian Turn,” which can be defined as the increasing tendency to 

address issues that pertain to the rights of individuals and domestic arrangements within 

countries. One may conceptualize this as a shift away from a focus on protecting states to 

a focus on protecting individuals (Teitel 2001). 

This means that not only has the nature of peacekeeping changed, but we have 

also seen the passing of what have been called thematic issues peace and security 

resolutions (“TIPS Resolutions”), which “address issues as diverse as women's equality, 

HIV/AIDS, and children's rights, and urge all—not just select—states to take action.” 

(True-Frost 2007:116) In other words, these documents are not tied to any particular 

conflict, nor even the original mission of the UN. They also fail to include any 

enforcement mechanism, in contrast to humanitarian principles written into peacekeeping 

resolutions. Nonetheless, a series of case studies show how UN resolutions passed 

through the Security Council and General Assembly have influenced domestic actors 

seeking political change in a variety of countries across the world (Risse and Sikkink 

1999; Cohn 2008; Krook 2006).  

Why did the Humanitarian Turn happen when it did? Theories tend to come in 

two forms. First, some ground the Humanitarian Turn to specific events within the 

Security Council itself. For example, in 1991, Secretary General Pérez de Cuéllar issued 

a report calling on the United Nations to take a stand against human rights violations, and 

scholars have marked this as an important milestone (Mertus 2009:100–01). Sometimes 

explanations also account for the role of outside actors. In recent decades the UNSC has 
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seemed to be particularly sensitive to how war affects women and girls, a change that is 

often traced to Resolution 1325 (2000) (Tryggestad 2009). This shift is attributed to the 

success that women’s organizations have had in convincing government representatives 

to accept the legitimacy of their concerns (Joachim 2003). 

Despite these explanations, puzzles remain. While growing concern with 

women’s rights has often been attributed to the influence of norm entrepreneurs in the 

form of NGOs focusing on that issue, such groups have been seeking to influence the 

international community for over a century and a half. Why then, have they only had 

success in the last few decades (Park 2005:116)? If this is to be attributed to socialization 

undertaken by NGOs, one has to ask whether they have suddenly become more 

persuasive in recent years (O’Brein 2000). As there is no evidence of this, a much more 

likely scenario is that there has been a psychological change among those who are being 

socialized, or the members of the Security Council. Furthermore, the rise of TIPS 

resolutions and an increase in concern with human rights in peacekeeping missions seem 

to call for a more holistic explanation. The Security Council became more interested in 

the rights of women and girls around the same time it was deciding to start taking on 

environmental issues and protecting other vulnerable groups. As it is highly unlikely that 

NGOs working on these various issues all became more effective in their work at around 

the same time, we need a more general theory to account for the Humanitarian Turn.   

Indeed, scholars have not failed to notice that the rise in humanitarian 

pronouncements at the Security Council came after the end of the Cold War. Thus, 

according to one theory, the great superpower conflict of the second half of the twentieth 

century prevented the Council from cooperating as much as it could have (Mertus 
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2010:8–9; Shweigman 2001:287–88). With a reduction of tensions, the institution could 

now increase its activities and expand its mission. The problem with this view is that 

much of the rise in Council activity seems to be related to topics that are among the least 

relevant to Cold War rivalries–e.g., women, children, the protection of civilians, and 

human trafficking. As will be shown below, the portion of Council work devoted to 

conflict itself, in contrast, has remained relatively constant over time. During the Cold 

War, the superpowers were able to agree on broad principles of human rights, as reflected 

in the Helsinki Accords (1975) (Thomas 2001:81–88). Yet there was no attempt to work 

such principles into the daily activities of the Security Council itself, even in cases where 

the superpowers could agree on a peacekeeping mission more generally. For example, the 

UN Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus was formed in 1964, and although the Security 

Council passed dozens of resolutions addressing that mission and the conflict itself, in 

those texts we see very little discussion of the humanitarian concerns that would later 

become the hallmarks of resolutions related to ongoing conflicts. If the permanent 

members of the Council were able to achieve consensus on the creation of this and other 

missions in the first place, why could they not agree to include in their resolutions 

language pertaining to less controversial matters of human rights?  It seems highly likely 

that the end of the Cold War is in some ways related to the changes at the Security 

Council, but the exact mechanisms involved remain to be explored   

Overcoming Inertia 

 This section argues that major changes in international politics are can be created 

through highly visible exogenous shocks to the system, or focal point events. O’Neill 

introduces the concept of focal point outcomes in international politics, which are game 
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outcomes that individuals expect to arrive at due to their beliefs about what others believe 

about their own “consideration of extra-game-theoretic factors.” (O’Neill 2005:45–50) In 

other words, second- and higher-order beliefs about other actors make certain outcomes 

more likely than others. Similarly, in international politics there are events that are 

important because everyone believes that everyone else believes that they will be seen as 

important. Actors are therefore more likely to change their behavior under such 

circumstances, as the recent shock causes them to rethink “the way things are done” and 

come to new understandings about the role of institutions (Widmaier, Blyth, and 

Seabrooke 2007).  

