
 

 

Successes and Failures of UNSC 

The UNSC's Failure to Act:  
Key Moments in Global History 

 

The Impact of the Veto on Global Security: The veto system has had both positive and negative impacts 

on the effectiveness of the UNSC in addressing global security challenges: Positive Aspects of the Veto: 

Preventing Unilateral Action: The veto power ensures that the major global powers are always involved in 

decision-making. This is seen as crucial in preventing any single country or coalition from acting unilaterally 

in a way that could escalate tensions or provoke a conflict. Promoting Diplomacy: The presence of the veto 

encourages diplomatic negotiation and compromise among the permanent members. Since no resolution can 

pass without the approval of the P5, the veto system creates a space for dialogue and efforts to resolve 

differences peacefully. Stabilizing International Relations: The veto serves as a safeguard against hasty or 

reckless decisions that could undermine international stability. It ensures that major powers with significant 

military or political influence have a voice in preventing unnecessary conflicts. Negative Aspects of the 

Veto: Paralysis and Inaction: One of the major criticisms of the veto power is that it leads to deadlock and 

inaction. When the P5 members have conflicting interests, the veto can prevent the UNSC from acting, even 

in the face of urgent humanitarian crises or threats to international peace. For example, the UNSC has often 

been criticized for its failure to intervene in situations like the Syrian Civil War, where vetoes by Russia and 

China blocked significant action. Imbalance of Power: The veto system has been criticized for giving 

disproportionate power to just five countries, undermining the democratic principles of the United Nations. 

It can prevent the global community from making decisions that represent the interests of the broader 

membership of the UN, particularly when the interests of the P5 are at odds with the majority of nations. 

Geopolitical Rivalries: The use of the veto has sometimes been driven by geopolitical rivalries, where the 

permanent members block resolutions to protect their strategic alliances or to gain leverage in broader 

international negotiations. For example, the United States and Russia have often used their vetoes to shield 

their allies from Security Council sanctions or interventions. Examples of Veto-Driven Paralysis: Syria 

(2011-Present): Throughout the Syrian Civil War, the UNSC has been largely ineffective in responding to 

the conflict due to the repeated use of the veto by Russia and China. These countries have blocked resolutions 

that would have imposed sanctions on the Syrian government or authorized military intervention to protect 

civilians. Rwanda (1994): During the Rwandan Genocide, the UNSC failed to take meaningful action to 

prevent or stop the mass killings, largely due to the reluctance of the permanent members to intervene. The 

international community’s inability to respond quickly or decisively was a major failure of the UNSC, though 

the veto power was not directly involved in blocking intervention in this instance. Iraq (2003): The United 

States and the United Kingdom sought UNSC approval for military action in Iraq, but France, Russia, and 

China opposed the invasion. The U.S. and its allies ultimately proceeded with the invasion without UNSC 

authorization, highlighting how the veto power can lead to a lack of consensus and an inability to take unified 

action, even on critical issues. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the UNSC and Its Role in 

Global Security 
 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) plays a pivotal role in maintaining 

international peace and security. As one of the six main organs of the United Nations (UN), it 

is tasked with addressing and resolving conflicts that threaten global stability. However, the 

UNSC has faced numerous challenges throughout its history, particularly in situations where 

it failed to act decisively or promptly. In this chapter, we will explore the origins, structure, 

and mandate of the UNSC, as well as its role in global security. 

 

1.1 The Formation of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 

The UNSC was established in 1945, following the end of World War II, as part of the 

founding of the United Nations. The intention behind its creation was to provide a 

mechanism for the international community to prevent future global conflicts and to maintain 

peace and security. The UNSC was designed to address the failures of the League of Nations, 

which lacked the power and authority to enforce its decisions effectively. The UNSC was 

thus given a more robust mandate, including the ability to impose sanctions and authorize 

military intervention. 

The UN Charter, signed in San Francisco on June 26, 1945, outlines the specific 

responsibilities and powers of the UNSC. As the primary decision-making body on matters of 

international peace and security, the UNSC is empowered to take a range of actions, from 

imposing sanctions to authorizing the use of force. Its actions are intended to be binding on 

all UN member states. 

 

1.2 Key Principles of the UNSC’s Mandate 

The UNSC’s mandate is centered around the protection of international peace and security. 

This involves several key principles: 

 Prevention of Conflict: The UNSC is tasked with identifying potential threats to 

peace and taking proactive steps to prevent conflict. This can include diplomatic 

measures, mediation, and peacekeeping operations. 

 Resolution of Conflicts: When conflicts do arise, the UNSC is responsible for 

seeking peaceful resolutions through negotiation, sanctions, or military intervention if 

necessary. The council aims to address underlying political, economic, and social 

factors that contribute to instability. 

 Peacekeeping Operations: The UNSC can authorize the deployment of 

peacekeeping forces to help maintain stability in post-conflict regions or during active 

conflicts. These forces are typically neutral and aim to protect civilians, ensure 

compliance with ceasefires, and assist in the rebuilding of governance structures. 
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 Enforcement Actions: In cases where diplomacy fails, the UNSC has the authority to 

impose sanctions or even authorize military action to restore peace and security. 

These measures are intended to pressure aggressor states or groups to comply with 

international law. 

 

1.3 The Structure and Composition of the UNSC 

The UNSC is composed of 15 members, divided into two categories: permanent members 

and non-permanent members. 

 Permanent Members (P5): The five permanent members are the United States, 

Russia (formerly the Soviet Union), China, France, and the United Kingdom. These 

nations were granted permanent membership in recognition of their roles as major 

world powers following World War II. The permanent members hold special 

privileges, including the power to veto any substantive resolution passed by the 

council. This veto power has often been a source of contention, as it allows one 

member to block any action, regardless of the majority's opinion. 

 Non-permanent Members: The remaining 10 members are elected for two-year 

terms by the General Assembly, with regional representation from Africa, Asia, Latin 

America, Eastern Europe, and Western Europe. These members do not have veto 

power but contribute to the decision-making process through voting. 

The President of the UNSC rotates every month among the 15 members, and the council 

meets regularly to discuss pressing issues and potential threats to peace. The UNSC’s 

decisions are often based on consensus, but when consensus cannot be reached, voting 

occurs. 

 

1.4 The Role of Veto Power and Its Impact on Decision-Making 

The veto power held by the five permanent members has been one of the defining 

characteristics of the UNSC. While it was designed to ensure that the major powers would 

have a significant role in global security decisions, it has also created significant challenges. 

The veto system often leads to gridlock in situations where the interests of the P5 members 

are not aligned. 

 Impact on Global Security: The veto has often prevented the UNSC from acting in a 

timely or effective manner, particularly in situations where one of the permanent 

members has a vested interest in blocking a resolution. This has been the case in 

numerous conflicts, such as the Syrian Civil War, where Russia and China have used 

their vetoes to prevent action against the Assad regime. 

 Criticism of the Veto System: The veto system has faced increasing criticism, 

especially in the post-Cold War era. Critics argue that it undermines the UNSC’s 

legitimacy and prevents it from responding effectively to global crises. Many 

countries, particularly emerging powers, have called for reform to expand the 

UNSC’s membership and limit the power of the veto. 
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Despite these criticisms, the veto system remains in place, reflecting the political realities of 

the post-WWII international order. However, it has led to growing calls for reform of the 

UNSC to ensure that it can better address contemporary global challenges. 

 

Conclusion 

The UNSC is a crucial institution in maintaining global security, but its effectiveness has 

been limited by structural weaknesses, including the veto power of the P5 members. 

Understanding the origins, mandate, and structure of the UNSC is essential to assessing its 

failures and successes in addressing global crises. In the chapters that follow, we will explore 

key moments in history where the UNSC failed to act decisively, leading to prolonged 

conflicts, humanitarian disasters, and a loss of confidence in the council’s ability to fulfill its 

mission. 
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1.1 The Formation of the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC) 
 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) was established in 1945 as part of the larger 

framework of the United Nations (UN), following the devastation of World War II. The 

formation of the UNSC was motivated by the desire to create an institution that could prevent 

future global conflicts, promote international cooperation, and maintain peace and security 

across the world. 

The creation of the United Nations was intended to address the failures of its predecessor, the 

League of Nations, which had been unable to prevent the outbreak of World War II. Unlike 

the League of Nations, which lacked enforcement power, the UN and its Security Council 

were designed with stronger mechanisms for maintaining global peace. 

 

Context of Formation 

The end of World War II marked a pivotal moment in global politics. The war had not only 

resulted in immense destruction and loss of life but also reshaped the balance of power on the 

world stage. The victors of the war, primarily the United States, the Soviet Union, the United 

Kingdom, and China, emerged as the dominant global powers. These nations, known as the 

"Big Four" at the time, played a crucial role in shaping the post-war order. 

As part of the negotiations at the Yalta Conference (February 1945), where leaders such as 

U.S. President Franklin D. Roosevelt, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, and Soviet 

Premier Joseph Stalin gathered to discuss the future of Europe and the world, the groundwork 

for the United Nations was laid. The UNSC was designed to reflect the power structure of the 

victorious nations and ensure that their interests and cooperation would be central to the 

maintenance of global peace. 

 

The Charter of the United Nations 

The establishment of the UNSC was formalized with the signing of the United Nations 

Charter on June 26, 1945, in San Francisco. The Charter outlined the purposes and functions 

of the newly created UN, and it specified the roles and responsibilities of the Security 

Council. 

According to the UN Charter, the Security Council was charged with the primary 

responsibility for maintaining international peace and security. This was a significant shift 

from the League of Nations, which lacked the authority to enforce its decisions and whose 

failure contributed to the outbreak of World War II. The Security Council’s role was to act 

when threats to peace arose, through diplomatic, economic, and, if necessary, military means. 
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Key Provisions and Powers of the UNSC 

The creation of the UNSC was based on several key provisions outlined in the UN Charter: 

 Peace and Security: The UNSC was given the authority to address any situation that 

could threaten international peace and security. It could take actions ranging from 

calling for diplomatic negotiations and sanctions to authorizing the use of force to 

prevent or address conflicts. 

 Authorizing Military Action: One of the most significant powers of the UNSC is its 

authority to authorize military action. Under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, the 

UNSC can approve the use of military force against aggressor states. This power was 

meant to deter conflict and maintain global stability. 

 Sanctions and Diplomacy: In addition to military measures, the UNSC has the 

authority to impose economic and political sanctions on states that threaten peace. 

These sanctions can include trade restrictions, travel bans, and financial penalties. 

 Peacekeeping Missions: The UNSC can also authorize peacekeeping missions to 

help maintain peace and order in conflict zones. These peacekeepers are usually 

deployed to help enforce ceasefires, protect civilians, and assist in rebuilding war-torn 

nations. 

 

The Structure of the UNSC 

The UNSC’s structure was designed to reflect the geopolitical realities of the post-WWII 

order. Initially, it consisted of five permanent members (the "P5") and 10 elected non-

permanent members. The five permanent members, given their significant roles in the war 

and their perceived global power, were granted special privileges, most notably the veto 

power, which allows any one of them to block any substantive resolution passed by the 

Security Council. 

 Permanent Members (P5): These members were the United States, the Soviet Union 

(now Russia), the United Kingdom, France, and China. The P5 were given veto power 

to ensure that they would have a decisive role in maintaining peace, as their 

involvement was seen as crucial for the success of the UN. 

 Non-Permanent Members: The remaining 10 seats on the UNSC are filled by 

countries elected by the UN General Assembly for two-year terms, with regional 

representation in mind. These non-permanent members do not have veto power but 

can still participate in decision-making through voting. 

 

The Role of the P5 and the Veto Power 

The veto power granted to the five permanent members has been one of the most distinctive 

and controversial features of the UNSC. The idea behind the veto was to ensure that the 

major powers—who had the greatest military and economic influence—would have the final 

say on matters of international peace and security. However, this has also led to gridlock in 

the UNSC when the interests of the P5 members are in conflict. 
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The veto system has often prevented the UNSC from taking decisive action in situations 

where it was needed most, as one of the P5 members can block any resolution, even if the 

other 14 members agree. This has contributed to the UNSC’s failure to act on several 

occasions, leading to criticism of its effectiveness in addressing global challenges. 

 

Conclusion 

The formation of the UNSC in 1945 was a response to the catastrophic failures of the League 

of Nations and the need for a stronger mechanism to address global conflicts. The UNSC’s 

creation reflected the power dynamics of the post-WWII world, with the permanent members 

granted special powers, including the ability to veto resolutions. While the UNSC has played 

an important role in maintaining peace in many instances, its structure and the power of the 

veto have also led to inaction and inefficiency in addressing some of the most pressing global 

challenges. This paradox—where the UNSC is both a powerful and often ineffective body—

will be explored further as we examine key historical moments where its failure to act had 

significant consequences for global security. 
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1.2 Key Principles of the UNSC’s Mandate 
 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) was established with a clear mandate to 

maintain international peace and security. This mandate is grounded in several key principles 

that guide the UNSC’s actions and decisions. These principles are intended to ensure that the 

UNSC acts in a manner that is fair, effective, and consistent with the broader goals of the 

United Nations. However, the application of these principles has often been challenged by the 

dynamics of global politics, the interests of powerful states, and the limitations of the 

UNSC’s decision-making structure. 

In this section, we will explore the key principles of the UNSC’s mandate and how they 

shape its role in global security. 

 

1.2.1 Prevention of Conflict 

One of the primary responsibilities of the UNSC is the prevention of conflict. This principle 

is based on the idea that it is better to prevent conflicts from arising in the first place than to 

address them once they have escalated. The UNSC is expected to take proactive measures to 

identify emerging threats to international peace and security and to intervene before these 

threats result in violent conflict. 

 Diplomatic Efforts: The UNSC often acts as a forum for diplomatic efforts to resolve 

disputes before they escalate. The UNSC can facilitate negotiations, encourage 

dialogue between conflicting parties, and support peacebuilding initiatives. 

 Early Warning Systems: The UNSC relies on reports from the UN Secretary-

General, peacekeeping missions, and regional organizations to monitor global 

developments and assess potential threats to peace. These early warning systems help 

identify potential flashpoints for conflict, allowing the UNSC to act preemptively. 

 Mediation and Good Offices: The UNSC can deploy mediators or facilitate 

diplomatic processes to help resolve conflicts peacefully. In some cases, the UNSC 

also calls upon regional organizations or other neutral parties to mediate disputes 

between states or groups. 

Despite these efforts, the UNSC’s effectiveness in conflict prevention has often been limited 

by a lack of political will from its permanent members and the complexity of the global 

issues it faces. In many instances, the council has struggled to address underlying causes of 

conflict, such as economic inequality, social unrest, and historical grievances. 

 

1.2.2 Resolution of Conflicts 

When conflicts do arise, the UNSC is tasked with taking measures to resolve them. The 

resolution of conflicts involves a range of actions, from diplomatic pressure and sanctions to 

military intervention. The UNSC aims to restore peace and stability, protect civilians, and 

help rebuild governance structures in post-conflict societies. 
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 Negotiation and Mediation: In many cases, the UNSC encourages parties to engage 

in negotiations and mediation to reach a peaceful resolution. It can appoint special 

envoys or mediators to facilitate dialogue between the parties involved in a conflict. 

 Sanctions: If diplomatic efforts fail, the UNSC can impose sanctions on states or non-

state actors that are deemed responsible for threatening peace. These sanctions can 

range from economic measures, such as trade restrictions, to political measures, such 

as travel bans or arms embargoes. The goal of sanctions is to pressure the aggressor to 

cease hostile actions and come to the negotiating table. 

 Military Intervention: Under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, the UNSC can 

authorize the use of force to restore peace. This is often seen as a last resort, when all 

other options have been exhausted. The use of military intervention is typically 

carried out by peacekeeping forces or authorized coalitions, with the aim of 

neutralizing threats and protecting civilians. 

While the UNSC has had some success in resolving conflicts, it has often faced criticism for 

being slow to act or for taking half-measures that fail to address the root causes of conflicts. 

Additionally, the veto power held by the five permanent members has frequently led to 

deadlock, preventing the UNSC from taking action in situations where it might have been 

necessary. 

 

1.2.3 Peacekeeping and Peacebuilding 

A critical element of the UNSC’s mandate is the deployment of peacekeeping missions and 

support for peacebuilding efforts in post-conflict environments. Peacekeeping operations are 

designed to help maintain stability in countries that are recovering from conflict, while 

peacebuilding aims to address the underlying causes of conflict and create the conditions for 

sustainable peace. 

 Peacekeeping Operations: The UNSC has authorized numerous peacekeeping 

missions around the world, deploying international forces to provide security, monitor 

ceasefires, and protect civilians in conflict zones. Peacekeepers typically come from a 

range of countries and are neutral parties who are tasked with helping to prevent 

violence and supporting political processes. 

 Post-Conflict Reconstruction: In addition to peacekeeping, the UNSC supports post-

conflict reconstruction efforts, including the rebuilding of infrastructure, institutions, 

and governance systems. The goal is to create stable, functioning societies that can 

prevent future conflicts. 

 Supporting Human Rights: Peacekeeping missions often work alongside human 

rights organizations to monitor and report violations, ensuring that the rights of 

civilians are protected. The UNSC is committed to the protection of human rights and 

the promotion of justice in post-conflict societies. 

While peacekeeping missions have been instrumental in stabilizing certain regions, they have 

faced challenges in many situations. The lack of sufficient resources, inadequate mandates, 

and the complex political dynamics of the conflicts have hindered the success of some 

peacekeeping operations. 
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1.2.4 Enforcement Actions 

When diplomacy and peaceful measures fail, the UNSC has the authority to take more 

forceful actions to enforce international peace and security. These enforcement actions can 

take various forms, including sanctions, military interventions, and the establishment of 

international tribunals. 

 Sanctions: Sanctions are often the first tool used by the UNSC to enforce its 

resolutions. These can include economic measures (e.g., trade restrictions, asset 

freezes), diplomatic measures (e.g., travel bans), and military measures (e.g., arms 

embargoes). Sanctions are designed to pressure aggressor states or groups into 

compliance with international law. 

 Military Intervention: In cases where sanctions or diplomatic efforts have proven 

ineffective, the UNSC can authorize the use of military force. This is typically seen as 

a last resort, used to protect civilians, enforce peace agreements, or prevent further 

aggression. Examples of UNSC-authorized military interventions include those in the 

Persian Gulf War (1990-1991) and the intervention in Libya (2011). 

 International Tribunals: In some cases, the UNSC has established international 

tribunals to prosecute individuals responsible for war crimes, genocide, and other 

serious violations of international law. Notable examples include the International 

Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and the International Criminal 

Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR). 

While enforcement actions are powerful tools for maintaining peace, they are often 

controversial and can lead to unintended consequences. Military interventions, in particular, 

have sometimes been criticized for causing more harm than good, exacerbating conflicts, or 

failing to achieve the intended outcomes. 

 

Conclusion 

The UNSC's mandate is centered on four key principles: prevention of conflict, resolution of 

conflicts, peacekeeping and peacebuilding, and enforcement actions. These principles guide 

the UNSC’s actions and shape its responses to global security challenges. However, the 

effectiveness of the UNSC in fulfilling its mandate has often been hindered by political 

complexities, disagreements among its members, and the limitations of its institutional 

structure. In the following chapters, we will examine how these principles have been 

applied—or neglected—in key moments in history when the UNSC failed to act decisively, 

leading to long-lasting consequences for global peace and security. 
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1.3 The Structure and Composition of the UNSC 
 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) is the most powerful body within the United 

Nations system, responsible for maintaining international peace and security. Its structure and 

composition are designed to reflect both the geopolitical realities of the post-World War II 

order and the need for effective decision-making. The structure of the UNSC has often been a 

subject of debate, especially regarding the power dynamics between its permanent and non-

permanent members. Understanding its composition is essential to evaluating how the UNSC 

functions and the challenges it faces in fulfilling its mandate. 

 

1.3.1 Permanent Members (P5) 

The UNSC comprises 15 members, of which five are permanent members—referred to as the 

P5. These five countries, which were the major Allied powers in World War II, were granted 

permanent seats on the Security Council as part of the negotiations that led to the formation 

of the United Nations in 1945. The P5 countries are: 

 United States 
 Russia (formerly the Soviet Union) 

 United Kingdom 

 France 

 China 

The permanent members hold veto power, meaning that any one of these countries can block 

the adoption of a substantive resolution, regardless of the majority vote. The veto power gives 

the P5 a unique and critical influence over the UNSC’s decisions. This has both positive and 

negative implications: 

 Positive Impact: The veto ensures that the major powers, whose cooperation is 

critical to maintaining global peace, are always involved in the decision-making 

process. It provides them with the incentive to work together to resolve disputes and 

prevent conflicts. 

 Negative Impact: The veto power has often led to deadlock and inaction, particularly 

in cases where the interests of the P5 members are in conflict. This has prevented the 

UNSC from taking decisive action in many situations, leading to criticism that the 

council is ineffective in addressing urgent global security issues. 

The P5 countries are often able to wield their veto power in pursuit of national or strategic 

interests, which sometimes prevents the UNSC from responding to humanitarian crises, 

military aggression, or threats to international peace. 

 

1.3.2 Non-Permanent Members 
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In addition to the five permanent members, the UNSC includes 10 non-permanent 

members, which are elected by the United Nations General Assembly for two-year terms. 

The election of non-permanent members is meant to ensure broader geographical 

representation and a more diverse perspective in the decision-making process. 

 Geographic Distribution: The non-permanent members are elected with 

consideration for regional representation. This means that certain regions of the world 

are allocated a certain number of seats on the council, with the goal of ensuring that 

all parts of the globe are adequately represented. 

The regional distribution is as follows: 

o Africa: 3 seats 

o Asia-Pacific: 2 seats 

o Eastern Europe: 1 seat 

o Latin America and the Caribbean: 2 seats 

o Western Europe and Other States: 2 seats 

Non-permanent members do not have veto power and are allowed to vote on resolutions and 

decisions proposed to the UNSC. While they do not wield as much influence as the P5, their 

votes are still essential in determining the outcome of UNSC resolutions, as resolutions 

require at least nine votes in favor from the 15-member body to be adopted. 

The election of non-permanent members is conducted by the General Assembly, with 

candidates being nominated by regional groups. The election process is a demonstration of 

the democratic nature of the UNSC’s composition, as the broader UN membership has a 

direct role in selecting these members. 

However, the frequent rotation of non-permanent members (with some countries serving only 

two-year terms) can make it difficult for these nations to establish long-term influence on the 

council’s decisions. Additionally, the absence of veto power for non-permanent members 

limits their ability to challenge the dominance of the P5. 

 

1.3.3 The Presidency of the UNSC 

The presidency of the UNSC rotates monthly among its 15 members, and the presiding 

member is responsible for overseeing the council’s meetings, setting the agenda, and 

representing the UNSC in its interactions with other UN bodies. The president of the UNSC 

does not have decision-making powers beyond those of any other member, but they serve a 

critical role in facilitating the council’s work. 

The presidency is held in turn by all 15 members, and it provides an opportunity for each 

member, whether permanent or non-permanent, to influence the direction of the UNSC's 

discussions and decisions. The presidency is typically a ceremonial role, but it can become 

more significant depending on the issues at hand and the leadership skills of the country 

holding the presidency. 
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1.3.4 The Role of the UNSC Secretariat 

The UNSC Secretariat is headed by the Under-Secretary-General for Peace Operations, 

who works closely with the Security Council to support its operations and functions. The 

Secretariat is responsible for gathering information, providing analysis, and assisting with the 

implementation of UNSC resolutions. It also coordinates the deployment of peacekeeping 

missions and other activities authorized by the UNSC. 

The Secretariat provides essential logistical, technical, and administrative support to the 

UNSC. It is responsible for organizing meetings, preparing documents, and facilitating 

communication between the UNSC and other UN bodies or external organizations. Its role is 

crucial in ensuring the effective functioning of the UNSC. 

 

1.3.5 Working Procedures of the UNSC 

The UNSC operates under a set of working procedures outlined in the UN Charter and 

supplemented by established practices. The council typically meets in a formal session, 

although informal meetings can also occur when urgent issues arise. Some of the key 

working procedures include: 

 Quorum and Voting: For the UNSC to take action, at least nine members must vote 

in favor of a resolution. However, any of the five permanent members can veto a 

substantive decision, preventing its adoption even if the majority is in favor. 

Procedural votes (such as the election of officials or the adoption of agendas) do not 

require the approval of the P5. 

 Agenda Setting: The president of the UNSC plays a key role in setting the agenda, 

though any member of the council can propose items for consideration. The president 

also works to ensure that meetings proceed efficiently, with a focus on reaching 

consensus among members. 

 Consultations and Working Groups: The UNSC also engages in informal 

consultations and working groups to discuss specific issues, especially when a formal 

decision requires extensive deliberation. These consultations allow members to gauge 

support for proposed resolutions and make necessary amendments. 

 Special Sessions: In cases of major global crises, the UNSC can convene special 

sessions at short notice. For instance, when there is an immediate threat to 

international peace and security, the UNSC may meet outside its regular schedule to 

address the situation. 

Conclusion 

The structure and composition of the UNSC are central to its ability to maintain global peace 

and security. The division between permanent and non-permanent members, along with the 

veto power held by the P5, creates a complex and often contentious decision-making process. 

While the UNSC is designed to be a platform for global cooperation, its effectiveness is 

sometimes hindered by geopolitical rivalries, the imbalance of power between the P5 and the 

non-permanent members, and the constraints imposed by the veto system. Understanding the 

UNSC's structure is crucial to assessing its successes and failures in addressing the world's 

most pressing security challenges. 
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1.4 The Role of Veto Power and Its Impact on Decision-

Making 
 

The veto power held by the five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council 

(P5) is one of the most distinctive and controversial features of the Council’s structure. The 

power to veto resolutions grants each of the P5 members—the United States, Russia, the 

United Kingdom, France, and China—the ability to block any substantive decision, 

regardless of the majority vote among the other members. This unique privilege is enshrined 

in the UN Charter and has a profound impact on the functioning of the UNSC and its 

capacity to maintain international peace and security. 

 

1.4.1 The Origins of the Veto Power 

The veto power was established as part of the compromise reached during the negotiations 

that created the United Nations in 1945, following the end of World War II. The Allied 

powers—who were the main architects of the new international system—wanted to ensure 

that the key nations who had contributed to the defeat of Nazi Germany and the Axis powers 

would retain significant influence over global security. The veto was a mechanism that gave 

the P5 a privileged role in shaping decisions regarding war, peace, and security. 

At the time, the global balance of power was shaped by the outcomes of the war, with the P5 

representing the countries that were most militarily and diplomatically powerful. The veto 

power was seen as necessary to maintain peace and prevent the recurrence of conflicts like 

the World Wars. The idea was to ensure that the major powers would always be involved in 

key decisions, thereby promoting cooperation among the world's leading nations. 

 

1.4.2 How the Veto Power Works 

Under the current structure of the UNSC, any substantive resolution (e.g., military 

interventions, peacekeeping missions, sanctions) requires the approval of at least nine out of 

fifteen members. However, if any one of the five permanent members exercises its veto, the 

resolution fails, regardless of how the non-permanent members vote. This system means that 

a single P5 member can halt any action that it disagrees with, even if the majority of other 

countries support it. 

There are two main types of votes within the UNSC: 

 Substantive Votes: These are votes on resolutions or decisions that deal directly with 

the maintenance of international peace and security (such as sanctions, military 

action, or peacekeeping deployments). A resolution requires the affirmative votes of 

at least nine of the fifteen members and must not be vetoed by any of the five 

permanent members. 
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 Procedural Votes: These are votes on issues related to the operation of the UNSC 

itself, such as setting the agenda or electing officials. For these votes, the veto does 

not apply, and a resolution can pass with a majority of the members. 

While the veto is intended to prevent unilateral actions that might not reflect the interests of 

the major powers, it has frequently been used to protect national interests or to maintain 

strategic alliances, which sometimes frustrates broader global consensus. 

 

1.4.3 The Impact of the Veto on Global Security 

The veto system has had both positive and negative impacts on the effectiveness of the 

UNSC in addressing global security challenges: 

 Positive Aspects of the Veto: 
o Preventing Unilateral Action: The veto power ensures that the major global 

powers are always involved in decision-making. This is seen as crucial in 

preventing any single country or coalition from acting unilaterally in a way 

that could escalate tensions or provoke a conflict. 

o Promoting Diplomacy: The presence of the veto encourages diplomatic 

negotiation and compromise among the permanent members. Since no 

resolution can pass without the approval of the P5, the veto system creates a 

space for dialogue and efforts to resolve differences peacefully. 

o Stabilizing International Relations: The veto serves as a safeguard against 

hasty or reckless decisions that could undermine international stability. It 

ensures that major powers with significant military or political influence have 

a voice in preventing unnecessary conflicts. 

 Negative Aspects of the Veto: 
o Paralysis and Inaction: One of the major criticisms of the veto power is that 

it leads to deadlock and inaction. When the P5 members have conflicting 

interests, the veto can prevent the UNSC from acting, even in the face of 

urgent humanitarian crises or threats to international peace. For example, the 

UNSC has often been criticized for its failure to intervene in situations like the 

Syrian Civil War, where vetoes by Russia and China blocked significant 

action. 

o Imbalance of Power: The veto system has been criticized for giving 

disproportionate power to just five countries, undermining the democratic 

principles of the United Nations. It can prevent the global community from 

making decisions that represent the interests of the broader membership of the 

UN, particularly when the interests of the P5 are at odds with the majority of 

nations. 

o Geopolitical Rivalries: The use of the veto has sometimes been driven by 

geopolitical rivalries, where the permanent members block resolutions to 

protect their strategic alliances or to gain leverage in broader international 

negotiations. For example, the United States and Russia have often used their 

vetoes to shield their allies from Security Council sanctions or interventions. 

 Examples of Veto-Driven Paralysis: 
o Syria (2011-Present): Throughout the Syrian Civil War, the UNSC has been 

largely ineffective in responding to the conflict due to the repeated use of the 
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veto by Russia and China. These countries have blocked resolutions that 

would have imposed sanctions on the Syrian government or authorized 

military intervention to protect civilians. 

o Rwanda (1994): During the Rwandan Genocide, the UNSC failed to take 

meaningful action to prevent or stop the mass killings, largely due to the 

reluctance of the permanent members to intervene. The international 

community’s inability to respond quickly or decisively was a major failure of 

the UNSC, though the veto power was not directly involved in blocking 

intervention in this instance. 

o Iraq (2003): The United States and the United Kingdom sought UNSC 

approval for military action in Iraq, but France, Russia, and China opposed the 

invasion. The U.S. and its allies ultimately proceeded with the invasion 

without UNSC authorization, highlighting how the veto power can lead to a 

lack of consensus and an inability to take unified action, even on critical 

issues. 

 

1.4.4 Calls for Reform 

The veto power has been a source of significant debate, and many have called for reform of 

the UNSC to make it more representative and effective. Proposed reforms often focus on 

limiting or eliminating the veto power or expanding the membership of the P5 to include 

emerging global powers. Some of the most common proposals include: 

 Expansion of Permanent Membership: Adding new permanent members from 

regions such as Africa, Latin America, or Asia, to reflect contemporary geopolitical 

realities. 

 Limiting Veto Power: Some reforms propose limiting the use of the veto, such as 

requiring a supermajority of the P5 to exercise a veto or allowing vetoes only in cases 

of direct national security threats to the veto-holder’s country. 

 Transparency and Accountability: Proposals for greater transparency in the 

decision-making process and holding P5 members accountable for the use of the veto, 

ensuring that it is not used for purely political or strategic reasons. 

 

Conclusion 

The veto power held by the permanent members of the UNSC plays a central role in shaping 

the Council’s decisions and actions. While it was designed to ensure the involvement of the 

major powers in international decision-making, it has often led to paralysis and inaction, 

particularly when the interests of the P5 are in conflict. The veto system remains a significant 

obstacle to the UNSC’s ability to act decisively in the face of global crises. As the world 

continues to evolve, the debate over the reform of the veto power is likely to remain a central 

issue in discussions about the future of the UNSC and its role in global security. 
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Chapter 2: The Korean War (1950-1953) 
 

The Korean War, which lasted from 1950 to 1953, was one of the earliest and most 

significant conflicts during the Cold War. The war's origins were rooted in the geopolitical 

struggle between the communist and capitalist blocs, and it was one of the first instances 

where the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) was called upon to respond to a major 

international conflict. However, the failure of the UNSC to prevent the war or to act 

decisively in its aftermath reveals the limitations of the organization’s ability to address the 

complex political and military realities of the time. This chapter explores the events 

surrounding the Korean War, the role of the UNSC, and the broader consequences of its 

failure to act in a timely and effective manner. 

 

2.1 The Origins of the Korean War 

The roots of the Korean War can be traced back to the end of World War II when Korea was 

divided along the 38th parallel into two occupation zones. The Soviet Union occupied the 

northern part of the peninsula, while the United States controlled the southern part. This 

division was intended to be temporary, with the eventual goal of reunification under a 

democratic government. However, the emerging Cold War tensions between the United 

States and the Soviet Union created an ideological split that solidified the division of Korea 

into two separate states: 

 North Korea, backed by the Soviet Union and later by China, became a communist 

state under the leadership of Kim Il-sung. 

 South Korea, supported by the United States and other Western nations, became a 

capitalist state under Syngman Rhee. 

Tensions between the two Koreas escalated throughout the late 1940s, and in 1950, Kim Il-

sung sought to reunify the Korean Peninsula by force, launching an invasion of South Korea. 

This marked the beginning of the Korean War. 

 

2.2 The UNSC’s Initial Response 

When North Korean forces, backed by the Soviet Union and China, invaded South Korea on 

June 25, 1950, the United States immediately called for action within the United Nations 

Security Council. The UNSC was the primary body responsible for maintaining international 

peace and security, and its members were expected to act decisively to address any threat to 

peace. However, the response to the Korean invasion revealed the complexities of the 

UNSC’s decision-making processes. 

 The Soviet Boycott: At the time, the Soviet Union was a permanent member of the 

UNSC and had the power to veto any resolution. However, the Soviets were 

boycotting the UNSC at the time in protest of the United Nations’ refusal to recognize 
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Communist China as the legitimate representative of China. This boycott meant that 

the Soviets could not veto any actions taken by the Security Council regarding Korea. 

 The UNSC’s Immediate Actions: With the Soviet Union absent, the UNSC was able 

to pass Resolution 82, which called for the immediate cessation of hostilities and 

demanded that North Korea withdraw its forces from South Korea. The resolution 

also recommended the assistance of member states in repelling the North Korean 

invasion. This marked one of the few occasions in history when the UNSC acted 

swiftly and decisively due to the absence of a veto-wielding power. 

 Military Intervention: The UNSC authorized military intervention to assist South 

Korea, and under the leadership of General Douglas MacArthur, a multinational 

force of United Nations members, primarily from the United States, was mobilized. 

The US-led UN forces quickly moved to counter the North Korean advance, pushing 

back the invaders and ultimately liberating South Korean territory. 

 

2.3 The UNSC's Failure to Prevent Escalation 

While the UNSC’s initial actions were significant, its failure to anticipate and prevent the 

subsequent escalation of the war highlights the limitations of the organization’s power and 

the complexity of the Cold War context. 

 China’s Intervention: As UN forces pushed North Korean troops back toward the 

Chinese border, the People's Republic of China, led by Mao Zedong, intervened 

militarily in support of North Korea. This intervention transformed the Korean War 

into a proxy war between the United States and China, with both superpowers 

heavily involved. The presence of Chinese troops on the battlefield effectively halted 

the UN forces’ advance and led to a stalemate, with both sides entrenched along the 

38th parallel. 

 The UNSC’s Response to China’s Intervention: The involvement of China in the 

war created a complex diplomatic challenge for the UNSC. China, a permanent 

member of the UNSC, was determined to protect its interests in Korea and prevent the 

spread of American influence in the region. The Security Council could not 

effectively respond to China’s intervention because of the political realities of the 

Cold War. US-Soviet rivalry limited the UNSC’s ability to take decisive action, 

especially since the Soviet Union’s veto power was once again in play, blocking any 

resolutions that would have called for a ceasefire or diplomatic resolution to the 

conflict. 

 Lack of Diplomatic Resolution: The UNSC failed to bring the war to a peaceful 

conclusion. As the war dragged on for three more years, diplomatic efforts were 

largely unsuccessful, and the UNSC was unable to mediate a ceasefire or peace 

agreement between the warring parties. The war ended in a stalemate, with an 

armistice signed on July 27, 1953, but no formal peace treaty was ever concluded, 

leaving the Korean Peninsula divided and tensions unresolved. 

 

2.4 The Consequences of UNSC Failure and the Impact on Global Security 
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The Korean War had profound implications for the UNSC, the United Nations, and global 

security. The failure of the UNSC to prevent the escalation of the war, or to reach a 

diplomatic resolution, highlighted the limitations of the international system in addressing 

Cold War conflicts. The war’s aftermath exposed the difficulties that the UNSC faced when 

dealing with superpower rivalry and the challenge of responding to conflicts that were not 

easily defined by the principles of collective security. 

 Division of the Korean Peninsula: The division of Korea along the 38th parallel has 

had lasting consequences for international relations in the region. North and South 

Korea remain divided to this day, and the legacy of the Korean War continues to 

shape the political, military, and diplomatic dynamics on the Korean Peninsula. 

Tensions between the two Koreas, as well as with their respective allies, remain high, 

and the region is frequently a flashpoint for international conflict. 

 Impact on Cold War Alliances: The Korean War solidified the division between the 

Communist and Capitalist blocs, further entrenching Cold War hostilities. The United 

States, with support from the UN, established a significant military presence in East 

Asia, while China and the Soviet Union strengthened their ties with North Korea. The 

war marked a turning point in global alliances and military strategies. 

 UNSC Credibility and Reform: The failure of the UNSC to act effectively in the 

Korean War laid the groundwork for ongoing criticisms of its structure and decision-

making processes. The inability to prevent or resolve the conflict, combined with the 

political paralysis caused by superpower rivalry, led many to question the 

effectiveness of the Security Council in maintaining international peace. Calls for 

reform of the UNSC, particularly regarding the use of the veto power, grew louder in 

the years following the Korean War. 

 

Conclusion 

The Korean War was a defining moment in both the history of the United Nations and the 

Cold War. While the UNSC was able to authorize military intervention in support of South 

Korea, its inability to prevent the escalation of the conflict, address the broader geopolitical 

issues at play, and bring about a peaceful resolution revealed the limitations of the UNSC in 

times of superpower rivalry. The war’s aftermath, which left Korea divided and tensions 

unresolved, underscores the challenges facing the UNSC in addressing global conflicts and 

highlights the broader need for reform in the United Nations’ approach to international 

security. 
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2.1 The Outbreak of the Korean Conflict 

The Korean Conflict began on June 25, 1950, when North Korean forces, led by Kim Il-

sung, launched a full-scale invasion into South Korea. This military action marked the 

beginning of the Korean War and set the stage for the first major armed conflict in the Cold 

War era. The invasion was not just a regional issue but a global one, as it quickly drew in 

superpowers from both the communist and capitalist blocs, particularly the United States and 

the Soviet Union. 

 

1. The Division of Korea After World War II: 

After Japan’s defeat in World War II, Korea, which had been under Japanese occupation 

since 1910, was liberated in 1945. The Allied powers, primarily the United States and the 

Soviet Union, agreed to divide Korea along the 38th parallel as a temporary measure for the 

post-war occupation. The Soviets occupied the northern half of Korea, while the United 

States took control of the southern half. This division was meant to be temporary, with plans 

for the country to reunite under a single government after elections. 

However, as the Cold War tensions began to escalate, so did the ideological divide between 

the two occupying powers. The Soviets installed a communist government in the North, led 

by Kim Il-sung, who was closely aligned with the USSR. In contrast, the United States 

helped establish a capitalist, anti-communist government in the South, under Syngman 

Rhee, who was backed by Western powers. The failure to reunify the country and the 

growing ideological differences between the two Koreas set the stage for future conflict. 

 

2. The Rise of Tensions Between North and South Korea: 

Throughout the late 1940s, relations between North and South Korea became increasingly 

hostile. Both regimes viewed each other as a threat and were determined to reunify the 

country under their own political systems. However, the Soviet Union and China continued 

to support North Korea’s ambitions for reunification by force, while the United States and its 

allies in the South remained firmly committed to preventing the spread of communism. 

Despite attempts to establish peaceful negotiations and reunification plans, each side 

continued to build up its military presence. Border skirmishes between North and South 

Korean forces became more frequent as both sides made increasingly aggressive moves. 

 

3. Kim Il-sung’s Ambitions and Stalin’s Approval: 

Kim Il-sung, who had been installed by the Soviet Union as the leader of North Korea, was a 

fervent believer in the reunification of the Korean Peninsula under communist rule. By 1950, 

Kim had convinced the Soviet Union and China that military action was the only way to 

achieve this goal. 
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Kim Il-sung sought approval for his plan from Stalin, the leader of the Soviet Union. Stalin 

was initially hesitant about supporting military action in Korea due to concerns about 

provoking the United States and its allies. However, by early 1950, Stalin saw an 

opportunity to expand communist influence in Asia and, after receiving assurances from 

China’s Mao Zedong that China would support North Korea in the event of a conflict, Stalin 

gave his approval for the invasion of the South. 

 

4. The Invasion: 

On June 25, 1950, North Korean forces launched a massive attack across the 38th parallel, 

advancing rapidly into South Korean territory. The North’s initial military strategy was 

highly successful, with North Korean troops quickly overrunning Seoul, the capital of 

South Korea, and pushing South Korean forces toward the southernmost part of the 

peninsula. The rapid success of the invasion surprised both the South Korean military and the 

international community. 

At this time, the United States and its Western allies had no significant military presence in 

South Korea, and the South Korean Army was poorly equipped and trained. As the North 

Korean forces moved south, the situation seemed increasingly dire for South Korea. 

 

5. The United Nations’ Initial Response: 

The invasion of South Korea prompted immediate international concern, as it was seen as a 

direct challenge to the post-war order established by the United Nations (UN). Given the 

geopolitical stakes in Asia, the United States was quick to act, viewing the North Korean 

invasion as part of a broader strategy by communist forces to expand their influence globally. 

The United States immediately called for a meeting of the UN Security Council (UNSC), 

urging the international community to condemn the aggression and take action. At the time, 

the Soviet Union, which was a permanent member of the UNSC, was boycotting the UN 

over the issue of China’s representation. This absence allowed the United States and other 

UN members to push through a resolution condemning the North Korean invasion and calling 

for military assistance to South Korea. 

On June 27, 1950, the UNSC passed Resolution 82, which demanded that North Korea 

withdraw its troops from South Korea. The UNSC also authorized the creation of a UN-led 

military coalition to defend South Korea, with the United States taking a leading role in 

organizing the intervention. This marked one of the first instances in history where the United 

Nations authorized military action in response to an international conflict. 

 

6. The Geopolitical Context and Cold War Rivalry: 

The outbreak of the Korean War was not just a local conflict but part of the broader Cold 

War rivalry between the communist bloc, led by the Soviet Union and China, and the 
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capitalist bloc, led by the United States and its allies. Both sides saw the Korean Peninsula as 

a key battleground in the ideological struggle for global dominance. 

For the United States, the invasion represented a critical threat to the balance of power in 

East Asia, which could trigger further communist expansion across the region. For Soviet-

backed North Korea, the war offered an opportunity to spread communism in Asia and 

potentially weaken the US-led international order. The intervention of China in support of 

North Korea turned the Korean War into a proxy war between these superpowers, shaping 

the trajectory of the conflict. 

 

Conclusion of Section 2.1: 

The outbreak of the Korean War was the result of a combination of geopolitical, ideological, 

and military factors. It was not only a clash between North and South Korea but a broader 

manifestation of the Cold War tensions that defined the global order in the mid-20th century. 

The role of the United Nations Security Council in responding to this aggression marked an 

important moment in the organization’s history, as the UNSC’s decision to intervene set a 

precedent for UN peacekeeping and collective security efforts in future conflicts. However, 

the rapid escalation of the conflict revealed the limits of the UNSC’s power, particularly in 

the face of superpower rivalry and Cold War dynamics. 
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2.2 The UNSC’s Initial Response 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) was quick to respond to the North Korean 

invasion of South Korea in June 1950, marking one of the first major international reactions 

to a crisis since the establishment of the UN. However, the effectiveness of the UNSC’s 

response and its role in the conflict would become a topic of debate, especially in light of the 

subsequent escalation of the war. 

 

1. The UN Security Council's First Meeting on the Korean War: 

The UN Security Council convened an emergency session shortly after the outbreak of the 

war on June 25, 1950, in response to the North Korean invasion. The United States, 

alarmed by the Soviet Union's absence from the Council due to their boycott over the issue of 

China’s representation, moved quickly to push through a resolution condemning the 

invasion. 

At this meeting, the United States was able to exploit the absence of the Soviet Union, which 

had been boycotting the UN Security Council since 1949, in protest of the UN's decision not 

to grant China a permanent seat. With no veto power from the Soviets, the United States and 

its allies moved to condemn North Korea’s aggression and to take action through the UN 

framework. 

The UNSC Resolution 82, adopted on June 27, 1950, was significant in that it demanded the 

immediate withdrawal of North Korean forces from South Korea and called upon UN 

member states to assist South Korea in repelling the invasion. This marked the beginning of 

an unprecedented level of international involvement in the Korean War under the auspices 

of the United Nations. 

 

2. Authorization for Military Intervention: 

In addition to the call for North Korea’s withdrawal, the UNSC also authorized the 

establishment of a UN Command to organize the military response to the invasion. This was 

pivotal, as it marked the first time the United Nations would take military action under its 

collective security system. 

The resolution’s adoption led to the formation of an international coalition, primarily led by 

the United States, which began organizing military support for South Korea. The United 

States played the leading role, contributing the bulk of the troops and military resources. The 

UN Command was tasked with coordinating and leading the military campaign against the 

North Korean forces, thus consolidating the United Nations' involvement in a direct military 

intervention. 

The response also marked the first time the UN had authorized such a significant military 

commitment, making this decision one of the most important moments in the history of the 

organization’s peacekeeping and conflict resolution efforts. 
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3. The Role of the United States and Allies: 

Following the UNSC’s authorization, U.S. President Harry S. Truman acted swiftly to send 

American troops to assist South Korea. Under the leadership of General Douglas 

MacArthur, the United States and its allies in the UN Command launched a counter-

offensive to push back the North Korean invaders. 

The intervention was viewed as a direct attempt by the United States to contain the spread of 

communism in East Asia, as part of the broader Cold War strategy. The United States had 

already begun to implement a policy of containment to prevent the spread of Soviet-backed 

communism in Europe and Asia, and the Korean conflict became a critical arena for this 

policy. 

Alongside the United States, other UN member states pledged their support for South 

Korea’s defense. Countries like the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, and New 

Zealand contributed troops, while others provided military supplies and logistical support. 

 

4. The Absence of the Soviet Union and the Veto Power: 

While the UNSC was able to pass Resolution 82 quickly, the absence of the Soviet Union 

was a crucial factor in allowing this swift action. Had the Soviet Union been present, it would 

almost certainly have used its veto power to block any resolution that authorized military 

intervention. The Soviet Union was a permanent member of the UNSC and had veto power 

over all substantive resolutions. In this case, the absence of the Soviet delegation opened the 

door for the United States and its allies to influence the outcome of the UNSC’s decisions. 

This situation highlighted both the strength and the limitations of the UNSC's decision-

making structure. While the absence of the Soviet Union allowed the UN to act decisively, it 

also underscored the fragility of the UN’s ability to intervene in international conflicts when 

the superpowers were actively involved. The subsequent escalation of the war into a proxy 

conflict between the United States and the Soviet Union, with China intervening on behalf of 

North Korea, revealed how international politics and the Cold War dynamics could interfere 

with the UNSC’s ability to mediate and resolve conflicts. 

 

5. The UN’s Role in the Korean War: A Precedent for Future Action: 

The UNSC's initial response to the Korean invasion set a major precedent for how the 

United Nations would handle future conflicts involving aggression by one state against 

another. The decision to intervene and provide military assistance to South Korea signaled 

that the UN could, under certain circumstances, take collective military action to preserve 

peace and security. 

However, the Korean War also revealed the complexities of the UN’s military capabilities. 

The war escalated quickly, and while the UN helped South Korea stave off North Korean 
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forces, the ultimate outcome of the war was far from certain. The intervention demonstrated 

the UN's limitations in controlling conflicts where global powers were deeply involved, and 

it became evident that peacekeeping missions could be complicated by the Cold War politics 

of the era. 

 

6. The Political Fallout and the UNSC’s Legitimacy: 

In the wake of the UNSC's actions, questions arose about the legitimacy and effectiveness of 

the UN’s role in responding to international conflicts. While many countries supported the 

UN’s intervention in the Korean War, the situation also highlighted the broader issues facing 

the UN system. 

The war’s escalation into a full-scale conflict, the involvement of China on behalf of North 

Korea, and the eventual stalemate along the 38th parallel raised questions about whether the 

UNSC's intervention had been sufficient or too hasty. Moreover, the involvement of the 

United States and other Western powers led some critics to view the UN's role as being too 

heavily influenced by Cold War politics, potentially undermining the neutrality and 

effectiveness of its actions. 

 

Conclusion of Section 2.2: 

The UNSC’s initial response to the Korean War was both historic and impactful. It 

demonstrated the UN's ability to act decisively in the face of aggression and set a precedent 

for future military interventions under the UN’s collective security framework. However, the 

subsequent escalation of the war and the involvement of superpowers highlighted the 

challenges and limitations of the UNSC in managing conflicts shaped by the broader 

geopolitical context of the Cold War. The Korean War remains a crucial example of how the 

United Nations navigated the complexities of international conflict, setting the stage for 

future discussions on the organization's role in maintaining global peace and security. 
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2.3 The Role of the U.S. and Soviet Veto Power 

The Korean War presented one of the most critical instances of how the veto power of the 

permanent members of the UN Security Council (UNSC) could influence the course of 

global events. At the time of the war's outbreak in 1950, the Soviet Union was engaged in a 

boycott of the UNSC, which played a pivotal role in the ability of the United States to push 

through military intervention under the banner of the United Nations. The absence of the 

Soviet Union's veto power in the UNSC would be a defining factor in shaping the early 

stages of the war and influencing its ultimate course. 

 

1. The Veto System and the UNSC’s Structure: 

The UN Security Council (UNSC) is made up of five permanent members: the United 

States, Soviet Union (now Russia), China, France, and the United Kingdom. Each of 

these members holds veto power, which means that any substantive resolution passed by the 

Council requires the approval of all five permanent members. This veto system was designed 

to give the most powerful nations in the world a central role in maintaining international 

peace and security. 

However, the system also created a paradox: while the veto power was meant to ensure that 

the great powers would cooperate in preventing global conflicts, it often led to paralysis in 

the face of crises, particularly during the Cold War era, when the United States and the 

Soviet Union found themselves in direct opposition on many geopolitical issues. 

 

2. The Soviet Boycott and the UNSC's Ability to Act: 

In 1949, the Soviet Union began a boycott of the UN Security Council after the UN 

General Assembly voted to admit Nationalist China (Republic of China) to the UN, despite 

the fact that Communist China (People's Republic of China) had already established itself as 

the de facto government of mainland China. 

This boycott meant that the Soviet Union was absent from the UNSC during a critical 

moment of the Korean War. The absence of the Soviet veto was a decisive factor in the 

UNSC’s ability to act quickly in response to the North Korean invasion of South Korea in 

1950. Without the threat of a veto from the Soviet Union, the United States and its allies 

were able to push through a resolution authorizing military intervention under the United 

Nations Command. 