A focal point event is often needed to overcome the inherent inertia involved in 

domestic politics (Ackerman 2000). Socialization between states is likewise likely to take 

hold when the socialized country faces a crisis that calls into question the legitimacy of 

those in power (Ikenberry and Kupchan 1990; Kim and Sharman 2014). International 

institutions in particular can be quite resistant to change, particularly if their practices 

become routinized and their attention to rules and procedures prevents them from 

effectively facing new challenges (Barnet and Finnemore 1999; Shanks, Jacobson, and 

Kaplan 1996; Hopf 2010). Thus, just as we see exogenous shocks being the catalysts for 

change in domestic politics, we may expect to see a similar dynamic develop within 

international institutions.  

Focal point events depend on what economists call common knowledge, or 

knowing that everyone else knows the relevant information (Simler and Hanson 

2017:61–62). Common knowledge is of fundamental importance to international law and 

international relations more generally. For example, the justification for punishing an 
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aggressor lies not only in the first-order effect of not punishing, or letting everyone know 

that the actor got away it. The second-order effect is also important, as each actor 

knowing that every other actor is more likely to believe that aggression pays, which can 

make states more afraid of one another and exacerbate the security dilemma (Hathaway 

and Shapiro 2017:345–49; Fearon 1995). Compliance with international law depends on 

not only knowing what the laws are, but knowing that everyone else knows them, and 

that everyone else knows you know they know them.   

In other words, focal point events matter because they are visible. Actors and 

institutions are less likely to develop a new logic of appropriateness based on information 

that only they themselves know. The United Nations depends on states for funding and 

personnel, and states in turn look to it for legitimacy (Hurd 2008). An international 

organization is less likely to try to spread norms if it has no way of enforcing them, while 

a state is less likely to carry out enforcement if doing so will be seen as illegitimate. A 

focal point event can modify each side’s expectations about what others will do, thereby 

changing its own behavior. The same applies to other actors such as NGOs, and how they 

interact with other agents in the international system. NGOs greatly increased their 

activity after the collapse of the Berlin Wall, likely in part because donors and others saw 

more potential for them to be effective. 

 One may very well argue that norms against human rights violations existed well 

before the end of the Cold War. Why then, did, the Humanitarian Turn take place as late 

as it did? In order to answer this question, it is useful to divide the socialization process 

that leads to norm diffusion in the international arena into two components. First, the 

socialized actors must be convinced that a specific outcome–e.g., protecting civilians, 
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promoting women’s rights, spreading Judeo-Christian values–is normatively desirable. 

Second, relevant actors need to come to accept that the role that they have taken on in 

spreading the norm is an appropriate one given their position. The first requirement does 

not necessarily lead to the second; in fact, it usually does not. While American leaders, 

until at least the late nineteenth century, may have believed capitalism and democracy 

were good things for the world, they did not see it as the role of the federal government to 

use force to promote these values abroad (Braumoeller 2010). The Humanitarian Turn 

did not involve member states adopting ideals that were not yet present in international 

society. Rather, they changed their ideas about what the proper role of the UNSC was. 

While western governments in particular have worked to spread human rights for 

centuries (Bass 2008; Kaufmann and Pape 1999), it took focal point events in order to 

reconceptualize the rights and duties of the Security Council and lead it to accept new 

roles for itself in the midst of its continuing focus on preventing and resolving conflicts.  

Fortunately, we can pin down exactly when the Humanitarian Turn emerged 

through text analytic methods. Given that new logics of appropriateness can result from 

focal point shocks, two obvious candidates emerge as possible catalysts for the 

Humanitarian Turn. The Helsinki Accords (1975) are considered a breakthrough in 

human rights law and motivated reform movements across the Soviet Union (Thomas 

2001:206). Before that time, communist power had seemed to be permanently 

entrenched, as highlighted by a crackdown on political activity in the years immediately 

preceding it. The Helsinki Accords were a catalyst for the mobilization of transnational 

networks in Eastern bloc countries such as Poland and Czechoslovakia, and motivated 

other states to begin putting pressure on the Eastern Bloc by emphasizing human rights in 
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the course of diplomacy centered around other issues. Theese agreements signed were 

“an essential feature of the crystallization of international human rights consciousness in 

1976–77.” (Moyn 2010:150) 

The signing and ratification of the final act was not an isolated event, but rather 

part of a movement that throughout the 1970s for the first time made human rights a 

priority in the normal course of international politics (Moyn 2010:148–55; Denhert 

2013). This plausibly helped lead to the end of the Cold War, the second major shock of 

the last quarter of the twentieth century. The events of late 1991 meant that, practically 

over night, the great ideological conflict of the second half of the twentieth century was 

over, the largest empire in the world had collapsed, and the international system went 

from a bipolar structure to a unipolar one. 