 

3. The UNSC's Response to North Korea’s Aggression: 

When North Korea invaded South Korea on June 25, 1950, the United States was able to 

act swiftly within the UNSC due to the absence of the Soviet veto. The U.S. pushed for the 

immediate adoption of UNSC Resolution 82, which condemned North Korea's actions and 
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called for the withdrawal of North Korean forces from South Korea. Moreover, the UNSC 

authorized military assistance to South Korea, creating a UN Command to organize a 

collective military response. 

The United States effectively took the lead in this process, as it had the support of several 

other Western allies who were eager to counter the spread of communism in East Asia, a 

concern that was deeply entrenched in the Cold War conflict between the West and the 

Soviet Union. 

The passage of Resolution 82, along with Resolution 83, which called for military 

intervention, was unprecedented in the UN’s history. However, this action was only possible 

because the Soviets were absent from the Security Council, and thus the U.S. and its allies 

could act without fear of a veto. In essence, the Soviet boycott provided the United States 

with a unique opportunity to shape the UN's response in a way that it would have been 

unable to do had the Soviets been present to block such resolutions. 

 

4. The Veto Power’s Influence on the Course of the War: 

While the absence of the Soviet Union allowed for UN military intervention in Korea, the 

subsequent actions of the Soviet Union and the Chinese intervention in the conflict revealed 

the limitations of the UNSC's ability to manage global conflicts, especially when the Cold 

War powers were directly involved. 

Once the United Nations Command had made progress in repelling North Korean forces 

and advancing into North Korea, the Chinese People's Volunteer Army intervened in 

November 1950. China's intervention shifted the momentum of the war and led to a 

protracted stalemate. 

Had the Soviet Union been present on the UNSC during the early stages of the conflict, it is 

likely that the UNSC's resolutions would have been vetoed, preventing the UN's military 

response to North Korea's aggression. In this context, the Soviet veto could have blocked 

critical resolutions, thereby severely limiting the effectiveness of any UN-led peacekeeping 

effort. 

Thus, the veto power of both the Soviet Union and the United States was a crucial element 

in shaping the UNSC's approach to the war. When both superpowers were active 

participants, the UN often found itself in a gridlock over issues like military intervention, 

as their conflicting interests made compromise difficult. 

 

5. The Legacy of the UNSC's Actions: 

The Korean War marked a pivotal moment in the history of the UN Security Council. 

While the United States took the lead in shaping the UN's response due to the absence of 

the Soviet veto, the subsequent involvement of the Soviet Union and China underscored the 

limitations of the UN as a mechanism for resolving conflicts involving major powers. 
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The Korean conflict demonstrated that the veto power—which was designed to prevent 

unilateral action by any one country—could also paralyze the UNSC in situations where the 

superpowers were in direct conflict. While the Soviet Union's absence allowed for a swift 

UNSC response, it also revealed how the Cold War dynamics could undermine the UN’s 

ability to address conflicts equitably and effectively. This Cold War paralysis would shape 

the UN's role in future conflicts, including those in Vietnam, Africa, and the Middle East. 

Furthermore, the Korean War set the stage for the long-standing influence of U.S. and 

Soviet interests within the UNSC. The veto power would continue to be a source of tension 

in the UN as both superpowers—along with other major states—pushed their national 

interests within the Security Council, often preventing effective action on international 

peacekeeping and humanitarian crises. 

 

Conclusion of Section 2.3: 

The role of the U.S. and Soviet veto power during the Korean War highlights the fragility of 

the UN Security Council’s decision-making process, especially when global powers are at 

odds. While the absence of the Soviet veto enabled the U.S. to spearhead an international 

military response, the war’s subsequent escalation highlighted the limits of UN action when 

the Cold War superpowers were directly engaged. The veto power of the permanent 

members would continue to be a defining feature of the UNSC’s ability to act, making the 

Korean War a key case study in understanding the complexities of international diplomacy 

and conflict resolution. 
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2.4 Long-Term Implications of the UNSC’s Response 

The UNSC’s response to the Korean War had significant long-term implications, not just 

for the Security Council's effectiveness, but also for global geopolitics and the role of the 

United Nations in future conflicts. While the UNSC's swift military intervention in 1950 

was a notable success, it also revealed deep flaws in the UN's ability to navigate the 

complexities of the Cold War and the superpower rivalry between the United States and 

the Soviet Union. The repercussions of the Korean War would continue to influence the 

UNSC's actions for decades, shaping its involvement in future global conflicts and its 

reputation as an institution meant to promote international peace and security. 

 

1. Strengthening of the U.S. and Soviet Influence in the UNSC: 

The Korean War demonstrated how the veto power of the permanent members of the 

UNSC could dominate decision-making. While the absence of the Soviet veto enabled a 

quick response, the eventual stalemate and intervention of China and the Soviets in the 

conflict highlighted how the Cold War rivalry between the two superpowers often paralyzed 

the UNSC in later years. This early success of the U.S. in pushing a UN-led military 

intervention set a precedent for future conflicts, where American leadership in the Security 

Council was often a key factor in the approval of military action. 

Simultaneously, the Soviet Union and China learned from this experience, understanding the 

need to be more strategic in using their veto power to prevent the U.S. from taking unilateral 

actions through the UN. As the Cold War progressed, both superpowers increasingly used 

their veto powers to block resolutions that could lead to actions that did not align with their 

interests, further undermining the UNSC's credibility as an unbiased institution for 

peacekeeping and conflict resolution. 

 

2. The Impact on Future UN Peacekeeping and Military Interventions: 

The UN's success in Korea in authorizing a military response created an expectation that the 

UNSC could be an effective mechanism for multilateral military intervention in future 

conflicts. However, the Soviet veto—which reasserted itself in subsequent global crises—

would show how the Security Council’s efforts to intervene in wars and crises were often 

undermined by the superpower standoff. In the decades that followed, the UNSC’s military 

interventions became more rare and increasingly dependent on the political willingness of 

the permanent members. 

After Korea, the UN was reluctant to engage in military intervention in conflicts where the 

superpowers had competing interests, most notably in Vietnam (where the U.S. was 

involved) and Afghanistan (where the Soviets were engaged). The long-term consequence 

of the Korean War was the institutionalization of a divide within the UN between the East 

and West, each seeking to leverage their veto powers to shape the UNSC's response to 

international conflicts. This paralysis was particularly evident in the 1960s and 1970s, 
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when the UNSC failed to respond effectively to numerous regional conflicts in Africa, the 

Middle East, and Southeast Asia. 

 

3. The UN's Role in the Post-Cold War World: 

Despite the challenges during the Cold War, the UN's success in Korea continued to 

influence its actions in the post-Cold War era. When the Cold War ended in the 1990s, the 

UNSC experienced a period of relative efficacy in its military interventions, particularly 

under the leadership of the United States, which became the world's predominant 

superpower following the collapse of the Soviet Union. 

Resolutions authorizing military intervention, such as those related to the Gulf War 

(1990-1991), the Bosnian War (1992-1995), and Kosovo (1999), were largely made possible 

by a less polarized world order where U.S. dominance was unchallenged and the Soviet 

veto was no longer a major factor in decision-making. However, the Korean War’s legacy 

was a reminder of how international diplomacy could be shaped by the interests of major 

powers, and the UN’s role as an impartial body continued to be challenged by the reality of 

great power competition. 

The U.S.-led interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan in the 21st century also illustrated the 

continued struggle for the UNSC to remain central to global peacekeeping operations in the 

face of unilateral military actions by powerful states. The failure to obtain UN 

authorization for the 2003 invasion of Iraq was a stark reminder of how the veto power 

could both enable and hinder international intervention, depending on the political dynamics 

at play. 

 

4. Long-Term Institutional Reforms and the UNSC's Legitimacy: 

The Korean War also highlighted the structural limitations of the UN Security Council in 

addressing global security challenges. The permanent members’ veto power was not only a 

source of paralysis in decision-making but also raised questions about the UNSC’s 

legitimacy in representing a more diverse, multipolar world. 

Over time, the UNSC has faced growing criticism for its lack of representation of emerging 

powers such as India, Brazil, and South Africa, and its continued dominance by a small 

group of permanent members. The failure to act in certain critical situations, including the 

Rwandan Genocide (1994) and the Darfur Conflict (2000s), has led to calls for reform to 

make the Security Council more responsive to the challenges of the 21st century. 

The Korean War played a key role in shaping the debate about UNSC reform, particularly 

with respect to the veto power. Critics argue that the veto system hampers the UN’s ability 

to respond effectively to conflicts involving the great powers, while others suggest that 

expanding the UNSC to include more permanent members or eliminating the veto would 

dilute the influence of the superpowers and make the Council more representative of the 

global community. 
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5. The Long Shadow of the Korean War: 

The legacy of the Korean War in the UNSC is complex. On one hand, it showcased the 

ability of the UN to respond quickly and effectively in a moment of crisis, allowing for a 

multilateral military intervention that prevented the complete collapse of South Korea. On 

the other hand, the conflict revealed the extent to which the Cold War dynamics between the 

United States and the Soviet Union could shape the UNSC’s actions, often leading to 

paralysis or biased decision-making. 

In the long term, the Korean War reinforced the idea that the UNSC could be an instrument 

of power for the great powers, particularly the U.S., while at the same time exposing the 

inherent challenges of maintaining global security in an increasingly multipolar world. 

 

Conclusion of Section 2.4: 

The long-term implications of the UNSC’s response to the Korean War are still felt today 

in the international order. The U.S. and Soviet veto powers in the Security Council had an 

enduring impact on the UN’s role in future military interventions and its ability to maintain 

its credibility as a global peacekeeper. The legacy of the Korean War continues to inform 

debates about UNSC reform, as the world grapples with the challenges of a multipolar 

global order, rising powers, and the persistent influence of the great powers in shaping the 

UN’s capacity to act on issues of global security. 
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Chapter 3: The Suez Crisis (1956) 

The Suez Crisis of 1956 was a pivotal moment in global history, illustrating the limits of the 

United Nations Security Council (UNSC)'s ability to manage crises that involved both 

regional conflicts and the interests of major world powers. The crisis, which unfolded after 

the Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal, pitted Britain, 

France, and Israel against Egypt, and tested the UNSC’s authority and its role in maintaining 

international peace and security. The response (or lack thereof) from the UNSC revealed how 

Cold War dynamics, particularly the interests of the United States and the Soviet Union, 

often paralyzed the Security Council’s decision-making process. 

 

3.1 The Origins of the Suez Crisis 

The Suez Crisis was triggered by a series of geopolitical and economic factors involving 

Egypt, Britain, France, and Israel. At its heart was Egypt's decision in July 1956 to 

nationalize the Suez Canal, a critical maritime route for global trade, particularly for oil 

shipments from the Middle East to Europe. 

The Suez Canal had been operated by the Suez Canal Company, in which Britain and 

France held significant shares, giving them a degree of control over the passage. The 

nationalization of the canal by President Nasser was not only an affront to British and 

French interests but was also seen as part of a broader wave of Arab nationalism sweeping 

through the Middle East in the post-colonial era. 

In retaliation, Britain and France, both former colonial powers with vested interests in the 

region, quickly began to form a military alliance with Israel. Their plan was to invade Egypt, 

using the pretext of a border dispute between Egypt and Israel, and to reassert control over 

the Suez Canal. However, this military response was not only controversial but also placed 

them on a collision course with the United States and the Soviet Union, who had different 

political and ideological stakes in the region. 

 

3.2 The UNSC’s Initial Response to the Crisis 

The UNSC's response to the Suez Crisis was notably swift, but also revealing of the Cold 

War dynamics that influenced decision-making within the United Nations. As Britain, 

France, and Israel launched their military invasion in late October 1956, the United States, 

under President Dwight D. Eisenhower, was firmly opposed to the military action. The U.S. 

was particularly concerned that the invasion would escalate the Cold War with the Soviets 

and alienate newly-independent nations in Africa and Asia who were sympathetic to Egypt. 

The U.S., under immense domestic and international pressure, pushed for a resolution at 

the UNSC to call for an immediate ceasefire and the withdrawal of invading forces. The U.S. 

was motivated by a desire to maintain control over the international order, particularly in 

the context of the Cold War, where it sought to prevent Soviet influence in the Middle East. 
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The UNSC responded by convening an emergency meeting, and the General Assembly 

called for an immediate ceasefire and an end to hostilities, despite the opposition of the 

British and French delegations. The Security Council imposed a ceasefire and created the 

United Nations Emergency Force (UNEF), a peacekeeping force tasked with enforcing the 

ceasefire and overseeing the withdrawal of invading forces. This marked the first time the 

UNSC used peacekeeping forces to intervene in a military conflict. 

Despite the UNSC’s intervention, the British and French continued their military 

operations for several days, showing how difficult it was for the UNSC to enforce its 

resolutions when major powers had competing national interests. 

 

3.3 The Role of the United States and Soviet Union in the UNSC 

The role of the United States and the Soviet Union in the Suez Crisis marked a dramatic 

shift in the dynamics of the UNSC. While the U.S. pushed for a peaceful resolution and a halt 

to the military action, the Soviet Union, under Nikita Khrushchev, took a more supportive 

stance towards Egypt. The Soviets used the crisis to further their ideological struggle against 

the West, condemning the invasion as imperialist aggression. They also threatened military 

intervention in defense of Egypt, adding further pressure to the situation. 

For the United States, the crisis was an opportunity to assert its influence in the Middle East 

and to distance itself from the imperialism of its European allies. The U.S. was also 

determined to avoid pushing Egypt further into the Soviet camp by aligning with the British 

and French. President Eisenhower's decision to use economic pressure—specifically by 

halting loans for the construction of the Aswan Dam in Egypt—was instrumental in forcing 

Britain and France to reconsider their military campaign. 

The Cold War rivalry between the U.S. and the Soviet Union created a diplomatic 

environment where both superpowers had significant influence on the UNSC's response. The 

U.S. used its economic power to force Britain and France to end their military operations, 

while the Soviets expressed their support for Egypt, but did not take military action. 

 

3.4 The Aftermath and Impact on the UNSC’s Credibility 

The Suez Crisis exposed critical weaknesses in the UNSC's ability to manage international 

conflicts involving the interests of the great powers. While the UNSC was able to enforce a 

ceasefire and deploy peacekeepers, the Soviet and American influence over the UNSC's 

actions revealed that the Security Council's effectiveness was often dependent on the 

willingness of superpowers to compromise and adhere to its resolutions. 

The failure of Britain and France to adhere to the ceasefire and their continued military 

operations raised questions about the UNSC’s enforcement power. Even though the UN 

managed to restore peace in the short term, the long-term implications were significant for 

the UN's credibility as a force for international peace and security. 
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The Suez Crisis also marked the beginning of a shift in the Middle East, where Western 

powers lost much of their influence, and Nasser emerged as a key figure in the region’s 

Arab nationalist movements. For the UNSC, the crisis exposed the difficulty of acting 

effectively when the interests of great powers were in conflict. 

 

Conclusion of Chapter 3 

The Suez Crisis demonstrated the limitations and challenges of the UNSC in managing 

global conflicts, especially when superpowers and regional powers are involved. The 

UNSC’s ability to respond quickly and deploy peacekeepers was a significant achievement, 

but the lack of enforcement mechanisms and the political rivalry between the United 

States and the Soviet Union ultimately undermined the UN's effectiveness in resolving the 

crisis. 

In the years that followed, the Suez Crisis would serve as a critical case study for the UNSC, 

revealing the complexities of managing conflicts where the interests of major powers are at 

odds. Despite its efforts, the UNSC's failure to decisively address the Suez Crisis remains a 

pivotal moment in the UN's history and highlights the ongoing tension between the need for 

global governance and the reality of great power politics. 
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3.1 The Political Context of the Crisis 

The Suez Crisis of 1956 was deeply influenced by a complex political context involving 

colonial legacies, Cold War tensions, and regional geopolitics in the Middle East. The 

origins of the crisis were shaped by long-standing rivalries and strategic interests that 

intersected with the shifting balance of global power after World War II. Understanding the 

political context requires examining the key players and their motivations, which included 

Egypt, Britain, France, Israel, and the superpowers of the time, particularly the United 

States and the Soviet Union. 

1. The Legacy of Colonialism and Egyptian Nationalism 

In the years following World War II, many former colonies in the Middle East sought to 

assert their independence and resist the lingering influence of European powers. One of the 

most significant examples of this was Egypt, where the free officers’ revolution of 1952 had 

led to the ousting of the monarchy and the rise of Gamal Abdel Nasser as the nation's leader. 

Nasser, a charismatic figure and ardent nationalist, sought to modernize Egypt and assert its 

sovereignty over the strategic resources of the region, particularly the Suez Canal. 

The nationalization of the Suez Canal in 1956 by Nasser was the culmination of these 

aspirations, signaling Egypt’s intent to take control of a vital waterway that had been 

dominated by British and French interests for much of the 20th century. The Suez Canal 

had been a key asset for the British Empire, as it provided a vital shipping route between the 

Mediterranean Sea and the Red Sea, facilitating the movement of oil and goods, particularly 

from the Middle East to Europe. 

Nasser’s nationalization of the canal was a direct challenge to the British and French 

governments, both of which had deep economic and strategic interests in the region. Nasser’s 

decision was also seen as part of a broader push for Arab unity and independence from 

Western influence, an idea that resonated with many Arab nations, but one that threatened the 

post-war order dominated by the Western powers. 

2. The British and French Response: Protecting Imperial Interests 

For Britain and France, the nationalization of the Suez Canal was a bitter blow to their 

imperial interests. Both nations had a long history of involvement in the Middle East, with 

Britain maintaining control over the Canal Zone and Egypt until 1952. While Egypt had 

formally gained its independence in 1952, the canal remained a symbol of British imperial 

dominance. The Suez Canal was vital not only for trade but also for the transportation of 

Middle Eastern oil to Europe. British oil companies also had substantial stakes in the region. 

In addition to the economic interests, Britain and France had long been concerned with the 

spread of Arab nationalism and the influence of Soviet-backed movements in the region. 

Nasser's rhetoric and actions were seen as a threat to the status quo in the Middle East, and 

both countries were keen to prevent him from gaining further influence over the Arab world. 

The British and French governments feared that Egypt’s actions might embolden other 

nations in the region to challenge Western influence, leading to instability in areas where they 

had long-held interests. 
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In response, Britain and France, along with Israel, began to formulate a military solution to 

the problem. Israel had its own grievances with Nasser, who had been openly hostile towards 

Israel and had supported Palestinian militant groups. These three nations formed a secret 

alliance to attack Egypt, with the plan to invade the Sinai Peninsula and recapture the Suez 

Canal. 

3. The United States: Balancing Cold War Interests 

In the context of the Cold War, the United States was deeply concerned about maintaining 

stability in the Middle East, but its priorities were shaped by its broader confrontation with 

the Soviet Union. President Dwight D. Eisenhower and his administration saw the region 

as an important area in the global contest for influence between the U.S. and the USSR. In 

the wake of World War II, the United States had begun to assert its leadership in global 

affairs, working to contain the spread of communism and Soviet influence in Europe, Asia, 

and the Middle East. 

The U.S. was wary of Egyptian ties with the Soviets, as Nasser had been courting Soviet 

support for his modernization efforts, including the construction of the Aswan Dam with 

Soviet assistance. The U.S. had initially sought to support Egypt’s economic development 

through aid, but after Nasser’s nationalization of the canal, the U.S. was deeply critical of his 

actions. However, the U.S. was also cautious about allowing the conflict to escalate. The U.S. 

feared that military intervention by Britain and France would only drive Egypt further into 

the Soviet camp and escalate tensions during a time of global Cold War conflict. 

The United States therefore took a diplomatic approach, using both political and economic 

leverage to try to resolve the crisis. President Eisenhower was particularly concerned about 

the United States' image in the developing world, where many countries were sympathetic 

to Nasser’s anti-colonial stance. The U.S. wanted to avoid being associated with European 

colonial powers and instead sought to mediate the situation to avoid a broader confrontation 

in the Middle East. 

4. The Soviet Union: Exploiting the Crisis for Ideological Gains 

The Soviet Union, under Nikita Khrushchev, seized the opportunity of the Suez Crisis to 

criticize Western imperialism while aligning itself with Nasser. The Soviets viewed the 

invasion of Egypt as a clear example of imperialist aggression by Britain, France, and Israel. 

At the same time, the Soviets were eager to counter the influence of the United States and 

to expand their own influence in the Middle East. 

While the Soviet Union did not directly intervene militarily, Khrushchev’s government made 

strong diplomatic and rhetorical efforts to support Nasser’s regime. The Soviets threatened 

military action in defense of Egypt, warning Britain, France, and Israel against further 

escalation. This threat was serious enough to discourage any further military action, 

particularly by the British and French, who were well aware of the Soviet nuclear arsenal 

and the risks of a broader war. 

The Soviet Union's support for Egypt further solidified the Cold War nature of the conflict, 

as it was another example of the superpowers using proxy conflicts to further their global 

ideological goals. 
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Conclusion 

The political context of the Suez Crisis was shaped by a mixture of imperial ambitions, 

Cold War geopolitics, and the push for national sovereignty in the Middle East. While 

Egypt sought to assert its independence and control over its key resources, Britain and France 

attempted to reassert their imperial influence. The U.S. and the Soviet Union both played 

critical roles in shaping the crisis' outcome, driven by their own strategic interests in the 

region. 

The crisis highlighted the ways in which regional conflicts could quickly escalate into global 

flashpoints, and how Cold War dynamics often influenced the actions and decisions of the 

major powers. Ultimately, the Suez Crisis revealed the limits of the UNSC's ability to 

manage conflicts involving powerful nations, especially when those nations had divergent 

interests and were willing to take drastic actions to protect them. 
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3.2 UNSC’s Inaction and Global Tensions 

The Suez Crisis of 1956 is a pivotal example of the United Nations Security Council's 

(UNSC) failure to act decisively during a major international crisis. Despite the escalating 

conflict and the clear threat to international peace and security, the UNSC's inaction had 

significant consequences not only for the region but also for global diplomacy and the future 

of the United Nations. The lack of intervention by the UNSC during the Suez Crisis was a 

critical moment that exposed the limitations of the Security Council in dealing with crises 

when major powers were involved, particularly when their geopolitical interests were in 

direct conflict. 

1. The UNSC’s Initial Involvement: A Divided Body 

When the conflict between Egypt, Israel, Britain, and France erupted, the UNSC did take 

initial steps, but these were far from decisive. The first significant action by the Security 

Council came when the United States, in concert with other nations, called for an immediate 

ceasefire. The UNSC convened an emergency session to address the crisis, but its 

deliberations were severely hampered by Cold War dynamics. 

At the heart of the UNSC's inaction was the Cold War rivalry between the United States 

and the Soviet Union. While both superpowers had competing interests, they were united in 

their condemnation of the British and French intervention. Soviet Premier Nikita 

Khrushchev vehemently criticized the invasion as an act of imperial aggression, while 

President Dwight D. Eisenhower shared a similar view, albeit for different reasons. Despite 

the alignment in rhetoric, the Cold War competition undermined the ability of the UNSC to 

function effectively. The Soviet Union’s strong condemnation of Western actions and the 

United States' diplomatic efforts to bring a halt to the conflict made it difficult for the 

Security Council to take any meaningful action, especially since both countries held 

significant influence within the Council. 

2. The Role of the Veto Power in Preventing Action 

One of the most significant factors that led to the UNSC’s inaction during the Suez Crisis 

was the strategic use of veto power by the United States and the Soviet Union. Both 

superpowers held permanent seats on the UNSC, each with the ability to veto any resolution 

that they deemed to be against their interests. In this case, the United States was not prepared 

to support military intervention against Britain and France, even though it was concerned 

with the broader implications of the conflict. The U.S. was eager to avoid an escalation of 

tensions with the Soviet Union, which could derail its efforts to contain Soviet influence in 

other parts of the world, particularly in Europe. 

On the other hand, the Soviet Union was not in favor of a Western-led military intervention 

in Egypt, but it also saw an opportunity to score a diplomatic victory by championing anti-

colonial causes and criticizing the imperial actions of Britain and France. The Soviet Union's 

veto power effectively blocked any substantive action by the UNSC that would have 

pressured Egypt, Britain, or France to stop the fighting. This mutual vetoing created a 

deadlock, where no meaningful action was taken to bring an end to the hostilities or to 

prevent further escalation of the conflict. 
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3. The Role of the United States and Global Diplomacy 

While the UNSC struggled to act, the United States took on a more active role in 

diplomacy, exerting significant pressure on Britain and France to end the invasion. President 

Eisenhower recognized that the Suez Crisis had the potential to destabilize the Middle East 

and to ignite broader Cold War tensions, particularly in the context of the ongoing Soviet 

threat. The U.S. government feared that if the situation were left unchecked, it would 

alienate newly independent nations in the Middle East, many of whom were sympathetic to 

Nasser's anti-colonial stance. 

In the absence of decisive action from the UNSC, the United States used its influence within 

the United Nations General Assembly to push for a ceasefire. Eisenhower and his team of 

diplomats worked tirelessly behind the scenes to bring the parties to the negotiating table. 

The United States’ efforts were crucial in pressuring Britain and France to halt their military 

operations, but these diplomatic moves came outside the UNSC framework. The fact that the 

U.S. had to resort to such direct diplomatic interventions instead of relying on the UNSC 

highlighted the ineffectiveness of the Security Council during critical moments. 

4. The Aftermath: Diminished Credibility of the UNSC 

The UNSC's inaction during the Suez Crisis had profound consequences for its credibility 

as the world’s premier body for maintaining international peace and security. Despite the 

UNSC's initial call for a ceasefire, it became apparent that the Security Council was 

incapable of enforcing its own resolutions or of taking robust action when the interests of the 

major powers were at stake. 

The failure of the UNSC to act effectively in the face of an international crisis resulted in 

several key consequences: 

 Loss of Confidence: The global community began to lose confidence in the UNSC's 

ability to handle crises involving powerful states. This would have lasting effects on 

the legitimacy of the UN as a whole, particularly in regions like the Middle East, 

where the impact of inaction was keenly felt. 

 Increased Cold War Rivalries: The Suez Crisis highlighted the divisiveness of the 

Cold War and the way in which global governance could be obstructed by 

ideological rivalries. The inability of the UNSC to effectively address the crisis 

further entrenched the superpower competition and created a precedent for future 

conflicts being handled in the shadow of Cold War tensions. 

 Emergence of a New Role for the General Assembly: While the UNSC failed to 

take significant action, the General Assembly of the United Nations played a more 

prominent role in the aftermath. Through diplomatic maneuvering, it passed a 

resolution calling for an immediate ceasefire, setting up a UN peacekeeping force to 

monitor the truce. This event marked a key moment in the evolution of peacekeeping 

operations, highlighting the role of the General Assembly and UN peacekeepers in 

crisis management when the Security Council was paralyzed. 

 Strengthened U.S. Influence: In the absence of UNSC intervention, the United 

States emerged as a dominant diplomatic force in the Middle East. The crisis 

underscored the U.S. commitment to maintaining stability in the region and 

demonstrated the limits of British and French influence in the post-war world. 
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Conclusion 

The Suez Crisis exposed the limitations of the UNSC and underscored the tensions between 

the superpowers that impeded the Council’s ability to respond effectively to global crises. 

While the United States and Soviet Union managed to exert influence through diplomacy, 

the Security Council's failure to act decisively during this crisis undermined its legitimacy 

and cast a long shadow over its future role in global peacekeeping. The event marked a 

significant turning point, highlighting the challenges the UNSC would face in addressing 

conflicts where major powers’ interests clashed, ultimately shaping the evolution of 

international relations and UN peacekeeping efforts in the years that followed. 
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3.3 The Cold War Dynamic and the Lack of Consensus 

The Suez Crisis of 1956 was deeply influenced by the Cold War rivalry between the United 

States and the Soviet Union. The Cold War dynamic played a central role in the UNSC's 

inability to reach a consensus and take effective action. The conflict in the Middle East 

became a proxy battleground for the larger superpower struggle, with each side attempting 

to advance its own geopolitical interests, which significantly hampered the Security Council’s 

ability to act impartially and decisively. 

1. Ideological Division: The United States vs. the Soviet Union 

The United States and the Soviet Union found themselves on opposing sides of the Suez 

Crisis, although not in the sense of military intervention. President Dwight D. Eisenhower 

and the United States were focused on the broader implications of the crisis, which they saw 

as a potential threat to Middle Eastern stability and a possible boon for Soviet influence in 

the region. The U.S. was also wary of angering the Arab world and pushing the newly 

independent nations of the region into the Soviet sphere of influence. The U.S. goal was to 

bring the conflict to an end through diplomacy, with a strong emphasis on avoiding military 

escalation. 

In contrast, the Soviet Union, under Premier Nikita Khrushchev, sought to capitalize on the 

situation by condemning Western imperialism and presenting itself as a champion of the 

anti-colonial and Arab nationalist cause. The Soviet Union used the opportunity to further 

its ideological battle against the West, denouncing the actions of Britain and France as 

evidence of continued imperialism and colonial dominance. 

This ideological division had significant consequences for the UNSC’s ability to function 

effectively during the Suez Crisis. The Security Council, which relied on cooperation 

between its permanent members, was paralyzed by the mutual antagonism of the United 

States and the Soviet Union. Each side used their veto powers to block any resolution or 

initiative that would have either undermined their national interests or supported the other's 

position. 

2. The Paralyzed UNSC: Veto Power at Work 

The Suez Crisis highlighted how the veto power of the UNSC's five permanent 

members—the United States, the Soviet Union, the United Kingdom, France, and China—

could be exploited to prevent any meaningful intervention in international crises. While the 

U.S. and Soviet Union were both concerned about the potential for regional destabilization, 

they had different perspectives on how to handle the conflict, driven by their respective Cold 

War objectives. 

 The United States, with its focus on containing Soviet expansion and avoiding any 

potential Soviet gain in the Middle East, was reluctant to back any military escalation 

that might further entrench Soviet influence. Eisenhower’s administration feared that 

the intervention by Britain and France could inadvertently push Arab nations 

toward the Soviet Union. However, it also had reservations about the UNSC imposing 

sanctions or military intervention that could be interpreted as a Western imposition. 
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 The Soviet Union, meanwhile, condemned the West’s imperialist actions in Egypt. 

Khrushchev seized the opportunity to attack Britain and France, leveraging their 

involvement in the crisis as a way to enhance the Soviet Union’s reputation as a 

defender of the anti-colonial movement. The Soviets wanted to cast the West as a 

colonial power and used their veto to prevent any action that would have legitimized 

the military intervention of Britain and France. The Soviets’ focus on advancing their 

ideological stance prevented them from supporting a peacekeeping mission or a 

collective UNSC response to resolve the conflict. 

The veto power thus played a critical role in stymying the UNSC's efforts to intervene 

effectively. While the U.S. and Soviet Union did agree on the necessity of ending the 

conflict, their differing ideologies and global ambitions created a deadlock in the UNSC. The 

situation became a classic example of how ideological competition between superpowers in 

the Cold War era could effectively paralyze the United Nations, preventing the organization 

from fulfilling its mandate to maintain international peace and security. 

3. Lack of Consensus Among Other Members 

In addition to the ideological division between the U.S. and Soviet Union, there was also a 

lack of consensus among the other members of the UNSC, which further weakened the 

Council’s ability to act. 

 Britain and France, both of whom were directly involved in the military 

intervention, were resistant to the idea of an immediate ceasefire or any UN-led 

intervention that might undermine their objectives. Their interests were rooted in 

maintaining control over Egypt and the Suez Canal, crucial to their strategic and 

economic interests. As a result, both countries were determined to block any 

resolutions that might compromise their military operations and assert their influence 

in the region. 

 China, though a permanent member of the UNSC, was less directly involved in the 

crisis but was more aligned with the Soviet Union in opposing the intervention. 

However, China’s influence was not as significant as that of the U.S. and the Soviet 

Union, and it was less inclined to intervene in a way that would decisively influence 

the outcome of the crisis. Nonetheless, China's support for the Soviet position added 

to the diplomatic complexity and the lack of agreement within the UNSC. 

 Other non-permanent members of the UNSC were also divided, with many nations 

sympathetic to Egypt's nationalist cause and critical of Western intervention. 

However, these members did not have the same veto power, and their influence was 

largely limited to the diplomatic discussions rather than actual decision-making. 

The lack of consensus among the UNSC members, driven by differing national interests, 

ideologies, and geopolitical priorities, effectively undermined the UN's ability to mediate 

or intervene in the Suez Crisis. The Council’s inability to speak with one voice was a 

significant factor in the UNSC's failure to take meaningful action during this critical moment 

in history. 

4. The Broader Implications for Global Governance 

The Cold War dynamic and the lack of consensus in the UNSC had lasting consequences 

not only for the Suez Crisis but for the future of global governance. The crisis exposed the 
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limits of the United Nations Security Council's power in situations where superpower 

interests were at odds. It demonstrated the inability of the UNSC to act when major powers 

with veto power were deeply divided on an issue of international importance. 

In the aftermath of the Suez Crisis, the UNSC's credibility was severely damaged, and there 

was growing frustration within the international community about its ability to mediate 

conflicts in a fair and effective manner. The Suez Crisis became a pivotal moment in the 

evolution of peacekeeping and diplomacy, and many nations began to question whether the 

UNSC’s structure—particularly the veto system—was appropriate for addressing modern 

geopolitical realities. 

Ultimately, the Cold War rivalry, combined with the UNSC's failure to reach consensus, 

weakened the United Nations as an institution and reshaped the way international 

diplomacy would be conducted in the years to come. It would take decades before the UN 

began to regain credibility in handling international crises, and even then, the shadow of the 

Suez Crisis loomed large in shaping future actions and policies. 
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3.4 The Aftermath and the UNSC’s Image 

The aftermath of the Suez Crisis had profound and lasting implications for the United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC), particularly concerning its credibility and effectiveness 

in maintaining global peace and security. The UNSC's inaction during the crisis, 

compounded by the vetoes from the U.S. and the Soviet Union, highlighted the difficulties of 

operating within a system where superpower interests often took precedence over 

international law and diplomacy. The crisis exposed the UNSC’s weaknesses in dealing with 

international crises involving major powers, and this marked a turning point in the UN's 

role in global governance. 

1. Loss of Credibility and Trust in the UNSC 

The Suez Crisis represented a significant failure of the UNSC to address a major 

international conflict. Its inability to take decisive action, in the face of a military intervention 

by Britain, France, and Israel, led to a loss of credibility among member states and global 

public opinion. The UNSC’s failure to enforce the principles of collective security and 

prevent the escalation of violence underscored the limitations of its decision-making 

structure, particularly in a world divided by Cold War rivalries. 

Countries around the world were disillusioned by the UNSC's apparent inability to respond 

to aggression and violations of international law. While the UN General Assembly had 

called for a ceasefire and the establishment of a UN peacekeeping force to mediate the 

conflict, the UNSC's paralysis due to the veto power cast doubt on the relevance and 

effectiveness of the Security Council as a mechanism for preventing international conflicts. 

The crisis illustrated that when superpowers were directly involved, the UNSC was often 

unable to act in a meaningful way. The U.S. and Soviet Union’s vetoes ensured that no 

coordinated UNSC action could take place, leaving a vacuum of leadership and 

accountability. This failure reflected poorly on the UN as an institution, signaling that it was 

far from being an impartial arbiter in global disputes. 

2. The Rise of Alternative Diplomatic Mechanisms 

Following the Suez Crisis, there was a growing realization that the UNSC could not always 

provide a timely or effective response to international crises, especially when the interests of 

the superpowers conflicted. As a result, countries began to look for alternative diplomatic 

channels to resolve conflicts, outside of the UN framework. The United States, in particular, 

became more focused on using bilateral diplomacy and regional alliances to manage 

conflicts, rather than relying on the UNSC to mediate issues. 

In the aftermath of the crisis, both Eisenhower’s administration and Khrushchev's 

government recognized that the Cold War rivalry needed to be managed more cautiously to 

avoid direct military confrontation. The Suez Crisis demonstrated that military intervention 

in Third World conflicts, particularly in the Middle East, was fraught with potential for 

superpower escalation. As a result, the U.S. and Soviet Union became more inclined to 

seek diplomatic solutions through direct negotiations, rather than through the UNSC, 

where they knew their vetoes could block action. 
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One of the most significant alternative mechanisms that emerged post-crisis was the 

peacekeeping model pioneered by the United Nations after the Suez Crisis. Although the 

UNSC's effectiveness was still hindered by the veto power, the UN General Assembly and 

other regional organizations played an increasingly important role in conflict resolution. 

Peacekeeping missions became more widely accepted as a means of stabilizing regions in 

crisis, especially in the context of post-colonial conflicts and emerging third-world nations. 

3. The Emergence of the Non-Aligned Movement and a New World Order 

The Suez Crisis also spurred the rise of the Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), a coalition of 

countries that sought to avoid alignment with either the United States or the Soviet Union. 

Many newly independent nations in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East saw the UNSC's 

inaction during the crisis as proof of the failure of great power politics and the need for an 

independent voice in global affairs. 

The NAM sought to challenge the dominance of the superpowers in the international 

system and argued for neutrality and sovereign equality in global decision-making. The 

failure of the UNSC to act in a manner that reflected the interests of the broader 

international community created an opening for the Non-Aligned Movement to take center 

stage in the diplomatic arena. Countries in the NAM advocated for reform of the UN and 

sought to establish more equitable and inclusive structures for global governance. 

In many ways, the Suez Crisis marked the beginning of a new phase in the Cold War where 

emerging nations began to assert their own identities and began to demand greater 

representation and influence in international institutions, including the United Nations. The 

UNSC’s failure in handling the Suez Crisis became a rallying point for calls for UN reform 

and more inclusive decision-making processes, especially with regard to the veto power held 

by the permanent members. 

4. Long-Term Impact on UNSC Reform 

In the years that followed the Suez Crisis, there was increasing pressure to reform the UNSC 

to prevent similar failures in the future. The Security Council's structure, with its reliance 

on the veto power of the five permanent members, was increasingly seen as outdated and 

inefficient, especially given the geopolitical changes of the post-World War II era. Many 

nations called for a more democratic and representative UNSC, which would better reflect 

the growing influence of emerging economies and regional powers in the global political 

system. 

The Suez Crisis acted as a catalyst for debates on UNSC reform, with proposals ranging 

from expanding the number of permanent members to altering the veto system. However, 

despite these discussions, reform efforts stalled due to the entrenched positions of the 

permanent members, who were reluctant to give up their veto power or accept any changes 

that might reduce their influence. The UNSC’s failure to act during the Suez Crisis thus 

became an important chapter in the broader conversation about how the United Nations 

could be restructured to better meet the challenges of a rapidly changing world. 

Conclusion 
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The aftermath of the Suez Crisis was a pivotal moment in the history of the United Nations 

and its role in global governance. The UNSC’s failure to intervene decisively in the crisis 

severely damaged its reputation and exposed the limitations of its current structure, 

particularly the veto power that allowed a few superpowers to paralyze the organization. 

While the Suez Crisis did not result in immediate reform of the UNSC, it set the stage for 

future discussions on UN reform and marked the emergence of alternative diplomatic 

mechanisms to address global conflicts. The crisis remains a powerful reminder of the 

challenges inherent in global governance and the need for reform in international institutions 

to ensure their relevance in the modern world. 
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Chapter 4: The Vietnam War (1955-1975) 

The Vietnam War, spanning from 1955 to 1975, is one of the most defining conflicts of the 

20th century. It was a prolonged military struggle between North Vietnam, supported by 

the Soviet Union and China, and South Vietnam, which was backed by the United States 

and other anti-communist allies. The war not only had profound geopolitical and military 

consequences, but it also deeply impacted the credibility and effectiveness of the United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC). The UNSC's inability to take decisive action or mediate 

the conflict raised questions about the organization's capacity to handle the complex 

dynamics of a Cold War conflict where superpower interests were deeply intertwined. 

4.1 The Political Context of the Vietnam War 

The Vietnam War must be understood within the larger framework of the Cold War, a time 

when the world was divided into two competing ideological blocs: the capitalist West, led by 

the United States, and the communist East, led by the Soviet Union. In the early years of 

the war, Vietnam was a French colony, and after the First Indochina War (1946-1954), it 

was divided into two entities at the Geneva Conference: the Democratic Republic of 

Vietnam (North Vietnam), led by Ho Chi Minh, and the Republic of Vietnam (South 

Vietnam), under the leadership of Ngo Dinh Diem. 

North Vietnam aimed to unify the country under a communist government, while the United 

States, fearing the spread of communism in Southeast Asia (the Domino Theory), supported 

South Vietnam in its fight against the North. This conflict was viewed as part of the larger 

Cold War struggle, with the United States striving to prevent the spread of communism in 

the region and the Soviet Union and China supporting the communist cause. 

4.2 The UNSC’s Initial Response to the Vietnam Conflict 

At the onset of the Vietnam War, the UNSC failed to intervene, and the United Nations was 

largely absent in addressing the conflict. The reason for this inaction was the strategic 

interests of the United States, which did not want the UN to interfere in what was essentially 

seen as a Cold War proxy conflict in Southeast Asia. 

In the early stages of the war, the U.S. government framed its military involvement as a 

defense of South Vietnam’s sovereignty and a resistance to communist aggression, which 

was a viewpoint the Soviet Union and China vigorously opposed. Given the Cold War 

climate, the UNSC was paralyzed due to the veto power of the permanent members. While 

the Soviet Union and China supported North Vietnam in the conflict, the United States and 

its allies supported South Vietnam, making it virtually impossible for the Security Council 

to reach a consensus on any meaningful intervention or diplomatic resolution. 

The UNSC’s failure to act was exacerbated by the nature of the conflict, which was not only 

military but also ideological. As the war escalated, many countries and UN member states 

grew increasingly disillusioned with the UNSC’s inability to address such significant 

conflicts, which were perceived to involve global implications for both peace and security. 

The war became a flashpoint for criticism of the UN’s inability to prevent superpower 

conflict from spilling over into smaller nations, leaving the international community to rely 

on other, less effective mechanisms. 
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4.3 The Role of the U.S. and Soviet Veto Power 

The U.S. and Soviet Union’s veto power in the UNSC played a major role in preventing any 

UN intervention in the Vietnam War. When the U.S. escalated its involvement in Vietnam 

in the 1960s, the Soviet Union and China supported North Vietnam with weapons, training, 

and material assistance, while the United States supported the South Vietnamese 

government in its fight against the communist insurgents. Each superpower viewed the 

conflict through the lens of the Cold War, where the stakes were ideological rather than 

merely regional. 

The veto power in the UNSC made it impossible for the United Nations to take any 

meaningful action. The Soviets, backed by their communist allies, would have used their veto 

to block any UNSC resolution that could be seen as favorable to the U.S. or its allies, while 

the U.S. exercised its veto to prevent any action that might undermine its interests in 

Southeast Asia. This deadlock paralyzed the UNSC, leaving it incapable of responding 

effectively to one of the most significant international crises of the Cold War era. 

4.4 The Long-Term Impact of the UNSC's Inaction on Global Peacekeeping 

The UNSC’s failure to act during the Vietnam War had a lasting impact on the UN’s 

peacekeeping credibility. In the wake of the conflict, there was growing recognition that the 

UNSC’s structure, with the veto power held by the permanent members, rendered it 

ineffective in managing conflicts that involved superpower rivalry. The Vietnam War 

illustrated how the UNSC could be paralyzed in situations where superpowers had 

entrenched interests. 

Although peacekeeping operations by the United Nations had been effective in other 

regions, such as the Congo Crisis (1960-1965) and the Middle East, the Vietnam War 

highlighted the limitations of UN peacekeeping in conflicts that were deeply influenced by 

Cold War politics. The United Nations, which had been an important forum for diplomacy 

and conflict resolution, seemed increasingly irrelevant in the face of superpower 

confrontations that played out in the Third World. 

The Vietnam War’s aftermath underscored the need for a reform of the UNSC to allow for 

more effective conflict resolution and intervention in areas where superpower influence 

was not the sole determining factor. However, the UNSC’s structure, with its veto power, 

remained largely unchanged, and it would take decades before serious attempts were made to 

address the issue of Security Council reform. 

Conclusion 

The Vietnam War was a defining moment in the history of the United Nations Security 

Council. The UNSC’s inaction during the war not only highlighted the paralysis caused by 

the veto system but also raised questions about the effectiveness of the UN in addressing 

global security issues where superpower interests were at stake. The war further reinforced 

the perception that the UNSC was an institution whose actions could be easily blocked by the 

U.S. and the Soviet Union, leading to disillusionment with the UN's ability to play a 

meaningful role in resolving conflicts. 
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In the years following the Vietnam War, the United Nations would struggle to regain its 

credibility and relevance in global peacekeeping efforts. The conflict revealed the deep 

structural flaws within the UNSC and highlighted the need for a broader reform of the UN 

system to allow for more effective and impartial responses to global conflicts, especially in a 

world increasingly shaped by the rivalries of superpowers. The Vietnam War serves as a 

stark reminder of the limitations of international institutions in the face of entrenched 

geopolitical interests. 
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4.1 The International Context of the Vietnam War 

The Vietnam War was not an isolated conflict; it was a significant international event 

deeply embedded in the global political and ideological struggles of the Cold War. The war 

in Vietnam was influenced by the broader context of superpower rivalry between the 

United States and the Soviet Union, as well as the spread of communism in Southeast 

Asia, which was of great concern to Western powers. The international context of the 

conflict was shaped by a mix of global ideological battles, regional dynamics, and Cold 

War strategies, with far-reaching consequences for global politics. 

The Cold War and Ideological Rivalry 

At the core of the Vietnam War was the Cold War, the ideological and geopolitical struggle 

between the United States and its allies—representing the capitalist democracies of the 

West—and the Soviet Union and China, representing the communist bloc. After the end of 

World War II, the world was divided into two camps: one promoting capitalism, 

democracy, and liberalism, while the other supported communism, authoritarianism, and 

the spread of Marxist-Leninist ideology. 

The Vietnam War became a key battleground for these competing ideologies. Ho Chi Minh 

and his communist North Vietnamese government sought to unify the country under 

communism, with strong support from the Soviet Union and China. On the other hand, the 

United States, determined to contain the spread of communism, especially in Southeast 

Asia, saw the conflict as part of the global struggle to maintain its influence in the region 

and to prevent the domino effect, where one country’s fall to communism could lead to the 

spread of communism to neighboring nations. 

This ideological struggle made the Vietnam War not just a national conflict for Vietnam but 

a proxy war in the broader Cold War between the superpowers. Both the U.S. and Soviet 

Union saw Vietnam as a strategic linchpin in the global ideological battle. 

The Domino Theory and U.S. Involvement 

The United States’ involvement in Vietnam was driven by the domino theory, which was 

based on the belief that the fall of one country to communism would lead to the collapse of 

neighboring countries in a domino-like chain reaction. This theory was particularly influential 

in Southeast Asia, where the United States feared that if Vietnam fell to communism, then 

countries like Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, and even Indonesia might also become 

communist, further expanding the Soviet and Chinese spheres of influence in Asia. 

As a result, the U.S. government became increasingly involved in supporting South 

Vietnam and its government, led by Ngo Dinh Diem, which was seen as the bulwark against 

the expansion of communism in the region. The U.S. provided military advisors, financial 

aid, and eventually combat troops to support the South Vietnamese in their fight against the 

North Vietnamese Army (NVA) and the Viet Cong (VC), a communist insurgent group in 

the South. 

The Soviet Union and China supported North Vietnam with military aid, including 

weapons, training, and financial resources, viewing the Vietnam War as an important 
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front in the broader Cold War confrontation. The Soviets provided substantial military 

equipment, while China sent troops to support the North Vietnamese during certain periods, 

especially in terms of logistical and material support. This complex web of international 

support on both sides turned Vietnam into a hotbed of Cold War rivalries, with each side 

seeking to expand its global influence through a local proxy war. 

The Role of Former Colonial Powers 

The international context of the Vietnam War also involved the dynamics of decolonization 

and the lingering influence of former colonial powers. Vietnam had been a colony of 

France for decades, and the war’s origins lay in the struggle for independence from French 

colonial rule. After the defeat of the French in the First Indochina War (1946-1954) at 

Dien Bien Phu, Vietnam was temporarily divided into two zones at the Geneva Conference 

of 1954: the North under the communist government of Ho Chi Minh, and the South, 

which was aligned with the West and supported by the United States. 

Even though the French no longer had a direct role in Vietnam after their defeat, their legacy 

continued to influence the conflict. France’s role in the region’s history and its ongoing 

relationships with the U.S. and other Western nations contributed to the broader 

international context of the Vietnam War. Additionally, the Soviet Union and China also 

viewed Vietnam through the lens of their anti-colonial ideologies, supporting communist 

movements in countries that were fighting against what they saw as remnants of imperialist 

powers. 

Global Political Alliances and the UNSC 

The Vietnam War was also shaped by the broader global political alliances and the 

influence of international organizations like the United Nations. However, as mentioned 

earlier, the UNSC’s response to the war was minimal, partly due to the Cold War 

dynamics. Both the United States and the Soviet Union used their veto powers to block any 

potential action from the UN that might interfere with their strategic interests in the conflict. 

The war, however, had profound global ramifications beyond the immediate geopolitical 

context. It impacted U.S. foreign policy, led to anti-war protests around the world, and 

raised questions about the legitimacy of U.S. interventionism in other countries’ affairs. 

Additionally, the Vietnam War set a precedent for future proxy wars during the Cold War, 

where superpowers would continue to support factions in conflicts across the globe, such as 

in Afghanistan, Angola, and Central America, without direct military confrontation 

between the superpowers themselves. 

Conclusion 

The international context of the Vietnam War illustrates the complex web of Cold War 

rivalries, decolonization struggles, and global ideological competition that shaped the 

conflict. The war was not just a localized battle within Vietnam but a significant episode in 

the Cold War struggle, with both superpowers using it as a platform to assert their global 

dominance. As such, it had profound consequences not only for Vietnam but also for global 

politics, influencing the trajectory of international relations, U.S. foreign policy, and the 

future role of the United Nations in conflict resolution. 
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4.2 The UNSC’s Limited Involvement 

The Vietnam War was a defining conflict of the Cold War, yet the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC) played a notably limited role in addressing or resolving the 

conflict. This chapter examines the reasons behind the UNSC’s lack of effective involvement 

in the war and how its political dynamics and geopolitical realities contributed to its 

inability to act decisively in the crisis. 

The Cold War Divide and the UNSC’s Paralysis 

At the time of the Vietnam War, the UNSC was deeply divided along the lines of the Cold 

War superpowers: the United States and its allies on one side, and the Soviet Union and 

China on the other. Both the U.S. and the Soviet Union were permanent members of the 

UNSC and wielded significant influence over its decisions. The veto power of these 

members often paralyzed the UNSC, particularly in situations where one of the superpowers 

had a vested interest in a specific geopolitical issue. 

In the case of Vietnam, the U.S. was heavily involved in supporting South Vietnam, while 

the Soviet Union and China provided significant support to North Vietnam. Both 

superpowers were unwilling to allow the UNSC to intervene in a way that could undermine 

their respective positions. The U.S., with its military commitment to South Vietnam, would 

block any UNSC resolution critical of its actions, while the Soviet Union and China would 

support North Vietnam’s cause and prevent any resolution that could potentially favor the 

U.S.-backed South. 

As a result, the Cold War rivalry effectively rendered the UNSC ineffective in addressing 

the war. The veto power held by both the U.S. and the Soviet Union ensured that any 

potential UNSC intervention was blocked, whether in the form of peacekeeping missions, 

ceasefire resolutions, or diplomatic efforts aimed at resolving the conflict. 

The Lack of Consensus on Intervention 

Another key reason for the UNSC’s limited involvement in the Vietnam War was the lack of 

consensus among its members regarding the nature of the conflict. The Vietnam War was not 

seen as a traditional war between two sovereign states, which typically falls under the 

UNSC’s purview for intervention. Instead, it was a civil war between the communist North 

and the anti-communist South, a conflict deeply intertwined with the broader Cold War 

context. 

Because the war was fundamentally a proxy conflict between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, 

it did not neatly fit into the types of conflicts that the UNSC typically addressed, such as wars 

between independent countries or threats to international peace and security. Many member 

states of the UNSC, especially those in the non-aligned and developing world, saw the 

Vietnam War as an internal conflict, with little immediate relevance to global peace or 

security. This perception further undermined the urgency for UNSC action. 

Furthermore, there was no universal agreement on how the conflict should be resolved. For 

example, while the U.S. and its allies sought to contain communism by supporting South 

Vietnam, the Soviets and Chinese supported North Vietnam’s goal of unifying the country 



 

57 | P a g e  
 

under communist rule. Countries within the UN remained divided over the approach to the 

conflict, with some supporting peaceful negotiations, others backing military intervention, 

and still others advocating for the eventual self-determination of the Vietnamese people, 

free from foreign interference. This lack of a clear consensus within the UNSC made it 

difficult for the Council to take any action that could bring about a resolution. 

UNSC’s Focus on Other Global Crises 

During the Vietnam War, the UNSC was also preoccupied with other pressing issues and 

crises that required attention. The 1960s and 1970s were a period of significant geopolitical 

upheaval, with a number of international conflicts and decolonization movements taking 

place across the globe. These included the Cuban Missile Crisis (1962), the Middle East 

conflicts, and the growing tensions in Africa and Latin America. The focus on these other 

crises, combined with the Cold War dynamics, further reduced the likelihood that the UNSC 

would dedicate significant resources or political capital to resolving the Vietnam War. 

As a result, the UNSC’s efforts remained concentrated on issues that involved direct 

military confrontation between states, such as the Arab-Israeli conflict and tensions in 

Eastern Europe, while the Vietnam War was viewed through a more limited, regional lens. 

The Role of the General Assembly and Other UN Bodies 

While the UNSC was largely paralyzed in its response to the Vietnam War, other UN bodies 

attempted to address the situation. The UN General Assembly provided a platform for 

countries critical of U.S. involvement in Vietnam to voice their opposition. Many developing 

nations and non-aligned states condemned the U.S. intervention, arguing that it violated the 

principles of national sovereignty and self-determination. 

However, the General Assembly’s resolutions were largely symbolic and had little impact on 

the outcome of the war. The General Assembly’s involvement did not translate into tangible 

pressure on the U.S. government, as it lacked the enforcement mechanisms available to the 

UNSC, such as sanctions or peacekeeping forces. 

Similarly, UN humanitarian agencies, such as the UN High Commissioner for Refugees 

(UNHCR), worked to provide aid to the victims of the war, particularly those displaced by 

the conflict. Despite these efforts, the UN was unable to play a decisive role in stopping the 

war or bringing about a negotiated settlement. 

Conclusion 

The Vietnam War stands as a clear example of the limitations of the UNSC in responding 

to conflicts deeply embedded in the Cold War rivalry. The veto power of the superpowers, 

combined with a lack of consensus on how to address the conflict and a focus on other 

global issues, meant that the UNSC was largely ineffective in resolving the Vietnam crisis. 

The inability of the UNSC to act decisively in Vietnam highlights the challenges the 

organization faced in dealing with conflicts that were driven by superpower competition 

and internal political struggles, where the interests of the permanent members of the Security 

Council took precedence over the collective pursuit of peace and security. 
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4.3 U.S. Power and the UNSC’s Failure to Intervene 

The United States' role in the Vietnam War was a central factor in the UNSC’s failure to 

intervene in a meaningful way. As the primary external actor supporting the South 

Vietnamese government, the U.S. was both a permanent member of the UNSC and a key 

global power whose decisions shaped the trajectory of the conflict. The interplay between 

U.S. foreign policy and the UNSC's decision-making processes sheds light on the 

limitations of the international system when powerful states pursue their geopolitical 

objectives, often at the expense of global peace and security. 

The U.S. as a Permanent Member of the UNSC 

The United States, as a permanent member of the UNSC, wielded significant veto power, a 

position that allowed it to block any resolutions that it perceived as against its national 

interests. This became evident in the case of the Vietnam War, where the U.S. not only 

refused to accept external criticism of its actions but also actively used its veto to prevent any 

international pressure from being exerted through the UNSC. 

As the Cold War superpower, the U.S. was heavily invested in the outcome of the Vietnam 

War, viewing it as a battleground for its broader containment policy against the spread of 

communism. The Soviet Union and China, the other major communist powers, supported 

the North Vietnamese, while the U.S. poured military aid and troops into South Vietnam, 

determined to prevent the country from falling under communist control. 

The U.S. government's strategic imperatives for the war left little room for any meaningful 

international oversight or interference. When UNSC resolutions were proposed that could 

challenge U.S. actions—whether through condemnation, calls for ceasefires, or peacekeeping 

efforts—the U.S. would quickly exercise its veto. This use of veto power effectively rendered 

the UNSC impotent in resolving the conflict, as the war continued unabated despite growing 

global opposition to U.S. involvement. 

U.S. Influence Over the UN’s Political Framework 

The U.S. had significant influence not only through its veto power but also through its 

economic and political leverage over the broader UN system. As the world’s largest 

economy and a key player in the Cold War struggle, the U.S. exerted significant pressure on 

other member states of the UNSC, discouraging them from challenging its policies in 

Vietnam. Many smaller countries, especially those in the developing world, were hesitant to 

speak out against the U.S. due to their dependence on American aid or military support in 

other contexts. 

In some instances, even neutral countries within the UNSC, such as India, who might have 

been inclined to advocate for a peaceful resolution, were reluctant to directly confront the 

U.S. In addition, the U.S. maintained extensive alliances, such as with Western Europe, 

which were largely supportive of its stance on Vietnam, reducing the likelihood of a unified 

international response within the UNSC. 

The Impact of the U.S. on UNSC Credibility and Effectiveness 
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The U.S. refusal to accept UNSC action against its role in Vietnam had a profound effect on 

the credibility and effectiveness of the UN Security Council. The UNSC, which was 

supposed to be the primary international body for maintaining global peace and security, 

appeared to be subservient to U.S. interests when it came to the Vietnam conflict. This 

undermined the UN’s legitimacy as a forum for addressing international crises and 

peacekeeping. 

The failure of the UNSC to intervene during the Vietnam War contributed to a growing 

distrust in the UN’s ability to resolve conflicts that involved powerful countries. This 

skepticism was not limited to the Vietnam War but extended to other international situations 

in which powerful states, such as the U.S., exerted their influence in ways that undermined 

international diplomacy. 

The U.S. and the Global Backlash Against the War 

While the UNSC was paralyzed in its response, the international community, particularly in 

Europe and the developing world, became increasingly critical of U.S. involvement in 

Vietnam. Protests and diplomatic condemnation mounted, with calls for the U.S. to withdraw 

and for the international community to apply pressure. Yet, despite this global opposition, the 

U.S. remained steadfast in its commitment to the war, with little concern for the UN’s 

criticism or the growing international isolation. 

The UN became a symbolic venue for expressing opposition, but it lacked the tools or the 

political will to force any real change. As a result, countries were left to confront the U.S. in 

bilateral or multilateral forums, often failing to generate a coherent response to the 

Vietnam War through the UN. 

U.S. Power and Global Diplomacy: A Changing Landscape 

The failure of the UNSC to address the Vietnam War marked a significant moment in the 

evolution of global diplomacy. As U.S. influence over the UNSC became increasingly clear, 

there was a growing realization that the UNSC was limited in its ability to enforce 

international law and bring about peace in cases where a powerful member state was directly 

involved in the conflict. 

The U.S. government's domestic political considerations, such as the need to maintain its 

global image and prevent communist expansion, trumped any international diplomatic 

efforts to bring peace to Vietnam. In doing so, it reinforced the notion that global 

governance structures could be manipulated by the world’s most powerful states, 

undermining the ideal of collective action that the UN was founded upon. 

Conclusion 

The U.S. power and its unilateral interests in the Vietnam War were key factors in the 

UNSC’s failure to intervene meaningfully in the conflict. The veto power held by the U.S. 

as a permanent member of the UNSC ensured that no international resolution could challenge 

its actions in Vietnam, and its geopolitical strategy dominated the UNSC’s decision-making. 

The result was a paralyzed UNSC, unable to fulfill its mandate to maintain global peace and 

security in the face of the Vietnam War. This dynamic would continue to shape the UNSC’s 

approach to conflicts in the decades that followed, highlighting the deep flaws in the 
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structure of the Security Council and the influence of superpowers over the global 

peacekeeping process. 
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4.4 The Legacy of UNSC’s Non-Action on Vietnam 

The UNSC’s non-action during the Vietnam War has had a long-lasting impact on both the 

global order and the reputation of the United Nations as a mechanism for conflict 

resolution. The failure to intervene or mediate during such a critical moment in history 

revealed the limitations of an international system that is supposed to prioritize peace and 

security. This chapter explores the long-term consequences of the UNSC's inaction in 

Vietnam, particularly how it shaped future conflicts, the credibility of the UN, and the 

broader discourse on international governance. 

Undermining the Credibility of the UNSC 

One of the most immediate consequences of the UNSC's failure to act during the Vietnam 

War was the erosion of its credibility as the central institution responsible for maintaining 

international peace and security. The UNSC was established to prevent conflicts and provide 

diplomatic solutions to global security crises, but the Vietnam War exposed its 

powerlessness in addressing the most critical conflicts of the era. The U.S.'s ability to veto 

any UNSC action that could interfere with its war efforts demonstrated the flaws of a system 

where a few powerful nations could sideline global efforts to prevent conflict. 

As the Vietnam War continued, the UN’s impotence became more apparent to smaller 

nations and developing countries, who were already skeptical of the UN’s ability to address 

their concerns. For many of these nations, the UNSC’s failure to intervene in Vietnam served 

as a symbol of inequity in the global governance system, reinforcing the belief that 

superpowers could act with impunity. This damaged the UN’s legitimacy, as it seemed 

unable to challenge a permanent member of the Security Council despite the global 

consensus that the Vietnam War was an unjust and tragic conflict. 

Encouraging Unilateralism in International Politics 

The failure of the UNSC to act during the Vietnam War also contributed to the rise of 

unilateralism in international politics. The U.S.'s decision to continue its military campaign 

in Vietnam without significant interference from the international community set a dangerous 

precedent for the future. It demonstrated that major powers, particularly those with veto 

power in the UNSC, could pursue their national interests without fear of repercussions from 

the international community. This unilateral approach undermined the very principles of 

collective action and diplomacy that the UN was designed to uphold. 

In subsequent decades, the international community saw a rise in unilateral military 

interventions, particularly by the U.S. in the Middle East and Latin America, where the 

UNSC was either unable or unwilling to take meaningful action to stop such interventions. 

The Vietnam precedent signaled to world leaders that they could bypass the UN in favor of 

pursuing their national agendas, further weakening the role of the UNSC as a global 

peacekeeper. 

Influence on Future U.S. Interventions and Global Reactions 

The Vietnam War’s legacy also shaped how the U.S. approached subsequent conflicts, 

especially in terms of its relationship with the UNSC. Following Vietnam, the U.S. became 
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more cautious about involving the UN in its military ventures, recognizing that the UN could 

be a political obstacle in situations where U.S. interests were at stake. This pattern was 

evident in later conflicts, such as the Gulf War (1990-1991), where the U.S. sought UN 

approval for its military actions only after building a coalition of allies and ensuring a 

relatively manageable UNSC response. 

At the same time, the Vietnam War reinforced the belief among many in the developing 

world that the UNSC was a tool of imperialism and Western interests, often undermining 

efforts for peace and sovereignty in smaller, less powerful nations. The failure of the UNSC 

to respond to the Vietnam conflict thus led to a further divide between the global North 

and South, with many countries viewing the UNSC as ineffective and biased. 

Impact on International Law and Humanitarian Principles 

Another critical legacy of the UNSC’s inaction during the Vietnam War was its impact on 

the development of international law and the principles of human rights and 

humanitarian intervention. The Vietnam conflict raised important questions about the 

moral responsibilities of the international community when powerful nations engage in 

aggressive military actions, especially in regions that are far removed from their own borders. 

In the wake of the Vietnam War, discussions on the right to intervene in cases of genocide, 

war crimes, and human rights violations became more pronounced, leading to the 

development of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine. While R2P sought to address 

the failure of the international community to intervene in genocides such as in Rwanda and 

Srebrenica, its foundations were partly built on the belief that Vietnam demonstrated the 

need for a more robust and active response to state-sponsored atrocities. 

The lack of action by the UNSC during Vietnam contributed to a re-examination of the 

limits and possibilities of the UN as an enforcer of international norms, pushing for 

reforms that might allow for more effective intervention in the face of gross violations of 

human rights. 

The Ongoing Debate on UNSC Reform 

The Vietnam War exposed the deep flaws within the UNSC’s structure, particularly the 

disproportionate influence held by the five permanent members—the U.S., Russia, China, 

France, and the UK. The veto power held by these nations effectively allowed them to 

block any action that was against their national interests. Following the war, there was an 

increasing call for reform of the Security Council to make it more democratic and 

reflective of the changing geopolitical realities of the 20th and 21st centuries. 

Although these calls for reform have continued throughout the years, the legacy of Vietnam 

has contributed to the difficulty in achieving meaningful changes within the UNSC. Major 

powers, particularly the U.S., have been hesitant to relinquish or alter the veto power that 

allows them to safeguard their interests. The debate over UNSC reform remains one of the 

most contentious issues in the international diplomatic community. 

Conclusion 
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The legacy of the UNSC’s non-action during the Vietnam War is far-reaching and 

continues to influence international relations, global governance, and the legitimacy of the 

UN as a peacekeeping institution. The failure to address such a significant conflict underlined 

the limitations of the UNSC in the face of superpower interests and demonstrated how the 

veto power could be used to block international efforts for peace. It also left a lasting 

impression on the international community, reinforcing the idea that unilateral action by 

powerful states could go unchecked, thereby diminishing the UNSC’s credibility and 

sparking ongoing calls for reform of the UN system. 
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Chapter 5: The Cambodian Genocide (1975-1979) 

The Cambodian Genocide, perpetrated by the Khmer Rouge regime under the leadership 

of Pol Pot, is one of the most horrific episodes of the 20th century. Between 1975 and 1979, 

an estimated 1.7 million people—a quarter of Cambodia's population—were killed through 

execution, forced labor, starvation, and disease. The United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC)'s response to the genocide remains a controversial and often criticized aspect of its 

history. This chapter explores the UNSC's failure to intervene in the Cambodian Genocide, 

analyzing the political, structural, and ideological factors that contributed to this tragic 

oversight. 

5.1 The Rise of the Khmer Rouge and the Cambodian Civil War 

The roots of the Cambodian Genocide lie in the Cambodian Civil War, which took place 

between 1967 and 1975. The war was primarily fought between the communist Khmer 

Rouge and the Cambodian government, which was backed by the United States. The 

conflict intensified as the U.S. expanded its involvement in Southeast Asia, particularly in the 

Vietnam War. The Khmer Rouge—a radical communist movement—capitalized on the 

discontent with the government and the U.S. bombing campaign, gaining support among the 

rural population. 

In 1975, after years of conflict and U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam, the Khmer Rouge 

captured the capital city of Phnom Penh, officially taking control of Cambodia. Under the 

leadership of Pol Pot, the Khmer Rouge sought to create an agrarian utopia by forcibly 

evacuating urban centers, abolishing private property, and implementing brutal policies of 

forced labor and execution. Those suspected of being enemies of the regime, including 

intellectuals, professionals, ethnic minorities, and religious groups, were either killed or sent 

to labor camps where they faced unimaginable suffering. 

5.2 The UNSC’s Initial Indifference 

At the time of the Khmer Rouge’s rise to power, Cambodia was a small, relatively isolated 

country in Southeast Asia, and the UNSC had little immediate interest in addressing its 

internal struggles. The UN did not intervene in the Cambodian Civil War, and the Khmer 

Rouge regime, despite its brutality, was recognized diplomatically by a number of countries, 

including China and Vietnam, who had supported the Khmer Rouge’s efforts against the 

U.S.-backed Cambodian government. 

The UNSC's failure to act was compounded by the Cold War context, where ideological 

divides between the U.S., China, and the Soviet Union severely hindered global cooperation 

on issues of human rights and international justice. China, in particular, was an ally of the 

Khmer Rouge and had substantial influence over international responses. This geopolitical 

reality meant that the UNSC's attention was directed elsewhere, leaving the Khmer Rouge 

unchecked as it carried out its genocidal policies. 

5.3 Political and Structural Barriers to UNSC Action 

The UNSC’s inaction during the Cambodian Genocide can be attributed to a combination of 

political and structural barriers. The Cold War rivalry between the United States and the 
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Soviet Union, as well as the involvement of China in supporting the Khmer Rouge, created a 

paralyzed international environment. This geopolitical rivalry made it difficult for the 

UNSC to find consensus on any meaningful intervention, as vetoes from permanent 

members of the Security Council often blocked proposals that could have pressured the 

Khmer Rouge regime. 

Additionally, Cambodia's relatively low geopolitical significance during the Cold War meant 

that the UNSC did not prioritize the situation. The Cambodian Genocide was viewed 

through the lens of Cold War politics, where interventions were often framed within the 

context of containing communism or supporting ideological allies rather than addressing 

humanitarian crises. With limited geostrategic interests in Cambodia, the UNSC largely 

ignored the early signs of mass atrocities. 

Furthermore, the UNSC’s mandate for intervention was ambiguous, as there was no 

established legal or operational framework for addressing internal genocides or human rights 

violations at that time. The absence of clear mechanisms to respond to mass atrocities left the 

UNSC paralyzed in the face of such extreme human suffering. 

5.4 The Aftermath: The UNSC's Response to the Aftermath of the Genocide 

Following the fall of the Khmer Rouge in 1979, when Vietnam invaded Cambodia and 

overthrew the regime, the UNSC began to address the aftermath of the Cambodian 

Genocide. However, this response was marked by further political complexities. Despite the 

Khmer Rouge having been responsible for the deaths of millions, the United States and 

China continued to support the Khmer Rouge in the United Nations as the legitimate 

government of Cambodia. This led to the bizarre situation where the UN continued to 

recognize the Khmer Rouge’s representatives in the UN General Assembly well into the 

1980s. 

The UNSC's stance on Cambodia post-genocide was heavily influenced by Cold War 

politics, and the failure to hold the Khmer Rouge accountable for its crimes was a 

significant blow to the credibility of the UN as an institution capable of addressing human 

rights violations. The decision to allow the Khmer Rouge to maintain its seat at the UN 

undermined the UNSC's legitimacy and contributed to a sense of injustice among the 

survivors of the Cambodian Genocide. 

It wasn’t until much later, in the 1990s, that efforts to bring justice to the victims of the 

Khmer Rouge began in earnest. The UN-backed Cambodia Tribunal, established in 2006, 

aimed to prosecute those responsible for the atrocities, but many critics argue that the process 

was too delayed and too politically compromised to provide full justice for the victims. 

5.5 Long-Term Implications for the UNSC’s Role in Preventing Genocides 

The Cambodian Genocide was a stark reminder of the UNSC's failures in preventing mass 

atrocities, particularly in a Cold War context where political interests often trumped 

humanitarian concerns. The UNSC’s inaction during this period has had a lasting impact on 

the UN’s approach to genocide prevention and human rights in subsequent decades. 

The failure to intervene in Cambodia set a dangerous precedent for future conflicts, where 

powerful nations were often able to block meaningful international action in the name of 
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sovereignty and political interests. The Cambodian Genocide also highlighted the need for 

a more robust framework within the UNSC for preventing mass atrocities and holding 

perpetrators of genocide accountable. 

In the aftermath of Cambodia, international law and the international community’s 

commitment to preventing genocide evolved significantly. The International Criminal 

Court (ICC), established in 2002, and the development of the Responsibility to Protect 

(R2P) doctrine, which seeks to intervene when governments fail to protect their citizens from 

genocide, have been important steps forward. However, the Cambodian Genocide remains a 

cautionary tale of the UNSC’s failure to act, highlighting the challenges of addressing 

genocides and mass atrocities in a world dominated by great power politics. 

Conclusion 

The Cambodian Genocide remains one of the darkest chapters in modern history, and the 

UNSC’s failure to intervene is a stark example of its inability to act in the face of such 

atrocities. Political barriers, including Cold War alliances, China’s support for the Khmer 

Rouge, and the lack of a clear framework for intervention, resulted in a profound 

international failure to prevent one of the worst genocides of the 20th century. The legacy 

of this inaction continues to shape debates over the role and effectiveness of the UNSC in 

preventing genocide and protecting human rights today. 
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5.1 The Rise of the Khmer Rouge Regime 

The Khmer Rouge was a radical communist movement that emerged in Cambodia during 

the 1960s, ultimately leading to one of the most devastating genocides of the 20th century. 

The regime's rise to power can be traced to a combination of social, political, and historical 

factors, including the influence of Communist ideology, the political vacuum left by French 

colonial rule, and the U.S. military intervention in the region during the Vietnam War. 

Understanding the roots of the Khmer Rouge's rise is essential to grasp the subsequent 

genocide and the UNSC’s failure to intervene. 

Background: Colonialism and the Struggle for Independence 

Cambodia, like much of Southeast Asia, had been under French colonial rule from 1863 

until 1953, when it gained independence. However, the country remained politically unstable 

following its independence, with weak central governments and internal struggles. The 

monarchy, led by King Norodom Sihanouk, struggled to maintain power, particularly in the 

face of communist insurgencies and the growing influence of external powers like the United 

States and China. 

By the early 1970s, Cambodia was embroiled in the broader Indochina conflict, especially 

after Vietnam became the focal point of the Cold War struggle between communist and 

anti-communist forces. The Khmer Rouge emerged as the most radical of several communist 

groups in Cambodia. Led by Pol Pot, the movement was heavily influenced by Maoist 

ideology from China and sought to create an agrarian-based communist society, rejecting 

modernity and urbanization. 

The U.S. Bombing Campaign and the Political Vacuum 

The rise of the Khmer Rouge was facilitated by the U.S. bombing campaign that targeted 

the Cambodian countryside during the Vietnam War. From 1969 to 1973, the U.S. 

conducted a secret bombing campaign known as Operation Menu to destroy North 

Vietnamese sanctuaries in eastern Cambodia. This bombing devastated large swathes of 

rural Cambodia, causing massive displacement and creating deep resentment toward the 

Cambodian government, which was seen as an ally of the United States. 

The extensive damage caused by the bombings created a fertile ground for the Khmer 

Rouge, who capitalized on the discontent of the peasantry. The Khmer Rouge promised to 

end the suffering caused by the U.S. and the corrupt government and to restore Cambodia to 

an agrarian utopia. Their radical Marxist-Leninist vision was appealing to many rural 

Cambodians, who felt alienated by the urban elite and the presence of foreign powers in their 

country. 

In 1970, the U.S.-backed Cambodian military government of Lon Nol ousted King 

Norodom Sihanouk, creating further instability. This political upheaval weakened the 

Cambodian government, providing an opportunity for the Khmer Rouge to gain momentum. 

The Cambodian Civil War (1970-1975) 

The Khmer Rouge engaged in a civil war against the Lon Nol government from 1970 to 

1975. With significant support from China and the North Vietnamese Army, the Khmer 



 

68 | P a g e  
 

Rouge grew in strength during this period. The U.S. bombing campaign only worsened the 

situation, as it exacerbated the suffering of the Cambodian population and pushed more 

people into the hands of the Khmer Rouge. 

The Cambodian government, which had limited resources and struggled with widespread 

corruption, was unable to effectively counter the growing power of the Khmer Rouge. The 

Khmer Rouge utilized guerrilla tactics and garnered popular support among the rural 

population, ultimately gaining control of large swaths of the countryside. 

By 1975, the Khmer Rouge had captured the capital city of Phnom Penh, signaling the fall 

of the Cambodian government and the beginning of their rule. This marked the end of the 

Cambodian Civil War and the beginning of one of the most brutal and devastating regimes 

in modern history. 

Pol Pot and the Vision of an Agrarian Utopia 

At the core of the Khmer Rouge's ideology was the belief in creating a "Year Zero" for 

Cambodia. Pol Pot, the leader of the Khmer Rouge, envisioned a classless, agrarian society 

that would eliminate urbanization, industrialization, and any remnants of capitalism or 

Western influence. He aimed to return Cambodia to what he saw as its pure, rural roots, 

free from the taint of colonialism and modernity. 

Pol Pot's regime sought to abolish private property, dismantle the monetary system, and 

forcibly evacuate urban centers. This mass evacuation of Phnom Penh and other cities began 

in April 1975, as the Khmer Rouge ordered the forced relocation of nearly the entire urban 

population to the countryside to work as peasants on collective farms. 

The Khmer Rouge imposed an extreme form of agrarian communism and rejected any 

form of intellectualism or modern education. People with urban backgrounds, intellectuals, 

and anyone suspected of being an "enemy of the revolution" were killed or sent to labor 

camps. The regime's policies were rooted in the idea that only the rural peasantry could 

bring about the revolutionary change that Pol Pot sought. 

The International Context and Support for the Khmer Rouge 

Internationally, the Khmer Rouge received support from China, which viewed the regime as 

a fellow communist ally and supported its radical reforms. China’s support for the Khmer 

Rouge was part of a broader Cold War strategy to counter the influence of the Soviet Union 

and its allies in Southeast Asia. 

The United States, although not directly supporting the Khmer Rouge, played an indirect 

role in their rise to power. U.S. bombing campaigns and military support for the Lon Nol 

government helped to destabilize Cambodia, creating conditions that allowed the Khmer 

Rouge to gain power. Moreover, after the fall of Phnom Penh, the U.S. refrained from 

immediate intervention to stop the Khmer Rouge or to prevent the subsequent genocide. 

Interestingly, despite the brutal nature of the Khmer Rouge regime, many Western powers, 

including the U.S., continued to support the Khmer Rouge in international forums after its 

fall, largely due to their anti-Vietnamese stance. This was part of the broader Cold War 

context, where nations prioritized geopolitical alliances over humanitarian concerns. 
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The Khmer Rouge's Ideological Framework and Brutality 

Once in power, the Khmer Rouge quickly implemented policies that led to extreme 

suffering. The forced relocation of cities to the countryside, combined with brutal labor 

conditions, widespread starvation, mass executions, and the systematic targeting of 

intellectuals and minority groups, formed the core of the Khmer Rouge's genocidal 

agenda. The regime's policies created an intense climate of fear, where even the slightest 

suspicion of disloyalty could result in imprisonment or execution. 

The regime’s ruthless purges, which targeted anyone seen as a potential threat to the 

revolution, became a hallmark of its rule. The genocide primarily affected ethnic minorities 

such as Vietnamese, Chinese, and Cham Muslims, as well as intellectuals, educators, and 

professionals, many of whom were executed or died under inhumane conditions in forced 

labor camps. The S-21 prison in Phnom Penh, for example, became notorious for its role in 

the torture and execution of thousands of victims. 

Conclusion 

The rise of the Khmer Rouge was a complex process driven by both internal and external 

factors. The Cambodian Civil War, U.S. intervention, and the resulting political vacuum 

created an environment in which a radical communist movement like the Khmer Rouge 

could thrive. The regime’s brutal policies, which sought to impose a radical agrarian utopia 

through violence and mass repression, led to the deaths of millions. The failure of the UNSC 

to intervene in the early stages of the Khmer Rouge regime’s rise and its reluctance to hold 

the regime accountable afterward underscore the challenges that the UNSC faced in 

addressing internal conflicts and genocides, particularly within the context of the Cold War. 
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5.2 The UNSC’s Inaction During the Genocide 

The Cambodian Genocide (1975-1979), orchestrated by the Khmer Rouge regime under 

Pol Pot, remains one of the most horrific and devastating genocides in history. The sheer 

brutality of the regime’s policies, which led to the deaths of an estimated 1.5 to 2 million 

people, was met with limited intervention or even attention from the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC) at the time. The UNSC’s failure to act during this period has 

been widely criticized as one of its most significant failures in addressing large-scale human 

rights violations and genocidal atrocities. 

The Context of UNSC Inaction 

At the time of the Khmer Rouge’s rise to power and its subsequent atrocities, the United 

Nations was primarily focused on the broader geopolitical struggles of the Cold War. 

Cambodia’s internal conflict was viewed through the lens of ideological warfare between 

communism and anti-communism, with the U.S. supporting the Cambodian government 

led by Lon Nol, while China and other communist nations backed the Khmer Rouge. 

The Khmer Rouge came to power in April 1975, but the UNSC's response to the growing 

crisis in Cambodia was muted. The primary reason for the UNSC’s inaction during the 

genocide can be attributed to several factors, including Cold War politics, the Soviet 

Union’s opposition to U.S. involvement, and the veto power wielded by the five permanent 

members of the UNSC, especially China, which maintained strong support for the Khmer 

Rouge. 

Cold War Dynamics and the UNSC’s Inaction 

During the 1970s, the Cold War deeply influenced the UNSC’s actions, as the U.S. and the 

Soviet Union were the dominant powers. Both powers had vested interests in protecting their 

allies or influencing outcomes in the Indochina region. In Cambodia, the U.S. had been 

engaged in a proxy war against communist forces (especially the North Vietnamese), and 

when the Khmer Rouge seized power, the U.S. found itself in a difficult position. 

The Khmer Rouge had Chinese backing, and China’s influence in the UNSC allowed it to 

block meaningful actions against the regime, particularly through its veto power as a 

permanent member of the UNSC. China saw the Khmer Rouge as a revolutionary ally, 

particularly as they shared similar Marxist-Leninist ideologies and anti-Soviet sentiments. 

The UNSC’s inability to condemn or intervene in the Cambodian Genocide was directly 

linked to the Cold War dynamics of the period. Any action against the Khmer Rouge would 

have upset the China-U.S. balance in the Southeast Asian region, particularly since the U.S. 

had been deeply involved in its own military operations in neighboring Vietnam, and the 

Soviet Union had limited influence in the region. As a result, the UNSC did not have the 

political will to take a decisive stand against the Khmer Rouge atrocities. 

The Role of China in Blocking UNSC Action 

One of the central reasons for the UNSC’s inaction during the genocide was China’s veto 

power. As a permanent member of the UNSC, China had significant influence over any 

resolutions or actions proposed to address the situation in Cambodia. While the Khmer 
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Rouge was committing mass atrocities, China continued to offer political and military 

support to the regime, seeing them as an important ally in their broader geopolitical struggle 

against the Soviet Union and the Vietnamese communist forces. 

In fact, even as the Khmer Rouge carried out its genocidal policies, China worked 

diplomatically to maintain the Khmer Rouge’s representation at the UN. This was in part 

because China was unwilling to see its ideological ally condemned or removed from the 

international stage, which in turn led to the UNSC’s inability to pass a resolution 

condemning the Khmer Rouge regime. At this point, the UNSC’s inaction was a product of 

diplomatic paralysis caused by the Cold War and China’s veto. 

The UNSC’s Inaction on Humanitarian Intervention 

Despite widespread evidence of atrocities, including reports from international journalists, 

Cambodian refugees, and humanitarian organizations, the UNSC took no substantive 

action to intervene or halt the genocide. The lack of any kind of military or humanitarian 

response highlights the structural deficiencies of the UNSC in responding to genocides and 

human rights violations in non-member states during the Cold War period. 

The UNSC did not move to deploy peacekeeping forces, nor did it pass sanctions or 

condemnations. The lack of action was a direct result of political disagreements between the 

U.S., China, and other permanent members of the UNSC. At the same time, the UNSC’s 

structure and decision-making process, which is heavily dependent on the veto power of the 

five permanent members, allowed for the paralysis of any action against the Khmer Rouge. 

Moreover, the UNSC’s failure to act in Cambodia represented a larger trend in the 1970s, 

when the UN and its various bodies struggled to address humanitarian crises in a manner 

that transcended political interests. The UN’s humanitarian apparatus was underdeveloped, 

and its capacity to intervene in such atrocities was limited, both by structural factors and by 

the global political climate at the time. 

The Long-Term Consequences of UNSC Inaction 

The Khmer Rouge’s genocidal policies ended only in 1979, when Vietnam invaded 

Cambodia and overthrew the regime. Despite this, the UNSC’s failure to act during the 

genocide had long-lasting consequences for both Cambodia and the UN. The Khmer Rouge 

continued to be recognized by the United Nations as the legitimate representative of 

Cambodia until 1991, despite its well-documented crimes against humanity. 

In the aftermath of the genocide, the UNSC’s inaction was widely criticized for its failure to 

uphold its responsibility to prevent genocide and protect civilians. The legacy of the 

UNSC’s inaction in Cambodia became a key point of reflection when discussions began on 

responsibility to protect (R2P) and the need for reforms within the UNSC to ensure more 

timely and decisive action in future humanitarian crises. 

The Khmer Rouge’s legacy continues to shape Cambodian society today, with the country's 

population and its government still grappling with the genocide’s consequences. The UN’s 

failure to act has prompted calls for reform in the UN Security Council and more robust 

international legal mechanisms to prevent such atrocities from recurring in the future. 
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Conclusion 

The UNSC’s failure to intervene during the Cambodian Genocide is a tragic example of 

how Cold War geopolitics, combined with the limitations of the UN system, can prevent 

the international community from acting in the face of mass atrocities. The Khmer Rouge 

regime’s horrific actions went largely unchallenged at the time, and the UNSC’s inaction is 

now viewed as one of the most egregious failures in the history of the United Nations. This 

chapter underscores the need for ongoing reforms in international governance and 

highlights the importance of establishing mechanisms that prioritize human rights and the 

protection of vulnerable populations over political interests. 
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5.3 The International Community's Response 

The international community's response to the Cambodian Genocide was deeply shaped by 

geopolitical considerations, and despite widespread knowledge of the atrocities being 

committed, meaningful action was limited. While Cambodia’s genocide raged on under the 

Khmer Rouge, the international community remained largely passive. The failure to 

intervene at the time highlights the complexities of international diplomacy, the constraints of 

global governance institutions, and the failure of the world to respond swiftly and effectively 

to mass atrocities. 

Limited International Recognition of the Genocide 

The term “genocide” wasn’t widely used in official reports and statements in the early years 

of the Khmer Rouge’s rule. Many nations, including those directly involved in the Cold 

War, were reluctant to acknowledge the full scale of the genocide. Despite testimonies from 

Cambodian refugees, defectors, and foreign journalists, the international community, 

particularly the United States and China, failed to take definitive steps to intervene, mainly 

due to the Cold War dynamics. 

The U.S., for example, had cold relations with the Soviet-backed Vietnamese government, 

which was sympathetic to the Khmer Rouge’s overthrow in 1979. Additionally, China, a 

permanent member of the UN Security Council, continued to provide support to the 

Khmer Rouge, making it politically difficult for the United Nations to take any action. The 

Khmer Rouge’s allies, including China, had a vested interest in maintaining the regime's 

recognition and preventing any global condemnation. 

Meanwhile, Cambodia’s neighbors, especially Vietnam and Thailand, were aware of the 

atrocities but were hesitant to intervene directly due to the complex regional power dynamics 

and the risk of escalating the conflict. Vietnam was particularly sensitive to the issue, as it 

had its own military engagements with the Khmer Rouge, both during and after the Vietnam 

War. 

The U.N.’s Recognition of the Khmer Rouge 

The most egregious example of the international community’s failure to act occurred when 

the United Nations continued to recognize the Khmer Rouge as the legitimate government 

of Cambodia after the fall of the regime. Following the Vietnamese invasion in 1979 and the 

collapse of the Khmer Rouge, Cambodia was left with a vacuum of leadership, which 

Vietnam attempted to fill by establishing a puppet government. However, the U.N. 

continued to recognize the Khmer Rouge as the official representative of Cambodia at the 

United Nations until 1991, largely due to Chinese influence and Cold War politics. 

During this period, Cambodia’s new Vietnamese-backed government was virtually isolated 

from the international community, while the Khmer Rouge retained their seat in the U.N. 

General Assembly despite the documented genocidal crimes they had committed. This 

recognition reflected the deeper Cold War logic, where both the U.S. and China prioritized 

their ideological battle over confronting genocide. 

The Role of Humanitarian Organizations 
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While the international community remained largely silent, humanitarian organizations 

such as the International Red Cross (ICRC) and other NGOs attempted to draw attention to 

the situation. Many workers and journalists managed to escape Cambodia or report on the 

atrocities, documenting the execution of civilians, forced labor, and starvation that plagued 

the country. However, without the backing of major powers or UNSC support, these efforts 

were ineffective at bringing about real change. 

After the fall of the Khmer Rouge in 1979, humanitarian organizations flooded into 

Cambodia to assist with relief efforts. The international community rallied to assist in the 

reconstruction of Cambodia, but much of the damage inflicted by the regime was 

irreversible. Furthermore, the failure to act sooner meant that millions of lives were lost, and 

the survivors were left to deal with the aftermath of a brutal and long-lasting trauma. 

The Role of the U.S. and Its Allies 

The U.S. was deeply involved in Indochina during the Vietnam War and had significant 

stakes in the region, both politically and militarily. After the Khmer Rouge came to power, 

the U.S. was deeply embroiled in managing its relationship with Vietnam and was hesitant to 

engage directly in Cambodia. Moreover, the U.S. was concerned about the spread of 

communism in Southeast Asia, and as the Khmer Rouge government aligned itself with 

China, U.S. policymakers were conflicted over how to approach the situation. 

During the 1970s, the U.S.’s main concern was Vietnam, and the idea of another intervention 

in Cambodia was unappealing to many policymakers. The American government even 

continued to provide support to the Khmer Rouge in a limited capacity after their seizure of 

power, as part of an effort to counter Vietnamese influence in the region. This indirect 

support further delayed any strong international response, as Cold War imperatives took 

precedence over the humanitarian crisis unfolding in Cambodia. 

The Lack of Intervention from Regional Powers 

Vietnam, which would later overthrow the Khmer Rouge, was reluctant to intervene 

militarily in the early years of the genocide due to its own complex political struggles in the 

aftermath of the Vietnam War. Moreover, Vietnam had its own internal challenges and was 

wary of direct military intervention in Cambodia, fearing a wider regional conflict. 

Thailand, another neighboring country, was also aware of the genocide but was hesitant to 

act decisively. Much of Thailand’s focus was on its own security concerns, as it was dealing 

with communist insurgencies along its borders and was also aligned with the U.S. in the 

broader Cold War struggle. While it did offer some support to the Cambodian refugees 

fleeing the violence, Thailand did not intervene militarily in the crisis. 

The Aftermath of the International Community’s Failure 

The international community’s failure to intervene during the Cambodian Genocide has 

left lasting scars on both the Cambodian people and the global community. The inability of 

the UN and other international bodies to take meaningful action led to a protracted cycle of 

suffering, with millions of lives lost and the country left in ruins for years after the Khmer 

Rouge regime fell. 
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This inaction was a turning point that led to international reflection on the need for stronger 

mechanisms to prevent genocides and human rights violations. It contributed to the later 

development of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine and the push for reform of the 

U.N.’s mechanisms, specifically the Security Council. The failure to act in Cambodia also 

played a key role in the development of international law and the establishment of tribunals 

like the International Criminal Court (ICC) to hold perpetrators of genocide accountable. 

In conclusion, the international community’s response to the Cambodian Genocide can be 

characterized as a series of missed opportunities and profound failures to act in the face of 

massive human suffering. The genocide exposed the shortcomings of the global governance 

system at the time, and its legacy continues to influence debates about international 

responsibility and the role of institutions like the U.N. in protecting human rights. The 

failure to intervene in Cambodia remains one of the most glaring reminders of the need for 

reform in global governance to ensure that future genocides are prevented and addressed 

promptly. 
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5.4 Consequences of Global Indifference 

The global indifference to the Cambodian Genocide had far-reaching consequences, both 

for Cambodia and for the international community as a whole. The failure of the 

international community to intervene and prevent or halt the mass atrocities committed by 

the Khmer Rouge left lasting impacts, exacerbating the suffering of millions of innocent 

civilians and tarnishing the global reputation of international institutions meant to uphold 

peace and human rights. In addition to the immediate human costs, the consequences of this 

inaction continue to influence international policy and the framework for responding to 

genocides today. 

1. Massive Loss of Life and Human Suffering 

The immediate consequence of global indifference was the devastating loss of life. Over 

two million people—approximately a quarter of Cambodia's population—were 

systematically executed, starved, or worked to death under the Khmer Rouge regime. With 

no external intervention, these deaths occurred over a period of nearly four years. The 

global community's lack of action allowed the Khmer Rouge's atrocities to continue 

unabated, leaving a legacy of trauma that would haunt Cambodia for generations. 

The failure to act meant that no meaningful humanitarian relief reached the population in 

time to alleviate the suffering or offer protection. Cambodian refugees who managed to 

escape or survive the genocide faced psychological trauma, and many carried the emotional 

scars of their experiences for the rest of their lives. 

2. A Political Vacuum and Long-Term Instability 

The failure of the international community to intervene in Cambodia left the country in a 

political vacuum after the Khmer Rouge was overthrown. Cambodia, under the control of 

the Vietnamese-backed People's Republic of Kampuchea, remained politically unstable 

for many years, with a fragile government struggling to maintain order. The lack of 

international support for this government, and the continued recognition of the Khmer 

Rouge at the United Nations for nearly a decade, hampered efforts to establish a functioning 

political system. 

The vacuum created by the international indifference also paved the way for prolonged 

instability, as Cambodia’s recovery was delayed and complicated by the political divisions 

among the Cambodian factions. Thailand’s reluctance to address the refugee crisis and 

provide comprehensive support to the Cambodian people’s recovery further delayed the 

country’s healing process. 

In the long term, the political instability left behind by the genocide created conditions for 

further violence and human rights violations, as Cambodia struggled to rebuild its political 

infrastructure. These issues would plague Cambodia for decades, making it difficult for the 

country to develop a stable, democratic system of governance. 

3. Damage to Global Credibility and International Institutions 

The inability of the international community to respond effectively to the Khmer Rouge 

atrocities damaged the credibility of key international institutions like the United Nations 
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and exposed the flaws in global governance mechanisms. The fact that the UNSC failed to 

take any substantial action, despite clear evidence of genocidal acts, raised questions about 

the UN’s ability to fulfill its primary mandate of maintaining international peace and 

security. The veto power held by the U.S., China, and the Soviet Union paralyzed the 

UNSC’s ability to act decisively in the face of mass atrocities, reinforcing the idea that great 

powers could prioritize their geopolitical interests over the protection of human rights. 

The global indifference during the Cambodian Genocide illustrated the dangers of a lack of 

will among powerful nations to act decisively, even when faced with evidence of grave 

human suffering. The inability of the international community to act swiftly during the 

crisis caused distrust in multilateral institutions and exposed the vulnerability of smaller 

nations to atrocities in the absence of a coordinated response. 

4. Influence on the Development of International Humanitarian Law 

The failure to act during the Cambodian Genocide also contributed to the evolution of 

international human rights and humanitarian law. The lack of a UNSC intervention and 

the inability to prevent the genocide led to growing calls for reforms in global governance 

and the development of clearer guidelines for international intervention in the event of mass 

atrocities. 

In the aftermath of Cambodia, the United Nations began to reassess the effectiveness of its 

intervention mechanisms and its responsibility to protect civilians in cases of genocide and 

crimes against humanity. The responsibility to protect (R2P) doctrine emerged as a result 

of lessons learned from the failures of the 1990s, including the Cambodian genocide and later 

events such as the Rwandan Genocide and the Bosnian War. R2P emphasized that the 

international community has an obligation to intervene when a state fails to protect its 

citizens from gross human rights violations. 

Although R2P has yet to be fully implemented in many cases, the Cambodian Genocide 

remains a key example of how the world failed to meet its humanitarian obligations. The 

United Nations and other organizations have worked toward ensuring that the errors made 

during Cambodia are not repeated, though the complexities of international politics continue 

to complicate efforts to prevent or intervene in future genocides. 

5. Loss of Trust in Global Solidarity 

One of the most devastating consequences of global indifference to the Cambodian 

Genocide was the loss of trust in the idea of global solidarity. The Cambodian people, 

along with the broader global community, were left to grapple with the painful realization 

that international promises of peace, security, and justice could be overridden by political 

interests. 

Many victims of genocide in Cambodia and other countries facing similar atrocities have 

since questioned the role of international institutions in upholding human rights. The 

sense of betrayal by the international community—as well as by the U.N. and the Security 

Council—still resonates today, and many view the failure to act in Cambodia as a symbol of 

the larger challenges facing global governance. 
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The legacy of the Cambodian Genocide continues to serve as a reminder that the global 

community must act decisively and not allow political rivalry to obstruct efforts to prevent 

future atrocities. If the Khmer Rouge regime had been stopped earlier, countless lives could 

have been saved, and the rebuilding of Cambodia would have been much less painful and 

protracted. 

6. The Need for Accountability and Justice 

The failure to intervene in Cambodia left a devastating gap in accountability. It was only 

after the Khmer Rouge were ousted that some form of justice began to be sought. The 

Khmer Rouge Tribunal, established in 2006, was a late attempt to hold surviving 

perpetrators accountable, but it came decades after the genocide occurred. Many survivors 

argue that the lack of timely accountability further contributed to the long-lasting 

psychological impact of the genocide. 

While the tribunal served as a symbolic gesture of justice, it did not undo the irreparable 

harm caused by decades of neglect. The consequences of the global failure to act were felt 

by survivors, who continued to suffer in a world where their torment was not immediately 

acknowledged by the powers that could have stopped it. 

Conclusion 

The global indifference to the Cambodian Genocide remains one of the most tragic failures 

of the international community in the modern era. The consequences of this inaction are 

profound and wide-ranging, affecting both Cambodia and the world at large. From the loss of 

life and political instability in Cambodia to the erosion of trust in international institutions, 

the failure to act during this dark chapter in history serves as a harsh lesson on the necessity 

of preventing future atrocities and ensuring that the responsibility to protect is upheld by 

all members of the international community. 
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Chapter 6: The Rwandan Genocide (1994) 

The Rwandan Genocide of 1994 is one of the most horrific events of the late 20th century, 

resulting in the deaths of an estimated 800,000 to 1 million people in just 100 days. The 

failure of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) to intervene effectively during the 

genocide is often cited as a critical example of the international community’s failure to 

prevent mass atrocities despite clear evidence of the unfolding crisis. The inability of the 

UNSC to act in a timely and decisive manner during this tragedy has left an enduring legacy 

on global security and the role of international institutions in preventing future genocides. 

6.1 The Political Context of the Rwandan Genocide 

The Rwandan Genocide did not occur in a vacuum. It was the result of a complex mix of 

historical, ethnic, and political tensions between the Hutu and Tutsi populations in Rwanda. 

1. Colonial Legacy: The legacy of Belgian colonial rule exacerbated ethnic divisions 

between the Hutus and Tutsis. The Belgians, through their policies of preferential 

treatment for the Tutsi minority, deepened the social divide between the two groups, 

creating a long-standing ethnic rivalry that would later fuel the violence. 

2. Post-Colonial Tensions: Following Rwanda’s independence in 1962, the Hutus, who 

had previously been a marginalized group, came to power, leading to the exile of 

many Tutsis. Over time, political power was consolidated by the Hutu majority, 

while the Tutsi minority was oppressed and marginalized. This created an 

atmosphere of political instability, with Hutu extremists pushing for the exclusion of 

Tutsis from public life. 

3. The Role of the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF): The RPF, a group of Tutsi exiles 

who had been fighting against the Hutu-dominated government, played a key role in 

the political dynamics leading to the genocide. In 1990, the RPF invaded Rwanda, 

further escalating tensions between the Hutu government and the Tutsi population. 

Despite peace negotiations, tensions remained high, and extremist elements within the 

Hutu government, including the Interahamwe militia, were bent on eliminating the 

Tutsi population. 

The triggering event for the genocide was the assassination of the Hutu president, Juvénal 

Habyarimana, in April 1994, when his plane was shot down. This event was blamed on the 

RPF, and the Hutu government and militia groups launched a campaign of mass killings 

against Tutsis and moderate Hutus. 

6.2 The UNSC’s Response to the Crisis 

The United Nations had a significant presence in Rwanda prior to the genocide, through the 

United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR). UNAMIR was tasked with 

monitoring a peace agreement between the Hutu government and the RPF, following the 

Arusha Accords of 1993. However, the mission was ill-equipped, under-resourced, and 

faced significant limitations in its mandate, which significantly hampered its ability to 

prevent the escalation of violence. 

1. Inadequate Mandate and Resources: UNAMIR, led by General Romeo Dallaire, 

was originally a peacekeeping force with a mandate to maintain security and facilitate 
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the peace process. It had only 2,500 troops, which was inadequate to deal with a full-

scale genocide. In addition, the peacekeeping force lacked the mandate to take any 

offensive action to prevent violence, limiting its ability to protect civilians or 

intervene in the unfolding crisis. 

2. International Inaction: As violence escalated, UNAMIR requested reinforcements 

and a stronger mandate to protect civilians, but these requests were ignored or 

delayed by the UNSC. Despite early warnings from General Dallaire and other 

international observers, including a memorialized cable in which Dallaire warned of 

an imminent genocide, the UNSC failed to take decisive action to prevent or stop the 

killings. The international community, including the United States, was reluctant to 

intervene in a conflict seen as local and of limited strategic importance. 

3. Failure to Recognize the Genocide: The UNSC initially failed to recognize the 

situation in Rwanda as genocide, and it took nearly two months for the international 

community to fully acknowledge what was happening. By the time the UNSC acted, 

much of the killing had already been completed, and millions of lives had been lost. 

The refusal to acknowledge the genocide in its early stages delayed any serious 

intervention or effort to stop the massacres. 

6.3 The Role of the U.S. and Key UNSC Members 

The United States, along with other permanent members of the UNSC, played a critical role 

in the failure to prevent or stop the Rwandan Genocide. Their hesitance and lack of political 

will to intervene had significant consequences. 

1. U.S. Reluctance to Intervene: The United States had recently experienced the 

failure in Somalia in 1993, and the U.S. government, along with other nations, was 

wary of becoming involved in another African conflict. The climate of inaction in the 

wake of Somalia’s chaos contributed to the reluctance of the U.S. and its allies to send 

troops or take action in Rwanda. 

2. The Role of France and Belgium: France had significant political and military ties 

with the Hutu-led government and was hesitant to criticize the Hutu regime during 

the early stages of the violence. Meanwhile, Belgium, which had been involved in 

peacekeeping in Rwanda, also failed to push for a more robust international response, 

in part due to the loss of Belgian soldiers during the genocide. 

3. The Veto Power: As in other cases of mass atrocities, the veto power of the 

permanent members of the UNSC led to deadlock and inaction. Countries like 

China, Russia, and the United States were focused on other geopolitical priorities, 

and as a result, the UNSC failed to approve meaningful military intervention or to 

expand the mandate of UNAMIR. The failure of global cooperation allowed the 

genocide to continue with little opposition from the international community. 