 The ways in which focal point shocks to the system influence international 

organizations can be seen in the fate of the predecessor to the UN. The Second World 

War led to the abolition of the League of Nations as that conflict made a mockery of its 

mission to prevent great power war (Hathaway and Shapiro 2017:131–57). In contrast, 

the end of the Cold War did not discredit the founding vision that led to the formation of 

the UN; the opposite is closer to the truth. Thus, while the League of Nations collapsed 

when it faced a major focal point event, since the UN confronted the same it has seen an 

increase in its activity. 

Methodology 

Within the category of automated content analysis, a main divide is between 

supervised and unsupervised learning models (Grimmer and Stewart 2013). In a 

supervised learning model, the researcher begins by inputting classifications of some 
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randomly chosen subset of the data. This might be known through human knowledge and 

intuition, or through a structured coding process. Then, a model is built, which is used to 

classify the remainder of the set of documents, referred to as the corpus, or even future 

documents (Guzella and Caminhas 2009). Researchers do not simply use human coding 

for the entire corpus because doing so would be too labor intensive. Unsupervised 

methods are used when the researcher is seeking to find structures in underlying data and 

does not know what patterns will emerge (Qin, Geng, and Liu 2010). The researcher in 

effect simply inputs the text, sets certain parameters, and sees what comes out (Spirling 

2012). Although there is no guarantee that unsupervised methods will return theoretically 

interesting results, when they do so they can present powerful evidence for theories that 

had previously been difficult to validate (Grimmer and Stewart 2013). The last few 

decades have seen a series of works that have enriched our understanding of legal and 

political texts, particularly parliamentary speeches, treaties, constitutions, and documents 

produced by and submitted to courts (Spirling 2012; Evans et al. 2007; Law 2016; 

Diermier et al. 2012; Slapin and Proksch 2008).  

Among the most advanced and useful methods among unsupervised text analytic 

models has been Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) (Blei, Ng, and Jordan 2003). 

Building on unigram models and Latent Semantic Analysis, LDA has the advantage of 

being a mixed-membership topic model, which means that each document is treated as a 

mixture of topics (Deerwester e al. 1990; Nigam et al. 2000). As an unsupervised 

machine learning model, it can take in unstructured individual texts as inputs and, as 

outputs, infer the underlying topics used to create the documents, along with the word 

contents of specific documents. LDA assumes that each word in a document d, is 
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generated in the following manner. First, choose θd, or the topic distribution for that 

document, from an underlying Dirichlet distribution of topic probabilities. Then, for each 

word n, or wn one chooses a word from the underlying topic probability distribution of 

topic zn. Figure 1 represents this process (Blei, Ng, and Jordan 2003). Plates indicate a 

loop, meaning that for all documents (D), all the words in that document (Nd) are created 

through the same generative process. The shaded circle represents all that can be directly 

observed, while each topic-distribution θ and z must be inferred from the data. 

                      

                                                           Figure 1: LDA Model 

In order to begin the process of finding underlying topics in the data, the 

researcher begins by creating a document-term matrix (DTM), in which each row 

represents a document and each column represents a term that appears anywhere in the 

corpus (Haddi, Liu, and Shi 2013). Thus, each entry i,j is the number of times term j 

appears in document i. Not all terms are included in the column; usually stop words, 

words that by themselves convey no semantic information such as “the,” “but,” and “or” 

are excluded. Words tend also to be stemmed, meaning that related words from the same 

root are characterized as one term. This would apply, for example to the terms 

“institution,” “institutions,” and “institutional.”  

Gibbs sampling has emerged as the preferred method for conducting LDA 

(Griffiths and Steyvers 2004). As a hyperparameter, the researcher needs to choose the k 

number of topics. The algorithm then begins by going taking each term of each document 
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and randomly assigning it to one of the k topics. It also creates a term-topic n x k matrix, 

revealing the count of each word assigned to each topic, and a d x k document-topic 

matrix, which shows the number of words assigned to each topic for each document. 