6.4 The Aftermath and the UNSC’s Legacy 

The Rwandan Genocide left deep scars on the global consciousness, and the aftermath of the 

event remains a major point of reflection for the United Nations and the UNSC. 

1. Rwanda’s Recovery: Despite the immense losses, Rwanda has made remarkable 

strides in its recovery. The Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF), led by Paul Kagame, 

ultimately took control of the country, ending the genocide. The RPF focused on 

rebuilding the country, establishing a reconciliation process, and fostering national 
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unity. Rwanda has since become one of the fastest-growing economies in Africa, but 

the trauma of the genocide continues to affect its people. 

2. The International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR): In the aftermath of the 

genocide, the ICTR was established by the UNSC to prosecute individuals 

responsible for the genocide and war crimes. The tribunal brought some degree of 

justice to the survivors, but many perpetrators have not been held accountable. The 

tribunal also faced significant challenges in the execution of justice, with limited 

resources and difficulties in capturing all those involved. 

3. Impact on the UNSC’s Image and Reform Calls: The Rwandan Genocide 

severely damaged the image of the UNSC and the credibility of the international 

community's ability to prevent such atrocities. In the years following, there have been 

growing calls for reform within the UN, particularly regarding the veto power and the 

role of the Security Council in preventing future genocides. The Rwandan Genocide 

highlighted the need for a more proactive, humanitarian approach to peacekeeping 

and intervention. 

4. The Responsibility to Protect (R2P): One of the most significant outcomes of the 

Rwandan Genocide was the development of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) 

doctrine. This principle, endorsed by the United Nations in 2005, emphasizes that the 

international community has a duty to intervene when a state fails to protect its 

citizens from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity. 

Conclusion 

The Rwandan Genocide remains one of the most poignant examples of the failure of the 

UNSC and the international community to prevent mass atrocities. The lack of intervention 

during the genocide serves as a cautionary tale of the dangers of inaction in the face of 

escalating violence. While the legacy of the genocide has led to some reforms in 

international law and the UN’s peacekeeping mandates, the events of 1994 continue to serve 

as a stark reminder of the importance of global responsibility and the need for a more robust 

and decisive response to prevent future genocides. 
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6.1 The Precipitating Factors of the Genocide 

The Rwandan Genocide did not occur in isolation but was the culmination of various 

complex historical, social, political, and economic factors that created the conditions for mass 

violence. These factors, many of which were deeply rooted in Rwanda's colonial and post-

colonial history, played a crucial role in escalating ethnic tensions between the Hutu and 

Tutsi populations, ultimately leading to the horrific events of 1994. 

1. Colonial Legacy and Ethnic Divisions 

The colonial history of Rwanda played a fundamental role in the creation of deep-seated 

ethnic divisions between the Hutu and Tutsi populations. 

 Belgian Rule (1916-1962): During the period of Belgian colonialism, the Belgian 

authorities reinforced and exacerbated ethnic divisions. The Belgians initially ruled 

Rwanda under German administration, but after World War I, Rwanda came under 

Belgian control as part of the League of Nations mandate. The Belgians used the 

Tutsi minority as an intermediary class to help maintain control over the Hutu 

majority. Tutsis were granted preferential treatment, receiving better education, jobs, 

and access to power, which alienated the Hutus and fostered resentment. The Belgians 

codified these distinctions, using ethnic identity cards to solidify divisions. 

 Ethnic Segregation: Over time, the Belgians created a rigid hierarchy where the 

Tutsi minority was privileged over the Hutu majority. This privileged position of 

the Tutsis was not only social but also political and economic. The colonialists not 

only favored the Tutsis in administrative positions but also imposed physical 

characteristics such as height and body type to differentiate between the Hutu and 

Tutsi. These artificial distinctions helped to institutionalize and deepen the animosity 

between the two groups. 

 Post-Independence Shifts: When Rwanda gained independence in 1962, the Hutu 

majority took control of the government, and a reversal of roles occurred. The 

Hutus, once marginalized, came to dominate political and military power, while the 

Tutsis became increasingly marginalized and excluded from power. This dramatic 

shift in power dynamics created an atmosphere of ethnic rivalry and resentment. 

2. Political and Social Turmoil 

Rwanda’s political landscape in the decades leading up to the genocide was marked by 

instability and growing ethnic tension. These factors contributed to the radicalization of Hutu 

extremists and set the stage for violence. 

 Political Violence and Power Struggles: After independence, Hutu extremists 

began to target Tutsi civilians, accusing them of being accomplices of the colonial 

powers. The 1959 Hutu Revolution and the subsequent violence led to large numbers 

of Tutsis fleeing Rwanda and living in exile, particularly in neighboring Uganda. This 

laid the foundation for continued political unrest and sporadic violence between Hutu 

and Tutsi groups throughout the 1960s and 1970s. 

 Tutsi Exile and the Rise of the RPF: Many of the Tutsi refugees from the 1959 

revolution ended up in Uganda, where they formed the Rwandan Patriotic Front 

(RPF), a military group that sought to overthrow the Hutu-led government in 
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Rwanda. In 1990, the RPF launched an invasion into Rwanda from Uganda, 

exacerbating ethnic tensions and making it clear to the Hutu government that Tutsi 

political influence would not be easily suppressed. 

 Ethnic Rhetoric and Propaganda: The Hutu government in the early 1990s, led by 

Juvénal Habyarimana, began to use extreme ethnic rhetoric as a tool to rally Hutu 

support and discredit the Tutsi population. Media outlets such as the Radio 

Télévision Libre des Mille Collines (RTLM) and newspapers like Kangura became 

platforms for hate speech that portrayed Tutsis as enemies of the state, framing the 

situation as one of self-defense for the Hutu majority. This media campaign 

dehumanized Tutsis, portraying them as dangerous, treacherous, and deserving of 

violence. 

3. The Downfall of the Arusha Accords and Political Instability 

The early 1990s were marked by political instability and challenges to the Hutu-led 

government’s grip on power, which further contributed to the conditions for the genocide. 

 The Arusha Accords (1993): In 1993, the Arusha Accords, a peace agreement 

brokered between the Rwandan government and the RPF, were signed. These accords 

aimed to bring an end to the civil war and establish a power-sharing government 

that would include both Hutus and Tutsis. However, the accords created fear and 

resentment among Hutu extremists who believed that the political inclusion of Tutsis 

would undermine Hutu control over the country. This tension fostered a sense of 

impending loss of power and heightened the resolve of extremist factions. 

 Failure of the Peace Process: The peace process faltered quickly. Hutu extremists, 

including members of the government and military, opposed the peace process and 

viewed the concessions made to the Tutsis as a threat to their power. As a result, the 

Hutu leadership began to prepare for more extreme measures to solidify control, 

including organizing militias and planning for the mass murder of Tutsis. 

 Assassination of President Habyarimana: The spark that ignited the genocide was 

the assassination of President Habyarimana on April 6, 1994, when his plane was 

shot down near Kigali. Although the perpetrators were never definitively identified, 

Hutu extremists blamed the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF) for the attack, using it 

as an excuse to launch a full-scale massacre of Tutsis. The president's assassination 

provided the final pretext for the organized genocide, and the government 

immediately began the systematic killing of Tutsis and moderate Hutus. 

4. The Role of Military and Militia Groups 

Key to the execution of the genocide were the military and militia groups that facilitated 

the widespread violence. 

 The Interahamwe Militia: The Interahamwe, a Hutu extremist militia, was 

directly responsible for carrying out the mass killings. Formed in 1992, the 

Interahamwe was initially established as a youth wing of the National Republican 

Movement for Democracy and Development (MRND), Habyarimana's party. 

However, it soon became a powerful paramilitary group with deep ties to the 

government. The Interahamwe played a central role in executing the killings of 

Tutsis, using machetes and other weapons to carry out the massacres. 
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 The Rwandan Armed Forces: Elements of the Rwandan military were also 

complicit in the genocide, participating in the coordinated killing of civilians, often 

in collaboration with the Interahamwe. In some cases, military officers directed the 

killings, overseeing mass slaughters and ensuring that Tutsi civilians had nowhere to 

hide. 

 Weapons and Training: The Hutu government, with support from France and 

Belgium, had access to weapons and training for the militia and military forces. In the 

months leading up to the genocide, large numbers of machetes, guns, and other arms 

were distributed to the militias, facilitating the mass killings. 

 

Conclusion 

The precipitating factors of the Rwandan Genocide were numerous and intertwined, 

ranging from the colonial legacy that entrenched ethnic divisions, to the political instability 

and economic hardship of the 1990s, to the extremist ideologies that escalated ethnic 

violence. These factors combined with historical animosities and political manipulation 

helped create an environment in which a mass killing could take place. As the genocide 

unfolded, the failure of the international community and the UN to intervene only worsened 

the tragedy, allowing the violence to spread unchecked for 100 days. The understanding of 

these precipitating factors is essential for preventing future genocides, as they illustrate the 

profound effects of ethnic division, unchecked political rhetoric, and international 

indifference. 
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6.2 The UNSC’s Failure to Act 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) failed to take decisive and timely action 

during the Rwandan Genocide, despite clear indications that the situation was deteriorating 

into mass violence. This failure is one of the most significant examples of the UNSC's 

inability to prevent a genocide, and it highlights the shortcomings of international institutions 

in addressing human rights violations in real time. 

1. The Early Warnings and Inaction 

 Early Indicators of Violence: Leading up to the genocide, there were several 

warnings of increasing ethnic tensions and the potential for widespread violence. 

These warnings were presented to the UNSC by various sources, including 

humanitarian organizations, international diplomats, and the United Nations 

Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR). UNAMIR, led by General Roméo 

Dallaire, repeatedly informed the UNSC and the UN of the growing danger and urged 

for an increase in resources and mandate to prevent violence. The UN peacekeepers 

had observed the buildup of militia groups and the growing political rhetoric of hate, 

yet the UNSC largely ignored these warnings or failed to act upon them decisively. 

 Failure to Strengthen UNAMIR’s Mandate: One of the major failures was the 

UNSC’s decision not to strengthen the mandate of the UNAMIR mission, which was 

initially deployed to help implement the Arusha Accords between the Hutu 

government and the RPF. The mission’s mandate was limited to a peacekeeping role, 

with no authority to intervene in cases of mass violence. General Dallaire had 

requested reinforcements and additional mandates to protect civilians, but the UNSC 

either rejected or delayed such requests. Instead of expanding UNAMIR’s mission to 

address the escalating violence, the UNSC initially scaled back the peacekeeping 

force as tensions heightened. 

2. The UNSC’s Indecision and Lack of Political Will 

 The Politics of the Veto: The UNSC’s failure to act was exacerbated by political 

indecision and a lack of consensus among the permanent members, particularly the 

United States, France, and Belgium. France, which had maintained close ties with 

the Habyarimana regime, was particularly hesitant to intervene directly. This 

geopolitical bias created a division among the permanent members, with some nations 

prioritizing political alliances over humanitarian intervention. As a result, the UNSC 

failed to pass meaningful resolutions to halt the genocide or even to reinforce the UN 

peacekeeping mission when it was clear that the situation was spiraling out of control. 

 Delays in Authorizing Action: The UNSC also delayed authorization of even basic 

actions that could have helped prevent or minimize the genocide. For example, in the 

wake of the assassination of President Habyarimana, the UNSC was slow to call for a 

humanitarian intervention or to deploy additional forces. Even after the massacre 

began in April 1994, the UNSC’s response was marked by hesitation, and it failed to 

mobilize resources or provide the necessary support to UNAMIR to stop the killing. 

Despite the clear evidence of genocide, the UNSC was often bogged down in political 

wrangling or failed to reach a consensus on how to proceed. 

3. The Role of France and France’s Influence on UNSC Response 
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 France's Role in Rwandan Politics: France’s relationship with the Hutu-led 

government of Rwanda was a major obstacle to the UNSC’s ability to intervene 

effectively. In the years prior to the genocide, France had provided military support 

and aid to the Rwandan government, which was seen as an ally in the region. This 

support made France reluctant to take firm action against the government during the 

genocide, as it would have been seen as a betrayal of its ally. 

 French Influence in the UNSC: As a permanent member of the UNSC, France used 

its veto power to prevent stronger interventions that might have implicated its political 

and military interests. For example, France opposed the imposition of stronger 

sanctions or military interventions in favor of a diplomatic approach, which ultimately 

proved insufficient in the face of escalating violence. The French government also 

launched Operation Turquoise in June 1994, ostensibly to create a humanitarian safe 

zone, but critics argued that it primarily served to protect the Hutu regime and militia 

forces, further complicating the international response. 

4. The UNSC’s Failure to Recognize the Genocide 

 The Definition of Genocide and its Implications: One of the most striking failures 

of the UNSC during the Rwandan Genocide was its reluctance to officially recognize 

the events as genocide in a timely manner. Despite the widespread killing of Tutsis 

and moderate Hutus, the UNSC and other international bodies delayed labeling the 

mass killings as genocide, which would have triggered the responsibility of states to 

intervene under the 1968 Genocide Convention. 

 The Delayed Recognition of Genocide: The delay in recognizing the Rwandan 

Genocide allowed the violence to continue unchecked for several months. The UN 

and major powers, including the United States, avoided calling it a genocide initially, 

which limited the international community's response. Once the genocide was 

formally recognized, it was already too late to prevent the vast majority of the deaths, 

which had already occurred in a matter of weeks. 

5. Consequences of the UNSC’s Inaction 

 Loss of Life and Human Suffering: The UNSC’s failure to act quickly or decisively 

during the genocide resulted in an estimated 800,000 deaths, primarily of Tutsis, but 

also moderate Hutus. The massacre lasted for approximately 100 days, during which 

thousands of people were brutally murdered, with communities wiped out, and the 

fabric of the Rwandan society irreparably torn. This was a catastrophic loss of life, 

much of which could have been prevented with an effective and timely intervention. 

 Long-Term Damage to the UNSC’s Credibility: The UNSC’s inaction during the 

Rwandan Genocide severely damaged its credibility and reputation as the primary 

international body responsible for maintaining global peace and security. The failure 

to prevent the genocide led to widespread criticism of the UNSC and its inability to 

live up to its mandate. The international community began to question the 

effectiveness of the UNSC in addressing humanitarian crises and preventing mass 

atrocities, which damaged its ability to function effectively in future conflicts. 

 The Impact on Future Interventions: The Rwandan Genocide became a pivotal 

moment in the history of international peacekeeping and humanitarian intervention. It 

spurred debates about the responsibility to protect (R2P), a doctrine that argues that 

the international community has a responsibility to intervene to prevent or halt 

genocides and mass atrocities, even without the consent of the government. The 
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failure of the UNSC in Rwanda was seen as a key motivator for the establishment of 

R2P, which was formally endorsed by the United Nations in 2005. 

Conclusion 

The failure of the UNSC to act during the Rwandan Genocide was a critical moment in 

international history, demonstrating the limitations of the UNSC in responding to mass 

atrocities in a timely and effective manner. The UNSC’s political divisions, indecision, and 

failure to recognize the gravity of the situation allowed the genocide to unfold with minimal 

interference. In the years following the genocide, the international community has made 

efforts to learn from its mistakes, yet the lessons of Rwanda continue to shape debates about 

the role of the UNSC and the international community in preventing genocide and protecting 

human rights worldwide. 
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6.3 The Role of Peacekeeping Forces and the Lack of 

Intervention 

During the Rwandan Genocide, the United Nations peacekeeping forces, primarily those 

deployed under the United Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR), played a 

critical role in the early stages of the crisis. However, despite their presence, the peacekeepers 

were not equipped with the authority, resources, or mandate to stop the genocide, leading to 

an ineffective response and a tragic loss of life. The failure to intervene effectively by both 

the UN and the international community, including the inadequacies of UNAMIR's mandate, 

contributed to the escalation and duration of the genocide. 

1. UNAMIR’s Limited Mandate and Capacity 

 Original Mandate: UNAMIR was initially deployed in 1993 under the Arusha 

Accords, an agreement between the Rwandan government and the Rwandan 

Patriotic Front (RPF) aimed at ending the civil war. The mission’s original mandate 

was to monitor the peace process and assist with the implementation of the accords, 

including overseeing a ceasefire and helping with the disarmament process. However, 

the mission was not designed or equipped for large-scale protection of civilians or the 

prevention of mass violence. 

 Limited Rules of Engagement: The peacekeepers' rules of engagement were 

restrictive, which further hampered their ability to act effectively during the genocide. 

UNAMIR forces were authorized only to monitor the peace process and provide 

logistical assistance in a post-conflict environment, not to engage in combat or 

intervene in situations of mass violence. This limitation became increasingly 

problematic as the violence escalated. Despite witnessing the widespread killings, 

peacekeepers were often forced to stand by and watch as events unfolded, unable to 

intervene directly to protect civilians. 

2. The Inadequate Response from the UN Secretariat 

 Lack of Reinforcements and Mandate Expansion: When violence broke out in 

April 1994, General Roméo Dallaire, the commander of UNAMIR, recognized that 

the situation was rapidly turning into genocide. He urgently requested reinforcements, 

including a stronger mandate that would allow the peacekeepers to protect civilians 

and prevent further violence. However, the UN Secretariat delayed the approval of 

these requests, and only a small number of reinforcements were sent to Rwanda. 

Despite Dallaire's repeated warnings, the UN continued to provide only minimal 

support, and the mission was left inadequately staffed and under-resourced. 

 Failure to Acknowledge the Scale of the Crisis: The UN Secretariat, despite 

receiving information about the escalating violence, failed to acknowledge the true 

scale of the crisis or to act swiftly. Communications from Dallaire and his officers 

about the genocide were often met with bureaucratic indifference or downplayed. The 

situation was not viewed with the urgency it deserved, and the UN Security Council 

failed to prioritize the issue, preferring instead to focus on diplomatic solutions or to 

deny the gravity of the unfolding genocide. 

3. The Withdrawal of Peacekeepers and the Impact on Civilian Protection 
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 Withdrawal of Belgian Peacekeepers: In the face of the escalating violence, 

Belgium, which had provided a significant portion of the UNAMIR troops, decided to 

withdraw its peacekeepers after the murder of ten Belgian soldiers on April 7, 1994, 

the same day that the genocide began in full force. This withdrawal severely depleted 

the already limited peacekeeping forces in Rwanda, leaving the remaining troops 

overwhelmed and without adequate protection. 

 Decreased International Support: At the same time, the UNSC began to scale back 

the mission, reducing the number of peacekeepers instead of increasing the force to 

stop the genocide. A motion to reduce UNAMIR from about 2,500 peacekeepers to 

just 270 personnel was passed, leaving very few resources available to halt the 

killings or provide effective protection for civilians. 

 Inability to Protect Civilians: In the absence of a robust mandate and 

reinforcements, the peacekeepers were unable to effectively prevent the systematic 

killing of Tutsis and moderate Hutus. While some UNAMIR personnel made heroic 

efforts to protect individuals or small groups, they were often outnumbered, ill-

equipped, and lacked the authority to stop the violence. For example, there were 

reports of peacekeepers witnessing massacres in churches and schools, where tens of 

thousands of people sought refuge, but unable to intervene due to their lack of 

mandate and resources. 

4. The International Community’s Failure to Support Peacekeeping Forces 

 Global Indifference to Peacekeepers' Plight: While UNAMIR peacekeepers were 

on the ground, many members of the international community were reluctant to offer 

adequate support. Key powers, including the United States, did not see the conflict as 

a priority, focusing instead on their own geopolitical interests or avoiding the risk of 

intervention due to the failure of earlier peacekeeping missions, such as those in 

Somalia. The lack of political will among the major powers to support UNAMIR on 

the ground contributed directly to the mission’s failure to prevent or stop the 

genocide. 

 Lack of Leadership and Coordination: The failure of leadership, both within the 

UN and in individual member states, also hampered the response to the genocide. 

There was no coordinated international effort to mobilize resources, supply additional 

peacekeeping forces, or authorize more aggressive intervention to stop the killing. 

The UN lacked clear direction and the ability to make quick, decisive decisions, 

which further contributed to the delay in any effective intervention. 

5. The Long-Term Impact of the Peacekeeping Failure 

 The Aftermath and Reform Efforts: The failure of peacekeepers to prevent the 

Rwandan Genocide had a profound impact on future peacekeeping operations and 

the international community’s approach to genocide prevention. In the wake of 

Rwanda, there was widespread criticism of the UN’s peacekeeping capabilities, and 

it became evident that reforms were needed. This led to the Brahimi Report of 2000, 

which outlined recommendations to improve UN peacekeeping operations, 

particularly with regard to their mandate, resources, and rules of engagement. 

 Lessons Learned for Future Interventions: The genocide in Rwanda spurred 

debates about the role of peacekeeping forces in protecting civilians, and the failure of 

the international community to intervene served as a painful lesson. Many have since 

argued that the UN and its peacekeeping forces must be granted the ability to 
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intervene in situations of mass atrocities, even without the consent of the host 

government. This eventually led to the development of the Responsibility to Protect 

(R2P) doctrine, which holds states responsible for protecting their citizens from 

genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and crimes against humanity, and mandates 

international intervention if a state fails to do so. 

Conclusion 

The failure of the peacekeeping forces to intervene effectively during the Rwandan 

Genocide highlights the limitations of international peacekeeping missions when they are 

under-resourced, lack clear mandates, or are not supported by a strong political will to act. 

UNAMIR, despite the courage and dedication of its personnel, was not equipped to prevent 

or halt the atrocities that occurred. This failure marked a turning point in the international 

community’s understanding of the need for more robust peacekeeping missions and for the 

development of new frameworks to prevent future genocides. 
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6.4 Lessons Learned and the International Response Post-

Genocide 

The Rwandan Genocide of 1994 remains one of the most painful chapters in modern 

history, marked by the failure of the international community and the United Nations to 

intervene in time to prevent the deaths of an estimated 800,000 Tutsis and moderate Hutus. 

In the aftermath of the genocide, several important lessons were learned about the role of the 

United Nations, peacekeeping operations, and the international community in preventing 

mass atrocities. These lessons shaped future responses to crises and led to significant changes 

in international policies and frameworks. 

1. The Need for a Clear and Decisive Mandate for Peacekeeping Operations 

One of the most critical lessons learned from the Rwandan Genocide was the importance of 

a clear and robust mandate for peacekeeping operations. The mission of the United 

Nations Assistance Mission for Rwanda (UNAMIR), while initially focused on 

peacekeeping and monitoring the implementation of the Arusha Accords, was ill-prepared 

for the scale and nature of the atrocities that unfolded. 

 Clear Rules of Engagement: Future peacekeeping missions must have explicit and 

flexible rules of engagement, which allow peacekeepers to take decisive action to 

protect civilians and stop violence when it occurs. The limitations imposed on 

UNAMIR's mandate, particularly its inability to engage combatants or intervene in 

the violence, significantly contributed to the failure of the peacekeepers to protect 

Rwandans. Missions must be equipped with the authority to respond to crises swiftly 

and effectively. 

 Adequate Resources and Support: The failure to provide UNAMIR with adequate 

resources and reinforcements during the genocide underscored the need for 

peacekeeping forces to be sufficiently funded, staffed, and supported by the 

international community. When peacekeepers are left without sufficient personnel, 

equipment, and logistical support, they are powerless to respond to complex crises. 

Timely reinforcements and sufficient resources should be a part of every 

peacekeeping mission. 

2. The Responsibility to Protect (R2P) 

The Rwanda Genocide played a key role in the development of the Responsibility to 

Protect (R2P) doctrine, a concept introduced in the 2005 World Summit as part of the 

United Nations' effort to prevent atrocities. R2P holds that sovereign states have a 

responsibility to protect their populations from genocide, war crimes, ethnic cleansing, and 

crimes against humanity. When states fail to uphold this responsibility, the international 

community has an obligation to intervene. 

 Global Commitment to R2P: After Rwanda, there was a collective acknowledgment 

that the international community had failed to act in preventing genocide. R2P 

became a guiding principle for how the international community could respond to 

such crises in the future. It emphasizes that preventing atrocities is a shared 

responsibility and not just the concern of the affected state. 
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 The Shift from Sovereignty to Human Rights: R2P signified a shift in the 

understanding of sovereignty, from a principle of non-interference to a focus on the 

protection of human rights. This framework posits that state sovereignty is not an 

absolute right, and the international community can and should act if a government is 

either unwilling or unable to protect its own citizens. 

3. The Importance of Early Warning and Preventive Diplomacy 

The failure to prevent the genocide in Rwanda demonstrated the need for early warning 

systems to detect signs of impending crises and preventive diplomacy to address the root 

causes of conflict before they escalate into violence. 

 Monitoring and Early Warning Systems: The international community must invest 

in better monitoring systems that can detect the early signs of violence, political 

instability, and human rights violations. Information-sharing networks between states, 

international organizations, and NGOs can help identify at-risk populations and areas 

before violence erupts. The UN’s early warning mechanisms should be more robust 

and proactive. 

 Diplomatic Engagement: The Rwandan Genocide occurred amid a lack of 

diplomatic engagement to prevent the violence or to mediate between the factions in 

Rwanda. There was no significant diplomatic pressure on the Rwandan government 

to halt the killings, and international actors were slow to respond. Preventive 

diplomacy, which involves early intervention by the international community to 

mediate conflicts and defuse tensions, should be prioritized to prevent conflicts from 

spiraling into large-scale atrocities. 

4. Accountability and International Criminal Justice 

Another lesson learned from Rwanda was the importance of establishing mechanisms for 

accountability for those responsible for mass atrocities. After the genocide, international 

efforts were made to bring perpetrators to justice, but the process was slow and often 

insufficient. 

 International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR): The ICTR, established in 

1994 by the UN Security Council, was tasked with prosecuting individuals 

responsible for committing genocide, war crimes, and crimes against humanity in 

Rwanda. Although the tribunal made significant progress in prosecuting high-ranking 

officials, it faced challenges, including delays in trials and accusations of political 

interference. 

 Strengthening Accountability Mechanisms: The experience of Rwanda led to 

greater recognition of the need for international criminal justice to hold perpetrators 

of genocide accountable. The International Criminal Court (ICC), established in 

2002, was intended to address gaps in international law regarding accountability for 

mass atrocities. Ensuring that perpetrators of genocide face justice is crucial for 

deterring future crimes and offering justice to victims and survivors. 

 Truth and Reconciliation: In addition to legal accountability, post-genocide Rwanda 

embarked on a process of truth and reconciliation through Gacaca courts, a 

community-based system aimed at fostering healing and reconciliation. Although 

controversial, these courts allowed for the mass involvement of Rwandans in seeking 
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justice for the crimes committed during the genocide and contributed to national 

healing. 

5. The Role of the United States and Other Major Powers 

The failure of the international community, particularly the United States, to intervene 

during the genocide has been widely criticized. The United States, along with other major 

powers, chose not to act decisively during the genocide, largely due to political 

considerations and the failure to recognize the full extent of the violence until it was too late. 

 Political Will: The lack of political will by the United States and other influential 

nations to intervene in Rwanda reinforced the importance of political leadership in 

preventing genocide. In the future, leaders must be prepared to act on moral and 

humanitarian grounds, even when it requires taking risks or challenging national 

interests. 

 The Need for Collective Action: The failure to act in Rwanda also highlighted the 

need for collective action through the UN Security Council and other international 

organizations. A united global response is essential when faced with mass atrocities. 

The lack of consensus within the international community was a major hindrance to 

effective action during the genocide, and in future crises, states must prioritize 

collective action over national interests. 

6. Strengthening the United Nations’ Role in Prevention 

Finally, the failure of the United Nations to intervene effectively in Rwanda underscored the 

need for reforms to strengthen its capacity to prevent and respond to genocides and mass 

atrocities. 

 UN Security Council Reform: The UN Security Council’s inability to act decisively 

during the Rwandan Genocide, coupled with the inaction of permanent members, 

called for reforms in its structure. There have been calls for reforms to make the veto 

power more accountable and to ensure that the Security Council can respond more 

effectively to humanitarian crises. 

 Integrated Approach to Crisis Prevention: The UN must adopt a more integrated 

approach to crisis prevention, combining diplomatic efforts, peacekeeping, 

development assistance, and human rights monitoring. This approach should be 

proactive, not reactive, focusing on addressing the root causes of conflict and 

violence. 

Conclusion 

The aftermath of the Rwandan Genocide left the international community with important 

lessons about the limits of peacekeeping and the importance of timely intervention. The 

failure to act during the genocide exposed significant gaps in the global system, but it also led 

to important reforms, including the development of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) 

doctrine, improvements in peacekeeping mandates, and stronger frameworks for international 

accountability. Moving forward, the international community must continue to learn from 

past mistakes to ensure that the horrors of genocide and mass atrocities are never repeated. 
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Chapter 7: The Bosnian War and the Siege of 

Sarajevo (1992-1995) 

The Bosnian War (1992-1995) and the Siege of Sarajevo remain some of the most poignant 

examples of the international community’s failure to intervene effectively in the face of 

ethnic cleansing, genocide, and humanitarian catastrophe. As the war tore apart the former 

Yugoslavia, the United Nations and the UN Security Council (UNSC) found themselves 

deeply divided over how to respond to the crisis. Despite widespread atrocities, including the 

Srebrenica Massacre, the UNSC's actions were often insufficient, delayed, or hindered by 

political and strategic interests, particularly the competing priorities of major powers. 

This chapter will examine the events leading to the Bosnian War, the role of the UNSC in the 

conflict, and the eventual international response, focusing on the Siege of Sarajevo as a 

symbol of the broader failure of the global security system. 

 

7.1 The Roots of the Bosnian Conflict 

The Bosnian War was a product of the violent breakup of Yugoslavia following the end of 

the Cold War and the rise of nationalism in the region. Bosnia and Herzegovina, a republic 

within the former Yugoslavia, was ethnically diverse, with Bosniaks (Muslims), Serbs 

(Orthodox Christians), and Croats (Catholics) living together. However, as Yugoslavia 

disintegrated in the early 1990s, tensions between these ethnic groups intensified, leading to 

the outbreak of violence. 

 Ethnic Tensions: The rise of ethnic nationalism and separatism in Serbia, Croatia, 

and Bosnia created deep divides. Bosnia’s decision to seek independence from 

Yugoslavia was met with resistance from the Bosnian Serb population, backed by the 

Serbian government under Slobodan Milošević. This division sparked the 

beginning of a brutal civil war in 1992. 

 Declaration of Independence: On March 3, 1992, Bosnia and Herzegovina declared 

independence, but the Bosnian Serbs, supported by Serbia, opposed this decision, 

leading to full-scale armed conflict. The conflict was further complicated by Croatian 

involvement, with Bosnian Croats fighting alongside the Bosnian government forces 

at times, while also pursuing their own interests. 

 Ethnic Cleansing: A major element of the conflict was the ethnic cleansing 

campaign orchestrated by the Bosnian Serb forces against the Bosniak and Croat 

populations. This led to widespread atrocities, including the Srebrenica Massacre in 

1995, where approximately 8,000 Bosniak men and boys were killed by Bosnian 

Serb forces, and the Siege of Sarajevo, where civilians were subjected to prolonged 

shelling and sniper attacks. 

 

7.2 The UNSC’s Initial Response 
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The UNSC initially responded to the escalating violence with calls for ceasefires and 

peacekeeping efforts. However, its actions were deeply influenced by the geopolitical 

interests of the United States, Russia, and European powers, leading to ineffective or 

delayed responses. 

 Peacekeeping Mission: In 1992, the UN Security Council authorized the 

deployment of UNPROFOR (United Nations Protection Force), tasked with 

providing humanitarian aid, protecting civilians, and overseeing the delivery of relief 

supplies. However, the peacekeepers were not equipped or authorized to stop the 

fighting or use force in defense of civilians. The mission was essentially one of 

monitoring rather than peace enforcement. 

 Imposition of Sanctions: The UNSC also imposed sanctions on Serbia in an attempt 

to curtail its military support of the Bosnian Serbs. However, these sanctions were 

often ineffective, and the Bosnian Serbs continued to receive significant support from 

Serbia. 

 Divisions within the UNSC: The UNSC was divided on how to handle the Bosnian 

conflict. While Western powers (led by the U.S. and the UK) supported diplomatic 

efforts to end the war, Russia—which had close ties to the Bosnian Serbs—was often 

at odds with the West, blocking stronger resolutions and military interventions. This 

division significantly hindered the UNSC's ability to take decisive action. 

 

7.3 The Siege of Sarajevo 

The Siege of Sarajevo (1992-1995) became one of the most devastating symbols of the 

failure of the international community to prevent or intervene in a humanitarian crisis. The 

city, the capital of Bosnia and Herzegovina, was surrounded by Bosnian Serb forces for 

nearly four years, making it the longest siege of a capital city in modern history. 

 The Siege and Human Suffering: The Bosnian Serb forces bombarded Sarajevo 

with artillery, sniper fire, and small arms fire, targeting civilians indiscriminately. The 

population of the city endured extreme deprivation, with food and medical supplies in 

short supply. More than 11,000 people, including 1,500 children, were killed during 

the siege, and thousands more were wounded. 

 The UNSC’s Response to the Siege: Despite the brutal nature of the siege and the 

large-scale loss of life, the UNSC's response was limited. While it passed resolutions 

condemning the violence and calling for peace, it did little to protect the civilians of 

Sarajevo. The UNPROFOR peacekeepers stationed in the city were unable to prevent 

the shelling or provide adequate protection for the civilians. Furthermore, the Security 

Council was unwilling to authorize more robust military intervention, leaving the 

people of Sarajevo vulnerable to prolonged suffering. 

 UN’s Failure to Prevent War Crimes: The UNSC failed to act decisively to stop the 

ethnic cleansing and war crimes being committed by Bosnian Serb forces, including 

the siege itself. International law and humanitarian norms were violated, and the 

UNSC did not have the political will to intervene effectively. 

 

7.4 The International Community's Hesitation and the Bosnian Genocide 
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While the Srebrenica Massacre in 1995 was the most widely recognized genocide of the 

Bosnian War, the international community’s hesitation to intervene earlier contributed to 

the scale of the atrocities. 

 The Failure to Intervene Early: For much of the war, the international 

community—led by the UN and the EU—failed to take decisive action to stop the 

fighting or protect civilians. The UN Security Council's division over military 

intervention and the failure to authorize airstrikes against the Bosnian Serb artillery 

that was targeting Sarajevo highlighted the lack of a coherent international response. 

 UN's Lack of Authority: As the siege continued, UNPROFOR’s limited mandate 

and lack of military support prevented any meaningful intervention. The international 

community's failure to provide timely military aid and prevent mass atrocities during 

the siege allowed the Bosnian Serb forces to consolidate their positions and carry out 

ethnic cleansing campaigns across Bosnia. 

 The Role of the International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia 

(ICTY): In the aftermath of the war, the ICTY was established to prosecute 

individuals for crimes committed during the Bosnian War, including the Siege of 

Sarajevo. The tribunal convicted several key figures, including Radovan Karadžić 

and Ratko Mladić, for their roles in the genocide and atrocities committed during the 

war. 

 

7.5 The Aftermath and Lessons Learned 

The failure to act decisively in Bosnia, particularly during the Siege of Sarajevo, highlighted 

several weaknesses in the UN’s response mechanisms, and it raised profound questions 

about the efficacy of the international security system. 

 Reforms to UN Peacekeeping: In response to the Bosnian War, UN peacekeeping 

operations underwent significant reforms, with an emphasis on strengthening 

mandates and military capacity to enable peacekeepers to take more forceful action 

in protecting civilians and preventing mass atrocities. 

 The NATO Intervention: The failure of the UN led to the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO) taking a more active role in the conflict. In 1995, NATO 

launched airstrikes against Bosnian Serb positions, a pivotal moment that forced the 

parties to the negotiation table and contributed to the signing of the Dayton Accords, 

which brought an end to the war. 

 The Responsibility to Protect (R2P): The Bosnian War and its aftermath played a 

significant role in the development of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine. 

The war demonstrated the need for the international community to take collective 

action to prevent mass atrocities and protect civilians, even when a state is unwilling 

or unable to do so. 

 The Legacy of the Siege of Sarajevo: The Siege of Sarajevo remains a tragic 

reminder of the failures of the international community to intervene effectively during 

moments of crisis. It underscores the need for international political will, more 

robust peacekeeping missions, and a revised approach to preventing and 

responding to ethnic conflicts and humanitarian disasters. 
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Conclusion 

The Bosnian War and the Siege of Sarajevo were marked by tragic inaction and the inability 

of the United Nations and the UN Security Council to act decisively in the face of mounting 

atrocities. Despite the UN's early involvement, its failure to protect civilians and prevent 

mass killings in Sarajevo—and later in Srebrenica—highlighted the limitations of 

peacekeeping missions without the authority to use force, the complexity of geopolitical 

dynamics, and the lack of unified international action. Ultimately, the conflict and its 

aftermath resulted in significant reforms to international peacekeeping and a renewed 

emphasis on the Responsibility to Protect (R2P), ensuring that the lessons of the Bosnian 

War would not be forgotten in future global security challenges. 
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7.1 The Yugoslavian Breakdown and Ethnic Tensions 

The breakdown of Yugoslavia in the early 1990s was one of the most significant events that 

led to the Bosnian War and, ultimately, the Siege of Sarajevo. The collapse of this once 

unified socialist state triggered a series of ethnic conflicts, as the diverse population of 

Yugoslavia—comprising Serbs, Croats, Bosniaks, and others—was torn apart by nationalist 

movements, historical grievances, and the ambitions of local political leaders. These tensions, 

deepened by external political and economic factors, laid the groundwork for one of the 

bloodiest conflicts in Europe since World War II. 

The Historical Context of Yugoslavia 

The Kingdom of Yugoslavia was established in 1918 after World War I, bringing together 

various South Slavic ethnic groups, including Serbs, Croats, Bosniaks, Slovenes, and others, 

under one monarchy. Throughout the 20th century, the country experienced political turmoil, 

ethnic rivalries, and tensions between its different groups. However, it was the rise of Josip 

Broz Tito and the creation of the socialist Socialist Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 

(SFRY) after World War II that unified the diverse ethnic groups under a federal structure. 

Under Tito’s leadership, Yugoslavia was kept relatively stable, largely due to his ability to 

suppress ethnic nationalism through a mix of political repression and policies aimed at 

promoting Yugoslav identity over individual ethnic identities. Tito, who was a Croat by 

ethnicity but identified as Yugoslav, also skillfully navigated the Cold War power dynamics, 

maintaining Yugoslavia's non-aligned status while balancing relations between the East 

(Soviet Union) and West (United States and NATO). 

However, Tito’s death in 1980 left a vacuum of leadership, and without his unifying 

influence, ethnic nationalism began to resurface throughout the country. 

The Rise of Nationalism and the Breakup of Yugoslavia 

In the 1980s and early 1990s, the economic situation in Yugoslavia began to deteriorate, with 

rising unemployment, inflation, and regional economic imbalances. The central government 

in Belgrade was increasingly unable to address the growing demands of its republics, which 

were calling for greater autonomy. 

The political vacuum and economic instability led to the rise of nationalist leaders in the 

republics, most notably Slobodan Milošević in Serbia, who used ethnic tensions as a means 

to consolidate power and assert Serbian dominance within the federation. Milošević played 

on the fears and frustrations of the Serb population, presenting himself as the protector of 

Serb interests across Yugoslavia, particularly in regions with large Serb minorities. 

The first significant crack in the Yugoslav Federation came in 1991, when Slovenia and 

Croatia declared independence, triggering violent confrontations. Serbia, fearing the loss of 

its influence, opposed these moves and sought to retain control over its ethnic kin in both 

regions. The war between Serbia and Croatia escalated, and in the context of rising ethnic 

nationalism, other republics, including Bosnia and Herzegovina, were pushed toward their 

own bids for independence. 
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Bosnia and Herzegovina: A Powder Keg of Ethnic Diversity 

Bosnia and Herzegovina, one of Yugoslavia’s six republics, was a diverse country with a 

population of Muslims (Bosniaks), Serbs, and Croats. Ethnically, Bosnia was more mixed 

than other republics, which had a more clear-cut ethnic majority. This diversity became both 

a strength and a liability as the crisis in Yugoslavia deepened. 

Bosnia’s strategic location, the historic rivalry between Serbs, Croats, and Muslims, and 

the country’s lack of a dominant ethnic group meant that any attempt at independence was 

fraught with risks. In 1991, Bosnia’s leadership, led by Alija Izetbegović, saw an opportunity 

to break away from the crumbling federation and declared independence in March 1992, 

following a referendum. This declaration was quickly opposed by Bosnian Serbs, who 

wanted to remain part of a Serb-dominated Yugoslavia. Supported by Serbia and Milošević, 

the Bosnian Serbs sought to create their own ethnically homogeneous state within Bosnia. 

The Bosnian Serb forces, led by Radovan Karadžić and Ratko Mladić, launched an armed 

rebellion against the newly formed Bosnian government, starting the Bosnian War. As the 

conflict spread, the deep ethnic divisions fueled a brutal civil war, marked by atrocities, 

ethnic cleansing, and widespread violence against civilians. 

The Escalation of Ethnic Tensions and the Path to War 

As the Bosnian War escalated, the ethnic tensions between the Bosniaks, Croats, and 

Serbs reached catastrophic levels. Each side sought to gain territorial control, and the use of 

ethnic cleansing—a systematic effort to remove an ethnic group from a particular area—

became a central element of the conflict. 

 Serb Forces: The Bosnian Serb army, with support from Serbia, conducted an ethnic 

cleansing campaign against the Bosniak (Muslim) population, forcing them from 

their homes, killing civilians, and committing widespread atrocities. The Srebrenica 

massacre, where over 8,000 Bosniak men and boys were murdered, remains the 

most infamous of these acts. 

 Croat Forces: The Bosnian Croats, who initially fought alongside the Bosnian 

government, soon found themselves pursuing their own interests and engaged in 

conflict with the Bosnian Serbs, as well as with the Bosniaks. The Croat-Muslim 

clashes further complicated the conflict and intensified the ethnic divisions in Bosnia. 

 Bosniaks and the Struggle for Survival: The Bosniak population, led by 

Izetbegović, found themselves fighting for survival as their territory was slowly 

eroded by both the Serbs and Croats. They were the most vulnerable group in the 

conflict, as the Serbs and Croats both sought to eliminate their presence from key 

regions. 

This breakdown of interethnic relations and the disintegration of Yugoslavia became a major 

catalyst for the Bosnian War, and eventually led to the Siege of Sarajevo and a series of 

massacres, including the infamous Srebrenica Massacre. 

The international community, particularly the United Nations and the UN Security Council, 

were slow to recognize the growing threat of a regional war, and their inaction allowed these 

ethnic tensions to fester, leading to the catastrophic violence that followed. The failure of 

diplomacy and the inability of the UNSC to act decisively were major factors in the brutal 
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nature of the conflict, as ethnic tensions and nationalism spiraled out of control, dragging 

Bosnia and the surrounding regions into one of Europe’s deadliest wars of the late 20th 

century. 

 

In conclusion, the Yugoslavian breakdown and the rise of ethnic nationalism created a 

volatile environment in which the Bosnian War could flourish. The tensions between Serbs, 

Croats, and Bosniaks—combined with the collapse of Yugoslavia, the actions of nationalist 

leaders, and external influences—led to the creation of a deeply divided, war-torn Bosnia. 

These factors set the stage for the Siege of Sarajevo and the many atrocities that followed, 

underscoring the importance of addressing ethnic conflicts and nationalist ambitions before 

they escalate into full-scale violence. 
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7.2 UNSC’s Delayed and Ineffective Response 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) faced significant challenges in responding to 

the escalating Bosnian War (1992-1995), and its delayed and often ineffective intervention 

stands as one of the most critical failures in the organization’s history. Despite early warnings 

of an impending humanitarian disaster and multiple calls for international intervention, the 

UNSC’s actions were slow, fragmented, and insufficient to prevent the widespread atrocities 

that unfolded. 

The Initial UNSC Response 

When the Bosnian War broke out in 1992, the UNSC was immediately informed of the 

situation, with numerous reports highlighting the potential for mass violence. Bosnia’s 

declaration of independence in March 1992 and the ensuing ethnic conflict were flagged by 

the UN and other international bodies. However, the Security Council was unable to act 

swiftly to curb the growing violence. The Bosnian Serb forces, supported by Serbia, began 

to implement an aggressive ethnic cleansing campaign, targeting Bosniak (Muslim) and 

Croat populations across the country. 

The UN initially attempted to mediate the conflict by imposing an arms embargo on the 

entire region and deploying a small peacekeeping force, the United Nations Protection 

Force (UNPROFOR), to oversee humanitarian aid distribution and maintain peace in 

designated "safe areas." However, these measures were insufficient to prevent the expansion 

of violence and the systematic persecution of civilians. 

Veto Power and the Political Gridlock 

One of the most significant obstacles to effective action by the UNSC was the veto power 

held by the five permanent members of the Security Council—the United States, Russia, 

China, France, and the United Kingdom. The Cold War had already created a deeply 

entrenched political divide, and in the case of Bosnia, the presence of Russia (a traditional 

ally of Serbia) complicated any decisive action. Russia’s veto power often shielded Serbia 

from stronger sanctions or military intervention, leading to an impasse within the UNSC. 

The United States, on the other hand, was initially reluctant to become directly involved in 

the conflict. While the U.S. condemned the violence, it was hesitant to engage militarily, 

partly due to the complexities of the situation and the absence of a clear strategic interest in 

Bosnia. This reluctance to take action, combined with the political gridlock caused by 

competing interests within the UNSC, resulted in an environment where the international 

response to the Bosnian crisis was fragmented and slow. 

The Lack of a Unified Strategy 

The UNSC's response to the war was marked by a lack of a clear and unified strategy. The 

UNPROFOR, tasked with maintaining peace and protecting civilians, was severely under-

equipped and lacked a mandate to intervene militarily. The peacekeeping force found itself in 

a vulnerable position, unable to prevent atrocities or defend civilians effectively. Its presence, 

rather than acting as a deterrent, often became a symbol of impotence as the conflict 

intensified. 
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In addition to the peacekeeping force, the UNSC imposed a economic embargo on Serbia in 

an attempt to apply pressure. However, this measure was inadequate in halting the violence. 

The economic sanctions had little effect on Serbia’s leadership, which remained focused on 

its territorial goals and expansion in Bosnia. Moreover, the sanctions were poorly enforced, 

and the arms embargo placed on the entire region effectively disarmed Bosnian forces, who 

were left to fight an overwhelming Serb military with limited resources. 

The Siege of Sarajevo and International Indifference 

One of the most glaring examples of the UNSC’s failure to act decisively was during the 

Siege of Sarajevo (1992-1995), where Bosnian Serb forces, supported by Serbia, besieged 

the capital for nearly four years, subjecting its population to relentless artillery bombardments 

and sniper fire. More than 11,000 people were killed, and the city’s infrastructure was 

decimated. Despite calls for stronger action and direct intervention to protect civilians, the 

UNSC failed to establish a meaningful military response. 

UNPROFOR troops were deployed in Sarajevo and other parts of Bosnia, but they were not 

authorized to engage in offensive military operations. Their mandate was primarily focused 

on keeping the peace and providing humanitarian aid, but this proved inadequate as Serb 

forces continued their assault on the city. While the international community watched as the 

siege continued, the UNSC’s failure to act swiftly and decisively allowed the violence to 

escalate to unprecedented levels. 

The Srebrenica Massacre and the UNSC’s Inaction 

The Srebrenica massacre (1995), where over 8,000 Bosniak men and boys were killed by 

Bosnian Serb forces, marked a turning point in the war and highlighted the UNSC’s failure to 

prevent genocide. Srebrenica had been designated by the UN as a "safe area" under its 

protection, and Dutch peacekeepers were stationed there to provide security. However, 

when Bosnian Serb forces overran the area, the peacekeepers did not intervene, and the 

international community failed to act in time to prevent the massacre. 

The massacre sparked outrage worldwide and was a key moment in the failure of the UNSC 

to effectively carry out its responsibility to protect civilians. The event exposed the 

limitations of UN peacekeeping missions and called into question the UNSC’s ability to 

prevent atrocities in the face of a brutal ethnic war. 

International Pressure and the Dayton Agreement 

In response to the mounting international pressure, the UNSC eventually acted, but only after 

the situation had already reached catastrophic levels. The United States, leading a coalition of 

NATO allies, launched a series of airstrikes against Bosnian Serb positions in 1995, which 

helped force Serbia to the negotiating table. The military intervention, though belated, 

ultimately led to the signing of the Dayton Peace Accords in December 1995, which brought 

an end to the war. 

The Dayton Agreement established a framework for peace, but it was a negotiated 

settlement that was reached only after tens of thousands of deaths, displacement, and 

ethnic cleansing had already occurred. The UNSC’s delayed and ineffective response during 
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the early stages of the war prevented it from preventing the worst atrocities and prolonged the 

suffering of countless civilians. 

Conclusion: A Legacy of Inaction 

The Bosnian War and the Siege of Sarajevo illustrate the failures of the UN Security 

Council to act swiftly and decisively in the face of ethnic violence and mass atrocities. The 

delayed response, compounded by political gridlock within the UNSC and the lack of a 

clear strategy, allowed the war to escalate into one of the bloodiest conflicts in Europe since 

World War II. The inability of the UNSC to prevent the Srebrenica massacre and halt the 

siege of Sarajevo remains a deeply painful reminder of the shortcomings of international 

diplomacy and the UN’s failure to protect civilians in the midst of a humanitarian disaster. 

This chapter highlights how political divisions and competing interests within the UNSC 

allowed the conflict to continue unchecked for too long, leading to unnecessary suffering and 

loss of life. The legacy of the UNSC’s inaction in Bosnia influenced the way international 

interventions were conducted in future conflicts, as the international community began to 

reconsider its approach to humanitarian intervention, peacekeeping, and the responsibility to 

protect civilians. 
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7.3 The Role of NATO and the U.S. in the Conflict 

While the United Nations and its Security Council were slow to act in response to the 

escalating violence in Bosnia, NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) and the United 

States played crucial roles in shaping the outcome of the war, especially in its later stages. 

The involvement of NATO forces and the U.S. military intervention marked a turning point 

in the conflict and significantly influenced the eventual peace settlement. However, their 

actions also highlighted the challenges of achieving international consensus and the 

limitations of non-coordinated efforts in a conflict that demanded unified global leadership. 

The Role of NATO’s Airstrikes 

As the Bosnian War progressed and the international community witnessed the continued 

ethnic cleansing and atrocities, NATO began to take a more active role in the region. After 

years of diplomatic pressure and sanctions, NATO's intervention escalated, particularly with 

airstrikes aimed at Bosnian Serb positions. NATO’s involvement was initially hesitant, but 

after the Srebrenica massacre in 1995, NATO's commitment to air strikes against Bosnian 

Serb forces became decisive in bringing about a ceasefire. 

The NATO air campaign was designed to weaken the military capacity of the Bosnian Serbs 

and force them to the negotiating table. These airstrikes were largely in response to the 

Bosnian Serb forces' ongoing attacks against civilian targets and their failure to honor 

previous peace agreements. The bombing raids, although significant, were a reflection of 

NATO's shift from a defensive to an offensive posture, but they were only launched after 

diplomatic efforts had failed, and the violence had reached extreme levels. 

While NATO’s air campaign was successful in limiting the military capabilities of the 

Bosnian Serb forces, it also highlighted the organization's limitations in intervening in a 

complex ethnic conflict where political considerations and long-standing rivalries played a 

significant role in the violence. NATO’s limited actions did not bring an immediate end to the 

conflict, but they did contribute to the eventual Dayton Accords, which ended the war. 

The U.S. Role: Diplomatic Pressure and Military Intervention 

The United States played a pivotal role in shaping the response to the Bosnian conflict. Early 

in the war, the U.S. focused primarily on diplomatic efforts, pressuring the UNSC to 

implement sanctions and pushing for peace talks. However, the U.S. soon recognized the 

shortcomings of a purely diplomatic approach and began to assert its influence more directly, 

leading to increased U.S. military and political involvement in the later years of the conflict. 

The U.S. played a key role in convincing NATO to launch airstrikes against the Bosnian Serb 

positions. President Bill Clinton and Secretary of State Warren Christopher emphasized 

the need for military intervention to stop the ongoing atrocities and bring the war to a close. 

By 1995, the U.S. administration was committed to using its influence to push for an end to 

the conflict, both through diplomatic channels and military means. 

The U.S. was also instrumental in the negotiations that led to the Dayton Peace Accords. 

While NATO airstrikes pressured the Bosnian Serb forces, it was U.S.-led diplomacy that 

created the conditions for a peace agreement. The U.S. pushed for a framework that would 
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satisfy the key players in the conflict, especially Bosnia's Muslims and Croats, while 

providing Bosnian Serbs with political autonomy in their territories. The U.S. brokered a 

deal that led to the Dayton Accords, officially ending the war and setting up a power-sharing 

agreement among the different ethnic groups. 

The U.S. military also played a role in enforcing the peace following the accords. American 

forces were part of the NATO-led Implementation Force (IFOR), which was tasked with 

ensuring that the terms of the Dayton Agreement were adhered to and that military tensions 

did not flare up again. American peacekeeping troops helped stabilize the region and allow 

for the rebuilding process to begin. 

The Political Divide and NATO’s Response 

While NATO and the U.S. were instrumental in bringing an end to the Bosnian conflict, their 

involvement did not come without challenges. One of the key difficulties was the lack of 

consensus within the UN Security Council and the international community about how to 

approach the war. The Russian Federation had strong political and historical ties with 

Serbia and consistently blocked stronger action against the Bosnian Serbs. This division 

significantly limited the ability of the UNSC to act in a unified manner. 

As NATO began taking more direct action, particularly with airstrikes, it became clear that 

the alliance would take a lead role in achieving peace, as the UN’s efforts to mediate a 

settlement had failed. The differences in approach—NATO’s willingness to use force and the 

UN’s more diplomatic approach—created tensions in the overall strategy for ending the 

conflict. 

While the U.S. was increasingly aligned with NATO's goals, its role as the primary driver of 

airstrikes and the diplomatic process illustrated how global alliances were not always 

perfectly coordinated in addressing crises. The U.S. and NATO’s actions were not 

universally welcomed, particularly in Russia, which viewed NATO’s intervention as an 

overstep in a region traditionally within its sphere of influence. The political rifts between 

NATO members and non-Western powers added another layer of complexity to the 

international response. 

Impact on Future NATO Interventions 

The Bosnian War and NATO's involvement had significant implications for future 

peacekeeping and military interventions. The success of NATO airstrikes and its role in 

enforcing the Dayton Accords marked a shift in how the West viewed its capacity for 

intervening in ethnic conflicts. The military success in Bosnia was seen as a model for how 

NATO could use air power to shape the course of a conflict without deploying large 

numbers of ground troops. 

This intervention, however, also led to a reevaluation of the limits of military power in 

peacekeeping and conflict resolution. The complexity of the Bosnian conflict demonstrated 

that airstrikes alone could not resolve the underlying ethnic and political divisions. The 

Dayton Accords, while successful in ending the war, highlighted the difficulty of creating 

lasting peace when deeply entrenched ethnic tensions were not adequately addressed by the 

peace process. 
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The lessons learned from Bosnia shaped NATO’s later interventions, especially during the 

Kosovo War (1999) and the Afghan conflict (2001–present). The challenges of multilateral 

diplomacy, military force, and post-conflict reconstruction became central considerations for 

NATO and the international community in subsequent operations. 

Conclusion: Shifting Roles in Global Security 

The involvement of NATO and the United States in the Bosnian War represents a critical 

evolution in the international community’s approach to ethnic conflict and humanitarian 

intervention. Although the UNSC struggled to act decisively, NATO and the U.S. were able 

to shape the course of the conflict, ultimately contributing to its resolution. This intervention 

not only influenced the outcome of the Bosnian War but also set the stage for future NATO 

actions in conflict zones around the world. However, the challenges faced in Bosnia also 

underscore the importance of a coordinated and comprehensive approach to international 

security, diplomacy, and conflict resolution—lessons that continue to resonate in 

contemporary global crises. 
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7.4 The Aftermath and Accountability of the UNSC 

The aftermath of the Bosnian War and the international community’s response, especially 

the UN Security Council’s (UNSC) role, has left a lasting legacy that calls into question the 

effectiveness, responsibility, and accountability of the UNSC in addressing global conflicts. 

The failure to act decisively during the early stages of the war, coupled with the delayed 

response and lack of intervention in the face of mounting ethnic violence, raised significant 

questions about the UNSC's mandate and ability to prevent humanitarian disasters. This 

chapter explores the accountability of the UNSC for its inaction during the Bosnian conflict 

and the broader implications for future peacekeeping operations. 

The UNSC’s Inaction and Responsibility 

Throughout the Bosnian War, the UNSC faced intense criticism for its inability to 

effectively respond to the unfolding humanitarian crisis. Despite the Srebrenica massacre in 

1995 and the ongoing siege of Sarajevo, which led to tens of thousands of civilian deaths, the 

UNSC struggled to take meaningful action to halt the violence or provide adequate protection 

to the victims. One of the most significant failures was the inability to enforce a lasting arms 

embargo on the Bosnian Serbs and the lack of an effective military response to combat 

ethnic cleansing. 

The UNSC’s efforts were often undermined by geopolitical interests, most notably the veto 

power held by the permanent members—especially Russia, which consistently blocked 

stronger measures against the Bosnian Serbs. Russia’s support for the Serb forces and its 

reluctance to allow the UN to take stronger action demonstrated the limitations of the 

UNSC’s structure in the face of competing interests among its members. This inaction raised 

critical questions about the UNSC's ability to perform its primary function: maintaining 

international peace and security. 

Moreover, the UN Protection Force (UNPROFOR), which was deployed to maintain peace 

in Bosnia, was often criticized for its failure to protect vulnerable populations, particularly in 

the "safe areas" like Srebrenica, which the UN had declared a protected zone. In the face of 

direct threats and overwhelming violence, the peacekeepers lacked the authority, resources, 

and mandate to intervene militarily. As a result, the UNSC’s response was perceived as weak 

and ineffectual, leading to the deaths of thousands of civilians. 

The Lack of Accountability and the UN’s Reputation 

The failure of the UNSC to act effectively in Bosnia, especially in light of the Srebrenica 

massacre, had far-reaching consequences for the UN's reputation and the perceived 

legitimacy of the international system. The Srebrenica massacre, where more than 8,000 

Bosnian Muslim men and boys were executed by Bosnian Serb forces, was a defining 

moment in the conflict. It exposed the international community’s failure to prevent a 

genocide on European soil. 

Despite calls for accountability and reform, the UNSC's involvement in Bosnia largely 

remained unchallenged in terms of holding its permanent members accountable for their 

actions or inactions. The lack of significant reforms to the UNSC’s structure, particularly the 
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veto power, meant that the same dynamics that had allowed inaction in Bosnia continued to 

affect subsequent conflicts, including in Rwanda, Kosovo, and Syria. 

Additionally, the failure to hold the UNSC accountable in the Bosnian context contributed to 

the perception that the international community had failed to live up to its moral and legal 

responsibilities. This disillusionment led to increasing calls for reform within the UN system, 

particularly concerning the role and power of the permanent five members of the Security 

Council. 

Efforts for Reform and Lessons Learned 

In the aftermath of the Bosnian War, there was a growing realization that the UNSC needed 

to undergo significant reform to address its failures and to better equip itself to handle future 

conflicts. Calls for reform of the Security Council, particularly the veto power, were 

amplified by critics who argued that the current structure was no longer fit for purpose in a 

post-Cold War world. 

The Brahimi Report, commissioned by the UN Secretary-General in 2000, provided a 

comprehensive evaluation of the UN’s peacekeeping failures, including its role in Bosnia. 

The report highlighted the need for improved coordination, clear mandates, and adequate 

resources for peacekeeping missions. It also called for better leadership and the 

development of a more flexible approach to peacekeeping operations. However, despite such 

recommendations, structural reforms within the UNSC have been slow and largely 

unsuccessful, due to opposition from the permanent members who are resistant to any 

changes that might dilute their influence. 

The Bosnian War also prompted the establishment of the International Criminal Tribunal 

for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), which was tasked with prosecuting war crimes 

committed during the conflict. The ICTY provided a measure of justice for the victims and 

served as an important step toward accountability for war crimes, but it did little to address 

the UNSC’s failure to prevent the war and its subsequent atrocities. 

The post-Bosnian era saw a growing emphasis on the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) 

doctrine, which argues that the international community has a moral obligation to intervene 

when a state fails to protect its citizens from mass atrocities. While R2P gained widespread 

support after the genocide in Rwanda and the atrocities in Bosnia, its implementation has 

been uneven and hampered by political disagreements and the veto power within the 

UNSC. 

The Continuing Legacy of UNSC's Inaction 

The legacy of the UNSC's inaction during the Bosnian War continues to impact its role in 

global security and its credibility as a peacekeeping body. The failure to act during Bosnia 

highlighted the limitations of the UNSC’s decision-making process, especially when 

powerful members have divergent interests or when there is insufficient political will to 

intervene. The Bosnian War illustrated that the UNSC, despite its foundational mandate, 

could not always protect civilians or prevent conflicts from escalating into full-scale 

humanitarian disasters. 
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In more recent crises, such as Syria, Yemen, and Ukraine, the legacy of the UNSC’s 

inaction in Bosnia has become increasingly relevant. The veto power continues to be a 

significant obstacle to meaningful intervention in these conflicts, as permanent members 

block resolutions that could lead to military or diplomatic action. 

The Bosnian conflict also demonstrated the need for a broader and more flexible international 

framework for dealing with humanitarian crises. The UNSC's failure to act decisively has 

sparked a growing conversation about the need for regional organizations, coalitions of the 

willing, and non-state actors to take a more active role in conflict resolution, especially 

when the UN is unable to act due to internal divisions. 

Conclusion: Accountability and the Future of Global Security 

The Bosnian War served as a wake-up call for the international community and the UNSC 

regarding the need for reform and accountability in the face of mass atrocities. While there 

were eventual steps taken to address the immediate aftermath of the war, the broader 

structural issues that contributed to the UNSC’s failure to act remain largely unaddressed. 

For the international community to effectively address future global security challenges, the 

lessons learned from Bosnia must inform the development of more robust, coordinated, and 

accountable mechanisms for preventing and responding to conflicts. Reforms to the UNSC, 

including revisiting the veto power and enhancing the capacity of peacekeeping missions, 

are essential to ensuring that the global system can prevent further tragedies like those 

witnessed in Bosnia. The legacy of Bosnia will continue to shape international diplomacy, 

and only through meaningful reform and accountability can the UNSC live up to its mandate 

to maintain global peace and security. 
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Chapter 8: The Gulf War (1990-1991) 

The Gulf War, also known as the Persian Gulf War, occurred between 1990 and 1991 and 

is one of the most prominent examples of UNSC intervention in the post-Cold War era. This 

conflict marked a critical moment for the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), 

showcasing its ability to act quickly and decisively when there is broad international 

consensus. However, despite the success of the military coalition led by the United States to 

expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait, the Gulf War also exposed some of the limitations of the 

UNSC's effectiveness in enforcing lasting peace and maintaining regional stability. 

This chapter examines the UNSC's role in the Gulf War, its response to the Iraqi invasion 

of Kuwait, and the long-term implications of the UNSC's actions and inactions during the 

conflict. 

8.1 The Outbreak of the Gulf Conflict 

The Gulf War was triggered by the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait on August 2, 1990. Iraq, under 

the leadership of Saddam Hussein, accused Kuwait of overproducing oil, which led to a drop 

in oil prices, and it also claimed Kuwait was slant drilling oil from the Rumaila oil field, 

located along the border between the two countries. These tensions escalated when Iraq 

invaded Kuwait, effectively annexing the small, oil-rich nation. 

The international community was quick to respond, with the UNSC condemning Iraq's 

actions and demanding an immediate withdrawal of Iraqi forces from Kuwait. The rapidity 

and unity of the UNSC's condemnation were notable, as the Council passed Resolution 660, 

which demanded the immediate and unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi forces. This marked 

the beginning of an international crisis that would see the UNSC’s capabilities put to the test. 

8.2 The UNSC’s Rapid and Decisive Response 

In response to Iraq’s aggression, the UNSC acted swiftly and decisively, showing an 

unprecedented level of unity. Within days of Iraq’s invasion, the UNSC imposed economic 

sanctions on Iraq, prohibiting trade and freezing its assets in an effort to pressure Iraq into 

withdrawing from Kuwait. The UNSC then passed Resolution 678 in November 1990, which 

authorized the use of military force to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait if Iraq did not 

withdraw by January 15, 1991. 

The United States, along with a multinational coalition of forces, quickly mobilized for 

military intervention, marking a pivotal moment in post-Cold War international diplomacy. 

The UNSC’s resolution for the use of force was significant because it reflected a consensus 

among permanent members and non-permanent members of the UNSC, despite the 

geopolitical divides that had characterized the Cold War era. 

For the first time in history, the UNSC passed a resolution that authorized military action 

under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, giving a legally binding mandate for military 

operations. The U.S.-led coalition, consisting of forces from countries like the United 

Kingdom, France, Saudi Arabia, and others, launched Operation Desert Storm in January 

1991, which swiftly led to the liberation of Kuwait and the defeat of Iraqi forces. 
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8.3 The Role of the U.S. and the Coalition in UNSC Authorization 

The success of the UNSC's resolution and military intervention in the Gulf War was largely 

due to the support and leadership of the United States. The U.S., having significant influence 

as a permanent member of the UNSC, played a crucial role in rallying global support for the 

war. American diplomatic efforts ensured broad backing for the use of military force, largely 

due to the perceived importance of maintaining regional stability and securing global oil 

supplies. 

However, the U.S. also had significant political motivations in the conflict, including 

ensuring the continuation of stable access to the Persian Gulf’s oil reserves and preventing 

the further expansion of Iraq’s regional power. The multinational coalition—which included 

not only Western powers but also Arab states like Saudi Arabia and Egypt—was seen as a 

demonstration of the global solidarity against Iraq's aggression. Yet, questions about 

whether the U.S. led coalition acted primarily out of self-interest or for broader humanitarian 

and strategic purposes remain a subject of debate. 

Despite the swift military success, the role of the UNSC in the conflict raised important 

questions about the ability of the UN to ensure long-term peace and stability in the region. 

After the war, the UN played a significant role in managing the post-conflict peace-building 

process, including monitoring sanctions and overseeing the disarmament of Iraq. 

However, this would later become a source of tension in the run-up to the Iraq War of 2003, 

highlighting unresolved issues from the Gulf War’s aftermath. 

8.4 Long-Term Implications and Lessons Learned 

While the Gulf War was a clear military victory for the coalition forces and the UNSC, it left 

behind a number of unresolved issues that had lasting implications for both the region and the 

UNSC. The following long-term effects and lessons learned from the Gulf War provide 

important insights into the effectiveness of the UNSC’s actions: 

1. Sanctions and Their Effectiveness: The Gulf War marked the first widespread use of 

economic sanctions by the UNSC, which aimed to force Iraq to comply with its 

obligations under international law. While sanctions did play a role in weakening 

Iraq’s economy, they also had severe humanitarian consequences, particularly for 

ordinary Iraqis. The failure of sanctions to fully compel Iraq to disarm, combined with 

widespread suffering, sparked debates on the effectiveness and ethical implications of 

sanctions as a tool of international diplomacy. 

2. The Limitations of Military Intervention: Despite the military success in Kuwait, 

the UNSC’s intervention did not lead to the resolution of all of the region’s problems. 

Saddam Hussein’s regime was left intact, and Iraq remained a significant power in 

the region, leading to ongoing instability and friction. The lack of a definitive peace 

settlement and the failure to remove Saddam Hussein in 1991 set the stage for future 

conflicts, including the 2003 Iraq War. 

3. The Role of the UN Post-War: After the war, the UNSC became heavily involved in 

overseeing Iraq's compliance with international disarmament requirements, including 

inspections by the UN Special Commission (UNSCOM). However, as the years 

passed, the inability of the UNSC to enforce these disarmament measures or take 

further action against Iraq due to geopolitical considerations led to frustration and an 

erosion of confidence in the effectiveness of the UNSC. 
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4. The Challenges of Consensus: While the UNSC was able to reach consensus during 

the Gulf War, it later faced difficulties maintaining unity on how to handle Iraq, 

particularly as the U.S. and its allies became increasingly frustrated with Iraq's non-

compliance with UN resolutions. The lack of consistent leadership within the UNSC 

made it difficult to enforce long-term peace and stability in Iraq and the broader 

Middle East region. 

5. The Role of Regional Powers: The Gulf War demonstrated the importance of 

regional cooperation in maintaining stability in areas of global strategic interest, 

such as the Persian Gulf. Regional powers like Saudi Arabia and Egypt played a 

critical role in supporting military intervention, and their involvement was key to the 

success of the mission. However, the conflict also highlighted the complex dynamics 

of regional geopolitics and the limitations of international action when regional 

powers have conflicting interests. 

Conclusion 

The Gulf War represented a critical juncture for the UNSC in the post-Cold War era. While 

the UNSC demonstrated its ability to respond rapidly and decisively to a major international 

crisis, the long-term consequences of its actions revealed the complexities of global security 

and the limitations of international institutions. The conflict’s aftermath, including sanctions, 

post-war reconstruction, and the continuing power of Saddam Hussein, showcased both the 

strengths and weaknesses of the UNSC in dealing with global security challenges. 

The Gulf War serves as a reminder that while the UNSC can act swiftly and decisively, its 

ability to foster lasting peace and stability is often hindered by geopolitical interests, the lack 

of enforcement mechanisms, and the complex realities of post-conflict rebuilding. 
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8.1 The Invasion of Kuwait by Iraq 

The invasion of Kuwait by Iraq on August 2, 1990, was a critical moment in both regional 

and global politics, marking the beginning of the Gulf War. This invasion set in motion a 

series of international diplomatic, economic, and military responses, primarily led by the 

United Nations and a coalition of countries spearheaded by the United States. To 

understand the significance of the invasion, it's important to examine the political context, 

the underlying causes, and the immediate events that led to Iraq's military action against 

Kuwait. 

Background and Political Context 

At the time of the invasion, Iraq was ruled by Saddam Hussein, who had come to power in 

1979. Hussein's regime was characterized by a blend of authoritarian rule and ambitious 

regional goals. Iraq had fought a brutal eight-year war with Iran between 1980 and 1988, a 

conflict that drained its resources, caused immense destruction, and left Iraq heavily indebted, 

particularly to Gulf states like Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. The war against Iran had ended in 

a stalemate, and while Iraq had lost significant military and economic resources, it emerged 

without any decisive gain, further fueling Hussein's frustration. 

Key Causes of the Invasion 

Several key factors contributed to Saddam Hussein’s decision to invade Kuwait: 

1. Economic Difficulties Post-Iran-Iraq War: After the Iran-Iraq War, Iraq was facing 

severe economic strain. The country’s military was exhausted, and its infrastructure 

had been heavily damaged. Hussein's government owed billions of dollars to 

countries like Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, and the debt was becoming increasingly 

difficult to manage. He sought a way to relieve this financial pressure, and one 

solution was to seize Kuwait, a small but wealthy nation with large oil reserves. 

2. Disputes Over Oil Production: A major economic dispute between Iraq and Kuwait 

revolved around oil production. Iraq accused Kuwait of slant drilling into Iraq’s oil 

reserves along the Rumaila oil field, which straddled the border between the two 

countries. Iraq claimed that Kuwait was violating agreed-upon production limits and 

pumping more oil than allowed, leading to an oversupply of oil in global markets that 

drove prices down, thereby harming Iraq’s already fragile economy. 

3. Iraq’s Desire to Expand Regional Power: Saddam Hussein had long harbored 

ambitions of establishing Iraq as the dominant regional power in the Arab world. In 

addition to the economic factors, Hussein viewed Kuwait as part of Iraq’s historical 

territorial claims. He argued that Kuwait had been historically a part of Iraq, and its 

creation as a British protectorate after World War I had been unjust. By annexing 

Kuwait, Hussein hoped to expand Iraq’s territory and enhance its regional influence. 

4. Weaknesses in International and Regional Responses: Saddam Hussein believed 

that the international community, particularly the United States, would be unwilling 

to intervene in the Gulf region. At the time, the U.S. was preoccupied with its post-

Cold War foreign policy shift and had relatively little direct involvement in the 

Persian Gulf region. Additionally, Hussein believed that the Arab states, including 

Saudi Arabia, would not resist Iraq’s actions, given Iraq’s military strength and the 

perception of Kuwait’s oil wealth being advantageous for the region. 
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The Invasion and Immediate Military Action 

On August 2, 1990, Iraq launched a full-scale invasion of Kuwait, deploying hundreds of 

thousands of troops across the Kuwaiti border. The Iraqi military quickly overran the small 

country, capturing Kuwait City within hours. The invasion was accompanied by a 

blitzkrieg-style attack, with Iraqi forces overwhelming the Kuwaiti military and civilian 

defenses. 

The Iraqi forces immediately began looting and destroying key Kuwaiti infrastructure, 

including oil fields and refineries. They also took control of Kuwait's central government, 

installed a puppet regime, and began executing political dissidents. The Iraqi government’s 

actions were brutal and swift, effectively bringing Kuwait under Iraqi control within a matter 

of days. 

In response to the invasion, Kuwait’s emir, Sheikh Jaber al-Ahmad al-Sabah, fled the 

country and sought asylum in Saudi Arabia. Kuwait’s royal family and leadership were 

scattered, and the country’s government went into exile. 

Global and Regional Reactions to the Invasion 

The international community quickly condemned Iraq’s actions, with widespread support for 

Kuwait’s sovereignty. The invasion was seen as an act of aggression, and it sparked 

widespread concern about the destabilization of the Gulf region. The consequences of 

Iraq’s actions were potentially catastrophic for the global economy, particularly due to 

Kuwait's vital role as one of the world’s largest oil producers. 

Key reactions included: 

1. Arab League Response: The Arab League, representing regional Arab states, 

initially called for an emergency meeting to discuss Iraq’s invasion. However, Iraq’s 

regional dominance, as well as its influence over countries like Syria, led to a split 

within the Arab world. Some Arab nations, including Saudi Arabia and Egypt, 

called for military action to expel Iraq from Kuwait, while others were reluctant to 

confront Iraq directly. Despite this division, the Arab League formally condemned 

Iraq’s actions. 

2. United Nations Security Council (UNSC) Action: The UNSC was the primary 

international body tasked with addressing the crisis. The UNSC quickly passed 

Resolution 660 on August 2, 1990, which condemned the invasion and demanded 

Iraq’s immediate withdrawal from Kuwait. This marked the beginning of the UNSC’s 

involvement in the conflict, and it set the stage for further diplomatic, economic, and 

military responses. 

The UNSC’s response was remarkably swift, signaling a broad international 

consensus that Iraq’s actions were unacceptable. The UN also imposed a series of 

economic sanctions on Iraq, including a ban on trade and an embargo on oil 

exports. These sanctions were aimed at crippling Iraq’s economy and pressuring 

Saddam Hussein to withdraw his forces. 

3. U.S. and Western Response: The United States immediately condemned the 

invasion and worked to rally a coalition of forces to pressure Iraq into retreating. The 
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U.S., under President George H. W. Bush, positioned military forces in Saudi 

Arabia, taking advantage of the country’s proximity to Kuwait. The U.S.-led 

coalition included NATO members, as well as countries like Egypt and Syria. The 

Bush administration’s swift military buildup in the region was a sign of America’s 

commitment to securing Kuwait’s sovereignty. 

4. Soviet Union’s Support for UN Action: The Soviet Union, which had been an 

adversary of the U.S. during the Cold War, offered crucial support for UNSC action. 

Mikhail Gorbachev, the Soviet leader, backed the UN sanctions and the use of 

military force against Iraq. This collaboration between the U.S. and the Soviet Union 

marked a rare moment of Cold War cooperation and provided further legitimacy to 

the UNSC’s efforts to address the crisis. 

Conclusion 

The invasion of Kuwait by Iraq in 1990 was a pivotal event in both Middle Eastern 

geopolitics and the global security landscape. The actions taken by Saddam Hussein to 

annex Kuwait sparked a swift and unified international response, led by the United Nations 

and supported by a U.S.-led coalition of military forces. While the invasion was ultimately 

repelled, the political, military, and economic ramifications of the conflict would have far-

reaching consequences for both Iraq and the international community. 

This invasion exposed key weaknesses in regional and global diplomacy but also 

demonstrated the capacity for collective action when international interests were threatened. 

The UNSC’s response to Iraq's aggression highlighted both the opportunities and the 

challenges the Council faced in managing conflicts and addressing global security crises. 
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8.2 The UNSC’s Immediate Response and Resolutions 

In the wake of Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait on August 2, 1990, the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC) acted swiftly to address the crisis. The UNSC's response involved a series 

of resolutions aimed at condemning the invasion, demanding Iraq's withdrawal from Kuwait, 

and imposing sanctions to pressure Iraq into compliance. Despite Iraq’s refusal to comply 

with the initial resolutions, the UNSC’s actions during the early days of the Gulf War played 

a critical role in shaping the international response and paving the way for military 

intervention. 

Resolution 660: Condemnation and Immediate Demand for Withdrawal 

The UNSC Resolution 660, passed on August 2, 1990, was the first response by the United 

Nations to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. The resolution had the following key points: 

1. Condemnation of the Invasion: The UNSC unequivocally condemned Iraq's military 

aggression against Kuwait, considering it a violation of international law and 

Kuwait’s sovereignty. The invasion was viewed as an act of aggression that posed a 

serious threat to the stability of the region. 

2. Demand for Immediate Withdrawal: The UNSC demanded the immediate and 

unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi forces from Kuwait. It called on Iraq to respect 

Kuwait’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, and to reverse its illegal annexation. 

3. Diplomatic and Political Efforts: The resolution also encouraged the peaceful 

resolution of the conflict and called for efforts to find a diplomatic solution. This 

demonstrated the UNSC’s preference for a peaceful resolution before resorting to 

military action. 

Despite the urgency of the situation, Iraq’s leader, Saddam Hussein, refused to comply with 

Resolution 660, and the country continued its occupation of Kuwait. 

Resolution 661: Economic Sanctions Against Iraq 

In response to Iraq’s defiance, the UNSC passed Resolution 661 on August 6, 1990. This 

resolution imposed comprehensive economic sanctions on Iraq, aimed at pressuring the Iraqi 

government to withdraw from Kuwait and end its military occupation. The key points of 

Resolution 661 included: 

1. Comprehensive Sanctions: The UNSC imposed a full economic embargo on Iraq, 

which included the prohibition of all trade, including oil exports, and the freezing of 

Iraqi assets. This was intended to weaken Iraq's economy and military capabilities by 

cutting off its access to the resources needed to sustain its occupation of Kuwait. 

2. Aviation and Maritime Restrictions: The resolution banned Iraq from importing or 

exporting any goods through sea or air, placing a total blockade on the country. This 

was designed to disrupt Iraq’s supply chains and limit its ability to carry out military 

operations. 

3. International Support for Enforcement: Member states were called upon to 

implement and enforce the sanctions, with the UNSC emphasizing the need for 

cooperation from both regional and global powers to ensure the effectiveness of the 

embargo. 
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While sanctions are generally seen as a peaceful means of applying pressure, they also had a 

profound impact on the civilian population of Iraq, causing shortages of food, medicine, and 

other essential goods. 

Resolution 662: Affirming Kuwait’s Sovereignty 

On August 9, 1990, the UNSC passed Resolution 662 to further assert Kuwait’s sovereignty 

and condemn Iraq’s actions. This resolution reiterated the non-recognition of Iraq’s 

annexation of Kuwait and reaffirmed Kuwait’s territorial integrity. The key points of 

Resolution 662 included: 

1. Non-Recognition of Iraq’s Claim to Kuwait: The UNSC declared that Iraq’s 

annexation of Kuwait was null and void and rejected any Iraqi claims to Kuwait's 

territory. The resolution reinforced the fact that Iraq’s invasion did not have 

international legitimacy. 

2. Support for Kuwait's Right to Self-Defense: The resolution affirmed Kuwait’s right 

to self-defense and self-determination. It gave further legitimacy to Kuwait’s efforts 

to regain control over its territory and reject Iraq’s occupation. 

3. Diplomatic Measures: Resolution 662 also encouraged continued diplomatic efforts 

aimed at achieving a peaceful resolution to the conflict, even though the threat of 

military action was looming. 

Resolution 664: Calls for Humanitarian Action 

As the crisis deepened, Resolution 664 was passed on August 18, 1990, emphasizing the 

importance of humanitarian aid and the protection of civilians during the conflict. The 

resolution’s key points included: 

1. Protection of Civilians and Human Rights: The UNSC expressed concern over the 

humanitarian situation in Kuwait and the treatment of civilians under Iraq’s 

occupation. The resolution called for the protection of human rights and the 

provision of humanitarian assistance to the affected population. 

2. Monitoring and Reporting: The resolution called for the establishment of 

mechanisms to monitor Iraq’s actions and report any violations of international law, 

including crimes against humanity and war crimes. The UNSC sought to ensure 

accountability for any atrocities committed during the occupation. 

3. Appeal to All States to Assist: The UNSC urged all states, particularly those in the 

Middle East and neighboring countries, to contribute to providing humanitarian aid to 

those affected by the invasion. 

Resolution 678: Authorizing Use of Force 

As Iraq showed no sign of withdrawing from Kuwait and the deadline for its withdrawal 

expired without action, the UNSC passed Resolution 678 on November 29, 1990. This was a 

landmark resolution, as it authorized the use of military force to expel Iraqi forces from 

Kuwait. Key points of Resolution 678 included: 

1. Authorization for Military Action: The UNSC authorized member states, led by the 

United States, to use “all necessary means” to eject Iraqi forces from Kuwait, if Iraq 
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did not withdraw by January 15, 1991. This was a critical turning point, as it marked 

the UNSC's shift from diplomacy and sanctions to military intervention. 

2. Multinational Coalition: Resolution 678 also called for the establishment of a 

multinational coalition of forces, with countries such as the U.S., United Kingdom, 

France, and Arab states contributing military personnel and resources to the effort. 

The resolution gave legal backing to the U.S.-led coalition's Operation Desert 

Storm, which began in January 1991. 

3. Imposition of Deadlines: The UNSC set a strict deadline of January 15, 1991, for 

Iraq to comply with previous resolutions and withdraw its forces from Kuwait. If Iraq 

failed to meet the deadline, the use of force would be authorized to ensure Iraq’s 

withdrawal. 

Resolution 687: Ceasefire and Post-War Provisions 

Following the liberation of Kuwait in February 1991, the UNSC passed Resolution 687 on 

April 3, 1991, which laid out the terms for the ceasefire and the post-war settlement. Key 

elements of Resolution 687 included: 

1. Ceasefire Terms: The resolution formally ended hostilities between Iraq and the 

coalition forces. It required Iraq to agree to specific conditions, including the 

destruction of its chemical and biological weapons and missile systems. 

2. Iraq’s Compliance with Sanctions: The resolution reaffirmed the sanctions against 

Iraq and outlined procedures for monitoring Iraq’s compliance with the terms of the 

ceasefire, particularly with regard to weapons inspections. 

3. Establishment of the UN Special Commission (UNSCOM): A key component of 

Resolution 687 was the creation of the UN Special Commission (UNSCOM), tasked 

with overseeing Iraq’s disarmament and the dismantling of its weapons of mass 

destruction (WMD) programs. 

 

Conclusion 

The UNSC’s response to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait was multifaceted and involved a series of 

escalating actions, from condemnation and sanctions to the eventual authorization of military 

force. These resolutions demonstrated the UNSC’s commitment to maintaining 

international peace and security, and its ability to take decisive action in the face of 

aggression. While the military intervention successfully liberated Kuwait and expelled Iraqi 

forces, the aftermath of the Gulf War raised further questions about the long-term 

effectiveness of UNSC resolutions and the challenges of ensuring compliance with 

international law in the face of defiance by powerful states like Iraq. 

  



 

119 | P a g e  
 

8.3 The Involvement of the U.S. and Allied Forces 

The Gulf War of 1990-1991 saw significant involvement from the United States and its 

allied forces, who played a central role in the military action against Iraq following its 

invasion of Kuwait. While the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) authorized the use of 

force to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait through Resolution 678, it was the U.S. leadership, 

both politically and militarily, that shaped the course of the war. The coalition forces, which 

included countries from Europe, the Middle East, and beyond, contributed to a swift and 

decisive military campaign that ultimately liberated Kuwait. 

U.S. Leadership and Coalition Formation 

The United States played a pivotal role in organizing and leading the multinational 

coalition that was formed to confront Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. The coalition was diverse, 

comprising countries from NATO, the Arab world, and other regional powers. The U.S. 

took the lead in diplomatic and military planning, with President George H.W. Bush and 

Secretary of State James Baker spearheading diplomatic efforts to build broad international 

support for military intervention. 

Key aspects of the U.S. involvement included: 

1. Diplomatic Leadership: The U.S. worked tirelessly to secure backing for the military 

action from a range of countries, both in the Middle East and in the international 

community. U.S. diplomacy was essential in ensuring that the United Nations passed 

Resolution 678, which authorized military intervention if Iraq did not withdraw from 

Kuwait by the deadline. 

2. Mobilizing the Coalition: The U.S. led efforts to bring together a broad coalition of 

countries willing to support military action against Iraq. Notable contributors included 

the United Kingdom, France, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and several Arab states, 

many of which provided military, financial, and logistical support for the operation. 

3. Political and Military Coordination: The U.S. played a central role in coordinating 

military strategies and operations among the allied forces. President Bush’s leadership 

ensured that the coalition was unified in its objective—expelling Iraqi forces from 

Kuwait and restoring Kuwaiti sovereignty. 

The U.S. Military Campaign: Operation Desert Storm 

Once the deadline for Iraq’s withdrawal from Kuwait passed without compliance, the U.S.-

led coalition launched Operation Desert Storm on January 17, 1991. This military 

campaign aimed to remove Iraqi forces from Kuwait through a combination of air strikes, 

ground combat, and strategic operations. The U.S. military provided the bulk of the 

personnel and equipment, but the campaign was a joint effort, with the coalition forces 

contributing to various aspects of the operation. 

1. Air Campaign: The initial phase of Operation Desert Storm involved an intense air 

campaign that lasted for several weeks. The coalition forces, primarily led by the 

U.S. Air Force, launched a series of precision bombing raids against Iraq’s military 

infrastructure, command centers, and key installations. The airstrikes were aimed at 
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degrading Iraq’s military capabilities and weakening its ability to resist a ground 

invasion. 

2. Ground Offensive: On February 24, 1991, the ground offensive began, following 

weeks of air strikes. The U.S.-led coalition forces, including U.S. Army, U.K. forces, 

and Arab allies, launched a rapid and overwhelming assault against Iraq’s forces in 

Kuwait and southern Iraq. The coalition's strategy relied on speed, precision, and the 

superior technological capabilities of the U.S. military. 

3. Coalition Support: While the U.S. forces took the lead in combat operations, many 

coalition partners played important roles. Saudi Arabia, as the host of coalition 

forces, provided a critical base of operations and logistical support. French and 

British forces participated in both air and ground operations, contributing to the 

overall success of the military campaign. Arab forces, including Egyptians and 

Syrians, also participated, ensuring the regional dimension of the coalition. 

4. Iraqi Military Collapse: Within 100 hours, the ground offensive achieved its 

primary goal of liberating Kuwait, and the coalition forces had decisively defeated 

Iraq’s military. The rapid success of the campaign demonstrated the effectiveness of 

the coalition’s military strategies and the overwhelming power of the U.S. military. 

Strategic and Tactical Considerations 

The success of the U.S.-led coalition was attributed to several key factors: 

1. Technological Superiority: The U.S. military’s technological advantage played a 

critical role in the Gulf War. Precision-guided munitions, advanced communication 

systems, and sophisticated intelligence-gathering technologies allowed the coalition to 

target Iraq’s military infrastructure with high accuracy, minimizing civilian casualties 

and damage to non-military targets. 

2. Multinational Cooperation: Despite significant differences among coalition 

partners, the shared goal of defeating Iraq united a broad array of countries. The 

cooperation among the various members of the coalition—ranging from Arab states to 

European powers—demonstrated the effectiveness of multinational military alliances, 

particularly when backed by a powerful global leader like the U.S. 

3. Well-Coordinated Operations: The U.S. military’s ability to coordinate complex 

operations across air, ground, and sea forces was a key factor in the speed and success 

of the campaign. The use of real-time intelligence, joint military planning, and 

shared resources allowed for efficient execution and execution of the operation. 

4. Psychological and Strategic Warfare: The psychological impact of the coalition’s 

air strikes on Iraq’s military, as well as the coalition’s overwhelming force, played a 

significant role in Iraq’s eventual collapse. Iraq’s forces, demoralized by sustained 

bombing raids and the realization that defeat was inevitable, struggled to mount an 

effective defense. 

Challenges and Limitations of U.S. and Coalition Involvement 

While the U.S. and its allies achieved military victory, the intervention was not without its 

challenges and criticisms: 

1. Civilian Casualties and Infrastructure Damage: While the air campaign was highly 

effective in disabling Iraq’s military infrastructure, it also caused significant damage 

to civilian areas and critical infrastructure. The extensive bombing raids on Iraq’s 
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electricity grids, water supply, and telecommunications systems resulted in 

considerable civilian hardship, and questions arose about the proportionality of the 

U.S. military’s tactics. 

2. Post-War Stabilization: Following Iraq’s defeat, the U.S.-led coalition was tasked 

with ensuring the stability of the region, but this proved to be a challenge. The 

economic sanctions imposed on Iraq after the war continued to devastate its civilian 

population, leading to significant humanitarian concerns. 

3. Not Removing Saddam Hussein: One of the major criticisms of the U.S.-led military 

intervention was the decision not to pursue the removal of Saddam Hussein from 

power. Despite the overwhelming success of the coalition’s military campaign, Iraq’s 

leader remained in power, which left the country vulnerable to instability and conflict 

in the years that followed. This decision would come to haunt the U.S. in the 

subsequent decades. 

4. Regional Stability and Long-Term Consequences: The intervention, while 

successful in liberating Kuwait, did not bring long-term stability to the region. The 

economic sanctions imposed on Iraq and the continued presence of Saddam Hussein 

in power contributed to a growing sense of resentment in the Arab world. 

Additionally, the U.S. military presence in Saudi Arabia became a rallying point for 

extremist groups, ultimately leading to the rise of Al-Qaeda and other radical 

movements. 

Conclusion 

The involvement of the U.S. and its allies in the Gulf War was a decisive factor in the 

liberation of Kuwait and the defeat of Iraqi forces. The rapid military success of the coalition 

forces was a testament to their technological advantage, strategic coordination, and 

overwhelming military force. However, while the immediate goals of the intervention were 

achieved, the long-term consequences of the war, including ongoing regional instability, 

humanitarian concerns, and the survival of Saddam Hussein, would shape the geopolitical 

landscape of the Middle East for years to come. 
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8.4 Post-Gulf War UNSC Actions and Long-Term Impacts 

Following the swift and decisive military intervention in the Gulf War, the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC) played a crucial role in shaping the aftermath and ensuring the 

continued enforcement of its resolutions. While the military victory itself was quick, the 

long-term impacts of the conflict and the UNSC’s actions had far-reaching implications for 

both Iraq and the broader international community. The UNSC was involved in various 

initiatives, such as imposing sanctions, establishing no-fly zones, and addressing 

humanitarian issues in Iraq. These actions were pivotal in attempting to stabilize the region, 

but they also set the stage for ongoing tensions and controversies. 

Post-Gulf War UNSC Resolutions 

1. Resolution 687 and the Establishment of Weapons Inspections 

The UNSC’s key post-war action was the adoption of Resolution 687 on April 3, 

1991. This resolution set the terms for the ceasefire between Iraq and the coalition 

forces and outlined measures to prevent Iraq from reconstituting its weapons of mass 

destruction (WMD) programs. It demanded that Iraq: 

o Destroy its chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons and missile systems. 

o Allow the United Nations Special Commission (UNSCOM) to oversee the 

weapons inspections and ensure compliance. 

The resolution also established the framework for Iraq to submit to ongoing 

inspections by the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and other relevant 

bodies. The goal was to limit Iraq's military capabilities, especially its potential to 

develop WMDs, which had been a key factor in the initial justification for military 

intervention. 

2. Economic Sanctions on Iraq 

The UNSC imposed economic sanctions on Iraq following the Gulf War, under the 

framework of Resolution 661, passed in August 1990. These sanctions were 

designed to pressure Iraq into compliance with UNSC mandates, such as the cessation 

of its WMD programs and the withdrawal of its forces from Kuwait. The sanctions 

remained in place throughout the 1990s and into the early 2000s, with provisions for a 

gradual reduction if Iraq complied with international mandates. Key elements of the 

sanctions included: 

o Restrictions on the import of weapons and military technologies. 

o A ban on most forms of trade, including oil exports, which significantly 

impacted Iraq’s economy. 

While the sanctions were intended to exert pressure on the Iraqi regime, they also 

caused significant hardship for the Iraqi civilian population, contributing to 

widespread humanitarian suffering and poverty. The UN’s Oil-for-Food Program, 

established in 1995, allowed Iraq to sell oil in exchange for food and humanitarian 
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aid, but this program became embroiled in scandals and was unable to address the 

underlying issues effectively. 

3. No-Fly Zones and Humanitarian Intervention 

In addition to economic sanctions, the UNSC authorized the establishment of no-fly 

zones over northern and southern Iraq. These zones were created to prevent Iraq from 

attacking Kurdish populations in the north and Shiite populations in the south, areas 

that had rebelled against Saddam Hussein following the end of the Gulf War. The no-

fly zones were enforced primarily by U.S. and British forces, which regularly 

conducted air patrols and operations to deter Iraqi violations. 

The no-fly zones became a point of contention and led to repeated confrontations 

between Iraqi forces and coalition air forces, including missile strikes and attempts by 

Iraq to challenge the zones. While the zones provided some protection for civilian 

populations, they also exacerbated tensions and contributed to the prolonged military 

presence of foreign powers in Iraq. 

Long-Term Consequences and Impacts on Iraq 

1. Economic and Humanitarian Crisis 

The long-term sanctions and military presence in Iraq led to a severe humanitarian 

crisis. Despite the Oil-for-Food Program, Iraq’s infrastructure was decimated, and the 

civilian population suffered from widespread malnutrition, disease, and lack of basic 

necessities. The sanctions and the lack of a stable economic recovery contributed to 

the suffering of millions of Iraqis, and the economic burden on Iraq persisted 

throughout the 1990s. The United Nations was criticized for its inability to address 

the humanitarian consequences of these measures, with debates continuing over 

whether the sanctions were overly harsh or whether they were essential to containing 

Saddam Hussein’s regime. 

2. Saddam Hussein’s Continued Rule 

Although Saddam Hussein was militarily defeated, he was not removed from power. 

The UNSC did not authorize the overthrow of the regime, which allowed Saddam to 

remain in control of Iraq for over a decade following the Gulf War. Despite his 

weakening position and the growing dissatisfaction within Iraq, Saddam Hussein's 

authoritarian rule continued, and the regime maintained control over the country 

through brutal repression. This failure to remove Saddam left Iraq vulnerable to 

internal unrest and further international intervention in the future. 

3. The Growth of Anti-American Sentiment 

The U.S.-led intervention and the subsequent enforcement of sanctions contributed 

to growing anti-American sentiment throughout the Middle East. The prolonged 

military presence in Saudi Arabia and Iraq, combined with the perception of U.S. 

imperialism and unilateralism, fueled resentment in many parts of the Arab world. 

This sentiment would be a significant factor in the rise of extremist groups, 

particularly Al-Qaeda, which saw the U.S. as a direct threat to Islamic sovereignty. 
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This dynamic would culminate in the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, leading to 

a shift in U.S. policy in the region. 

The UNSC’s Long-Term Credibility and Criticism 

1. Criticism of Inaction and Inconsistency 

While the UNSC's actions during the Gulf War were viewed as necessary and 

effective at the time, the long-term inability of the UNSC to fully resolve Iraq’s 

political situation raised questions about the Council’s effectiveness in dealing with 

complex crises. The fact that Iraq remained under Saddam Hussein’s control for over 

a decade despite the UNSC’s resolutions led many to question whether the UNSC was 

capable of enforcing its decisions fully, especially when facing a powerful and defiant 

regime. 

2. Failure to Address Broader Regional Stability 

The Gulf War did not achieve long-term regional stability, as the political dynamics 

in the Middle East remained volatile. The rise of Islamic extremism, the ongoing 

tension between Iraq and neighboring countries, and the U.S. military’s continued 

presence in the region all contributed to a legacy of instability. The UNSC’s actions, 

while necessary for immediate military objectives, did little to address the broader 

challenges of regional security, economic development, and diplomatic 

engagement in the Middle East. 

3. The Lead-Up to the Iraq War (2003) 

The UNSC’s post-Gulf War actions played a significant role in the lead-up to the Iraq 

War in 2003. The failure to remove Saddam Hussein from power, along with the 

ongoing concerns over Iraq’s WMD programs, led to the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq. 

The U.S. and its allies argued that Iraq had violated UNSC resolutions, particularly 

those concerning the destruction of WMDs. However, the lack of consensus within 

the UNSC regarding military intervention in Iraq in 2003 reflected the deep divisions 

within the international community. This failure to act or agree on a common 

approach undermined the UNSC’s credibility and highlighted its inability to address 

the evolving threats posed by Iraq. 

Conclusion 

The post-Gulf War period was marked by a series of UNSC actions aimed at containing 

Iraq and mitigating the threat posed by Saddam Hussein. While the UNSC’s resolutions, 

including sanctions and weapons inspections, were intended to manage Iraq’s behavior and 

prevent future aggression, the long-term impacts of these measures were far more complex. 

The humanitarian toll of the sanctions, the persistence of Saddam Hussein’s regime, and 

the rise of anti-Western sentiments contributed to a legacy of instability and controversy. 

The UNSC’s inability to fully address these issues revealed its limitations in enforcing global 

peace and stability in the face of deeply entrenched political regimes and rising regional 

tensions. The experience of the Gulf War and its aftermath would ultimately shape the 

dynamics of the international order in the following decades, particularly in relation to Iraq 

and the broader Middle East. 
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Chapter 9: The Darfur Crisis (2003-2008) 

The Darfur Crisis in Sudan, spanning from 2003 to 2008, is one of the most significant and 

harrowing humanitarian crises of the 21st century. It involved the Sudanese government's 

military forces, allied militia groups, and various rebel factions, resulting in a devastating 

conflict that left hundreds of thousands dead and millions displaced. The United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC) faced intense scrutiny during this period for its limited intervention 

and delayed response to the crisis. The UNSC’s failure to act decisively highlighted the 

complexities of intervening in a crisis with geopolitical, ethnic, and humanitarian 

dimensions, and it exposed the limitations of international diplomacy when facing 

entrenched authoritarian regimes and regional instability. 

9.1 The Origins of the Darfur Conflict 

The Darfur region, located in the western part of Sudan, has long been home to a diverse 

population, including various ethnic groups, both Arab and African. The conflict in Darfur 

had deep historical roots, but it was ignited in 2003 when rebel groups, including the Sudan 

Liberation Movement/Army (SLM/A) and the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM), 

began to rise against the Sudanese government. These rebel groups accused the Sudanese 

government of neglecting the region, failing to address economic disparities, and 

systematically discriminating against the African ethnic groups in Darfur. 

In retaliation for the rebel uprisings, the Sudanese government armed and supported Arab 

militias, notably the Janjaweed militia, which engaged in widespread atrocities, including 

mass killings, sexual violence, and ethnic cleansing. These actions sparked an international 

outcry, and the situation quickly escalated into a full-scale humanitarian crisis. 

9.2 The UNSC’s Initial Response 

The UNSC’s initial response to the Darfur crisis was criticized for being slow and 

ineffective. While the United Nations had recognized the emerging situation as a genocide 

by 2004, the Security Council failed to take swift action to prevent the escalating violence. 

The initial actions included: 

1. Condemnation of the Violence: The UNSC issued several resolutions condemning 

the violence in Darfur and calling for an immediate cessation of hostilities. 

However, there was little concrete action taken to hold the Sudanese government 

accountable or to directly intervene in the conflict. 

2. Formation of the African Union (AU) Mission: The African Union (AU), not the 

UN, initially took the lead in deploying a peacekeeping force to Darfur, the African 

Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS), in 2004. However, the AU force lacked sufficient 

resources, mandate, and capacity to effectively halt the violence, and the Sudanese 

government continued to resist external involvement in the conflict. 

3. Diplomatic Engagement: Diplomatic efforts, particularly by the United States, the 

European Union, and regional powers, attempted to resolve the crisis through 

negotiations and peace talks. However, these efforts were frequently undermined by 

the Sudanese government’s unwillingness to negotiate in good faith. 

9.3 The Failure of the UNSC to Intervene 
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Despite mounting evidence of widespread atrocities and genocide, the UNSC failed to take 

any meaningful action to halt the violence in Darfur. Several factors contributed to the lack of 

intervention: 

1. Political Divisions Among UNSC Members: The UNSC was deeply divided over 

how to approach the Darfur crisis. While the United States and the European Union 

were vocal in condemning Sudan’s actions, other members of the UNSC, particularly 

China and Russia, were more reluctant to take aggressive measures. Both China and 

Russia had significant economic and strategic interests in Sudan, including oil 

investments and military cooperation. As a result, they exercised their veto powers or 

worked to weaken resolutions that could have led to stronger UN involvement. 

2. Sovereignty Concerns: Sudan’s government consistently opposed any form of 

international intervention, invoking the principle of state sovereignty. Sudanese 

President Omar al-Bashir argued that the crisis was an internal matter and resisted 

external involvement. This resistance led to diplomatic deadlock, with the UNSC 

finding it difficult to pass resolutions that would mandate robust international action. 

3. Ambiguity in the UNSC’s Mandate: The UNSC's lack of clarity and decisiveness in 

its mandate further contributed to the inability to address the crisis. While the Security 

Council referred the situation to the International Criminal Court (ICC) in 2005, 

accusing Sudanese leaders of committing war crimes and genocide, the enforcement 

of this mandate remained weak. Moreover, the Sudanese government dismissed the 

ICC's involvement, particularly after it issued an arrest warrant for President Bashir in 

2009, further straining diplomatic relations. 

4. The Role of the African Union: The African Union’s involvement in the conflict, 

while commendable in principle, was not sufficient to address the scope of the crisis. 

The African Union's peacekeeping mission in Darfur was underfunded and lacked the 

necessary resources and support to stem the violence. The UNSC’s reluctance to take 

stronger measures left the AU forces overstretched and ill-equipped to handle the 

severity of the crisis. 