Allow wv to be a word in the vocabulary of the corpus and wu,v to be the particular 

appearance of that word. For each document the algorithm goes through each word wu,v 

and assumes that all topic assignments in the entire corpus other than wu,v, including other 

appearances of wv, are correct. Then, wu,v may be reassigned to another topic. Whether it 

is reassigned to a particular topic z depends on the probability of any word other than wu,v 

being assigned to topic z in document d and the probability of wv appearing in topic z 

across all documents in the corpus, again excluding wu,v. In intuitive terms, a particular 

word is more likely to be assigned to a particular topic if that topic is prevalent in the 

document in which it is located, and if the word has a tendency to be assigned to that 

topic when it appears elsewhere in the corpus. Upon completing this process of for all 

words in document d, the topic probabilities for document d are estimated again. The 

process repeats itself across the entire corpus, and after a set number of iterations, the 

model stabilizes with each word wu,v assigned to a topic. At that point, it is relatively 

simple to calculate the topic distribution, θd, of each document, and per-topic word 

distribution of each topic z, or zn, the main outcome of interest for most researchers.  

 For this paper, the corpus is all UNSC Resolutions between the founding of the 

institution in 1946 up to 2017. As a first step, the names of countries, certain international 

institutions, and common phrases are each combined into single terms. Among these are 

terms such as “Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,” “United Nations,” “Western 

Sahara,” “Secretary General,” “al-Qaida,” and “Sierra Leone.” Certain phrases that are 
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common parts of country names are removed, such as “Kingdom of” and “Republic of.”2 

Then terms are stemmed and de-capitalized, and stop words, punctuation, and numbers 

are all removed, before being put into a DTM. There are a total of 2,397 resolutions 

across the time period studied. 

Much discussion revolves around how to choose the number of topics k, with 

some adopting what has been called a Hierarchical Dirichlet Process (HDP) (Teh et al. 

2005). However, this process has been criticized for finding topics that group together 

terms that appear unrelated (Deveaud, SanJuan, and Bellot 2014; Xie and Passonneau 

2012). It is also computationally expensive and adds a layer of complexity that can make 

interpretation difficult. This article therefore uses more recently derived methods in an 

attempt to find the ideal number of topics in an LDA model, relying on Kullback-Leibler 

divergence, density, Jensen-Shannon divergence, or maximum likelihood estimations 

(Arun et al. 2010; Cao et al. 2009; Deveaud, SanJuan, and Bellot 2014; Griffiths and 

Steyvers 2004). Although the results differ in particulars, they generally involve finding a 

k value that achieves either maximum dissimilarity or minimum similarity between 

topics. In Figure 2, I apply the four methods to the corpus, at various k values as indicated 

																																																								
2 It is important that combining the names of proper nouns comes first. For example, 

“Democratic Republic of the Congo” and “Republic of Congo” become individual terms 

before “Federal Democratic Republic,” “Democratic Republic of,” and “Republic of” are 

eliminated.  The “Federal Republic of Ethiopia” can then be shortened to “Ethiopia,” 

because it does not to be differentiated from any other Ethiopia. This prevents the 

algorithm from classifying parts of names of countries in the same topic together based 

on coincidental or historically based similarities in their names.  
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by the points on the on the graphs, with the legends indicating the method used from the 

previous citation.  

 

 

Fortunately, all methods have statistical profiles that indicate that the process of 

model selection is informative, as the models perform worse after a certain point, 

indicating that they avoid the problem of overfitting (Griffiths and Steyvers 2004:5231–

32). They also converge in agreement that the ideal number of topics for the UNSC 

resolution dataset is between around 100 and 130 topics, with one method suggesting that 

the ideal number of topics is closer to 150. Despite the finding that 100 or more topics 

would be most appropriate, it is not reasonable to conclude that the analysis cannot 

benefit from fitting models with a smaller number of topics. Sometimes, models that are 
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“better fits” statistically perform relatively poorly from the perspective of the theoretical 

concerns of the researcher, such that it is standard practice that “several different numbers 

of topics are fitted and the optimal number is determined in a data-driven way.” (Grün 

and Hornik 2011) The purpose of this paper is to track changes in abstract concerns over 

time, and while a model that gives us individual topics of “North Korea,” “the Cyprus 

conflict,” and “the former Yugoslavia,” may be the “best fit” from a statistical 

perspective, using such a model would provide limited insight. 

 In order to judge models, researchers have tended to use two methods: the 

cohesiveness of topics, or word intrusion, and how closely the topic composition of 

individual documents matches what would be expected from reading them, or topic 

intrusion (Chang and Blei 2009:81; Ponweiser 2012:26).  This article therefore uses these 

methods in order to start with the smallest possible number of topics and see whether 

underlying concepts of interest can be found. Because of the focus of this article, a 

desirable model will be coherent and create topics on the basis of abstract qualities and 

not region or any other more concrete metric. Once that is done, however, I also create a 

model with k = 110. This is near the lower range of the estimates given by the four 

methods used to select the correct number of topics in Figure 2, chosen on the general 

principle of parsimony, or the idea that simpler models are preferred, all else being equal 

(Hanson and Yu 2001:96; Posanda and Buckley 2004). The k = 110 model serves as a 

robustness check to investigate whether similar topics of interest emerge in models that 

are better performing statistically and also to gain more refined insight into the change in 

data over time.  
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The content of each topic is determined by finding the terms with the highest β 

values for each topic within a model. The symbol β represents, for each word, the base 2 

log of the probability of that word being in that particular topic, divided by the average 

probability of that word appearing across the other topics. In formal terms, this means 

that. 