9.4 The Aftermath and Long-Term Impact 

The Darfur crisis, which persisted for several years, left a profound legacy on international 

peacekeeping, humanitarian response, and the credibility of the United Nations. Several key 

lessons emerged from the international community’s failure to effectively intervene: 

1. The Failure of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P): The Darfur crisis highlighted 

the failure of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine, which asserts that the 

international community has an obligation to intervene when a government is 

unwilling or unable to protect its citizens from mass atrocities. Despite the clear 

evidence of genocide and ethnic cleansing, the UNSC failed to take the necessary 

steps to protect the people of Darfur. 

2. The Rise of the ICC and Accountability for War Crimes: In the wake of the 

Darfur crisis, the International Criminal Court (ICC) became more prominent in 

the international arena. The arrest warrants for Sudanese officials, including Omar 

al-Bashir, marked a significant step toward holding perpetrators of war crimes and 

genocide accountable. However, the lack of enforcement mechanisms meant that 

accountability remained elusive, and al-Bashir remained in power for years after the 

ICC’s indictment. 
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3. Humanitarian Consequences: The failure of the UNSC to intervene effectively in 

Darfur led to devastating consequences for the civilian population. An estimated 

300,000 people lost their lives, and 2.5 million people were displaced from their 

homes. The humanitarian response was inadequate to address the scale of the crisis, 

and millions of people still suffer from the long-term effects of displacement and 

trauma. 

4. A New Era of Regional and International Engagement: The international 

community’s failure to intervene in Darfur prompted a reevaluation of the United 

Nations’ role in peacekeeping and intervention. The crisis exposed the challenges of 

collective action when powerful states have conflicting interests and when the 

political will for intervention is lacking. It led to calls for reform within the UNSC 

and changes to the mechanisms of international conflict resolution. 

Conclusion 

The Darfur Crisis serves as a powerful example of the UNSC’s failure to act decisively in 

the face of massive human suffering. Political divisions, sovereignty concerns, and a lack of 

clarity in the mandate all contributed to the UNSC’s inability to stop the violence or protect 

the civilians caught in the conflict. While some progress was made in terms of international 

accountability and the role of the ICC, the failure to intervene in Darfur remains one of the 

UN’s greatest shortcomings in its mission to maintain international peace and security. The 

crisis also underscored the necessity for greater cooperation among international powers, a 

clearer understanding of the Responsibility to Protect, and a more robust and consistent 

approach to addressing genocide and mass atrocities. 
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9.1 The Escalating Violence in Sudan 

The escalating violence in Sudan, particularly in the Darfur region, had roots in both 

historical grievances and political, ethnic, and economic tensions that eventually spiraled 

out of control in the early 2000s. The Darfur crisis emerged as one of the most severe 

humanitarian tragedies of the 21st century, attracting global attention and condemnation. 

However, the international community's response, particularly from the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC), was largely ineffective in stopping the violence in its early stages. 

Historical Background and Political Grievances 

The Darfur region in western Sudan has long been ethnically and politically divided. The 

population consisted of African tribal groups, such as the Fur, Masalit, and Zaghawa, 

alongside Arab tribal groups. Over the years, there had been growing resentment among 

African communities in Darfur due to their marginalization in Sudanese political and 

economic spheres. The Sudanese government, dominated by Arab elites, was accused of 

neglecting Darfur’s development and failing to address the region’s poverty and 

underdevelopment. 

In the years leading up to the crisis, there was a sense of grievance among Darfurians, 

particularly regarding the Sudanese government's control of resources, economic 

opportunities, and the lack of political representation. Tensions began to escalate when the 

government ignored demands for greater autonomy and better services for the Darfur region. 

The Emergence of Rebel Movements 

The dissatisfaction with the Sudanese government's neglect turned into armed rebellion in the 

early 2000s. Rebel movements, primarily the Sudan Liberation Army/Movement (SLA) 

and Justice and Equality Movement (JEM), emerged, seeking to address issues of 

underdevelopment, ethnic discrimination, and government oppression. These groups, 

primarily from African ethnic groups, accused the Sudanese government of favoring Arab 

groups in terms of resource allocation and political power, while systematically 

discriminating against African Darfurians. 

The government of President Omar al-Bashir responded to these movements with military 

force, utilizing both the Sudanese military and local militia groups to suppress the 

rebellion. The Sudanese government, in an effort to quell the rebellion, armed Arab militias, 

most notably the Janjaweed militia, which was accused of perpetrating atrocities against 

African Darfuris. These militias engaged in a campaign of ethnic cleansing, characterized by 

massacres, forced displacement, sexual violence, and the destruction of villages. 

The Widespread Atrocities 

The violence in Darfur escalated rapidly in the early 2000s, reaching catastrophic proportions 

by 2003. The Sudanese government’s military and the Janjaweed militia systematically 

targeted African villages, killing and displacing tens of thousands of civilians. These actions 

were part of an effort to suppress rebellion but also served as a form of collective punishment 

for entire communities that were sympathetic to the rebel cause. 
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The atrocities were not limited to physical violence. Women and girls were subjected to 

widespread sexual violence, and villages were burned to the ground, rendering people 

homeless and pushing them into overcrowded refugee camps in neighboring countries, 

particularly Chad. 

At the height of the violence, hundreds of thousands of people were killed, while millions 

were displaced, creating one of the most severe refugee crises in the world. As the conflict 

raged on, the world began to see the full extent of the humanitarian disaster. The United 

Nations, human rights organizations, and media outlets began reporting on the mass killings, 

starvation, disease, and displacement affecting millions of civilians in Darfur. 

International Recognition of the Crisis 

By 2004, reports from the United Nations and various human rights organizations began 

to characterize the violence in Darfur as genocide. The U.S. government officially declared 

the situation in Darfur to be genocide in 2004, while the UN initially refrained from using the 

term, although it did acknowledge the scale of the atrocities. 

The international community began to take notice of the escalating violence, but despite the 

growing recognition of the crisis, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) was slow to 

take decisive action. While some countries, notably the United States and the European 

Union, strongly condemned the Sudanese government and called for international 

intervention, China and Russia—both of whom had important economic and political ties 

with Sudan—were reluctant to take strong measures against the Sudanese regime. 

The Role of the Government of Sudan 

The Sudanese government, under President Omar al-Bashir, denied any responsibility for 

the atrocities and consistently labeled the violence as a “counter-insurgency” operation. The 

Sudanese government denied any support for the Janjaweed militias, despite overwhelming 

evidence of the government’s complicity in the violence. This denouncement of the 

international community’s interventionist measures and the Sudanese government’s 

resistance to external pressure played a significant role in prolonging the conflict. 

Despite growing pressure for the international community to intervene, the government of 

Sudan consistently maintained a stance of sovereignty and resisted foreign involvement. 

Sudan’s refusal to allow UN peacekeepers or other international forces into Darfur 

significantly hindered any meaningful response to the violence, and it raised critical questions 

about the ability of the international community to intervene in a state’s internal conflict 

without the consent of the government. 

The Escalation into a Humanitarian Catastrophe 

By 2006, the violence in Darfur had resulted in over 200,000 deaths, while an estimated 2 

million people had been displaced. The Darfur region’s infrastructure was decimated, and 

essential services, including healthcare, education, and sanitation, collapsed. The resulting 

humanitarian crisis was compounded by widespread famine, disease outbreaks, and a lack 

of adequate humanitarian aid. The refugee camps in Chad and neighboring countries became 

overcrowded and unsanitary, leading to additional deaths and suffering. 
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The international response to the crisis, however, remained largely diplomatic. The African 

Union deployed a small peacekeeping force, the African Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS), 

to monitor the situation, but this force lacked sufficient resources, mandate, and capacity to 

halt the violence. Humanitarian aid was also severely limited by the ongoing conflict, as aid 

workers were targeted by both government forces and rebel groups. 

Conclusion 

The escalating violence in Sudan, which began as a rebellion against the Sudanese 

government, spiraled into a full-fledged genocide. The Sudanese government’s use of 

militia forces and indifference to international intervention led to the widespread suffering 

of civilians. The humanitarian consequences were profound, with a catastrophic loss of life, 

mass displacement, and human rights violations. The international community, particularly 

the UNSC, faced significant challenges in responding to the situation, and the global failure 

to act decisively in the face of such atrocities marked a turning point in the history of 

international diplomacy and peacekeeping. The full scope of the violence would continue 

for years, and it served as a painful reminder of the limitations of the international system in 

preventing and responding to mass atrocities. 
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9.2 UNSC’s Inaction and the Failure to Protect Civilians 

The Darfur Crisis, which began in 2003, saw one of the most devastating humanitarian 

crises in the 21st century. Despite the growing international awareness and clear reports of 

mass killings, ethnic cleansing, and genocide in Sudan's western region, the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC) failed to take decisive action to protect civilians or halt the 

violence. The inaction of the UNSC during this period became one of the most glaring 

examples of its failure to fulfill its primary responsibility: the protection of international 

peace and human security. 

The UNSC’s Initial Response: Hesitation and Divisions 

The UNSC's response to the escalating violence in Darfur was slow and characterized by 

hesitation and division. In the early stages of the conflict, reports from human rights 

organizations and UN missions provided clear evidence of the government’s role in 

sponsoring violence against civilians, including attacks on African ethnic groups by 

government-backed militias such as the Janjaweed. Despite this, the UNSC failed to issue 

urgent and comprehensive resolutions that could have mitigated the atrocities or imposed 

significant pressure on the Sudanese government. 

The initial reluctance to act can be traced back to several factors: 

1. Geopolitical Divisions: There were clear geopolitical divisions within the UNSC, 

with China and Russia emerging as the primary supporters of the Sudanese 

government. Both countries had significant economic and political interests in Sudan, 

particularly in the oil industry. China, in particular, was one of the largest trading 

partners of Sudan and an important arms supplier, which made it less inclined to 

support measures that could disrupt its relations with the Sudanese regime. 

2. The Sovereignty Argument: The Sudanese government's adamant defense of its 

sovereignty and refusal to accept foreign intervention complicated the situation. 

Sudan's leadership, under President Omar al-Bashir, consistently denied accusations 

of genocide and claimed that any external interference was an infringement on 

Sudan's sovereignty. This position gained some support within the non-

interventionist blocs of the UNSC, making it difficult to build a consensus for robust 

action. 

3. Lack of Consensus on Military Intervention: While there was recognition within 

the UNSC of the humanitarian crisis unfolding in Darfur, there was no unified support 

for the type of military intervention or peacekeeping efforts that would have been 

necessary to stop the violence. The Council was divided between those advocating for 

stronger military action and those who preferred a more diplomatic approach, such 

as sanctions or political pressure. This division undermined any meaningful response 

to the conflict. 

Inaction in the Face of Mass Atrocities 

As the crisis deepened in 2004 and the violence reached genocidal levels, the UNSC issued a 

few resolutions but failed to take any meaningful action to address the crisis on the ground. 

The Resolution 1564 of 2004 did call for the creation of a UN commission of inquiry into 

the situation, but this investigation was not enough to curb the violence. Despite clear 
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evidence of atrocities, the UNSC failed to invoke measures like the Responsibility to 

Protect (R2P) doctrine, which would have mandated intervention in the face of mass 

atrocities. 

One of the main criticisms of the UNSC’s response was its **failure to authorize a UN 

peacekeeping mission with a robust mandate to protect civilians and enforce ceasefires. 

Instead, the international community resorted to placing limited pressure on Sudanese 

authorities without leveraging sufficient military, financial, or diplomatic resources to end the 

violence. 

African Union Mission in Sudan (AMIS) and the Lack of Support 

In an attempt to address the crisis, the African Union (AU) deployed a peacekeeping mission 

in Darfur, known as AMIS (African Union Mission in Sudan), to monitor the ceasefire 

agreement and protect civilians. However, the AMIS mission was woefully underfunded and 

lacked the resources and mandate to effectively protect civilians from the Janjaweed militia 

and Sudanese government forces. Peacekeepers were ill-equipped, and rising casualties 

among the African Union forces further demonstrated the inadequacy of the response. 

The AMIS mission was also hampered by the Sudanese government’s hostility to 

international peacekeeping forces. The government continually obstructed efforts to expand 

the peacekeeping mission and limit its effectiveness. Sudan's refusal to grant the UN full 

access to the region exacerbated the situation, as the UNSC was unable to deploy a 

meaningful force capable of protecting civilians or holding perpetrators of violence 

accountable. 

The International Criminal Court and the Pursuit of Accountability 

In 2005, the UNSC referred the situation in Darfur to the International Criminal Court 

(ICC), leading to the indictment of Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir on charges of 

genocide and crimes against humanity. This marked an important step in the pursuit of 

accountability for the atrocities in Darfur. However, the UNSC's decision to refer the case to 

the ICC was not enough to prompt immediate action or a change in the situation on the 

ground. In fact, Sudan's refusal to cooperate with the ICC, combined with the lack of UNSC-

backed enforcement mechanisms, meant that the criminal proceedings against al-Bashir 

would remain largely symbolic rather than effective in ending the violence. 

The ICC's investigation into the Darfur atrocities was blocked by Sudan, and despite the 

indictment, al-Bashir continued to rule the country until his eventual overthrow in 2019. The 

lack of direct UNSC intervention to enforce ICC arrest warrants further demonstrated the 

international community’s inability to protect civilians in Darfur. 

The UNSC's Repeated Failures and Legacy of Inaction 

The UNSC’s inaction throughout the Darfur Crisis left an indelible mark on the credibility 

and effectiveness of the international system, especially in peacekeeping and humanitarian 

intervention. The lack of a robust and unified response allowed the violence to continue 

unabated, leading to an estimated 300,000 deaths and millions of displaced persons. 
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In many ways, the failure to act in Darfur is a stark reminder of the limits of international 

diplomacy in the face of sovereign resistance and the political challenges that arise in 

situations where great power interests—such as those of China and Russia in Sudan—are at 

stake. The lack of a coordinated international response and the failure to protect civilians 

continue to be seen as significant shortcomings of the UNSC's role in responding to mass 

atrocities. 

Conclusion 

The Darfur Crisis highlighted the profound limitations of the United Nations Security 

Council in preventing genocide and responding to mass atrocities in the context of great 

power politics and sovereignty concerns. The UNSC's failure to intervene effectively 

allowed the Sudanese government and its militias to carry out widespread atrocities with 

impunity, and the long-term humanitarian consequences of the crisis continue to be felt in 

the region. Despite the formal acknowledgment of genocide and ongoing efforts to bring 

accountability, the lack of meaningful intervention by the UNSC during the height of the 

crisis remains one of its most significant failures in the 21st century. 
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9.3 The Role of Regional and International Organizations 

The Darfur Crisis highlighted not only the failures of the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC) but also the complex dynamics surrounding the involvement of regional 

organizations and international actors in responding to mass atrocities. While the UNSC 

remained slow to act or ineffective, a variety of regional and international organizations did 

play critical, though often insufficient, roles in addressing the crisis. These included the 

African Union (AU), the United Nations (UN), the Arab League, and non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs). However, their involvement was often hampered by limited 

resources, political constraints, and a lack of consensus on how to address the Sudanese 

government’s resistance to intervention. 

1. The African Union (AU) and the African Standby Force 

The African Union (AU) played a central role in attempting to manage the Darfur crisis. 

Faced with the inability of the UNSC to act decisively, the AU took the lead by deploying a 

peacekeeping mission in Darfur, known as AMIS (African Union Mission in Sudan). The 

AU’s involvement was motivated by the organization’s desire to maintain regional stability 

and prevent further deterioration of the security situation in Sudan. 

However, despite its commitment to addressing the crisis, the African Union’s response faced 

several challenges: 

1. Limited Resources: AMIS was severely underfunded and lacked sufficient resources 

to effectively carry out its mandate. The force was ill-equipped, with insufficient 

personnel and inadequate logistical support, making it difficult to protect civilians and 

deter violence from militias and government forces. 

2. Lack of Mandate: AMIS was given a very limited mandate. While it was tasked with 

monitoring ceasefires and providing some protection to civilians, it lacked the 

authority and means to take more decisive action, such as enforcing a no-fly zone or 

intervening militarily in areas of active violence. 

3. Political Resistance: The Sudanese government was resistant to the African Union’s 

presence, especially in areas under the control of the government or militias. This 

resistance was compounded by Sudan’s historical aversion to external interference in 

its internal affairs. 

Despite these challenges, the African Union laid the groundwork for further engagement in 

Darfur. The AU played an important role in brokering peace talks and encouraging 

diplomatic negotiations between the Sudanese government and Darfur rebel groups, though 

those talks ultimately failed to bring a lasting resolution to the conflict. 

2. The United Nations (UN) and Peacekeeping Efforts 

The United Nations began to take more proactive measures after the crisis was well 

underway, and its involvement intensified as the violence escalated. In 2007, the UNAMID 

(United Nations-African Union Mission in Darfur) was established as a hybrid force 

combining UN and African Union personnel, replacing the earlier AU-only AMIS force. The 

mission aimed to provide peacekeeping support, monitor human rights abuses, and 

distribute humanitarian aid. 
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However, the transition from AMIS to UNAMID was not seamless. Key issues that hindered 

its effectiveness included: 

1. Sudanese Government Resistance: Sudan's government continued to obstruct the 

deployment of UN peacekeepers and blocked full cooperation with international 

efforts, even as the scale of the atrocities became increasingly evident. The Sudanese 

government was determined to maintain its sovereignty and prevent foreign 

intervention, even as its forces carried out widespread killings and abuses. 

2. Understaffing and Underfunding: UNAMID faced significant challenges in terms 

of staffing levels, financial resources, and logistical capacity. While the force 

eventually grew to about 20,000 personnel, it still lacked the necessary equipment, 

mobility, and mandate to protect civilians from armed militias effectively. 

3. Failure to Protect Civilians: Despite having a peacekeeping mandate to protect 

civilians, UNAMID struggled to fulfill this role. The mission was unable to prevent 

attacks on displaced persons camps, sexual violence, or the targeting of 

humanitarian aid workers. The mission’s lack of forceful intervention and ability to 

deter violence exacerbated the situation, leaving civilians at the mercy of the conflict. 

Though the UN’s involvement was intended to be a stabilizing force, the limitations of 

UNAMID, coupled with the ongoing political challenges in Sudan, prevented the mission 

from being truly effective in addressing the scale of violence. 

3. The Arab League and Diplomatic Interventions 

The Arab League also became involved in the Darfur Crisis, although its role was less 

prominent than that of the African Union or the United Nations. Sudan, as an Arab League 

member, enjoyed the organization’s political support, which hindered the Arab League from 

making a stronger stance on the crisis. 

1. Diplomatic Support for Sudan: The Arab League was largely supportive of the 

Sudanese government, frequently backing its claims that the violence in Darfur was 

a result of internal insurgency rather than state-sponsored violence. This political 

stance often worked against international calls for intervention and accountability. 

2. Limited Influence: While the Arab League did call for ceasefires and urged the 

Sudanese government to allow humanitarian access, its diplomatic efforts did not 

result in substantive action or the protection of civilians. This limited influence further 

underscored the challenge of securing a unified and forceful regional response to the 

crisis. 

4. Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and Advocacy Efforts 

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) played a pivotal role in raising global awareness 

about the crisis and advocating for international intervention. NGOs, such as Doctors 

Without Borders, Amnesty International, and Human Rights Watch, documented the 

atrocities, lobbied governments, and coordinated humanitarian relief efforts for displaced 

persons. 

1. Advocacy and Awareness: NGOs were instrumental in drawing attention to the 

situation in Darfur through reports, campaigns, and media outreach. Their efforts 
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helped keep the international community focused on the crisis, even when the UNSC 

was slow to act. 

2. Humanitarian Aid: NGOs, in collaboration with UN agencies such as the UNHCR 

(United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees), provided vital assistance to 

displaced persons and refugees in Darfur and neighboring countries. However, the 

delivery of aid was often hindered by ongoing violence, government restrictions, and 

the logistical challenges posed by the region’s geography. 

3. Pressure on Governments: NGOs and advocacy groups, particularly in the West, 

worked to pressure their governments to take a more active role in ending the 

violence. Efforts such as boycotts, sanctions, and campaigns to arrest President al-

Bashir kept the crisis in the public eye and demanded accountability, although these 

measures were ultimately insufficient to stop the violence. 

5. The International Criminal Court (ICC) 

The International Criminal Court (ICC) also became involved in Darfur, furthering efforts 

to hold those responsible for atrocities accountable. The UNSC referred the situation to the 

ICC, leading to warrants for the arrest of Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir for charges 

of genocide and crimes against humanity. While this was an important step in pursuing 

justice, the failure of the international community to enforce these arrest warrants and bring 

al-Bashir to trial limited the ICC’s impact on the ground. 

Conclusion: The Limited Effectiveness of Regional and International Organizations 

Despite the involvement of several regional and international organizations, the Darfur 

Crisis was marked by a series of missed opportunities and ineffective interventions. The 

African Union, United Nations, Arab League, and NGOs all played significant roles, but 

their efforts were often undermined by political divisions, resource limitations, and the 

Sudanese government's resistance to foreign intervention. The lack of a unified and 

forceful response by the international community ultimately contributed to the continuation 

of atrocities, leaving a lasting impact on both the Sudanese people and the broader 

international system's approach to humanitarian crises. 
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9.4 Aftermath and the Ongoing Conflict 

The aftermath of the Darfur Crisis continues to shape Sudanese society, international 

relations, and humanitarian efforts to this day. While the violence may have decreased in 

intensity, the region still suffers from the long-term consequences of the UNSC’s inaction 

and the failure of international organizations to prevent or halt the atrocities. The ongoing 

conflict in Darfur remains an unresolved issue, marked by continued instability, 

displacement, and the quest for accountability. 

1. Continuing Violence and Instability in Darfur 

Although a peace agreement, the Darfur Peace Agreement (DPA), was signed in 2006, the 

situation in Darfur remained volatile, with periodic escalations of violence, particularly after 

the Sudanese government’s shifting strategies. Even after the deployment of UNAMID in 

2007, the region continued to experience frequent attacks from armed militias, tribal 

conflicts, and continued state-backed violence. 

 Rebel Groups and Government Forces: Despite the signing of peace accords, the 

conflict has remained a power struggle between various rebel factions and the 

government. The Sudanese Armed Forces and Janjiweed militias were accused of 

continuing attacks on civilians, often as part of a broader strategy to suppress 

resistance in the region. 

 Inter-ethnic and Tribal Conflicts: The conflict in Darfur has also been compounded 

by tribal rivalries and the division between ethnic groups. These deep-rooted 

tensions have led to cycles of retaliatory violence, further destabilizing the region and 

making peace efforts extremely challenging. 

 Displacement: Darfur continues to host one of the world’s largest internally 

displaced populations, with millions of people still living in overcrowded camps. 

These camps are often poorly equipped to provide adequate food, shelter, or 

healthcare, leading to dire humanitarian conditions. The displaced populations face 

continued threats of violence, limited access to basic services, and challenges in 

rebuilding their lives. 

2. The Role of the International Criminal Court (ICC) 

The International Criminal Court (ICC), in its pursuit of justice, issued arrest warrants for 

Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir, accusing him of committing genocide, war crimes, 

and crimes against humanity in Darfur. However, the lack of enforcement of these warrants 

by the international community meant that al-Bashir remained in power for many years, 

further undermining the credibility of international justice systems. 

 Bashir's Arrest and Ongoing Protection: While Bashir was eventually ousted from 

power in 2019 during a popular uprising, his trial for war crimes remains incomplete. 

Some African Union members, as well as Sudan’s own government, have rejected 

the ICC's authority, citing sovereignty concerns and offering Bashir some degree of 

protection. This has hindered the pursuit of justice for the victims of the Darfur 

conflict. 

 Justice Delayed: The international community’s inability to bring perpetrators of the 

Darfur genocide to justice highlights the limits of international criminal law and the 
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ICJ. Despite the overwhelming evidence, the lack of enforcement and political will to 

hold powerful individuals accountable remains a critical issue. 

3. The Humanitarian Impact and International Aid 

Despite the involvement of various international organizations, the humanitarian situation 

in Darfur remains dire. The conflict’s aftermath has left millions of civilians in need of 

ongoing assistance, with limited access to healthcare, education, and livelihoods. 

 Humanitarian Access: The Sudanese government’s continued obstruction of aid 

deliveries has exacerbated the crisis. Humanitarian organizations have faced 

restrictions on their ability to operate freely in Darfur, preventing aid from reaching 

vulnerable populations. 

 Ongoing Assistance Efforts: While international agencies like the World Food 

Programme and Doctors Without Borders continue their relief efforts, they face 

constant challenges posed by conflict and political instability. The provision of aid 

remains fragmented and insufficient in addressing the scale of need. 

 Post-Conflict Reconstruction: The lack of progress on peacebuilding and 

reconciliation in Darfur has hindered efforts to rebuild the region’s shattered 

infrastructure. Long-term recovery will require investment in education, healthcare, 

and economic development to address the systemic causes of the conflict. 

4. The Sudanese Uprising and the 2019 Revolution 

The 2019 Sudanese revolution marked a significant turning point in the country’s political 

landscape. The popular uprising led to the ousting of President Omar al-Bashir, who had 

ruled Sudan for 30 years, and brought new hope for change. However, the situation remains 

uncertain: 

 Uncertainty and Transition: Following Bashir’s removal, Sudan has entered a 

transitional period, with a joint military-civilian government established to lead the 

country toward democratic elections. The success of this transition will depend on 

overcoming deeply entrenched political divisions, addressing the ongoing conflict in 

Darfur, and achieving national reconciliation. 

 Darfur’s Continued Struggles: While the revolution signaled a shift in Sudan’s 

political climate, Darfur continues to suffer from marginalization and lack of attention 

in the aftermath of Bashir’s ousting. The conflict and displacement caused by the war 

still persist, and many of Darfur’s people remain trapped in camps, with limited 

opportunities to return to their homes. 

 International Support for Transition: The international community has provided 

diplomatic and economic support to Sudan’s transition, though challenges such as 

economic instability, civilian displacement, and the unresolved conflict in Darfur 

remain. International pressure, including the potential lifting of sanctions, is crucial to 

Sudan’s long-term recovery and stabilization. 

5. Implications for International Policy 

The ongoing situation in Darfur underscores the failures of the UNSC and international 

institutions to act decisively and prevent mass atrocities. Key lessons from the Darfur crisis 

include: 
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 The Need for Stronger Political Will: The lack of political will from major powers 

within the UNSC, particularly with regard to the Sudanese government’s 

sovereignty and resistance to intervention, continues to highlight the difficulties in 

managing crises where national sovereignty and geopolitical interests are involved. 

The lessons from Darfur should guide future interventions in similar conflicts. 

 Improved Early Warning and Rapid Response Mechanisms: The failure to act in 

Darfur also emphasizes the need for early warning systems and the ability to 

mobilize a rapid response to prevent violence before it spirals out of control. While 

the Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine was developed post-Darfur, its 

application remains inconsistent. 

 Accountability and Justice: The international community must prioritize the 

enforcement of international justice, ensuring that accountability mechanisms 

such as the ICC are not undermined by political considerations. Effective justice is 

essential not only for healing the wounds of the past but also for preventing future 

atrocities. 

Conclusion 

The aftermath of the Darfur crisis reveals a region scarred by decades of violence and a 

continued struggle for peace. While some progress has been made in addressing humanitarian 

needs and securing peace in Sudan, the country remains unstable, and the challenges of 

rebuilding Darfur are immense. The international community, led by the UNSC and various 

regional organizations, has struggled to mount a coherent and effective response, leaving 

Darfur with a legacy of unresolved conflict, displacement, and impunity. Moving forward, 

accountability, humanitarian assistance, and political reconciliation will be key to 

ensuring that the lessons of Darfur are not forgotten and that such a tragedy does not repeat 

itself elsewhere. 
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Chapter 10: The Syrian Civil War (2011-present) 

The Syrian Civil War, which began in 2011, has evolved into one of the most devastating 

and complex conflicts in recent history. The war has caused immense human suffering, 

displacement, and regional instability. Despite multiple attempts by international 

organizations, including the United Nations Security Council (UNSC), to mediate and 

resolve the conflict, the UNSC’s responses have often been ineffective, hindered by 

geopolitical divisions, veto powers, and the involvement of multiple international actors 

with competing interests. 

This chapter will explore the UNSC’s failure to act decisively in Syria, focusing on key 

moments and how these failures have impacted the course of the war and the international 

community’s ability to address the ongoing crisis. 

10.1 The Origins and Escalation of the Conflict 

The Syrian Civil War began in the spring of 2011 as part of the wider wave of pro-

democracy uprisings known as the Arab Spring. Protests in Syria initially called for 

political reforms and the release of political prisoners, but the government’s violent 

crackdown on demonstrators led to widespread unrest and eventually escalated into a full-

blown civil war. The conflict quickly took on a sectarian dimension, as various factions – 

including the Assad regime, opposition groups, ISIS, and Kurdish forces – fought for 

control of the country. 

Key factors contributing to the escalation of the conflict include: 

 Government Crackdown: The regime of President Bashar al-Assad responded to 

the peaceful protests with brutal force, resulting in hundreds of deaths and widespread 

human rights abuses. This violence fueled anger among the population, transforming 

protests into a rebellion. 

 Sectarian Tensions: The war saw the rise of sectarianism, with the majority Sunni 

population clashing against the Alawite-dominated government. Other ethnic and 

religious groups, such as Kurds, Christians, and Druze, were also drawn into the 

conflict, leading to further fragmentation. 

 Foreign Intervention: Over time, the war became a battleground for proxy conflicts, 

with international powers such as the United States, Russia, Iran, Turkey, and 

Saudi Arabia backing different factions. The involvement of these external actors 

further complicated efforts to resolve the conflict. 

10.2 UNSC’s Response and Early Failures 

From the outset of the conflict, the UNSC was deeply divided in its approach to the Syrian 

war, particularly due to the involvement of major powers with conflicting interests. 

 Russia and China’s Vetoes: Russia, a long-time ally of the Assad regime, and China 

have used their veto power multiple times to block UNSC resolutions aimed at 

addressing the crisis. This has prevented the UNSC from taking strong action to 

condemn the Syrian government or enforce international sanctions, further 

emboldening the regime’s actions. 
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 Inability to Pass Resolutions: Several resolutions that sought to impose measures 

such as sanctions or military intervention were repeatedly blocked by Russia and 

China, citing concerns over national sovereignty and the need for dialogue over force. 

This political gridlock prevented the UNSC from taking meaningful steps to address 

the violence. 

 Failure to Enforce Ceasefires: Even when the UNSC passed resolutions calling for 

ceasefires or humanitarian access, these were often ignored or violated by the warring 

parties. The UNSC’s inability to effectively enforce these decisions significantly 

undermined its credibility. 

10.3 The Use of Chemical Weapons and the UNSC's Inaction 

One of the most significant moments in the Syrian conflict was the repeated use of chemical 

weapons against civilians, most notably the 2013 Ghouta attack, in which hundreds of 

people were killed by sarin gas. The use of chemical weapons violated multiple international 

conventions and was widely condemned by the global community. 

Despite overwhelming evidence of these atrocities, the UNSC’s response was again 

hampered by geopolitical considerations: 

 Russia’s Protection of Assad: Russia continued to block any significant action 

against the Syrian government, vetoing resolutions that would have held the regime 

accountable for the use of chemical weapons. Russia’s support for Assad, based on 

political and military interests, made any meaningful UNSC action virtually 

impossible. 

 U.S. and Western Intervention: In response to the chemical weapons attacks, the 

United States and its allies launched military strikes against Syrian government 

facilities. However, these strikes were often unilateral and lacked the backing of the 

UNSC, further exacerbating tensions between global powers. 

 Chemical Weapons Accountability: The lack of a coordinated international response 

to hold the Syrian government accountable for its use of chemical weapons led to a 

sense of impunity. Investigations by organizations such as the Organisation for the 

Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) and UN Investigative Mechanism 

have uncovered the use of chemical weapons, but no significant action has been taken 

to hold the perpetrators accountable. 

10.4 The Humanitarian Crisis and UNSC's Inadequate Response 

The humanitarian crisis resulting from the Syrian Civil War has been one of the worst in 

modern history, with millions of Syrians displaced, both internally and as refugees in 

neighboring countries. The UNSC’s response to the humanitarian needs of the Syrian people 

has been inadequate, and the international community has struggled to provide meaningful 

assistance. 

 Siege of Aleppo and Idlib: The siege of Aleppo (2016) and the ongoing violence in 

Idlib have resulted in widespread suffering. Civilians have been caught in the 

crossfire, with cities like Aleppo becoming battlegrounds for competing forces. The 

UNSC was unable to intervene effectively or provide adequate protection to civilians 

trapped in these areas. 
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 Blockages of Humanitarian Aid: Humanitarian aid deliveries have been severely 

restricted by both the Syrian government and opposing factions. The UNSC 

authorized humanitarian convoys to certain areas, but these were often blocked or 

delayed, further exacerbating the suffering of millions. 

 Failure of the Responsibility to Protect (R2P): Despite the Syrian government’s 

violations of human rights and international law, the UNSC has failed to apply the 

Responsibility to Protect (R2P) doctrine. This principle, which calls for international 

intervention to protect civilians from mass atrocities, has been largely ignored in the 

Syrian context due to political gridlock. 

10.5 The Ongoing Conflict and Future Prospects 

As of the present, the Syrian Civil War remains unresolved, with the country divided into 

areas controlled by different factions: 

 Assad’s Resurgence: Thanks to Russian and Iranian support, the Assad regime has 

regained control of most of Syria, though key areas remain under the control of 

Kurdish forces and rebel groups. The regime has consolidated power, but much of the 

country remains in ruins. 

 Tensions and Regional Impacts: The war has had profound regional implications, 

with neighboring countries such as Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, and Iraq hosting 

large numbers of Syrian refugees and dealing with the spillover effects of the conflict. 

ISIS, which briefly held large portions of Syrian territory, has been largely defeated 

but remains a threat. 

 A Divided UNSC: The UNSC’s role in the Syrian conflict remains fractured, with no 

clear path forward for a diplomatic resolution. Russia and China continue to block 

significant actions against the Assad regime, while Western powers struggle to 

maintain unity in their efforts to resolve the crisis. 

Conclusion 

The Syrian Civil War is a stark example of the UNSC’s failure to intervene effectively in a 

major conflict. Geopolitical divisions, veto power, and the complexity of the crisis have 

paralyzed international responses, leading to massive loss of life and continued instability in 

the region. The UNSC’s inability to take meaningful action to end the war, enforce peace, or 

hold perpetrators of war crimes accountable has diminished its credibility and highlighted 

the limitations of the current international system in addressing modern conflicts. As the war 

continues, it remains a somber reminder of the international community’s failure to act in the 

face of massive human suffering. 
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10.1 The Onset of the Syrian Conflict 

The Syrian Civil War, which began in 2011, was part of the larger wave of pro-democracy 

uprisings during the Arab Spring that swept across the Arab world. It initially began as 

peaceful protests against the authoritarian rule of President Bashar al-Assad and his 

government. However, these protests quickly spiraled into a brutal and prolonged civil war, 

primarily due to the government's violent crackdown and the complex internal and external 

factors that fueled the conflict. 

The key moments leading to the onset of the Syrian conflict include: 

1.1 The Early Protests and Their Roots 

The roots of the Syrian conflict can be traced back to a combination of socio-political 

repression, economic hardship, and regional unrest. Discontent had been simmering in 

Syria for years, particularly due to the Assad regime’s authoritarian governance, corruption, 

lack of political freedoms, and the economic disparities between the elite and the broader 

population. The Arab Spring in Tunisia (2010) and Egypt (2011) inspired Syrians to 

demand greater political freedoms, civil rights, and an end to government corruption. 

The first significant protests occurred in Daraa, a southern city in Syria, in March 2011, 

following the arrest and torture of teenagers who had sprayed anti-government graffiti. The 

brutal treatment of these youths triggered a wave of protests across the country, initially 

calling for democratic reforms and the release of political prisoners. The protests were largely 

peaceful, but the government, led by President Bashar al-Assad, responded with violence. 

1.2 Government Crackdown and Escalation 

The government’s response to these protests was swift and violent. The Assad regime 

deployed security forces and the military to suppress the uprisings, using live ammunition, 

torture, and mass arrests to deter further demonstrations. The violent repression of 

peaceful protesters, combined with increasing economic hardship and high levels of 

unemployment, intensified anger among the Syrian population. 

As the violence escalated, the protests spread from Daraa to other cities, including 

Damascus and Homs, leading to growing calls for the overthrow of the Assad regime. Many 

civilians took to the streets, forming opposition groups that increasingly adopted a more 

organized resistance to the government’s authoritarian rule. 

1.3 Militarization of the Opposition 

As the Assad regime continued to suppress dissent with overwhelming force, many protestors 

turned to armed resistance. By mid-2011, the Free Syrian Army (FSA) was formed, a 

loose coalition of defectors from the Syrian military and armed civilians who were fighting 

the government forces. This marked the beginning of an armed conflict, which soon became a 

civil war with multiple factions involved. 

The situation was further complicated by the emergence of Islamist groups, including Al-

Qaeda affiliates and, later, ISIS (Islamic State of Iraq and Syria), which joined the fight 
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against both the Assad government and the FSA. The civil war, once a battle between Assad's 

government and local opposition forces, evolved into a complex multi-factional conflict, 

drawing in various international actors with competing interests. 

1.4 The International Dimensions of the Conflict 

As the conflict spread, it attracted the attention and intervention of foreign powers. 

Neighboring countries such as Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon were directly impacted by the 

war, with millions of refugees fleeing Syria’s borders. Meanwhile, international powers 

played a significant role in exacerbating the conflict by providing support to various factions. 

 The U.S. and Western Countries: Western nations, led by the U.S., began providing 

support to opposition groups, including non-lethal aid and later military assistance. 

These countries were critical of Assad's brutality and pushed for his removal from 

power. 

 Russia and Iran: In contrast, Russia and Iran supported the Assad regime, providing 

military aid, intelligence, and political backing. Russia viewed Assad as an ally in 

maintaining its influence in the region and protecting its naval base in Tartus, while 

Iran sought to maintain its Shiite ally in power and support its influence in the Middle 

East. 

1.5 The Impact of the Arab Spring 

The Syrian conflict also needs to be understood in the broader context of the Arab Spring. 

The wave of uprisings that began in 2010 shook the foundations of autocratic regimes across 

the Middle East, from Tunisia to Egypt, Libya, and Yemen. The fall of Hosni Mubarak in 

Egypt and Muammar Gaddafi’s ousting in Libya encouraged Syrians to demand change. 

However, while other nations experienced relatively quick transitions or regime changes, 

Syria’s response was drastically different. The Assad regime refused to concede to any of the 

protesters' demands and chose instead to respond with brutal repression, leading to a 

prolonged conflict. 

1.6 Escalating Regional and International Tensions 

The Syrian Civil War also intensified regional rivalries. Turkey’s involvement in supporting 

certain rebel groups and its long-standing Kurdish issue became entwined with the conflict, 

especially as the Kurdish People’s Defense Units (YPG) began to play a prominent role in 

resisting both the Assad regime and ISIS. 

On the other side, Iran’s support for the Assad regime was rooted in a broader regional 

agenda, which aimed to solidify its influence over Lebanon’s Hezbollah and other Shiite 

militias. The conflict created a fertile ground for sectarian warfare, further entrenching ethnic 

and religious divisions, particularly between Sunni and Shiite factions. 

The U.S., and later Saudi Arabia, sought to weaken the Assad regime by providing support 

to opposition factions, often through indirect means, with Turkey backing more extremist 

groups in an effort to weaken the Kurdish factions and prevent their autonomy. 

1.7 The UNSC’s Early Involvement 
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In the early stages of the Syrian conflict, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 

faced challenges in formulating a unified response. The UNSC called for an end to violence 

and emphasized the need for dialogue and reform, but it lacked the consensus to take decisive 

action. Divisions between major powers, particularly between Russia and Western nations, 

made it difficult to adopt strong measures or resolutions. 

The UNSC’s ineffectiveness in addressing the escalating violence led many to question the 

efficacy of the international community in preventing further suffering in Syria. Calls for 

sanctions and a no-fly zone were blocked by Russia, which argued that such measures would 

violate Syria’s sovereignty and escalate the conflict. 

Conclusion 

The onset of the Syrian Civil War marked the beginning of a long and tragic chapter in 

Syria’s history, with political protests transforming into an all-out civil war. The lack of 

effective international intervention, particularly by the UNSC, exacerbated the crisis, and the 

war soon became a proxy battle between regional and global powers. The international 

community’s failure to address the conflict in its early stages ultimately allowed the war to 

spiral out of control, with devastating consequences for Syria and the broader Middle East. 
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10.2 The UNSC’s Division and Stalemate 

The Syrian Civil War quickly became a major geopolitical crisis, with the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC) divided along ideological and strategic lines. This division and 

the resulting stalemate in the UNSC played a crucial role in preventing the international 

community from taking effective action to stop the violence and protect civilians in Syria. 

The failure of the UNSC to act decisively in the face of escalating conflict highlights deep 

systemic issues within the organization and its inability to address conflicts where the 

interests of major powers are at odds. 

2.1 The Role of Veto Power in the UNSC 

The UNSC's structure and decision-making process, specifically the veto power held by its 

five permanent members—the U.S., Russia, China, France, and the U.K.—played a 

significant role in paralyzing the Council’s ability to take meaningful action in Syria. 

 Russia and China consistently used their veto power to block UNSC resolutions 

aimed at taking concrete action against the Assad regime. This was primarily due to 

Russia’s strategic interests in maintaining a stable, pro-Russian government in Syria 

and protecting its military base in Tartus and Latakia. Additionally, Russia has been 

an ally of Syria for decades, supporting the Assad regime politically, economically, 

and militarily. 

 China, while not as deeply involved in the conflict, also supported Russia's vetoes. It 

argued that intervention in Syria would violate Syria’s sovereignty and lead to 

further instability in the region. 

This blocking of any effective action meant that the UNSC was unable to authorize measures 

such as sanctions, a no-fly zone, or the deployment of peacekeeping forces. As a result, 

despite widespread calls from the international community, including from humanitarian 

organizations and Western powers, the UNSC remained paralyzed in the face of the crisis. 

2.2 Diplomatic Stalemate and the Failure of Consensus 

In addition to the veto power, the lack of consensus among the permanent members of the 

UNSC also hindered diplomatic efforts. 

 Western countries, particularly the United States, France, and the United 

Kingdom, were vocal in condemning the Assad regime’s actions, including the use of 

chemical weapons against civilians, and called for international intervention to 

protect Syrian civilians and push for Assad’s removal. These countries, along with 

their Arab allies such as Saudi Arabia and Turkey, provided support to opposition 

groups and called for sanctions on the Syrian government. 

 Russia and Iran, on the other hand, consistently defended the Assad regime, viewing 

it as an essential ally in the region and a counterbalance to U.S. influence in the 

Middle East. They also feared that regime change in Syria could lead to increased 

instability and the rise of extremist groups. 
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This diplomatic deadlock was exacerbated by the growing number of military interventions 

from other foreign powers, including Turkey, Iran, and the U.S., which added layers of 

complexity to the situation. The UNSC, instead of being a forum for cooperative diplomacy, 

became a stage for competing narratives and geopolitical rivalries, further stalling any 

meaningful international intervention. 

2.3 The Absence of Strong Humanitarian Intervention 

One of the most glaring failures of the UNSC during the Syrian conflict was its inability to 

implement a humanitarian intervention. While numerous humanitarian organizations 

repeatedly called for international action to prevent further atrocities, the UNSC was unable 

to act due to the political divisions between its members. 

 For example, the Assad regime’s use of chemical weapons on several occasions—

most notably in 2013 in Ghouta—prompted widespread international outrage. 

Despite conclusive evidence from the United Nations, as well as the efforts of the 

U.S. and European powers to press for a military response or at least stronger 

sanctions, Russia vetoed any UNSC resolution that would impose consequences on 

Syria for these violations of international law. 

 The use of chemical weapons by the Assad government further revealed the inability 

of the UNSC to uphold international norms and prevent the use of weapons of mass 

destruction in the conflict. The lack of accountability for these crimes undermined the 

legitimacy of the UNSC and raised serious questions about its effectiveness in 

maintaining global peace and security. 

2.4 The Internationalization of the Conflict and the Lack of a Unified UNSC Response 

As the Syrian conflict dragged on, it increasingly became an internationalized war with 

competing powers becoming more deeply involved. The UNSC's failure to reach a consensus 

on Syria led to various countries pursuing their own foreign policies and interventions in the 

region, further complicating efforts for peace. 

 The United States and its allies were primarily concerned with weakening the Assad 

regime and curbing the influence of Iran and Russia in the region. This led to support 

for Syrian opposition groups, including both moderate rebels and more extremist 

factions. 

 On the other hand, Russia and Iran provided substantial military and economic 

support to Assad, cementing his regime's hold on power. This backing included 

military intervention, such as Russian airstrikes on opposition-held areas and the 

provision of arms and financial support to pro-Assad militias. 

The UNSC's inability to manage these competing interests meant that the conflict became 

more prolonged, with escalating violence and humanitarian disasters that could have been 

mitigated by early intervention or peacebuilding efforts. 

2.5 Impact on the Refugee Crisis 

The lack of effective action from the UNSC also contributed to one of the largest refugee 

crises in modern history. As the violence spread, millions of Syrians were forced to flee their 

homes, resulting in a mass migration across the Middle East and Europe. Neighboring 
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countries like Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon were overwhelmed by the influx of refugees, 

and European countries struggled to manage the growing number of asylum seekers. 

The UNSC's inability to find a peaceful solution to the war, or even to stem the violence, 

further exacerbated the humanitarian crisis. The failure to act led to a loss of faith in the 

United Nations’ ability to uphold its fundamental mission of global peace and security, 

especially among those suffering the most from the war, including the millions of displaced 

Syrians. 

Conclusion 

The UNSC's division and the stalemate it created in the early years of the Syrian Civil War 

contributed to the prolonged conflict and worsening humanitarian situation in the country. 

The veto power held by the permanent members, particularly Russia and China, allowed 

these countries to block meaningful action against the Assad regime, while diplomatic efforts 

to build a consensus on solutions failed. The inability of the UNSC to intervene effectively in 

Syria not only undermined its credibility but also raised questions about its future relevance 

in addressing complex global crises. 
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10.3 The Use of Chemical Weapons and the UNSC's 

Failure to Respond 

The use of chemical weapons in the Syrian Civil War stands as one of the most stark and 

controversial aspects of the conflict, drawing widespread condemnation from the 

international community. Despite clear evidence and public outcry, the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC) repeatedly failed to respond effectively or enforce consequences 

for these violations of international law. The UNSC's inability to act in the face of such grave 

atrocities has highlighted significant flaws in its structure and decision-making process. 

3.1 The Chemical Weapons Attacks: A Timeline of Key Incidents 

Throughout the Syrian conflict, several incidents involving the use of chemical weapons 

have been documented, each more horrifying than the last: 

 Ghouta (2013): The most notorious chemical weapons attack occurred on August 21, 

2013, in the Ghouta region near Damascus. The attack, which killed over 1,400 

people, was carried out with sarin gas, a nerve agent. Evidence from the United 

Nations and independent investigations confirmed the use of chemical weapons, 

leading to widespread international outrage. 

 Khan Shaykhun (2017): On April 4, 2017, the Syrian government was again 

accused of using chemical weapons, this time in the town of Khan Shaykhun in 

Idlib province. The attack involved sarin gas, and it killed at least 87 people, 

including many women and children. The attack prompted further condemnation and 

calls for action. 

 Douma (2018): On April 7, 2018, another chemical weapons attack occurred in 

Douma, near Damascus, reportedly using chlorine gas. This attack killed dozens of 

people and was widely condemned by the international community, but it remains 

disputed with some factions questioning who was responsible. 

Each of these incidents sent shockwaves through the international community. The use of 

chemical weapons is banned under international law, including by the Chemical Weapons 

Convention (CWC), which Syria had agreed to in 2013 after the Ghouta attack. 

3.2 The UNSC's Inaction: Political Gridlock 

Despite the overwhelming evidence, the UNSC repeatedly failed to take decisive action to 

hold the Syrian government accountable for the use of chemical weapons. 

 The Veto Power: One of the key reasons for the UNSC's inaction was the veto 

power exercised by Russia, a permanent member of the Security Council. Russia, as 

a key ally of the Syrian government, used its veto to block resolutions aimed at 

punishing Syria for its chemical weapons attacks. In some cases, Russia also argued 

that there was insufficient evidence to support the accusations and that military 

intervention or sanctions would violate Syria's sovereignty. 

 Diplomatic Paralysis: The U.S., France, and the U.K. pushed for strong action 

against Syria, including sanctions and military interventions, but their efforts were 

thwarted by Russian vetoes. These divisions led to a paralysis within the UNSC, as 
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each side held firmly to its position, leaving little room for compromise or 

negotiation. 

 The OPCW and Investigations: The Organization for the Prohibition of 

Chemical Weapons (OPCW) was tasked with investigating the use of chemical 

weapons in Syria. While the OPCW's reports provided compelling evidence of the 

attacks, the UNSC remained divided over how to respond. Some Western nations 

called for punitive measures, while Russia and China argued for more restrained, 

diplomatic approaches, often questioning the findings of the OPCW. 

3.3 The Use of Chemical Weapons as a Tool of War 

The repeated use of chemical weapons by the Syrian government has shown how these 

weapons were not just tools of terror but part of a broader strategy in the war. 

 Psychological Warfare: The use of chemical weapons was intended to inflict 

massive psychological and physical damage, sow fear and panic among civilians, and 

force populations into submission. This was particularly evident in areas where the 

Syrian regime was trying to crush opposition strongholds, such as in Eastern Ghouta 

and Idlib. Chemical attacks left survivors physically scarred and emotionally 

devastated, driving a wedge between civilians and the opposition forces they 

supported. 

 Escalating Atrocities: The repeated use of chemical weapons in Syria exacerbated an 

already dire humanitarian crisis. The international community's failure to hold Syria 

accountable for these attacks created an environment where the Syrian regime felt 

emboldened to continue using these weapons without fear of repercussions. This led 

to escalating levels of violence and further damage to Syria’s civilian infrastructure, 

including hospitals, schools, and markets. 

3.4 The UNSC's Failure to Enforce Accountability 

The UNSC's failure to hold Syria accountable for the use of chemical weapons has had far-

reaching consequences, both for international norms and for the people of Syria. Several 

factors contributed to this failure to act: 

 Geopolitical Rivalries: The Cold War-like rivalry between the U.S. and Russia, as 

well as competing regional interests, prevented the UNSC from reaching a 

consensus. While Western countries sought stronger action to punish the Assad 

regime, Russia’s support for Assad ensured that diplomatic avenues remained closed. 

These rivalries undermined the effectiveness of the UNSC as a platform for action, as 

both sides prioritized their strategic interests over the protection of human rights 

and the enforcement of international law. 

 Lack of Enforcement Mechanisms: Even when the UNSC did agree to resolutions 

condemning Syria’s chemical weapons use, it often failed to include strong 

enforcement mechanisms, such as military intervention or targeted sanctions. This 

lack of enforceability meant that Syria could continue its use of chemical weapons 

with little fear of reprisal. 

 The Impact on International Law: The UNSC's inability to hold Syria accountable 

for the use of chemical weapons has had a damaging effect on the credibility of 

international law and the UN system as a whole. By failing to act, the UNSC 

signaled to other states that violations of international treaties, such as the Chemical 
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Weapons Convention, would go unpunished if great power politics were at stake. 

This has undermined the long-standing international effort to ban the use of chemical 

weapons and to ensure that they are not used in conflict. 

3.5 The Aftermath: The Continuing Crisis in Syria 

The lack of meaningful action in response to Syria’s use of chemical weapons has left long-

lasting scars on the international community and on the people of Syria. Despite the UNSC's 

paralysis, the Syrian government’s use of chemical weapons has led to significant shifts in 

how the international community views its role in peacekeeping and conflict resolution. 

 Humanitarian Consequences: The survivors of chemical attacks continue to suffer 

from the long-term effects of these weapons, which include respiratory problems, 

neurological damage, and psychological trauma. The displacement of millions of 

Syrians, both internally and externally, continues to strain neighboring countries and 

international aid organizations. 

 A Decline in Trust in the UNSC: The UNSC's failure to act decisively in Syria has 

contributed to a decline in trust in the United Nations' ability to effectively manage 

global security challenges. The inability of the UNSC to address such a clear violation 

of international law has led to widespread disillusionment with the effectiveness of 

the UN system. 

Conclusion 

The UNSC's failure to respond to the use of chemical weapons in Syria is one of the most 

significant failures in the history of international diplomacy. The paralysis caused by the veto 

power of Russia and the political gridlock among the Security Council's permanent 

members has allowed the Syrian government to continue using these horrific weapons with 

impunity. The consequences of this inaction have been dire, not only for Syria’s civilian 

population but also for the credibility of the UNSC as an institution designed to uphold 

international peace and security. 
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10.4 The Humanitarian Crisis and the UNSC’s Reputation 

The Syrian Civil War has been marked by one of the most devastating humanitarian crises 

in modern history, with millions of people suffering from violence, displacement, and lack 

of basic necessities. Throughout this period, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) 

has faced significant criticism for its inability to effectively address the scale of suffering and 

provide meaningful interventions to alleviate the crisis. The UNSC’s failure to take decisive 

action, due to political and geopolitical divisions, has significantly impacted its reputation, 

raising questions about its ability to protect human rights and international peace and 

security. 

4.1 The Humanitarian Disaster in Syria 

The humanitarian situation in Syria has been dire since the onset of the conflict in 2011: 

 Massive Displacement: The war has displaced over 12 million Syrians, both within 

Syria and as refugees in neighboring countries. The sheer scale of displacement has 

overwhelmed neighboring countries such as Turkey, Lebanon, Jordan, and others, 

leading to a massive strain on local economies and public services. 

 Civilian Casualties: Estimates suggest that over 500,000 people have been killed 

since the start of the war. Of these, a significant number were civilians, targeted by 

both government and opposition forces. Chemical weapons attacks, airstrikes, and 

artillery bombardments have devastated civilian populations, especially in densely 

populated urban areas like Aleppo, Homs, and Raqqa. 

 Healthcare and Infrastructure Destruction: Hospitals, schools, and civilian 

infrastructure have been deliberately targeted throughout the war. The destruction of 

healthcare facilities has made it difficult for the Syrian population to access necessary 

medical care, exacerbating the effects of the conflict. The health and education 

sectors, already stretched before the war, have been decimated, leading to long-term 

consequences for future generations. 

 Humanitarian Aid Blockages: Despite international efforts to provide 

humanitarian aid, the Syrian government and some rebel factions have obstructed 

the delivery of food, medicine, and other aid to civilians in war-torn regions. These 

blockages, combined with aerial bombardments and attacks on aid convoys, have 

led to severe shortages of essential goods for millions of Syrians. 

4.2 The UNSC’s Inability to Address the Crisis 

The UNSC's paralysis in responding to the Syrian conflict, despite overwhelming evidence 

of human rights violations, has resulted in severe consequences for the people of Syria: 

 Political Gridlock: The divisions between the U.S., Russia, and other permanent 

members of the UNSC have paralyzed efforts to take strong action. Russia, a key ally 

of the Syrian government, has consistently used its veto to block resolutions aimed at 

holding the Assad regime accountable for its actions, including its use of chemical 

weapons and the indiscriminate bombing of civilian areas. 

 Failure to Implement Humanitarian Resolutions: Although the UNSC has passed 

a number of resolutions calling for humanitarian access, including the delivery of aid 

to besieged areas, these measures have been largely ineffective. Without the means to 
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enforce these resolutions or protect aid workers, the UNSC has failed to address the 

scale of the crisis adequately. 

 Syria’s Refugee Crisis: While the UNSC has issued statements on the refugee crisis, 

it has done little to address the root causes of displacement or take action to create 

safe spaces for refugees. The refugee crisis has continued to burden neighboring 

countries and has resulted in a larger international political issue, particularly with 

European countries struggling to handle the influx of displaced Syrians. 

4.3 The Impact on the UNSC’s Reputation 

The UNSC's failure to act in the face of the Syrian humanitarian crisis has damaged its 

reputation as a body tasked with maintaining global peace and security: 

 Erosion of Credibility: The UNSC's repeated inaction has led to widespread 

criticism of its ability to effectively address global crises. In the face of massive 

human suffering, the Security Council's failure to pass enforceable resolutions or take 

action has cast doubt on the legitimacy and effectiveness of the entire UN system in 

addressing conflicts of this scale. 

 Undermining Trust in International Institutions: The UNSC’s inability to prevent 

or mitigate the crisis in Syria has led to a loss of trust in international institutions 

meant to protect civilians in conflict. Many believe that the UN, as the primary body 

for conflict resolution, should have done more to intervene or to mediate peace talks 

in Syria. This perception has contributed to the growing disillusionment with the 

UN's ability to deal with complex crises. 

 Perceived Failure of the International Community: The UNSC’s failure has also 

reflected a larger failure of the international community to hold governments 

accountable for atrocities. The lack of meaningful consequences for the Syrian 

regime's actions has emboldened other states and actors to disregard international 

norms and human rights. 

 The Rise of Alternative Mechanisms: In the absence of decisive UNSC action, other 

actors such as NATO, regional powers, and non-governmental organizations have 

taken on roles they traditionally would not have. For example, Turkey and Iran have 

become more involved in the conflict, while the U.S., the European Union, and other 

international bodies have pursued unilateral actions outside the scope of the UNSC. 

This shift undermines the effectiveness of the UNSC as a central actor in 

international security. 

4.4 The Global Perception of the UNSC’s Failure 

The humanitarian crisis in Syria has made it clear that the UNSC’s structure—especially 

the veto power—poses significant challenges to its ability to act decisively when needed. 

Several key issues have come to the forefront: 

 The Veto Power: Russia’s veto, in particular, has been a central issue. It has been 

argued that the veto power of the permanent members of the UNSC prevents the body 

from functioning effectively when conflicts involve powerful states with opposing 

interests. In Syria, the Russian veto has repeatedly blocked efforts to impose 

meaningful sanctions or to take military action against the Assad regime. 

 The Lack of Accountability: The failure of the UNSC to hold the Syrian regime 

accountable for its actions—whether it be the use of chemical weapons, 
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indiscriminate bombings, or human rights violations—has led many to question 

the body’s ability to prevent genocidal violence and mass atrocities. In Syria, the 

lack of accountability has not only contributed to the worsening of the humanitarian 

crisis but has also undermined international law itself. 

 Competing National Interests: The Syrian conflict has exposed the extent to which 

the UNSC is subject to the competing national interests of its permanent members. 

While Western powers pushed for stronger action, Russia and China consistently 

prioritized their strategic alliances with the Assad regime over the humanitarian 

imperative. 

Conclusion 

The humanitarian crisis in Syria has exposed the deep flaws within the UNSC and has had 

significant consequences for the UN's reputation as a body capable of enforcing international 

law and maintaining peace and security. The failure to act decisively in the face of 

overwhelming evidence of mass atrocities, the inability to address the growing humanitarian 

disaster, and the political paralysis caused by the veto power have all combined to severely 

damage the credibility of the Security Council. As the crisis continues to unfold, the 

international community is left to grapple with the broader implications of the UNSC’s 

inaction, both for Syria and for the future of global governance. 
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Chapter 11: The Crisis in Yemen (2014-present) 

The ongoing Yemen Crisis, which began in 2014, has become one of the most devastating 

and protracted conflicts in the modern era. The conflict has resulted in severe humanitarian 

suffering, political instability, and the involvement of both regional and international 

powers. The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has been criticized for its limited 

response and inability to resolve the situation, despite its mandate to address global security 

issues. This chapter examines the causes and key moments in the Yemen Crisis, the role of 

the UNSC, and the consequences of the UNSC's failure to act decisively. 

11.1 The Origins of the Yemen Crisis 

The origins of the Yemen Crisis can be traced to the political turmoil and social unrest that 

has plagued Yemen for decades, but the escalation in 2014 marked a major turning point. 

 Arab Spring Uprisings: In 2011, as part of the broader Arab Spring, Yemen 

witnessed widespread protests against the long-standing rule of President Ali 

Abdullah Saleh, who had been in power for over three decades. The protests led to 

his eventual ousting in 2012, and his successor, Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi, took 

office in a transitional government. However, Hadi’s administration struggled with 

economic collapse, rampant corruption, and growing political fragmentation. 

 Houthi Rebels’ Rise: The Houthi movement, a Shiite group from the north of 

Yemen, began to gain influence in the mid-2000s. The Houthis, backed by Iran, were 

critical of the government and its handling of the country’s political and economic 

challenges. In 2014, they took advantage of the weak political environment to capture 

the capital, Sanaa, and forced President Hadi to flee. 

 Saudi Intervention: Following the Houthi takeover of Sanaa and their subsequent 

push south, a coalition of Arab states, led by Saudi Arabia, intervened in 2015 to 

restore Hadi to power. The intervention, which included airstrikes and military 

support, escalated the conflict into a full-scale civil war. 

11.2 The UNSC’s Response to the Yemen Conflict 

The UNSC has faced significant challenges in addressing the Yemen crisis due to political 

divisions, competing interests, and a lack of consensus among its permanent members. The 

response from the UNSC has been largely reactionary and ineffective, failing to bring about 

a meaningful resolution to the conflict. 

 Initial Resolutions: In the early stages of the crisis, the UNSC passed a series of 

resolutions, such as Resolution 2201 (2015), which condemned the Houthi takeover 

and called for an immediate ceasefire and the restoration of President Hadi’s 

government. However, these resolutions failed to halt the violence or prevent the 

conflict from escalating. 

 Humanitarian Efforts: The UNSC expressed deep concern over the humanitarian 

situation in Yemen, which deteriorated rapidly as the war intensified. Resolution 

2216 (2015) imposed an arms embargo on the Houthis and called for greater 

international assistance to mitigate the humanitarian crisis. While the resolution 

acknowledged the crisis, it lacked the enforcement mechanisms necessary to address 

the root causes of the conflict. 
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 Calls for Peace Negotiations: Over time, the UNSC has called for peace negotiations 

between the warring parties, supporting efforts led by the UN Special Envoy for 

Yemen. However, these efforts have been undermined by the lack of a cohesive 

international approach and the absence of pressure on the parties involved to reach 

a comprehensive peace agreement. 

11.3 The Role of Veto Power and Geopolitical Interests 

The UNSC’s inaction on Yemen can largely be attributed to the veto power held by its 

permanent members, particularly the interests of Saudi Arabia, Iran, and the United States. 

 Saudi Arabia’s Influence: As a key member of the UNSC and a leading regional 

power, Saudi Arabia has played a central role in the Yemen conflict. The Saudi-led 

coalition has received significant support from the U.S., including military assistance 

and arms supplies. Saudi Arabia’s vested interest in containing Iranian influence in 

the region has resulted in its strong opposition to any UNSC resolution that could 

weaken its military campaign in Yemen or undermine its regional dominance. 

 Iran’s Support for the Houthis: Iran has been accused of supporting the Houthi 

rebels, providing them with weapons and political backing. This has turned Yemen 

into a proxy conflict between Saudi Arabia and Iran, with both sides vying for 

control and influence in the region. Iran’s support for the Houthis complicates the 

UNSC’s efforts, as some members are reluctant to take sides in a conflict that is part 

of a broader regional power struggle. 

 U.S. and Western Interests: The U.S. and other Western powers, including the 

United Kingdom, have been aligned with Saudi Arabia in their efforts to curb Iranian 

influence in the Middle East. This geopolitical alliance has led to Western resistance 

to any UNSC action that could undermine the Saudi-led coalition’s operations in 

Yemen. The U.S. has been criticized for providing logistical support and arms to 

Saudi Arabia despite widespread evidence of civilian casualties resulting from 

airstrikes. 

 Russia and China: On the other hand, Russia and China have been less involved in 

the conflict, but they have used their veto power to block certain resolutions aimed at 

addressing the crisis. Russia has generally been sympathetic to Iran's role in the 

region and has sought to balance Saudi influence, while China has prioritized its 

economic and strategic relations with Saudi Arabia. 

11.4 The Humanitarian Crisis and the UNSC’s Failure to Protect Civilians 

Yemen’s humanitarian situation has worsened dramatically since the start of the conflict. As 

of 2021, the war has caused a humanitarian disaster that the UNSC has been unable to 

address effectively: 

 Mass Casualties and Destruction: The war has resulted in over 230,000 deaths, 

with many of them being civilians. Airstrikes, blockades, and ground fighting have 

destroyed essential infrastructure, including hospitals, schools, and homes. The siege 

of major cities has left civilians with limited access to food, water, and medical 

supplies, contributing to widespread starvation and disease. 

 Famine and Disease: Yemen is facing the worst humanitarian crisis in the world 

today, with millions of people at risk of famine. The UNSC has repeatedly 

condemned the use of starvation as a weapon of war, but there have been few concrete 
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measures to stop the blockade of key ports that are crucial for importing food and aid. 

Additionally, the spread of cholera and other diseases has further exacerbated the 

crisis. 

 Child Soldiers and Recruitment: The conflict has also led to the widespread use of 

child soldiers, with both the Houthi rebels and the Saudi-led coalition recruiting 

minors. The use of children in the conflict has resulted in severe psychological 

trauma and long-term harm to a generation of young Yemenis. 

11.5 The Aftermath and the UNSC’s Legacy in Yemen 

The ongoing conflict in Yemen has raised significant concerns about the effectiveness and 

credibility of the UNSC: 

 Lack of Accountability: Despite resolutions aimed at improving the humanitarian 

situation, the UNSC has been largely ineffective in holding any parties accountable 

for their actions. Saudi Arabia, in particular, has faced little international pressure 

despite evidence of its use of airstrikes on civilians and the blockade of critical 

supplies. 

 International Indifference: The failure of the UNSC to stop the bloodshed or 

pressure parties to negotiate a lasting peace agreement highlights the international 

community's indifference to the suffering of Yemen’s civilians. As of 2021, the war 

continues, with no clear end in sight. 

 Damage to the UNSC’s Credibility: The lack of resolution in Yemen has 

significantly damaged the UNSC’s credibility as a body capable of addressing 

humanitarian crises. The failure to act in Yemen represents a broader issue with the 

veto power and the UNSC’s ability to take meaningful action in conflicts involving 

major international powers with competing interests. 

Conclusion 

The Yemen crisis remains one of the most pressing humanitarian disasters of the 21st 

century, yet the UNSC’s failure to intervene meaningfully or broker peace has led to years of 

suffering for the Yemeni people. The conflict, marked by geopolitical divisions, veto 

politics, and inconsistent international action, highlights the growing inability of the UNSC 

to respond effectively to modern conflicts. As the situation continues to unfold, Yemen 

stands as a tragic example of the UNSC’s failure to fulfill its mandate of maintaining 

international peace and security. 
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11.1 The Origins and Escalation of the Yemen Conflict 

The Yemen conflict, which began in 2014, has its roots in a complex mix of historical 

grievances, political instability, economic struggles, and the broader geopolitical dynamics of 

the Middle East. The escalation of the conflict over the last decade has transformed it into 

one of the most devastating wars in recent history. To understand the origins and escalation 

of the Yemen conflict, it's necessary to look at several key factors that contributed to the rise 

of the war. 

Historical Context and Political Instability 

1. Unification of North and South Yemen: 

o Yemen has a history of division, with two separate entities in the north and 

south. North Yemen (the Yemen Arab Republic) and South Yemen (the 

People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen) were unified in 1990 after years of 

conflict. The unification, however, did not resolve the political, economic, and 

sectarian tensions between the two regions. The disparities between the more 

traditional and tribal north and the socialist south sowed seeds for 

instability and conflict in the future. 

o After unification, Ali Abdullah Saleh, who had been the president of North 

Yemen, became the president of the unified Yemen. His rule was 

characterized by corruption, political repression, and the reliance on tribal 

alliances to maintain power, which bred dissatisfaction among various groups. 

2. The Arab Spring and the Fall of Saleh: 

o In 2011, Yemen was part of the broader Arab Spring movement that swept 

through the Middle East. Protests erupted against Saleh's 33-year regime, 

primarily due to widespread dissatisfaction with government corruption, 

economic mismanagement, and authoritarian rule. The protests intensified, 

leading Saleh to step down in 2012. 

o Saleh handed over power to Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi, his vice president, in 

a transitional agreement brokered by the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC). 

Hadi's presidency, however, faced significant challenges from the start, 

including political fragmentation, growing sectarian divisions, and a 

struggling economy. 

Houthi Rebellion and the Rise of the Houthis 

3. The Houthi Movement: 

o The Houthi movement, or Ansar Allah, is a Zaidi Shiite group based in 

northern Yemen. The group, originally a religious and political movement, 

grew disillusioned with the government’s policies, particularly the perceived 

neglect of their region and their sect. The Zaidis, who make up about 30% of 

Yemen’s population, had historically been influential in the north, but their 

political and cultural power waned under Saleh’s rule and Hadi’s presidency. 

o The Houthis, led by Abdul-Malik al-Houthi, began to organize resistance 

against the government in the mid-2000s, which escalated into armed conflict. 

They were motivated by opposition to Saleh's corruption, marginalization, 

and his ties to Saudi Arabia. Despite the government’s attempts to suppress 
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them, the Houthis gradually gained support among the Zaidis and other 

marginalized groups. 

4. Houthi Expansion and the Fall of Sanaa: 

o In 2014, the Houthis capitalized on Hadi’s weakening position and began to 

expand their influence across the country. They took control of Sanaa, 

Yemen’s capital, in September 2014, forcing President Hadi to flee to Saudi 

Arabia. 

o The Houthi takeover was facilitated by a combination of military strength, 

popular discontent with Hadi’s government, and alliances with military and 

political factions disillusioned with the central government. 

Escalation of the Conflict and Saudi Intervention 

5. Saudi Arabia’s Response: 

o Saudi Arabia, fearing that the rise of the Houthis—a group with alleged 

Iranian backing—could lead to the spread of Shia influence in the region, 

saw the situation as a direct threat to its interests. Saudi Arabia viewed the 

Houthis’ rise as part of a broader Iranian expansion across the Middle East. 

They feared the establishment of a Shia-controlled state on their southern 

border, in contrast to the Sunni-majority kingdom. 

o In March 2015, Saudi Arabia and a coalition of eight Arab states, including 

the United Arab Emirates (UAE), launched Operation Decisive Storm, a 

military intervention aimed at restoring Hadi to power and defeating the 

Houthi forces. The coalition forces carried out airstrikes, imposed a blockade 

on Yemen’s ports, and provided ground support to Yemeni forces loyal to 

Hadi. Saudi Arabia’s involvement effectively internationalized the conflict, 

turning it into a regional proxy war between Sunni-majority states, led by 

Saudi Arabia, and Shia-majority Iran. 

6. The Humanitarian Crisis: 

o As the fighting escalated, the humanitarian situation deteriorated rapidly. 

Airstrikes, particularly those by the Saudi-led coalition, caused widespread 

civilian casualties and infrastructure destruction. The blockade on Yemen, 

aimed at restricting arms supplies to the Houthis, also prevented the flow of 

food, medicine, and other vital supplies into the country. 

o By 2016, Yemen was facing what the United Nations (UN) termed the 

world’s worst humanitarian crisis, with millions displaced, famine 

spreading, and the country’s healthcare system on the brink of collapse. 

7. Iran’s Support for the Houthis: 

o Iran’s involvement in Yemen has been a key factor in the escalation of the 

conflict. Tehran has provided political and military support to the Houthis, 

including weapons, training, and financial backing. While Iran's role in Yemen 

is difficult to measure precisely, it has been a key element in Saudi Arabia's 

justification for its intervention. The Saudi-led coalition has accused Iran of 

arming the Houthis with missiles and advanced weaponry, further inflaming 

tensions in the region. 

8. The Stalemate and Ongoing Violence: 

o Despite years of military action, the conflict has reached a stalemate, with no 

decisive victory on either side. The Hadi government has been unable to 

regain control over large parts of the country, including Sanaa, while the 

Houthis have entrenched themselves in the north. The ongoing fighting, 
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airstrikes, and blockades have caused widespread suffering, while the UN-

brokered peace talks have made limited progress, with both sides accusing 

each other of violating ceasefires. 

Conclusion: The Complex Nature of the Yemen Crisis 

The Yemen conflict is the result of decades of political, economic, and sectarian tensions 

within the country, combined with the involvement of regional powers and international 

interests. The Houthi rebellion, the fall of President Hadi, and the Saudi-led military 

intervention have turned what began as a domestic political crisis into a full-scale regional 

conflict. The escalation of the war has created severe humanitarian consequences, and the 

involvement of external powers, including Saudi Arabia and Iran, has deepened the 

complexities of the conflict, making it one of the most difficult crises to resolve. 

As the war continues, the origins of the conflict serve as a reminder of the volatile mix of 

internal political instability and external geopolitical competition that can rapidly escalate 

into prolonged warfare with devastating consequences for civilian populations. The UN 

Security Council and the international community, despite their efforts, have struggled to 

prevent further escalation or effectively intervene to resolve the crisis. 
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11.2 The UNSC’s Limited Role and Effectiveness 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has played a limited and often ineffective 

role in addressing the ongoing conflict in Yemen. Despite the scale of the crisis, the UNSC 

has been unable to take decisive action to end the violence or alleviate the humanitarian 

suffering. The council's responses to the Yemen conflict can be understood through its 

failure to unite on key issues, geopolitical divisions, and the limits of its authority when 

dealing with regional conflicts influenced by external powers. 

Geopolitical Divisions and Veto Power 

1. Division Between Permanent Members: 

o The UNSC’s ability to act decisively has been hindered by the geopolitical 

divisions between its permanent members, particularly between the United 

States and Russia. While the United States, along with its allies like the 

United Kingdom, has shown concern over Iran’s role in Yemen, Russia has 

been more reluctant to engage, especially when the issue involves Saudi 

Arabia, which is a key regional ally of Western powers. 

o The U.S. and Saudi Arabia’s shared strategic interests have often resulted in 

limited criticism of the Saudi-led coalition’s actions, such as airstrikes that 

have killed civilians. The Russian Federation, on the other hand, has 

historically opposed Western interventions in Middle Eastern conflicts and has 

used its veto power in the UNSC to block actions that could harm its alliances 

in the region, especially with Iran. 

o This divide has meant that the UNSC has been paralyzed by vetoes and 

divergent priorities, preventing effective resolutions or actions. Instead of 

uniting to implement meaningful peace plans or humanitarian assistance, the 

permanent members often engage in diplomatic wrangling while the conflict 

continues unabated. 

2. Influence of Regional Powers: 

o The Saudi-led coalition and Iran, both of whom have significant influence on 

the outcomes of the conflict, further complicate the UNSC’s ability to act. 

Saudi Arabia, a key member of the UNSC’s allies, has pressured the 

council to avoid strong measures against its military actions. On the other 

hand, Iran supports the Houthis and, while not directly intervening in the 

same manner, has been seen as using the conflict to expand its regional 

influence. The balance of power within the UNSC, shaped by these external 

influences, limits the council’s ability to take a neutral, independent stance on 

the situation. 

o Despite the overwhelming evidence of the humanitarian disaster caused by 

the war, the UNSC has struggled to make a coherent, effective response due 

to the entrenched interests of these regional actors and their influence over key 

members of the council. 

UNSC Resolutions and Humanitarian Assistance 

3. UNSC’s Inconsistent Resolutions: 

o Since the onset of the conflict, the UNSC has passed multiple resolutions, but 

their implementation and effectiveness have been limited. For instance, 
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Resolution 2216, passed in April 2015, called for the withdrawal of Houthi 

forces from territory seized and the restoration of the legitimate government of 

President Hadi. However, this resolution failed to result in a comprehensive 

ceasefire or meaningful political progress. 

o The resolution also imposed an arms embargo on the Houthis and their 

allies, which aimed to limit Iran’s ability to arm the group. However, the 

embargo has been ineffective, as Iran has continued to supply arms to the 

Houthis through covert channels, and the Houthi forces have managed to 

acquire advanced weaponry. This highlights the discrepancy between UNSC 

resolutions and the realities of the ground situation. 

4. Limited Humanitarian Action: 

o The UNSC has also passed resolutions aimed at addressing the humanitarian 

crisis, including the call for unhindered humanitarian access and the 

protection of civilians. Despite this, the blockades imposed by the Saudi-led 

coalition, as well as the ongoing fighting, have made it extremely difficult for 

aid to reach the people who need it most. 

o The UN's humanitarian agencies, like the World Food Programme (WFP), 

have been forced to work under difficult and dangerous conditions, and the 

lack of a political resolution to the conflict has meant that humanitarian 

efforts have been insufficient in alleviating the suffering of the Yemeni 

people. 

o Moreover, the UNSC has failed to bring any pressure to bear on the Saudi-led 

coalition to end the blockade or hold it accountable for the bombing of 

civilian targets, including hospitals and schools. As a result, the 

humanitarian catastrophe has continued with little improvement. 

The Role of UN Special Envoys and Peace Talks 

5. Limited Impact of UN Special Envoys: 

o The UN has appointed special envoys to Yemen, such as Ismail Ould Cheikh 

Ahmed and Martin Griffiths, to facilitate peace talks between the warring 

parties. While these special envoys have made some progress in initiating 

talks, the UNSC has failed to support them effectively with strong political 

will or the leverage needed to force compromise from either side. 

o The lack of pressure from the UNSC has meant that the warring parties—the 

Hadi government, the Houthis, and their respective regional backers—have 

remained intransigent and unwilling to make the necessary concessions for a 

lasting peace agreement. This has led to a stalemate in the peace process, with 

intermittent ceasefires that are often broken. 

6. The Absence of Effective Sanctions or Accountability: 

o The UNSC has failed to implement meaningful sanctions against parties 

contributing to the conflict, particularly the Saudi-led coalition, despite 

evidence of violations of international law, such as the bombing of civilian 

infrastructure and the use of starvation as a weapon of war. 

o Impunity has been a central issue, as no party has been held accountable for 

the atrocities committed. The lack of consequences for these actions has 

meant that violations of international law continue with little fear of 

repercussion. 

Conclusion: A Paralyzed UNSC in the Face of Regional Conflict 
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The UNSC’s involvement in the Yemen conflict highlights its paralysis when dealing with 

regional conflicts influenced by both internal divisions and external geopolitics. The 

council’s limited role is evident in its inability to force a meaningful resolution, 

implement effective humanitarian aid, or hold the conflict’s major actors accountable. 

While the UNSC has condemned the violence and passed resolutions, these efforts have often 

been watered down by the competing interests of the permanent members and their regional 

alliances. 

As a result, the war in Yemen has continued largely unchecked, and the humanitarian 

disaster has persisted with little intervention or resolution from the UNSC. The council’s 

ineffectiveness in Yemen serves as a lesson in the challenges of enforcing peace and security 

in conflicts shaped by regional rivalries and competing global interests. 
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11.3 The Role of Saudi Arabia and the Humanitarian 

Impact 

The role of Saudi Arabia in the Yemen conflict has been pivotal, as the country leads the 

Saudi-led coalition that has been fighting against the Houthi rebels since 2015. Saudi 

Arabia’s involvement has had significant geopolitical, military, and humanitarian 

consequences, both for the region and for the people of Yemen. The coalition’s military 

actions, in particular, have been at the heart of the humanitarian crisis in Yemen, while also 

raising important questions about the responsibility of external actors in conflicts. 

Saudi Arabia’s Military Role in Yemen 

1. The Formation of the Saudi-led Coalition: 

o Saudi Arabia formed the Saudi-led coalition in March 2015 to restore Abd-

Rabbu Mansour Hadi, the internationally recognized president of Yemen, 

after he was ousted by Houthi rebels. The coalition, which includes several 

Arab nations, has conducted extensive airstrikes, ground operations, and 

blockades against Houthi forces and their allies. 

o Saudi Arabia’s strategic objectives in Yemen have been driven by its desire to 

counter Iranian influence in the region. Iran has been accused of supporting 

the Houthi rebels with weapons, training, and financial backing. As a result, 

the conflict has become a proxy war between Saudi Arabia and Iran, with 

Yemen caught in the middle. 

2. Airstrikes and Civilian Casualties: 

o The Saudi-led coalition’s air campaign has been a key military tactic in the 

conflict. However, the coalition’s airstrikes have been widely criticized for 

causing extensive civilian casualties and infrastructure damage. Human 

rights organizations have accused the coalition of using indiscriminate 

bombing that targets civilian areas, including schools, hospitals, markets, and 

homes. 

o Reports by the United Nations and human rights groups have documented 

numerous airstrikes that have violated international humanitarian law. The 

bombing of civilian infrastructure has not only killed thousands of civilians 

but has also severely impaired Yemen’s ability to function as a state, 

worsening the country’s humanitarian emergency. 

The Humanitarian Blockade and Economic Impact 

3. Naval and Land Blockades: 

o In addition to airstrikes, Saudi Arabia has imposed a naval blockade on 

Yemen, restricting the import of food, fuel, and medical supplies. This has 

been a major factor in the humanitarian catastrophe in Yemen. The 

blockade has severely limited the flow of essential goods into the country, 

exacerbating food insecurity and causing widespread starvation. 

o Yemen was already one of the poorest countries in the Arab world before the 

conflict, and the blockade has made it nearly impossible for civilians to access 

basic necessities. The World Food Programme (WFP) and other aid 

organizations have reported difficulties in getting aid to the people who need it 

the most due to Saudi-imposed restrictions on the movement of goods. 
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o According to the United Nations, the blockade has contributed to one of the 

largest humanitarian crises in the world, with millions of people facing 

severe malnutrition and food shortages. The situation has been compounded 

by the collapse of Yemen’s healthcare system, making it difficult to treat 

diseases like cholera, which has also spread rapidly. 

4. Cholera Outbreak and Public Health Disaster: 

o One of the most devastating consequences of the blockade and the ongoing 

fighting has been the outbreak of cholera. Yemen has experienced the worst 

cholera outbreak in modern history, with over a million suspected cases 

since 2016. 

o The cholera epidemic is closely linked to the conflict’s destruction of 

sanitation infrastructure, the collapse of public health systems, and the 

scarcity of clean water. The blockade has further exacerbated the crisis, as 

medical supplies and water purification resources have been difficult to 

import. 

Saudi Arabia’s Responsibility and International Scrutiny 

5. International Criticism and Accountability: 

o Saudi Arabia’s actions in Yemen have drawn widespread international 

criticism for contributing to the massive loss of life and the worsening 

humanitarian conditions. Numerous human rights organizations, including 

Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, and the United Nations, 

have condemned Saudi Arabia’s tactics, especially the indiscriminate 

airstrikes and targeting of civilian infrastructure. 

o The UNSC has largely been unable to take strong actions against Saudi Arabia 

due to political and strategic alliances. Saudi Arabia is a key ally of 

Western countries, particularly the United States and the United Kingdom, 

and its role in global oil markets and regional security has given it significant 

leverage in the international arena. 

o Despite calls for accountability, arms sales to Saudi Arabia from the U.S. 

and European countries have continued, despite the growing evidence of 

human rights violations. The UNSC’s failure to hold Saudi Arabia 

accountable has raised questions about the effectiveness of international 

institutions in addressing such complex geopolitical conflicts. 

6. Diplomatic and Economic Pressure: 

o Some critics argue that the international community, particularly the U.S. 

and UK, should have used diplomatic and economic pressure to compel 

Saudi Arabia to cease its military operations in Yemen and allow humanitarian 

access. However, the geopolitical interests of these powers, including access 

to Saudi oil and the broader regional rivalry with Iran, have limited 

meaningful diplomatic action. 

o The failure to sanction Saudi Arabia for its actions in Yemen has 

underscored the limitations of international diplomacy when strategic 

alliances and economic interests outweigh humanitarian concerns. 

The Long-Term Humanitarian Impact 

7. A Country on the Brink of Collapse: 
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o Yemen, once a country already struggling with extreme poverty, now faces the 

risk of complete collapse. The prolonged conflict, combined with the Saudi-

led coalition’s military operations, has destroyed much of Yemen’s 

infrastructure, crippled its economy, and left the population suffering from 

the most severe humanitarian crisis in the world. 

o The UN has estimated that over 230,000 people have died as a result of the 

conflict, with the vast majority of those deaths being civilian. The ongoing 

war has also left more than 20 million Yemenis in need of humanitarian 

assistance, including food, clean water, medical supplies, and shelter. 

o The conflict has also created one of the world’s largest displacement crises, 

with over 4 million Yemenis being forced to flee their homes. Many have 

sought refuge in neighboring countries like Saudi Arabia, but the sheer scale 

of displacement means that humanitarian resources are stretched thin. 

8. Generational Trauma: 

o The human toll of the conflict on Yemen’s population has extended beyond 

the immediate deaths and injuries. Generations of Yemenis have been 

traumatized by the violence, displacement, and loss of family members. The 

psychosocial impact of this war, especially on children, will be felt for years 

to come. 

o Education systems have been disrupted, healthcare facilities have been 

destroyed, and a generation of children is growing up in a war-torn 

environment, leaving them vulnerable to recruitment by armed groups or 

falling prey to criminal activity in the future. 

Conclusion: The Saudi Role in the Continued Suffering of Yemen 

Saudi Arabia’s involvement in Yemen has been one of the main drivers of the humanitarian 

disaster in the country. The military operations conducted by the Saudi-led coalition have 

been indiscriminate, and their humanitarian consequences have been catastrophic. The 

blockade, destruction of infrastructure, and continuous airstrikes have crippled Yemen’s 

ability to recover and have exacerbated one of the worst humanitarian crises in the world. 

The international community’s inability to hold Saudi Arabia accountable for its actions 

has prolonged the suffering of millions of Yemenis. Despite resolutions from the UNSC, the 

political dynamics, strategic interests, and regional rivalries have prevented meaningful 

intervention or pressure to end the conflict. Until there is a shift in international diplomacy 

and a concerted effort to prioritize the humanitarian needs of Yemen’s people, the country 

will continue to suffer the consequences of a war that was shaped by both internal and 

external forces. 
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11.4 The Ongoing Failure of the UNSC to Resolve the 

Crisis 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has been at the center of the international 

community’s efforts to address the Yemen conflict; however, its failure to effectively resolve 

the crisis highlights the challenges and limitations of the UNSC in situations where 

geopolitical interests, internal divisions, and lack of consensus prevent decisive action. The 

prolonged conflict in Yemen is a glaring example of how the UNSC’s structural flaws and 

the influence of powerful member states hinder the organization’s ability to bring about 

meaningful change or resolution to complex humanitarian crises. 

Political Divisions within the UNSC 

1. The Role of Veto Power: 

o One of the most significant barriers to the UNSC’s ability to act on the Yemen 

crisis is the veto power held by the five permanent members (P5): the United 

States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom. In the case of 

Yemen, the U.S. and the U.K., both key allies of Saudi Arabia, have 

consistently used their veto power or abstained from supporting measures that 

could have imposed more pressure on the Saudi-led coalition. 

o The U.S., in particular, has been a staunch ally of Saudi Arabia, providing 

military support and arms sales to the kingdom. This relationship has resulted 

in a consistent lack of accountability for Saudi Arabia’s actions in Yemen, 

especially regarding humanitarian violations, airstrikes on civilian targets, 

and the blockade that has exacerbated the crisis. 

o Russia, which has a close relationship with Iran, has been more supportive of 

the Houthi rebels and critical of Saudi Arabia’s role. However, Russia’s 

political interests in the Middle East, along with its own geopolitical priorities, 

have prevented it from taking strong action to compel a resolution. The lack of 

consensus among the P5 members on how to address the conflict has left the 

UNSC largely paralyzed, unable to take significant action. 

2. Inability to Impose Sanctions or Military Pressure: 

o Economic sanctions and the imposition of a no-fly zone or other military 

measures are often seen as necessary tools to influence parties in conflict. 

However, due to the political paralysis within the UNSC, there has been no 

consensus to impose sanctions on Saudi Arabia or diplomatic measures that 

could have pressured the Saudi-led coalition to halt its military operations. 

o Despite widespread condemnation of the humanitarian toll of the conflict, the 

UNSC has struggled to impose meaningful pressure on Saudi Arabia or take 

punitive actions against the coalition for its violations of international law. 

This lack of action has signaled that the UNSC’s ability to hold powerful 

states accountable is deeply constrained by political considerations. 

Lack of Effective Peacekeeping or Humanitarian Response 

3. Limited Peacekeeping Mandate: 

o The UN Security Council’s peacekeeping missions are typically deployed to 

provide stability and peace in conflict zones, but the UNSC’s role in Yemen 

has been limited and ineffective. While the UN Mission to Support the 
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Hudaydah Agreement (UNMHA) was established in 2018 to monitor a 

ceasefire in the Hudaydah port, the mission has been underfunded and 

lacked the robust mandate necessary to enforce a lasting peace agreement. 

o The UNMHA’s limited success in overseeing the ceasefire agreement in 

Hudaydah highlighted the challenges of implementing and enforcing peace in 

a country as fragmented as Yemen. The lack of a comprehensive, robust 

peacekeeping mission in Yemen underscores the UNSC’s failure to protect 

civilians or mediate an effective ceasefire between warring factions. 

4. Humanitarian Aid Restrictions: 

o The blockades and restrictions imposed by Saudi Arabia on the movement 

of humanitarian aid into Yemen have been an ongoing challenge for relief 

efforts. Despite the UNSC passing resolutions that call for the unrestricted 

access of humanitarian aid into Yemen, Saudi Arabia has continued to 

restrict the flow of aid under the guise of security concerns related to Houthi 

rebel activities. 

o This situation has been compounded by the lack of enforcement by the 

UNSC. While the UN humanitarian agencies such as the World Food 

Programme (WFP) and UNICEF have been on the ground providing critical 

support, they have faced enormous obstacles in delivering assistance to the 

millions of people in need. Saudi Arabia’s continued blockades and 

airstrikes on civilian infrastructure have obstructed the delivery of 

humanitarian aid, but the UNSC has failed to take meaningful action to 

pressure the coalition to lift these restrictions. 

Geopolitical Interests Over Humanitarian Priorities 

5. Competing Geopolitical Interests: 

o The Yemen conflict is a product of larger regional power struggles, 

particularly between Saudi Arabia and Iran. The UNSC’s failure to resolve 

the crisis can be attributed, in part, to the geopolitical rivalry between these 

two countries, both of which hold significant influence on the council. 

o Saudi Arabia, backed by the U.S. and its Western allies, and Iran, which is 

accused of supporting the Houthi rebels, both have strategic interests in 

Yemen that influence the positions they take on the UNSC. The Saudi-led 

coalition’s support for the Yemeni government has drawn Western backing, 

while Iran’s support for the Houthis complicates efforts to find a peaceful 

resolution. 

o As a result of these diverging geopolitical interests, the UNSC has been 

unable to establish a unified approach to resolving the conflict. While there 

have been numerous UN-mediated peace talks, including the Stockholm 

Agreement in 2018, these negotiations have failed to bring about a 

comprehensive peace settlement or resolve the underlying political and 

military dynamics. 

6. The UNSC’s Limited Leverage over Key Players: 

o Saudi Arabia and Iran’s refusal to fully engage in or implement UN-backed 

peace agreements is a direct result of the lack of leverage the UNSC holds 

over these nations. Saudi Arabia, as one of the world’s largest oil exporters, 

has significant economic and political clout, making it a difficult state to 

pressure. Likewise, Iran’s influence in the region, particularly through proxy 
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forces such as the Houthis, limits the UNSC’s ability to bring both sides to the 

negotiating table. 

o The failure of diplomacy and the lack of international enforcement 

mechanisms, particularly in a volatile and divided region like the Middle East, 

demonstrates how the UNSC has been sidelined in resolving the conflict. 

The UNSC’s Reputation and Calls for Reform 

7. A Diminished Reputation: 

o The failure of the UNSC to effectively resolve the Yemen crisis has led to 

widespread criticism of its ability to address complex humanitarian crises. 

Critics argue that the UNSC’s structural limitations, particularly the use of 

veto power by its permanent members, undermine its credibility as a 

peacekeeper and protector of international law. 

o Yemen has become another example of the UNSC’s ineffectiveness in 

addressing the needs of vulnerable populations in conflict zones. As a 

result, many observers have called for reform of the UNSC, including the 

expansion of the permanent membership and greater mechanisms for 

holding states accountable for violations of international law. 

8. The Need for Accountability: 

o The ongoing crisis in Yemen has also brought attention to the accountability 

mechanisms within the UN system. Despite numerous resolutions and calls 

for action, the lack of enforcement and consequences for the parties 

responsible for the crisis, particularly Saudi Arabia, has led to a sense of 

impunity in international relations. 

o To avoid future failures, many advocates for peace and human rights have 

stressed the need for stronger international oversight and the imposition of 

sanctions or other punitive measures against states that contribute to 

humanitarian crises through direct or indirect military intervention. 

Conclusion: The UNSC’s Continuing Paralysis 

The Yemen conflict is a tragic reminder of the UNSC’s failure to effectively address a crisis 

that has caused widespread suffering, loss of life, and destabilization in the region. The 

UNSC’s paralysis in resolving the Yemen conflict is largely due to political divisions 

between its members, the geopolitical interests of major powers, and the inability of the 

organization to compel meaningful action from powerful states like Saudi Arabia. As the 

humanitarian situation continues to worsen, the UNSC’s reputation as a global institution for 

peace and security is increasingly called into question, with many questioning its relevance in 

a world where strategic alliances and political interests often trump the protection of human 

lives and international law. 
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Chapter 12: The Russia-Ukraine Conflict (2014-

present) 

The Russia-Ukraine conflict, which began in 2014 and escalated dramatically with Russia’s 

full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022, has not only reshaped the European security 

landscape but also posed a significant challenge to the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC). The conflict has exposed deep fractures within the UNSC, where the political 

dynamics and vested interests of the permanent members (P5) have greatly influenced the 

council’s ability to respond effectively. The ongoing war and its humanitarian, political, and 

strategic consequences highlight both the strength and limitations of the UNSC in addressing 

global conflicts when powerful member states are directly involved. 

12.1 The Origins and Escalation of the Conflict 

1. The 2014 Crisis and Russia’s Annexation of Crimea: 

o The roots of the Russia-Ukraine conflict trace back to 2014, when Russia 

annexed the Crimean Peninsula following Ukraine’s Euromaidan 

Revolution and the ousting of President Viktor Yanukovych, a pro-Russian 

leader. Russia viewed Ukraine’s turn towards the West and its closer ties 

with the European Union (EU) as a direct threat to its sphere of influence. 

o The annexation of Crimea was met with widespread international 

condemnation. The UNSC did not take decisive action against Russia due to 

its veto power. The UN General Assembly passed a resolution affirming 

Ukraine’s territorial integrity, but Russia’s veto on the UNSC prevented any 

further action, and Crimea remained under Russian control. 

2. The War in Donbas: 

o Following Crimea’s annexation, fighting broke out in eastern Ukraine, 

particularly in the Donetsk and Luhansk regions, collectively known as 

Donbas. Russia provided military support to pro-Russian separatists, 

escalating the situation into a full-blown conflict. The UNSC was largely 

inactive in addressing the crisis, as Russia’s veto blocked efforts to intervene 

or even impose sanctions. 

o The Minsk Agreements, brokered by the UN and other international actors, 

sought to establish a ceasefire and a pathway to peace, but both sides violated 

these agreements, and fighting continued for years. 

3. The 2022 Invasion: 

o In February 2022, Russia launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine, marking 

a major escalation in the conflict. The invasion was preceded by false claims 

of protecting Russian-speaking populations in eastern Ukraine and accusations 

of NATO’s eastward expansion posing a threat to Russian security. 

o The invasion prompted global condemnation, with NATO, the EU, and other 

nations providing military aid and economic sanctions against Russia. The 

conflict quickly evolved from regional instability to a major international 

crisis. 

12.2 The UNSC’s Division and Inability to Act 

1. Russia’s Veto Power and Paralysis: 
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o As a permanent member of the UNSC, Russia’s veto power has been a 

significant obstacle to any meaningful UNSC intervention in the conflict. 

Russia has blocked or vetoed resolutions that could have imposed sanctions, 

authorized peacekeeping missions, or demanded an immediate ceasefire. 

o This has led to a profound sense of frustration among Western nations and 

others who see the UNSC as unable to fulfill its mandate of maintaining 

international peace and security. The presence of a permanent member that 

is actively engaged in the conflict has exposed the limitations of the Security 

Council’s structure. 

2. International Division within the UNSC: 

o While Russia has used its veto power to block resolutions critical of its 

actions, the United States, France, United Kingdom, and other Western 

powers have pushed for stronger measures to hold Russia accountable. 

However, the lack of consensus within the UNSC has prevented any decisive 

action. 

o In contrast, countries such as China and India have generally taken a more 

neutral stance, calling for dialogue and diplomatic solutions. While these 

countries have not directly supported Russia’s actions, they have been 

cautious in condemning Moscow due to economic and strategic interests. 

This lack of unified action has further undermined the UNSC’s ability to 

address the crisis. 

3. The UNSC’s Limited Humanitarian Action: 

o Although the UNSC has issued statements and called for humanitarian aid 

access to Ukraine, Russia’s veto power has effectively paralyzed more robust 

interventions. The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights has reported 

widespread violations of international law, including targeting civilians, 

indiscriminate shelling, and the use of banned weapons. However, no 

effective UNSC measures have been taken to hold Russia accountable for 

these violations. 

o The UN has attempted to address the humanitarian crisis through agencies like 

UNICEF and the World Food Programme (WFP), but the ongoing conflict, 

along with Russian blockades and attacks on civilian infrastructure, has 

severely limited the effectiveness of these operations. 

12.3 The Role of Western Nations and NATO 

1. NATO’s Involvement and the Proxy War: 

o While the UNSC has been largely ineffective, NATO has been a key actor in 

the conflict. Since Russia’s invasion, NATO has provided extensive military 

assistance to Ukraine, including weapons, intelligence, and training. NATO’s 

support has been vital in Ukraine’s defense, and it has helped bolster the 

country’s resilience against Russian advances. 

o However, NATO’s involvement also adds a layer of complexity to the 

conflict, as Russia views NATO’s expansion into Eastern Europe and Ukraine 

as an existential threat. This geopolitical dynamic has led to heightened 

tensions between Russia and the West, with fears of further escalation. 

2. Western Sanctions Against Russia: 

o In response to Russia’s actions, the United States, the European Union, and 

other countries have imposed severe economic sanctions on Russia, targeting 

its banking system, energy exports, and individual leaders. While these 
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sanctions have caused significant damage to Russia’s economy, they have not 

led to a change in Russia’s military strategy or brought about a cessation of 

hostilities. 

o The sanctions, while impactful, have not been coordinated through the UNSC, 

highlighting the limitations of the Council when geopolitical interests prevent 

unified action. Additionally, Russia has sought to mitigate the impact of 

sanctions through stronger ties with China and other non-Western nations. 

12.4 The Global Humanitarian Crisis and Accountability 

1. Widespread Humanitarian Suffering: 

o The war has triggered one of the largest humanitarian crises in Europe 

since World War II. Over 14 million people have been displaced, with 

millions seeking refuge in neighboring countries such as Poland and other EU 

states. The civilian death toll has risen sharply, and the war has devastated 

cities and infrastructure, particularly in eastern Ukraine. 

o Despite the UNSC’s failure to act, international organizations, including the 

Red Cross and the UNHCR, have provided aid to displaced Ukrainians, but 

challenges in delivering assistance persist due to the ongoing fighting and 

blockades. The absence of effective action from the UNSC has underscored 

the limitations of international institutions when dealing with major power 

conflicts. 

2. Accountability for War Crimes: 

o The UN Security Council has faced criticism for its failure to hold Russia 

accountable for its role in alleged war crimes committed during the invasion, 

including the bombing of civilian areas, targeting hospitals, and the 

atrocities committed in Bucha and other towns. Although the International 

Criminal Court (ICC) has opened investigations into these crimes, the lack 

of UNSC action means that Russia remains largely immune from enforcement. 

o Calls for accountability and for Russia to be held accountable through 

international mechanisms have been repeatedly blocked by Russia’s veto 

power in the UNSC, leaving the international community to rely on human 

rights organizations and the ICC to bring perpetrators to justice. 

12.5 The UNSC’s Reputation and Reform Calls 

1. A Broken Security Council: 

o The Russia-Ukraine conflict has brought to the forefront the limitations of 

the UNSC in addressing crises where one of the permanent members is 

directly involved. The veto system and the lack of reform in the UNSC have 

led to calls for an overhaul of the Council to make it more representative and 

effective in dealing with contemporary threats. 

o There is widespread criticism of the P5 veto system, which has allowed states 

like Russia to block measures that could help prevent or mitigate conflict. As 

the war in Ukraine continues, these calls for reform are becoming more urgent, 

with experts, activists, and even states advocating for changes to ensure that 

the UNSC can act in the face of aggressive actions by powerful states. 

2. The Need for Global Unity: 

o The Russia-Ukraine conflict highlights the necessity of global unity in 

addressing modern security threats. In this context, the lack of consensus 
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within the UNSC, as well as the inability to enforce international law 

effectively, has led many to question whether the current system can 

adequately deal with the complexities of modern warfare and state sovereignty 

in the 21st century. 

Conclusion: The UNSC’s Crisis of Legitimacy 

The Russia-Ukraine conflict represents one of the most significant tests for the UN Security 

Council in the post-Cold War era. The UNSC’s failure to effectively address Russia’s actions 

and the ongoing crisis underscores deep structural issues within the Council, particularly the 

use of the veto power and political paralysis among its permanent members. The war has 

highlighted the growing divide between global powers, the ineffectiveness of the UNSC in 

addressing the needs of smaller nations, and the urgent need for reform to adapt to the 

realities of the 21st century. Whether the UNSC can regain its legitimacy and become a more 

effective actor in resolving international conflicts remains to be seen, but the Ukraine conflict 

will undoubtedly shape the future of the Council for years to come. 
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12.1 The Annexation of Crimea and the UNSC’s Response 

The annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014 marked a critical turning point in the Russia-

Ukraine conflict and posed a significant challenge to the United Nations Security Council 

(UNSC). This action by Russia, which followed Ukraine's Euromaidan Revolution and the 

ouster of President Viktor Yanukovych, escalated tensions in the region and exposed deep 

divisions within the UNSC regarding how to address breaches of international law and 

violations of state sovereignty. 

The Background: Political Upheaval in Ukraine 

In 2014, Ukraine's shift towards closer ties with the European Union (EU), symbolized by 

the Euromaidan protests, was perceived by Russia as a direct challenge to its influence 

over its neighboring states. The ousting of President Yanukovych, a pro-Russian leader, 

further alarmed Moscow, leading to concerns that Ukraine might eventually join NATO and 

further integrate into the Western sphere. 

In response, Russia swiftly moved to annex Crimea, a strategically important region with a 

Russian-speaking majority and the site of Russia's Black Sea Fleet in Sevastopol. The 

annexation was carried out following a referendum held in Crimea, which was widely 

condemned by the international community as being illegitimate due to the presence of 

Russian military forces on the ground and the lack of a fair and transparent voting process. 