 

                                                 β!! =  log!(
! ! ! !!!

! ! !!!!
!!!

)      

 

Where 𝛽!! is how strongly word i is associated with topic t , all other topics in the 

model are represented by j, and k is equal to the total number of topics in the model. Only 

words that appear with a probability > .001 in any of the topics in the model are 

considered. All models put the entire corpus through the Gibbs sampling process 6,000 

times after the initial random allocation of terms to topic. This entire process is repeated 4 

more times for each model with a different k value, and only the model with the highest 

overall posterior likelihood is maintained (Grün and Hornik 2011). 

The models are also used to find the θ distribution for each document. If we allow 

 𝜃!!  to represent the percentage of document d devoted to topic t, we end up with the 

following equation.   

 θ!! =  
(number of words in document d belonging to topic t)

(total number of words in document d)   

 The values β and θ can be used to judge word intrusion and topic intrusion, as the 

terms with the highest β values within a topic can indicate whether a topic has coherence, 

at which point that topic can be given a name. Once that is done, θ distributions for 
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specific documents can be used in order to determine whether the topics most closely 

associated with any particular document actually appear to reflect its content. Finally, θ 

distributions for individual documents over time can be used to measure how the focus of 

the UNSC has changed over the course of its history. 

Results 

 As the number of topics increases, the model classifies terms less by abstract 

qualities and more according to region.  

 

 

Table 1 shows the topics that appear depending on the value of k, as judged by the 

terms with the highest β value for each topic. I call metatopics those topics that are 

broken down into more specific components as k increases. We see that when k = 3, the 

first topic is Punitive, which involves the international community sanctioning a bad 
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actor, including terrorist organizations and states undertaking WMD programs. War 

refers to an armed contest between two or more sides, whether states or factions within a 

country. Finally, the topic Humanitarian is associated with terms focused on making life 

better for individuals within a country, particularly in a peacekeeping environment. 

Running the same models but with more topics leads to the emergence of subtopics that 

are based on region or more specific versions of the main metatopics. For example, when 

k = 4, Punitive is broken down into one topic addressing WMDs and terrorism and 

another related to other issues. Consistent with Figure 2, Table 1 shows the emergence of 

region as a categorization variable after k = 4. Because this inquiry is not interested in the 

regional focuses of the UNSC, I start by using the k = 3 model, which contains the 

abstract metatopics that are still present in narrower forms as k increases. Figure 3 shows 

the 40 terms with the highest β values in the three topics created by the model.  
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Figure 3. β values for 40 terms most closely associated with each topic. 

 

The patterns are clear. The first topic, War, has as its most distinctive terms those 

that relate to armed conflict. This includes words referring to actions that parties are to 

take (e.g., ceasefir, withdraw, refrain), locations that may be in dispute (island, zone) or 

the combatants themselves (parti, side). The topic also encompasses processes 

undertaken to deal with the aftermath of conflicts (agreement, judg). The countries in that 

category are ones that have been involved in conflict, whether civil wars (bosniahrzg, 

somalia) or international disputes (israel, southafrica, somalia). Topic 3 also contains 
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terms that refer to war zones, but the abstract words that are most characteristic of that 

topic generally refer to humanitarian issues that have little direct bearing on the 

battlefield or international security (e.g., protect, children, women, sexual). We can call 

this topic Humanitarian, and its rise over time can be taken to represent the Humanitarian 

Turn at the Security Council. It also includes many terms relating to peacekeeping and 

rebuilding and reforming societies in the aftermath of conflict (polic, disarma, demobil, 

reintegr). One may be tempted to see Topic 3 as relating to peacekeeping rather than 

humanitarian issues, yet the most frequent terms in Topic 1, War, include references to 

several countries that have had UN peacekeeping missions such as Somalia and Cyprus 

and the missions themselves such as UNFICYP and UNISFA. Thus, Topics 1 and 3 are 

not distinguished by the abstract categories of peacekeeping and non-peacekeeping. 

Rather, Topic 1 deals directly with conflict and negotiations between parties, while Topic 

3 is mostly characterized by issues relating to improving the lives of people within a 

state.  

 Finally, Topic 2, or Punitive, is composed partly of a rogues’ gallery of outcasts 

of international society in the postwar era, whether they have been state (dprk, iran, iraq, 

libya) or non-state (isil) actors. It includes the policy areas that the international 

community takes issue with (chemic, nuclear), along with the actions that the UNSC 

takes to punish or deter these bad actors (embargo, prohibit). The two most distinctive 

terms within the topic are shall, referring to concrete actions that the Security Council or 

others are required or resolved to take, and individu, reflecting the growing tendency of 

the institution to penalize individual actors. If we expand our focus beyond Figure 2, 

notable terms among those with the 100 highest β values for each topic are area, border, 
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delay, extend, and sovereignty for War; alqaida, asset, counterterror, materiel, and 

transfer for Punitive; and civilian, crime, develop, transpar, and humanitarian for 

Humanitarian.  

The categories created thus pass the test of topic coherence, meaning that they 

group words together in ways that make sense to an observer (Foltz, Kintsch, and 

Landauer 1998). Another way to investigate whether the model returns sensible results is 

to plot individual resolutions along the three dimensions and see whether they fall about 

where we would expect. This is done in the top triangle in Figure 4, where each point 

represents a resolution, each of which is placed into one of eight categories indicated by 

color and shape. Together, the points on the figure represent 460 resolutions, or about an 

eighth of the total corpus. 
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Figure 4. Placement on 3D scale for selected categories of resolutions (top graphic). Placement on 
3D scale for all resolutions, 1992-2017 (bottom).  
 

 The bottom left corner includes the various conflicts, the bottom right features 

resolutions related to terrorism and North Korea, and those focusing on women and 

children are near the top. UNSC resolutions focused on Liberia include components of all 

three topics, as the UN has engaged in peacekeeping in that country in the midst of a civil 

war and also sanctioned human right violators. Finally, the Indonesian struggle for 

independence lies between War and Punitive, as the UNSC occasionally pressured the 
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Netherlands in language that is usually reserved for more punitive documents, such as 

Resolution 67, wherein the Council demanded, among other requests, that the 

Netherlands release political prisoners and transfer authority over to the Indonesians. The 

bottom triangle in Figure 4 shows all resolutions from 1992-2017 and reveals changes in 

topic frequency over time.  

 The three-topic model thus works to provide coherent topics and classify 

individual resolutions in ways that make sense. We can therefore move on to investigate 

how the frequency of each topic per resolution has changed over time in Figure 5, which 

reveals in various models the average portion of words per document in each year derived 

from the underlying topics.  
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Figure 5. The top graph shows the k=3 model, for each year the average number of words per 
resolution addressing each topic. The bottom graph shows how the prevalence of the topic 
Humanitarian changes as k is increased. 

 

In the three-topic model, Punitive stays about constant, dropping off a bit in the 

first few decades but then resurfacing with the emergence of terrorism and the North 

Korean nuclear problem as issues. From the founding of the UN until the first decade of 

the twenty-first century, War is the most prominent topic at the Security Council. Finally, 

the topic Humanitarian remains low and constant for most of time studied, but then 

shoots up immediately after the fall of the Berlin Wall. The bottom graph of Figure 5 is 

presented as a robustness check, showing how the topic Humanitarian varies over time 

when k is set to different values. Regardless of the model specification, we see the exact 

same pattern, with Humanitarian taking off around the beginning of the 1990s. 
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Arguably, the results observed might be explained by changes in power dynamics 

that made cooperation between superpowers easier. Yet, the nature of the changes in 

topic distributions over time appears to contradict this simple theory. The topics War and 

Punitive address issues that are likely to be of greatest concern in a superpower rivalry: 

which state and non-state actors to sanction and how to settle disputes between states. 

Great powers often disagree about whether a bad actor should be punished if one of the 

powers is allied with a norm violator, as can be seen in efforts to hold the Syrian 

government accountable for atrocities committed since the beginning of the civil war in 

that country. They also may take different sides in a conflict, seeing any potential action 

in zero-sum terms. Yet when the Cold War ended, the most contentious issues began to 

receive less attention relative to what seem to be less controversial topics.  

While it is true that the collapse of the Berlin Wall coincided with an increase in 

peacekeeping, the fundamental nature of peacekeeping missions changed. In the few 

cases that ended before 1989, “the primary purpose was less to prevent the resumption of 

war than to contain the conflict to prevent direct superpower interventions.” (Fortna 

2008:4) This indicates that what the UNSC seeks out of peacekeeping has changed. 

Although UN peacekeepers were sent to Cyprus and the Republic of Congo in the 1960s, 

the resolutions supporting those missions are closer in content to the resolutions 

surrounding interstate disputes than they are to modern peacekeeping resolutions. 

Furthermore, if we are tempted to explain the increase in the topic Humanitarian 

by pointing to better relations between the US and Russia, then we may have reason to 

expect the trends that began at the end of the Cold War to have reversed themselves by 

now due to deteriorating relations between those powers. The two countries have moved 
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further apart since the mid-1990s, as can be seen in differences regarding NATO 

expansion and conflicts in the former Yugoslavia and the Ukraine, and is reflected in 

voting patterns at the General Assembly (Bailey, Strezhnev, and Voeten 2017). Yet this 

increase in superpower tension does not seem to have mitigated or reversed trends related 

to increasing Security Council output, particularly regarding the Humanitarian topic, that 

were set in motion with the collapse of the Soviet Union. This supports the view that 

international institutions are often characterized by a great deal of inertia that can only be 

disrupted by sudden changes. Gradual changes may not be sufficient to overcome such 

path dependency.  

It is important to note that after the Cold War, it cannot be said that the Security 

Council began to pay less attention to War and Punitive in absolute terms. In fact, if 

measured by total number of words or resolution devoted to each topic, activity has 

universally increased over the last few decades. Figure 6 shows the total number of 

resolutions passed and words per document for the period between 1946 and 2017. 
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Once again, the end of the Cold War stands out in importance. After that point, 

the Security Council started passing a larger number of resolutions with a higher average 

word count. Total activity was stable from the founding of the United Nations up to the 

end of the Cold War. Interestingly, the number of resolutions has stayed relatively 

constant since its initial uptick, while words per document has continued to rise to the 

present day. This disparity must remain unexplained, although it may reflect a more 

general law about bureaucracies increasing their output over time (Wilson 1989:339–49). 

The increase in Security Council activity makes the Humanitarian Turn all the more 

impressive; while there was an increase in relative attention paid to humanitarian issues 

that can be directly traced to around 1991, in absolute terms the spike in attention devoted 

to such concerns was even larger.  

Returning to Figure 2, we see that the ideal number of topics in the corpus at the 

lower range is between 100 and 120. This part selects the mid-point of this range, 

choosing a model where k = 110. As expected, doing so produces a large number of 
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topics pertaining to specific regions and conflicts. At the same time, we see the 

appearance of a number of distinct abstract categories, which are as expected more 

specific than those in the models with smaller numbers of topics. Figure 7 shows the 

change in topic frequency over time for selected topics in the k = 110 model. At the top 

of each graph is the top ten terms that are most associated with the given topic.  

 

 

Figure 7. Change in topic focus over time for selected topics, k = 110. Locally smoothed lines are 
based on the topic per document (tpd) average for the year across all resolutions. Reference points 
mark the end of the Cold War (1991) or the signing of the Helsinki Accords (1975). Scatter points 
are based on the negative of the log value of the topic frequency (scale not shown).  
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 We see the clear emergence of categories for Women, Children & Abuse, and 

Reform, the last of which contains words typically used in order to set and meet goals 

within an institutional framework. Again, the end of the Cold War appears important. We 

also see sharp increases in Human Rights Law and Elections that correspond to the 

signing of the Helsinki Accords. Thus, while the Helsinki Accords do not appear to have 

had an impact from the perspective of the models with lower k values, a more fine-

grained analysis reveals that they may have been important for increasing attention paid 

to these two topics. This is consistent with assessments about the central role that the 

Helsinki Accords played in motivating human rights reforms across the world.  

Elections in general refers to UN action undertaken and aspirations put forth in 

peacekeeping mission; resolutions before the 1970s focused relatively little on the form 

of governments that states hosting missions should have. Because the changes that we see 

come near the end of the 1970s, rather than the start of the decade, we have evidence that 

the Helsinki Accords themselves were the cause of greater focus on human rights law and 

elections, rather than both being driven by the same underlying historical process. The 

change that resulted from the Helsinki Accords may have set the stage for the more 

comprehensive Humanitarian Turn that would arrive a decade and a half later.  

 As in the models with smaller numbers of topics, it is important to emphasize that 

Figure 7 addresses topic per document (TPD) frequency. Thus, considering the already 

noted increase in Security Council activity, the rise of the humanitarian topics is even 

more striking. Taking into account increased UNSC activity also reveals new topics that 

took off after the signing of the Helsinki Accords. Figure 8 shows trends regarding the 

topics Human Trafficking and Media & Medicine, the latter of which refers to groups that 
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are expected to be protected within conflict zones. The top graphs shows TPD, or relative 

frequency, while the bottom graphs takes into account the increasing number of 

resolutions over time. No account is taken of changes in words per document, as doing so 

is not necessary to see the trends. The bottom graphs in Figure 8 thus show the total 

number of resolutions devoted to each topic per year.  

 

Figure 8. The graphics in the top row follow the pattern of Figure 7. Although the tpd of the two 
topics decrease over time, the bottom row corrects for the increase in documents produced over 
time and on the y-axis shows the number of documents in total devoted to the topic per year, or 
the TPD multiplied by the total number of resolutions per year.  

 

Because TPD is a zero sum-measure, the increase in the prominence of the topics 

shown in Figure 7 must come at the expense of other topics. This means that using TPD 

to investigate change in focus over time with regards to Media & Medicine and Human 
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Trafficking leads to a misleading picture of the interest of the UNSC in these matters. 

When we account for the fact that the number of resolutions has increased over the years, 

we see more focus on these topics that began approximately around the time of the 

Helsinki Accords. Because these changes appear to have begun before 1975, they can be 

seen as part of the same process that led to the signing of that treaty. Thus, while focal 

point events are important, we see some evidence for a trend that was based on a more 

gradually forming foundation. 

Conclusion 

 The Security Council is the center of international politics. It is the only 

international institution that can order soldiers into conflict zones, and address practically 

all areas of international security, from the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction 

to piracy and human trafficking. This ability to use force also gives it a unique degree of 

legitimacy, a tool that it has increasingly used to spread norms regarding human rights 

practices over the last few decades. Through the use of automated content analysis, this 

article shows that we can trace changes in the behavior of the Security Council back to 

the focal point events of the signing of the Helsinki Accords and the end of the Cold War. 

 This project will hopefully be useful to others investigating norm diffusion in 

international politics. Constructivists stress the importance of norms, and have made 

progress in tracing the process through which socialization occurs (Adler-Nissen 2014). 

They have shown how norms can develop in unexpected ways after they have emerged 

(Krook and True 2012). This paper argues for the importance of focal point events, 

particularly the Helsinki Accords and the end of the Cold War. Scholars should continue 
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to explore other events of historical importance in order to test the theory that major 

public events can inspire new practices, particularly in international institutions.   

Text analytic methods can provide a useful service in this area. Those considering 

delving into the historical record in order to learn about international politics are often 

cursed with too much information, as there are more documents than a single individual 

can expect to read (Trachtenberg 2006:39–45). In studying the UNSC, for example, 

scholars have access to, among other sources, official documents from states and the 

Council itself, minutes of meetings, news reports, press releases of NGOs, and memoirs 

of individual actors. Automated text analysis can be used to sift through mountains of 

data, and shine a light on which eras are most worthy of attention. By showing the 

importance of focal point events, the findings presented here can hopefully make the 

project of studying norm diffusion in international politics more manageable by 

suggesting a temporal focus. Researchers who are interested in tracing the Humanitarian 

Turn at the Security Council but unsure about where to focus their attention would likely 

be best served by beginning with an investigation into the time periods surrounding the 

two focal point events highlighted in this article. The findings presented also imply that 

although insights can be gained by studying the rise of certain topics at the Security 

Council in isolation, their emergence can be understood more holistically as part of more 

general changes in international politics (Cohn 2008; Tryggestad 2009). 

 Perhaps we can understand the Humanitarian Turn in an even broader context. In 

recent years, scholars have made strong arguments that humanity has seen moral progress 

(Hathaway and Shapiro 2017, Pinker 2011, 2019). The support for this view is provided 

in the form of quantitative evidence on the decline of violence and qualitative work on 
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changing practice over time. Automated text analysis provides yet another method to 

understand these kinds of historical processes. One might always suspect that violence 

and other undesirable practices have declined due to economic, technological, or other 

material reasons (Waltz 1990). Text is perhaps the most direct indicator of what people 

are thinking in any given time and place. Using it to make empirical arguments is 

difficult, however, because, as mentioned above, there is often too much information to 

meaningfully review, along with inherent difficulties in interpretation. Here automated 

text analysis can supplement historical inquiry by processing large amounts of data and 

finding underlying patterns. When the results match what we suspect from the historical 

record, such findings can give us more confidence about theories surrounding how 

international society develops.   

 Automated text analysis is especially likely to be convincing when it is tied to 

focal point events that do not have direct consequences in terms of economics or the 

balance of power (Hathaway and Shapiro 2011). When such shocks are not accompanied 

by an immediate material influence on international politics, such as was the case with 

the Helsinki Accords, and are nonetheless followed by changes in practice, we can be 

confident in their ideational impact. And while the end of the Cold War may have 

changed the power dynamics of international society, the fact that Humanitarian is most 

associated with concepts that are largely unrelated to great power rivalry indicates that a 

shift in the logic of appropriateness of relevant actors is the reason why (Müller 2004).  

 In arguing for the importance of focal point events, this article has implications 

not only for scholars but also for activists and others who would like to effect change in 

the practices of states and international organizations. Inertia may be the natural state of 
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politics and bureaucracies, yet once in a while we are faced with events that have the 

potential to create new social realities. The story behind the Humanitarian Turn at the 

Security Council suggests that the future is often made be those who are able to seize 

such opportunities. 
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