Russia’s Actions and the UNSC’s Inability to Act 

1. Russia’s Veto Power: 

o As a permanent member of the UNSC, Russia's veto power ensured that 

any efforts to take meaningful action against its annexation of Crimea were 

effectively blocked. Despite widespread condemnation of Russia’s actions by 

Western nations, there was little that the UNSC could do to intervene. The 

UNSC's failure to take action in this case illustrated the dysfunctionality of 

the system when a permanent member is directly involved in the breach of 

international law. 

2. Resolution 2202 (2014): 

o In response to the annexation, the UN General Assembly passed Resolution 

68/262 in March 2014, reaffirming Ukraine’s territorial integrity and 

declaring the Crimean referendum invalid. While the General Assembly’s 

resolution represented a broad international consensus on Ukraine’s 

sovereignty, it lacked the enforcement mechanisms available through the 

UNSC. 

o The UNSC itself, however, was unable to take a definitive stance due to 

Russia’s veto, and no binding resolutions could be adopted. This exposed the 

weaknesses of the UNSC in handling violations of international law by 

powerful member states. 

3. Sanctions and Diplomatic Measures: 

o Although the UNSC could not act decisively, other international bodies, such 

as the European Union and the United States, took action through sanctions. 

These included measures targeting Russia’s economy, banking sector, and 
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key individuals in the Russian government. The United States and EU 

imposed travel bans and asset freezes on Russian officials and businesses. 

o Despite these actions, the UNSC’s inability to pass a resolution directly 

addressing Russia’s annexation meant that the sanctions imposed were the 

primary tool for holding Russia accountable, rather than any intervention or 

enforcement mechanism available through the UN system. 

4. The Role of International Law and Diplomacy: 

o The annexation of Crimea prompted numerous discussions within the UN and 

international legal circles about violations of international law, specifically 

the UN Charter, which forbids the use of force to alter national borders. 

Russia’s actions violated the principles of sovereignty and territorial 

integrity, which are enshrined in the UN Charter. 

o However, the UNSC was deeply divided on how to respond, and efforts to 

resolve the situation through diplomatic means—such as negotiations through 

the Normandy Format (involving Ukraine, Russia, Germany, and France)—

were largely unsuccessful in reversing the annexation or preventing further 

escalation. 

The Impact of Russia’s Veto on UNSC Credibility 

1. Undermining the UNSC’s Effectiveness: 

o Russia’s use of its veto power in the UNSC not only prevented any action on 

the annexation of Crimea but also highlighted the ineffectiveness of the 

Council in dealing with international crises when a permanent member is 

directly involved in the breach of international norms. The veto power 

remains a major flaw in the UNSC’s design, especially when the council’s 

ability to address crises is blocked by political interests. 

o This situation raised broader questions about the legitimacy and relevance of 

the UNSC in the modern world, particularly as the nature of global conflicts 

and power dynamics continues to evolve. The conflict revealed the growing 

impotence of the UNSC in addressing territorial violations and aggression by 

powerful states. 

2. Loss of Credibility Among Smaller Nations: 

o The Crimean crisis undermined the credibility of the UNSC, particularly in 

the eyes of smaller nations that look to the UN to uphold their sovereignty 

and protect them from larger powers. The inability to address Russia’s 

annexation of Crimea demonstrated that, in cases involving the P5 members, 

the UNSC is often powerless to act. 

o This perception of the UNSC’s failure to address aggression by major 

powers has fueled calls for reform, with many nations arguing that the 

council must be restructured to ensure more accountability and 

representation in dealing with such crises. 

The Broader Consequences of the UNSC’s Inaction 

1. Encouragement of Further Aggression: 

o Russia’s actions in Crimea set a dangerous precedent for the use of force to 

change borders, and the lack of action by the UNSC may have emboldened 

Russia to further destabilize Ukraine in the following years. In 2014 and 2015, 
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Russia continued to support pro-Russian separatists in eastern Ukraine, 

effectively maintaining a proxy war in the Donbas region. 

o The UNSC’s inaction also had wider implications for the international order, 

as it showed that the global security system could not effectively respond to 

violations of the rules-based international system by powerful states. 

2. Long-Term Impact on Ukraine and Russia-Ukraine Relations: 

o The annexation of Crimea and the ensuing conflict in Ukraine has had a 

profound long-term impact on the country, leading to loss of life, economic 

devastation, and displacement. Ukraine’s desire to move closer to Western 

institutions, particularly NATO and the EU, has intensified as a result of 

Russia’s actions. 

o The ongoing conflict between Russia and Ukraine remains unresolved, and the 

annexation of Crimea has become a central issue in negotiations, with Ukraine 

demanding the return of the Crimean Peninsula as a condition for peace. 

Conclusion 

The annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014 marked a pivotal moment in the Russia-

Ukraine conflict and highlighted the limitations of the UNSC in responding to aggression by 

major powers. Despite widespread international condemnation and efforts by countries 

like the United States and European Union to impose sanctions, Russia’s veto power in the 

UNSC prevented any significant intervention or enforcement of international law. The lack of 

action by the UNSC further eroded its legitimacy and credibility, particularly among smaller 

nations, and fueled broader debates about the need for UNSC reform to adapt to 

contemporary global challenges. The consequences of this failure continue to affect the 

Russia-Ukraine conflict, as well as the effectiveness of the UN Security Council in dealing 

with modern geopolitical crises. 
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12.2 The Ongoing War and the UNSC’s Inability to 

Intervene 

The Russia-Ukraine conflict, which escalated dramatically in February 2022 when Russia 

launched a full-scale invasion of Ukraine, has presented an ongoing and grave challenge to 

global security. Despite the international outcry, the UNSC's inability to intervene 

effectively or decisively has raised significant questions about the role and credibility of the 

Security Council in dealing with such a large-scale conflict, particularly when a permanent 

member is directly involved. 

The Outset of the Full-Scale Invasion (February 2022) 

Russia's invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022, was a dramatic escalation from the 

ongoing conflict in eastern Ukraine that had been simmering since 2014. The invasion 

prompted widespread international condemnation, with countries across the world rallying 

behind Ukraine and imposing sanctions on Russia. However, the UNSC’s response has been 

severely limited due to the veto power held by Russia as a permanent member. 

1. The Russian Veto: 

o As a P5 member of the UNSC, Russia holds the power to veto any 

substantive resolution aimed at addressing the conflict or calling for decisive 

actions such as military intervention, sanctions, or peacekeeping forces. 

This veto power has paralyzed the UNSC's ability to take any significant 

action in response to the war. 

o On several occasions, Ukraine and Western nations attempted to push for 

UNSC resolutions condemning Russia’s invasion and calling for an immediate 

ceasefire, but these resolutions were consistently blocked by Russia’s veto. 

2. The Role of the UNSC in Calling for Peace and Accountability: 

o In the early stages of the conflict, there were attempts by various members of 

the Security Council to call for peace talks, a ceasefire, and accountability 

for war crimes. However, the veto power prevented any meaningful 

resolution from being passed. 

o The UNSC held emergency meetings to discuss the war, but these sessions 

failed to lead to any concrete actions beyond verbal condemnation. The 

situation highlighted the fundamental flaws in the UNSC system, where a 

permanent member can block efforts to address an ongoing crisis, leaving 

the rest of the world powerless to act through this channel. 

The UNSC’s Limited Role and the Shift to Other Mechanisms 

1. General Assembly Responses: 

o With the UNSC blocked from acting, the UN General Assembly took up the 

issue by adopting resolutions condemning Russia’s actions and expressing 

support for Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity. Although these 

resolutions reflected broad international consensus, they were not legally 

binding and lacked enforcement mechanisms. 

o The General Assembly's role became increasingly important as the UNSC 

remained paralyzed, and countries moved to leverage diplomatic pressure, 

sanctions, and military aid outside the framework of the UN. 
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2. International Coalition and NATO’s Role: 

o In the absence of UNSC intervention, the North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization (NATO) and individual countries like the United States, 

European Union members, and others formed an international coalition 

that provided significant military aid and sanctions against Russia. However, 

NATO's direct involvement in military operations was limited, partly due to 

the potential for escalating the conflict into a broader global war and the risk 

of nuclear escalation. 

o The reliance on regional organizations and individual countries to address 

the conflict further highlighted the limitations of the UN Security Council 

and the effectiveness of multilateralism in handling large-scale international 

crises when the key players are divided. 

The Humanitarian Crisis and the UNSC’s Inability to Act 

1. Mass Displacement and Humanitarian Needs: 

o The war has resulted in catastrophic humanitarian consequences, including 

millions of displaced people, thousands of civilian deaths, and widespread 

destruction. Despite this, the UNSC has been unable to take decisive action to 

provide humanitarian aid or establish peacekeeping forces in Ukraine. 

o The UN has been active in coordinating humanitarian aid through its agencies, 

including the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 

and the World Food Programme (WFP), but these efforts have been 

severely hampered by the ongoing fighting and Russia’s military actions. 

2. Russian Attacks on Civilians and Alleged War Crimes: 

o As the conflict has continued, there have been numerous reports of Russian 

military forces targeting civilian infrastructure, including schools, 

hospitals, and residential buildings. The UNSC has failed to adopt resolutions 

condemning these actions due to Russia’s veto. 

o War crimes and human rights violations committed by both Russian and 

Ukrainian forces have been reported, but accountability through the UNSC 

remains elusive. The International Criminal Court (ICC) and other 

mechanisms have taken steps to investigate war crimes, but the lack of UNSC 

action means that perpetrators on both sides are unlikely to face international 

sanctions or enforcement through the UN system. 

The Broader Consequences of UNSC Inaction 

1. The Erosion of UNSC Legitimacy: 

o The inability of the UNSC to take effective action against Russia’s invasion 

of Ukraine has further eroded the credibility and legitimacy of the Security 

Council. Many smaller nations, particularly those in the Global South, have 

expressed frustration over the UNSC’s failure to act in situations where a 

powerful member state is involved in international aggression. 

o The situation has sparked calls for reform of the UNSC, with proposals to 

limit or abolish the veto power of the permanent members to prevent such 

inaction in the future. Without reform, the UNSC risks being seen as 

irrelevant in dealing with contemporary crises involving major powers. 

2. Shift to Regional Security Arrangements: 
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o As the UNSC remains sidelined, regional organizations such as NATO and 

the European Union have taken on a more significant role in dealing with the 

war in Ukraine. While these groups have provided military aid and imposed 

sanctions on Russia, the absence of a unified global response through the UN 

has highlighted the limitations of relying on regional security mechanisms 

rather than a truly global body like the UNSC. 

3. Increased Global Polarization: 

o The Russia-Ukraine conflict has also contributed to the polarization of global 

geopolitics, with Western nations largely supporting Ukraine and imposing 

sanctions on Russia, while Russia has found support from China, India, and 

other countries reluctant to take sides in the conflict. This split in the global 

community reflects the broader geopolitical rivalry and competition that 

complicates the UNSC’s ability to reach consensus on global security issues. 

Conclusion 

The ongoing Russia-Ukraine conflict has exposed the inability of the UNSC to intervene 

effectively in situations where a permanent member, such as Russia, has a direct interest in 

the outcome. The veto power has paralyzed efforts to condemn or take meaningful action 

against Russia’s aggression, leaving the international community to rely on sanctions, 

military aid, and regional responses. The failure of the UNSC to act decisively has 

highlighted the deep flaws in the current international security system and has prompted 

renewed calls for UNSC reform to ensure that the council can address contemporary security 

challenges in a more effective and equitable manner. The war’s ongoing devastation and 

humanitarian crisis underscore the urgent need for a rethinking of the global order and how 

the UN can remain relevant in addressing future conflicts. 
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12.3 The Power Dynamics of the Security Council and the 

Veto 

The Russia-Ukraine conflict has underscored the significant influence and limitations of the 

UN Security Council (UNSC), particularly when it comes to the use of veto power by its 

permanent members. The veto, a mechanism that allows any of the five permanent 

members—China, France, Russia, the United Kingdom, and the United States—to block 

any substantive resolution, is a central element of the Council's decision-making process. 

However, this power, which was intended to ensure broad consensus and prevent unilateral 

action by major powers, has increasingly led to gridlock and ineffectiveness, especially in 

the case of the ongoing conflict in Ukraine. 

The Role and Impact of the Veto Power 

1. A Key Feature of the UNSC’s Structure: 

o The veto power was designed after World War II to maintain balance among 

the world’s most powerful nations and prevent any one country from 

dominating international affairs. The five permanent members of the UNSC, 

known as the P5, were given this authority to ensure that no major power 

could be bypassed in decision-making, aiming to promote international 

stability and avoid the mistakes of pre-war diplomacy. 

o However, the veto has become a source of paralysis in the UNSC, particularly 

when a conflict involves one of the permanent members or their allies, as seen 

in the case of Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. 

2. Russia’s Use of the Veto in the Ukraine Conflict: 

o Russia’s veto of multiple UNSC resolutions related to the Ukraine conflict 

has highlighted the asymmetry of power within the Council. Despite 

widespread international condemnation of Russia’s actions in Ukraine, the 

UNSC has been unable to act decisively, mainly because Russia, as a 

permanent member, has vetoed every attempt to pass a resolution 

condemning its actions or calling for sanctions and military intervention. 

o This use of the veto has led to a perception that the UNSC is irrelevant and 

unable to perform its intended role as a global peacekeeping body, especially 

when the interests of a major power are directly involved. 

3. The Veto’s Broader Implications for Global Security: 

o The ongoing crisis in Ukraine is not the first time the veto power has hindered 

effective action by the UNSC. In past conflicts, including those in Syria, 

Palestine, and Yemen, the veto has also been used to block resolutions, even 

when the humanitarian consequences have been devastating. The Russia-

Ukraine war, however, is a particularly stark example because of the scale of 

the conflict and its global ramifications. 

o The inability of the UNSC to act in the face of such a large-scale invasion 

raises serious questions about the legitimacy of the Security Council and the 

equity of a system that allows one country’s interests to override the 

collective will of the international community. 

The Political Dynamics of the UNSC and the Use of the Veto 

1. Geopolitical Interests and the P5: 
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o The power dynamics of the UNSC are heavily shaped by the geopolitical 

interests of the P5 members. These countries—each representing different 

regions and political ideologies—often have conflicting priorities, which 

further complicates the decision-making process within the Council. 

o For instance, while Western countries (such as the U.S., the U.K., and 

France) have generally supported Ukraine in the conflict, Russia has blocked 

any resolutions aimed at ending the war or holding it accountable for its 

aggression. Similarly, China, which maintains a neutral stance on the 

invasion, has also been reluctant to support resolutions that would isolate 

Russia due to its own strategic interests in aligning with Russia, particularly 

in countering U.S. influence in global affairs. 

2. The Impact of Strategic Alliances: 

o The veto power also reinforces the strategic alliances between the P5 

members, often placing national interests ahead of international peacekeeping 

efforts. This leads to a situation where, rather than a collective effort to 

address global threats, UNSC decisions are driven by the need to 

accommodate the competing priorities and relationships among the 

permanent members. 

o The ongoing war in Ukraine has illustrated how these strategic alliances can 

undermine the effectiveness of the UNSC. Russia’s veto has ensured that its 

interests remain unchallenged, while the U.S. and its allies have turned to 

alternative mechanisms, such as sanctions and NATO, to address the crisis 

outside of the UN framework. 

3. The Veto’s Effect on International Trust in the UNSC: 

o The veto system, which was once designed to preserve peace and prevent 

conflict by ensuring that the interests of all major powers were considered, has 

instead contributed to a growing sense of distrust in the UNSC’s ability to 

resolve conflicts effectively. When a permanent member uses the veto to 

block action on a crisis like the Russia-Ukraine war, it raises concerns about 

the Council’s fairness and legitimacy in addressing the needs of the global 

community. 

o The perception that the UNSC is ineffective and overly influenced by the self-

interest of a few powerful nations has led to calls for reforming the Council. 

Critics argue that the current system of decision-making is no longer suited 

to addressing the complex challenges of modern global politics, particularly 

as the balance of power continues to shift in a more multipolar world. 

Calls for Reform and Potential Alternatives 

1. Proposals for UNSC Reform: 

o In the wake of the Russia-Ukraine conflict, as well as other crises where the 

veto power has paralyzed the UNSC, calls for reform of the Security 

Council have gained momentum. Proposals for reform include limiting or 

abolishing the veto of the permanent members, or expanding the number of 

permanent members to better reflect the current global distribution of power. 

o Some suggestions include granting veto power to a broader range of countries, 

such as those from Africa, Asia, or Latin America, to address concerns that 

the current system disproportionately reflects the interests of the P5 and fails 

to account for the views of the Global South. 

2. Alternative Mechanisms for Conflict Resolution: 
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o Given the limitations of the UNSC, some have called for increased reliance on 

regional organizations, coalitions of like-minded countries, and other 

diplomatic mechanisms to handle international crises. In the case of Ukraine, 

NATO and the European Union have played significant roles in providing 

military support and imposing sanctions on Russia. 

o However, such alternative mechanisms raise their own concerns, particularly 

in cases where global consensus is necessary to address a conflict, and there is 

no central body to mediate between competing interests. 

Conclusion 

The Russia-Ukraine conflict has demonstrated how the veto power in the UN Security 

Council can paralyze action, allowing a permanent member to block international efforts to 

address aggression, uphold international law, and protect human rights. While the veto 

system was originally designed to promote consensus among the world’s major powers, its 

current application has led to gridlock and ineffectiveness, particularly when the interests of 

a P5 member are directly involved. The conflict has prompted renewed discussions about the 

need for UNSC reform and raised important questions about the future of global 

governance in an era of shifting power dynamics and geopolitical tensions. The challenge 

moving forward will be finding a way to balance the interests of major powers with the need 

for effective and equitable action to address the pressing issues of global peace and security. 
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12.4 Global Reactions and the Future of the UNSC’s Role 

The Russia-Ukraine conflict has not only exposed the limitations of the UN Security 

Council (UNSC) but also sparked widespread global reactions that will likely shape the 

future of the Council's role in maintaining international peace and security. These reactions, 

from countries, international organizations, and global civil society, reflect a deepening 

frustration with the Security Council's inaction and call for reform and new approaches to 

global governance. 

1. Global Reactions to the UNSC’s Inability to Act 

1. Criticism from the Global South: 

o The inability of the UNSC to take decisive action in the face of the Russia-

Ukraine conflict has led to growing criticism from countries in the Global 

South, which have long criticized the P5 veto system as being outdated and 

unrepresentative of the current global power structure. Many of these 

countries argue that the UNSC is disproportionately influenced by the 

interests of the five permanent members and has failed to act in the interest of 

global peace and justice. 

o The Global South has also pointed to the UNSC’s ineffectiveness in dealing 

with other conflicts, such as those in Syria, Yemen, and Africa, where the P5 

often uses the veto to block action in cases that do not align with their strategic 

interests. As such, there is a growing demand for the Security Council to 

reflect the realities of the 21st century and to adopt a more inclusive 

approach to global governance. 

2. European Union and NATO’s Response: 

o In response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the European Union (EU) and 

NATO have taken a more prominent role in addressing the crisis, often acting 

outside of the UNSC framework. The EU, for instance, has imposed sweeping 

sanctions on Russia, while NATO has provided military aid and support to 

Ukraine. The actions of these organizations have raised questions about the 

relevance of the UNSC when regional organizations and alliances can act 

more quickly and effectively. 

o While NATO and the EU have been praised for their swift response, their 

involvement has also led to concerns about escalation and the potential for a 

broader regional conflict, further underscoring the limitations of the UNSC in 

managing crises involving major powers. 

3. U.S. and Western Perspectives: 

o The United States and its Western allies have repeatedly expressed 

frustration with the UNSC's inability to act on the Russia-Ukraine conflict, 

given that Russia, as a permanent member of the UNSC, has consistently 

blocked efforts to hold it accountable for its actions. The U.S. has pushed for 

stronger sanctions and military support for Ukraine, but the UNSC has 

remained gridlocked. 

o This has led to a reconsideration of the effectiveness of the UNSC as the 

primary body for international peace and security, and an increased 

reliance on bilateral actions and coalitions of like-minded states. However, 

there is also a recognition that this fragmented approach risks undermining the 
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legitimacy of international institutions and may lead to further divisions in 

the global order. 

4. Russia’s Justifications and Reactions: 

o Russia, as the country directly involved in the conflict, has justified its actions 

in Ukraine as a response to NATO expansion and its perceived security 

threats. Moscow has also used its veto power in the UNSC to block any 

resolutions that condemn its actions or call for interventions. 

o From Russia’s perspective, the UNSC has been politicized by the West and is 

used as a tool to further the agenda of Western powers, making it an 

ineffective body for addressing international conflicts. Russia’s consistent use 

of the veto has deepened the polarization within the UNSC and cast doubt on 

the effectiveness of the Council in addressing the most pressing global crises. 

2. Calls for UNSC Reform 

1. Reform Proposals and Global Discussions: 

o The growing frustration with the UNSC's failure to act in the Russia-

Ukraine war has led to renewed calls for reform of the Council, especially 

the veto system. There are proposals to limit or even abolish the veto power, 

with several member states and international organizations arguing that the 

current structure no longer reflects the changing global order. 

o One common proposal is the expansion of the P5 to include countries like 

India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan, which are seen as emerging global 

powers. These countries would then have permanent seats and the ability to 

shape the decisions of the UNSC more equitably. 

o Another idea is to limit the use of the veto, particularly when it comes to 

issues related to human rights and international peacekeeping. This could 

be achieved by creating exceptions to the veto, allowing the Council to take 

action when there is widespread international consensus on a matter, such as 

genocide prevention or war crimes prosecution. 

2. A Move Toward Multilateralism: 

o Calls for UNSC reform are also part of a broader movement toward 

multilateralism, where decisions on global security issues would be made by 

a broader coalition of nations, rather than dominated by a few powerful 

states. This shift would aim to make the UNSC more inclusive and 

representative of the global population and regional concerns, rather than 

simply serving the interests of a select group of countries. 

o Some advocates argue that global security should be managed by a more 

flexible and adaptive system, where the UNSC could work alongside other 

regional and international organizations to respond to crises, particularly in 

situations where the veto power is preventing meaningful action. 

3. The Future of the UNSC: An Evolving Role? 

1. The UNSC’s Continued Relevance: 

o While calls for reform continue to grow, there is also a recognition that the 

UNSC still holds significant relevance, particularly in providing a platform 

for dialogue and in its role as a normative authority in international law. Its 

role in matters of nuclear non-proliferation, peacekeeping operations, and 
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humanitarian aid remains important, even if it has failed to act decisively in 

recent conflicts. 

o The Russia-Ukraine conflict has shown that the UNSC can no longer be the 

sole avenue for conflict resolution, but its diplomatic and peacebuilding 

potential should not be completely discarded. Moving forward, it may evolve 

into a more cooperative and multilateral institution that works in tandem 

with other international and regional organizations. 

2. Emergence of New Global Governance Models: 

o The failure of the UNSC to act on major conflicts may contribute to the rise 

of alternative models of global governance, such as coalitions of the 

willing, international partnerships, or regional arrangements that can act 

faster and more efficiently. These models, however, present their own set of 

challenges, including questions about legitimacy, coordination, and the risk 

of fragmentation in the international order. 

o As power becomes more diffuse in the international system, with China, 

India, Brazil, and other emerging economies asserting themselves on the 

global stage, the UNSC's future role will likely be defined by its ability to 

adapt to new realities and shift the balance of power in a way that promotes 

stability while maintaining the principles of international law and equity. 

Conclusion 

The Russia-Ukraine conflict has laid bare the profound limitations of the UNSC, 

particularly its failure to act in the face of a direct violation of international law by one of its 

permanent members. Global reactions have reflected a deep frustration with the veto system 

and have triggered renewed calls for reform to ensure the Security Council is better 

equipped to respond to modern-day crises. While the future of the UNSC remains uncertain, 

it is clear that the status quo is no longer sustainable, and a more inclusive, equitable, and 

effective system of global governance is needed to address the complex security challenges 

of the 21st century. 
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Chapter 13: The Israel-Palestine Conflict 

The Israel-Palestine conflict is one of the most long-standing and complex conflicts in 

modern history, with deep historical, religious, political, and territorial roots. The conflict has 

generated international debate for decades, and the role of the UN Security Council 

(UNSC) in addressing the situation has been marked by both hope and disappointment. 

Despite numerous efforts at diplomacy, peace negotiations, and resolutions, the conflict 

persists, with the UNSC often being paralyzed by the veto power of its permanent members, 

especially the United States, which is a strong ally of Israel. 

This chapter will explore the evolution of the Israel-Palestine conflict, the UNSC’s 

responses, and the broader international dynamics at play. 

13.1 Historical Overview of the Israel-Palestine Conflict 

The roots of the Israel-Palestine conflict can be traced back to the early 20th century, during 

the period of British rule over Palestine and the rise of nationalism among both Jews and 

Arabs in the region. The establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, following the end of 

the British Mandate and the United Nations Partition Plan, marked the beginning of full-

scale conflict. The partition plan, which aimed to create separate Jewish and Arab states, was 

accepted by Jews but rejected by Arab states, leading to a series of wars and tensions that 

have continued for over seven decades. 

Key milestones in the history of the conflict include: 

1. The 1948 Arab-Israeli War and the Nakba (catastrophe) for Palestinians, which 

resulted in the displacement of hundreds of thousands of Palestinians. 

2. The Six-Day War (1967), during which Israel occupied the West Bank, Gaza Strip, 

and East Jerusalem, territories that are still at the heart of the dispute. 

3. The Oslo Accords (1993), which established a framework for negotiations, but 

ultimately failed to bring about a lasting peace. 

The status of Jerusalem, the future of the Palestinian state, the rights of Palestinian 

refugees, and the issue of Israeli settlements in occupied territories continue to be key 

points of contention. 

13.2 The UNSC’s Role in the Israel-Palestine Conflict 

The UN Security Council has been actively involved in efforts to resolve the Israel-

Palestine conflict since its inception. However, the Council's ability to take significant action 

has often been blocked by the veto power of its permanent members, particularly the United 

States, which has been a staunch ally of Israel. This section will explore the UNSC's actions 

and failures in the context of the conflict. 

1. Early UNSC Involvement: 

o The UNSC’s first major involvement came in 1947, when it was tasked with 

overseeing the partition of Palestine. The United Nations Special 

Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) recommended partitioning the land into 
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Jewish and Arab states, which was endorsed by the General Assembly but 

met with opposition from Arab nations. 

o In 1948, following the declaration of the State of Israel, the UNSC responded 

to the ensuing Arab-Israeli War by establishing a series of ceasefire 

resolutions, although these measures were often ignored by both parties. 

2. Post-1967 Occupation: 

o Following the Six-Day War in 1967, Israel occupied East Jerusalem, the 

West Bank, and the Gaza Strip, leading to the UNSC passing Resolution 

242. This resolution called for Israeli withdrawal from occupied territories and 

the recognition of Israel’s right to live in peace. However, Israel’s continued 

expansion of settlements and failure to fully implement the resolution has 

made it a point of contention in the UNSC. 

o In the decades that followed, the UNSC passed several other resolutions 

demanding an end to Israeli settlements and calling for the establishment of a 

Palestinian state. However, many of these resolutions have been rendered 

ineffective by the U.S. veto or Israel’s non-compliance. 

3. The Impact of the U.S. Veto: 

o The United States has historically used its veto power in the UNSC to block 

resolutions that are seen as unfavorable to Israel. This has led to perceptions 

of bias and ineffectiveness in the UNSC’s approach to the Israel-Palestine 

conflict. 

o For instance, in 2011, the U.S. vetoed a UNSC resolution that called for 

Palestinian statehood and condemned Israeli settlements. Similarly, the U.S. 

has repeatedly used its veto power to block resolutions that call for Israeli 

withdrawal from occupied territories. 

4. The Role of Other UNSC Members: 

o While the U.S. has been a consistent ally of Israel, other UNSC members, 

particularly European countries and Russia, have called for stronger action 

to address the Israeli occupation and to advocate for the rights of Palestinians. 

o France, for example, has been vocal in advocating for a two-state solution 

and has called for international recognition of Palestinian statehood. 

Similarly, Russia has often sided with Palestinian interests and called for 

balanced UNSC action in favor of Palestinian rights. 

o Despite these differing perspectives, the inability of the UNSC to pass 

substantial resolutions on the conflict remains a major critique. 

13.3 International Responses Beyond the UNSC 

While the UNSC has been largely ineffective in resolving the Israel-Palestine conflict, other 

international actors and organizations have played significant roles in attempting to mediate 

peace and address the humanitarian crisis. 

1. The Quartet on the Middle East: 

o In 2002, the United Nations, European Union, United States, and Russia 

formed the Middle East Quartet with the goal of facilitating peace between 

Israel and Palestine. The Quartet laid out a roadmap for peace that called for 

the establishment of a Palestinian state alongside Israel, but the plan faced 

setbacks, including continued Israeli settlement expansion and Palestinian 

factionalism. 
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o Despite the efforts of the Quartet, the peace process has stalled, and the UN 

Security Council has remained largely ineffective in advancing the two-state 

solution. 

2. The Role of Regional Organizations: 

o The Arab League has long supported Palestinian rights and has attempted to 

broker peace deals, most notably through the Arab Peace Initiative in 2002, 

which offered Israel peace in exchange for the withdrawal from occupied 

territories. However, Israel has been unwilling to accept the terms of the 

initiative, and regional organizations have been unable to enforce any 

meaningful solutions. 

o The Organization of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) has also supported the 

Palestinian cause and has pushed for global recognition of Palestinian 

statehood. 

3. Public Opinion and Global Civil Society: 

o The international public opinion has often been divided over the conflict. 

While Israel has significant support from many Western nations, Palestinians 

have garnered support from various NGOs, activists, and civil society 

organizations that advocate for human rights and justice in the occupied 

territories. 

o Global movements, such as Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS), have 

gained traction in calling for economic and political pressure on Israel, while 

others have argued for direct diplomatic engagement with both parties to 

broker peace. 

13.4 The UNSC’s Future in the Israel-Palestine Conflict 

The Israel-Palestine conflict will remain a key challenge for the UNSC in the coming 

decades. The failure of the UNSC to act decisively on the conflict highlights the limitations 

of the current international system, particularly the veto power held by the permanent 

members. As a result, discussions about the future role of the UNSC have gained urgency. 

1. The Two-State Solution and UNSC Involvement: 

o While the two-state solution remains the internationally favored approach 

to resolving the conflict, it faces significant obstacles, including continued 

Israeli settlement expansion and Palestinian division. The UNSC must find 

a way to overcome political gridlock and support the establishment of a 

viable and sovereign Palestinian state alongside Israel. 

o For the UNSC to play a constructive role, it must move beyond partisan 

interests and focus on enforcing international law, holding both Israel and 

Palestine accountable for their actions, and ensuring fair and just 

negotiations for a lasting peace. 

2. Reform and Accountability: 

o As global power dynamics shift, there is growing pressure for the UNSC to 

reform. Calls for limiting or abolishing the veto power have been amplified, 

especially in light of the failure to act on the Israel-Palestine conflict. A more 

representative UNSC, that reflects contemporary geopolitical realities, could 

help pave the way for equitable solutions in the Israel-Palestine conflict. 

3. Increased Role of International and Regional Partnerships: 

o Given the stagnation in the UNSC, it is likely that other international and 

regional organizations, such as the European Union, Arab League, and 
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OIC, will continue to take the lead in advocating for peace and supporting 

Palestinian statehood. 

o Multilateral efforts may become more prominent, where regional players are 

empowered to negotiate on behalf of both parties, ensuring a more inclusive 

process that takes into account the political realities on the ground. 

13.5 Conclusion 

The Israel-Palestine conflict remains one of the most entrenched disputes in modern history, 

with deep historical, cultural, and political roots. The UNSC has faced significant challenges 

in addressing the conflict, and its ability to bring about meaningful solutions has been 

hampered by political divisions and the veto power of its permanent members. 

While the UNSC has played a crucial role in shaping the international discourse on the 

conflict, the true path to peace lies in the ability to address core issues such as the status of 

Jerusalem, the rights of Palestinian refugees, the establishment of a sovereign Palestinian 

state, and the end of Israeli occupation. Until there is genuine international cooperation 

and a more effective approach from the UNSC, the Israel-Palestine conflict will likely 

remain unresolved. 
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13.1 Historical Background and Key Events 

The Israel-Palestine conflict is a complex and multifaceted dispute with deep historical, 

religious, and political roots, involving competing nationalisms, territorial claims, and the 

enduring struggle for self-determination. This section will explore the key historical events 

that shaped the conflict and laid the groundwork for the ongoing tensions between Israelis 

and Palestinians. 

13.1.1 Early 20th Century: The Roots of the Conflict 

The roots of the Israel-Palestine conflict can be traced back to the early 20th century, during 

the decline of the Ottoman Empire and the subsequent rise of nationalism in both Jewish 

and Arab communities. 

1. The Ottoman Period (1517-1917): 

o From 1517 to 1917, the region of Palestine was part of the Ottoman Empire, 

home to a mixed population of Arabs (Muslims and Christians) and Jews. 

Under Ottoman rule, Jewish and Arab communities coexisted, though tensions 

occasionally arose. 

o In the late 19th century, as Jewish nationalism (Zionism) began to gain 

momentum in Europe, many Jews began to migrate to Palestine, seeking to 

establish a national homeland in the region. 

2. The Rise of Zionism: 

o Theodor Herzl, the founder of modern Zionism, called for the establishment 

of a Jewish homeland in Palestine in his 1896 book Der Judenstaat (The 

Jewish State). His ideas gained traction among European Jews, and Jewish 

immigration to Palestine began to increase in the early 20th century. 

o The growing Jewish immigration and the acquisition of land in Palestine by 

Jewish organizations led to increasing tensions between the Jewish and Arab 

populations in the region. 

13.1.2 The British Mandate and the Balfour Declaration (1917) 

After the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in World War I, the League of Nations granted 

Britain a mandate over Palestine in 1920, formally establishing British control over the 

region. This period would significantly shape the future conflict between Jews and Arabs. 

1. The Balfour Declaration (1917): 

o In 1917, the British government issued the Balfour Declaration, which 

expressed support for the establishment of a "national home for the Jewish 

people" in Palestine, while also stating that nothing should prejudice the civil 

and religious rights of the Arab population. 

o This declaration, combined with increasing Jewish immigration, angered 

Palestinian Arabs, who felt their land was being taken from them without their 

consent. 

2. Arab Opposition and Revolts: 

o The growing Jewish presence in Palestine, alongside British support for 

Zionism, fueled tensions and resentment among the Arab population. Arab 
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nationalist movements emerged, advocating for independence and resistance 

to Jewish immigration. 

o In 1936, Palestinian Arabs launched the Great Arab Revolt against both 

British rule and Jewish immigration. The revolt lasted until 1939, resulting in 

a heavy crackdown by British forces. 

13.1.3 World War II and the Aftermath 

The end of World War II marked a significant turning point in the Israel-Palestine conflict, 

with increased global attention on the plight of Jewish refugees and a growing momentum 

for the creation of a Jewish state. 

1. The Holocaust and Jewish Migration: 

o The Holocaust during World War II had a profound impact on the Zionist 

movement. With the atrocities of the Holocaust fresh in the minds of the 

international community, there was growing sympathy for the creation of a 

Jewish homeland. 

o As Jewish refugees sought to escape the devastation of Europe, immigration 

to Palestine increased, exacerbating tensions with the Arab population. 

2. The British Withdrawal and the UNSC Involvement: 

o By the end of World War II, the British Empire was facing significant pressure 

to resolve the Palestine issue. In 1947, Britain referred the issue to the newly 

formed United Nations (UN). 

o The UN Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) was established to 

propose a solution. In November 1947, UNSCOP recommended the partition 

of Palestine into two separate states: one for Jews and one for Arabs, with 

Jerusalem placed under international control. This proposal was approved by 

the UN General Assembly. 

13.1.4 The Establishment of Israel and the First Arab-Israeli War (1948) 

In May 1948, the State of Israel was declared, following the end of the British Mandate. 

This event would mark the beginning of the first full-scale war between Israel and the 

surrounding Arab states, and set the stage for the ongoing conflict. 

1. The 1948 Arab-Israeli War: 

o On the day of Israel's declaration of independence, five Arab states (Egypt, 

Jordan, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon) invaded the newly established state. The 

war, also known as the War of Independence (for Israelis) or the Nakba (the 

catastrophe, for Palestinians), resulted in a military victory for Israel. 

o The war led to the displacement of hundreds of thousands of Palestinian 

Arabs, who fled or were expelled from their homes, and the creation of a 

large Palestinian refugee population that remains a key issue in the conflict. 

2. The Armistice Agreements (1949): 

o Following the war, armistice agreements were signed between Israel and the 

Arab states, establishing the Green Line, which served as the de facto borders 

of Israel. However, the conflict was not resolved, and tensions remained high. 

13.1.5 The 1967 Six-Day War and the Occupation 
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The Six-Day War of 1967 would be another pivotal moment in the Israel-Palestine conflict, 

resulting in the occupation of Palestinian territories by Israel and shaping the current 

territorial disputes. 

1. Preemptive Strike and Israeli Victory: 

o In June 1967, following escalating tensions, Israel launched a preemptive 

strike against Egypt, Jordan, and Syria. The war lasted just six days, but Israel 

achieved a decisive military victory, capturing the West Bank, Gaza Strip, 

East Jerusalem, and the Golan Heights. 

o The territorial gains of Israel during the war marked the beginning of its 

occupation of Palestinian lands, including East Jerusalem, which the 

Palestinians consider the capital of a future Palestinian state. 

2. UNSC Resolution 242 and the Call for Withdrawal: 

o Following the war, the UN Security Council passed Resolution 242, calling 

for the withdrawal of Israeli forces from the occupied territories in exchange 

for peace and recognition of Israel's right to exist. 

o While Israel has made peace with Egypt and Jordan in subsequent years, its 

continued occupation of Palestinian territories has remained a core issue in the 

conflict. 

13.1.6 The Oslo Accords and the Hope for Peace (1990s) 

In the 1990s, the Oslo Accords brought a renewed sense of hope for peace between Israelis 

and Palestinians. 

1. The Oslo Accords (1993): 

o The Oslo Accords, signed in 1993, were a series of agreements between Israel 

and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). The accords established 

the framework for a two-state solution, with the goal of achieving a final 

peace agreement within five years. 

o The Accords led to the creation of the Palestinian Authority (PA), which 

was given limited self-rule in the West Bank and Gaza. It also led to mutual 

recognition between Israel and the PLO. 

2. The Failure of the Oslo Process: 

o Despite initial optimism, the Oslo process ultimately failed to deliver a final 

peace agreement. Issues such as the status of Jerusalem, the right of return 

for Palestinian refugees, and the continued expansion of Israeli settlements 

undermined the peace process. 

o The assassination of Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in 1995 by a 

right-wing Israeli extremist further derailed the peace efforts. 

13.1.7 The 2000s and Beyond: The Continuing Struggle 

The early 21st century saw increased violence and continued stalemate in peace efforts, as 

well as the expansion of Israeli settlements in the West Bank. 

1. The Second Intifada (2000-2005): 

o In 2000, a second Palestinian uprising, known as the Second Intifada, erupted 

following the collapse of the Camp David Summit, where the parties failed to 
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reach a final settlement. The Intifada was marked by widespread violence and 

a heavy Israeli military response. 

o The Second Intifada led to a deepening of mistrust between Israelis and 

Palestinians, and further entrenched the cycle of violence. 

2. The Gaza Conflict: 

o In the years that followed, tensions continued to rise, particularly in the Gaza 

Strip, which has been under Hamas control since 2007. Periodic military 

conflicts between Israel and Gaza-based Palestinian factions, such as Hamas, 

have further complicated efforts for a peace settlement. 

o Israel’s blockade of Gaza, its military operations, and the humanitarian crisis 

have exacerbated the suffering of Palestinians in the region. 

13.1.8 Conclusion 

The Israel-Palestine conflict has been shaped by a complex interplay of historical, political, 

and religious factors. The establishment of Israel, the displacement of Palestinians, the Israeli 

occupation of Palestinian territories, and the lack of progress toward a lasting peace have 

made the conflict one of the most enduring and intractable in the world. The international 

community, including the UNSC, has been unable to bring about a sustainable resolution, and 

the prospects for peace remain uncertain. The situation remains fraught with challenges, with 

both sides continuing to grapple with their respective national identities, territorial claims, 

and the desire for justice. 
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13.2 The UNSC’s Repeated Failures in Addressing the 

Conflict 

The Israel-Palestine conflict has remained one of the most persistent and contentious issues 

on the agenda of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC). Despite numerous 

resolutions, interventions, and efforts to broker peace, the UNSC has repeatedly failed to 

bring about a sustainable resolution to the conflict. The reasons for these failures are rooted in 

geopolitical dynamics, the influence of member states, and the structural limitations of the 

UNSC itself. This section will examine the major factors behind the UNSC’s repeated 

failures in addressing the Israel-Palestine conflict. 

13.2.1 The Veto Power and Geopolitical Divisions 

One of the most significant obstacles to the UNSC's ability to act effectively on the Israel-

Palestine conflict is the veto power held by its permanent members, particularly the United 

States. 

1. The Role of the United States: 

o The U.S. has been a staunch ally of Israel since its founding in 1948. Over the 

years, the U.S. has used its veto power to block numerous UNSC resolutions 

critical of Israeli actions, particularly those related to the occupation of 

Palestinian territories and the expansion of Israeli settlements in the West 

Bank and East Jerusalem. 

o The U.S. has consistently argued that Israel’s security concerns justify its 

actions and that the peace process should be addressed through bilateral 

negotiations rather than international interference. This strong diplomatic and 

political support has often undermined efforts for a balanced approach to the 

conflict in the UNSC. 

2. The Influence of Other Permanent Members: 

o The influence of the U.S. is not the only factor at play in the UNSC. Other 

permanent members, such as Russia and China, have also used their positions 

to pursue their own interests in the Middle East, although they are not as 

consistently aligned with one side of the conflict. 

o Russia, for instance, has expressed support for Palestinian rights and has 

criticized Israeli policies in certain circumstances. However, its influence has 

been limited by the United States' dominance in UNSC deliberations. 

o The division between these powers, each pursuing its own geopolitical 

interests, has often resulted in deadlock within the UNSC, preventing 

meaningful action from being taken. 

13.2.2 The Inability to Implement Resolutions 

While the UNSC has passed several resolutions related to the Israel-Palestine conflict, its 

inability to enforce or implement these resolutions has further contributed to the perception of 

failure. 

1. Resolution 242 (1967): 

o After the Six-Day War in 1967, Resolution 242 was passed, calling for the 

withdrawal of Israeli forces from territories occupied during the war, 
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including the West Bank, Gaza Strip, and East Jerusalem, and for the 

recognition of Israel’s right to exist. 

o However, the lack of enforcement mechanisms in Resolution 242 and the 

absence of direct pressure on Israel to comply meant that the resolution did not 

lead to the desired territorial withdrawal. While Israel made peace with Egypt 

and Jordan in subsequent years, the continued occupation of Palestinian 

territories remains a critical issue. 

2. Resolution 338 (1973): 

o Resolution 338, passed after the Yom Kippur War in 1973, called for a 

ceasefire and the implementation of Resolution 242. However, like its 

predecessor, it failed to bring about meaningful change in the situation, as 

Israel did not fully withdraw from the occupied territories and the Palestinian 

question remained unresolved. 

3. Resolution 2334 (2016): 

o In December 2016, the UNSC passed Resolution 2334, which condemned 

Israeli settlement activity in the occupied Palestinian territories, including 

East Jerusalem. The resolution called for an immediate halt to the expansion 

of Israeli settlements and reaffirmed the illegality of such settlements under 

international law. 

o Despite this strong statement, the resolution was non-binding, and Israel 

continued its settlement activity, with no effective consequences for its 

actions. The United States, under the leadership of President Donald Trump, 

also took steps to distance itself from UNSC resolutions that were critical of 

Israel, making it even more difficult to enforce international pressure on Israel. 

13.2.3 The Lack of a Unified International Approach 

The UNSC's failure to address the Israel-Palestine conflict is also exacerbated by the lack of 

consensus within the international community. 

1. Fragmented International Opinion: 

o The international community remains deeply divided on how to approach the 

conflict. While many European countries and Arab states advocate for a 

two-state solution based on the pre-1967 borders, the United States has often 

sided with Israel, making it difficult to form a unified front in the UNSC. 

o Some countries, particularly in the Middle East, have pushed for stronger 

measures against Israel, while others, notably in the West, have been more 

cautious, seeking a diplomatic resolution through direct negotiations between 

Israel and the Palestinian leadership. 

2. The Divisions within Palestinian Politics: 

o The Palestinian political landscape is itself deeply divided, with the 

Palestinian Authority (PA), which governs the West Bank, in conflict with 

Hamas, which controls the Gaza Strip. This division has made it difficult for 

the Palestinians to present a unified front in negotiations or to agree on a 

common strategy for dealing with Israel. 

o The split between the West Bank-based Fatah and Gaza-based Hamas has 

complicated the situation for the UNSC and international actors, who are 

unsure who to negotiate with and how to ensure that any peace agreement is 

fully implemented. 
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13.2.4 The Humanitarian Crisis and the UNSC’s Limited Action 

While the UNSC has expressed concern over the humanitarian impact of the conflict, its 

actions have often been insufficient to address the dire needs of the Palestinian population or 

to halt Israel’s military operations. 

1. Gaza Blockade and Humanitarian Crisis: 

o The blockade of Gaza by Israel, which has been in place since 2007, has 

resulted in widespread poverty, unemployment, and a dire humanitarian crisis. 

Despite numerous reports and calls from UN agencies and human rights 

organizations, the UNSC has failed to take decisive action to address the 

blockade or demand its lifting. 

2. Israeli Military Operations and Civilian Casualties: 

o The UNSC has condemned the Israeli military’s use of force, particularly in 

Gaza, where airstrikes and ground operations have led to significant civilian 

casualties. However, such condemnations have often been limited in scope and 

have failed to translate into meaningful action. 

o The use of disproportionate force by Israel in military operations such as 

Operation Cast Lead (2008-2009), Operation Pillar of Defense (2012), and 

Operation Protective Edge (2014) has led to significant loss of life and 

infrastructure in Gaza. The UNSC has repeatedly failed to intervene or hold 

Israel accountable for these actions. 

13.2.5 The Challenge of a Two-State Solution 

The UNSC has consistently endorsed the idea of a two-state solution as the best path toward 

peace, but significant obstacles remain in achieving this vision. 

1. The Expansion of Israeli Settlements: 

o Israel’s continued expansion of settlements in the West Bank and East 

Jerusalem has been a major obstacle to the creation of a viable Palestinian 

state. Despite international condemnation, Israel has continued to build 

settlements, effectively eroding the territorial integrity of a future Palestinian 

state. 

2. The Status of Jerusalem: 

o The status of Jerusalem remains one of the most contentious issues in the 

Israel-Palestine conflict. Israel considers Jerusalem its undivided capital, 

while Palestinians view East Jerusalem as the capital of their future state. 

The UNSC has called for the status of Jerusalem to be determined through 

negotiations, but the issue remains unresolved, with no tangible progress 

made. 

13.2.6 Conclusion: The UNSC’s Role in the Future of the Conflict 

The UNSC’s repeated failures to effectively address the Israel-Palestine conflict highlight the 

limitations of the Council in dealing with deeply entrenched geopolitical disputes. The veto 

power of the permanent members, the lack of a unified international approach, and the 

inability to enforce resolutions have hindered the UNSC’s ability to bring about a lasting 

solution to the conflict. While the UNSC continues to play a role in condemning violence and 
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calling for negotiations, it has not been able to catalyze the political will needed to achieve a 

resolution. 

As the conflict continues, it is clear that the international community—including the 

UNSC—must adopt a more coherent, consistent, and inclusive approach if it hopes to 

address the root causes of the conflict and achieve a lasting peace between Israelis and 

Palestinians. 
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13.3 The Impact of U.S. and Other Vetoes on UNSC 

Actions 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has often struggled to address the Israel-

Palestine conflict due to the veto power wielded by its five permanent members, particularly 

the United States. The veto power allows any of these members to block resolutions, even if 

they have the support of the majority of the Council. This system has played a pivotal role in 

shaping the UNSC’s response to the Israel-Palestine issue, often leading to gridlock and 

preventing meaningful action. 

In this section, we will explore the impact of vetoes—primarily by the United States—on 

the UNSC's ability to address the conflict and provide a path to peace, as well as the 

influence of other permanent members in shaping the outcome of key resolutions. 

13.3.1 The U.S. Veto and Its Influence 

The United States has been Israel’s most powerful ally within the UNSC. Since the 

establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, the U.S. has consistently used its veto power to 

shield Israel from resolutions that criticize its actions or call for sanctions. 

1. Blocking Resolutions Critical of Israeli Policies: 

o The U.S. has used its veto to block multiple UNSC resolutions condemning 

Israel for various actions, such as the construction of settlements in the West 

Bank, the blockade of Gaza, and the use of force against Palestinians. These 

vetoes have allowed Israel to pursue policies without facing significant 

consequences from the international community. 

o For instance, in 2011, the U.S. vetoed a UNSC resolution that called for a 

halt to Israeli settlement construction. This resolution, which was supported 

by 14 of the 15 UNSC members, was blocked because the U.S. argued that 

such resolutions should be resolved through direct negotiations between Israel 

and the Palestinians, rather than imposed externally. 

2. Political and Strategic Considerations: 

o The U.S. sees its relationship with Israel as a critical component of its 

geopolitical strategy in the Middle East. This alliance is partly driven by 

shared democratic values, security interests, and concerns over regional 

stability. The U.S. argues that protecting Israel from UNSC resolutions is 

necessary for its national security and the promotion of a negotiated peace 

process. 

o The U.S. also emphasizes the importance of bilateral negotiations between 

Israel and the Palestinians. From this perspective, the UNSC's involvement is 

seen as less effective and more likely to be counterproductive, as it could 

undermine Israel's security concerns and the possibility of a negotiated 

agreement. 

3. Impact on the Peace Process: 

o The U.S. veto has had a profound impact on the peace process. By blocking 

international efforts to hold Israel accountable for its actions, the U.S. has 

contributed to undermining international law and preventing meaningful 

interventions by the UNSC. This has led to frustration among many in the 
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international community, particularly Arab and Muslim-majority countries, 

who see the UNSC as biased toward Israel. 

o The U.S. veto has also weakened the authority and credibility of the UNSC, as 

it has consistently failed to take decisive action on a major international issue. 

The lack of a unified approach from the UNSC has hindered efforts to create a 

lasting peace between Israelis and Palestinians, making it difficult to build 

momentum for a two-state solution. 

13.3.2 The Role of Other Permanent Members 

While the U.S. has been the most prominent actor in using its veto to block action on the 

Israel-Palestine issue, other permanent members of the UNSC, such as Russia, China, 

France, and the United Kingdom, have also played important roles in shaping the Council’s 

response to the conflict. 

1. Russia’s Position: 

o Russia has expressed strong support for Palestinian sovereignty and has 

criticized Israeli actions in the occupied territories. While Russia has not 

often used its veto power in relation to Israel, it has voiced its opposition to 

U.S.-led initiatives and called for a more balanced approach in the UNSC. 

o Russia has also advocated for the recognition of Palestinian statehood by the 

UNSC and has called for Israel to withdraw from the occupied territories in 

accordance with international law. While Russia’s influence is limited in the 

context of the UNSC's structure, it has been a key voice in promoting 

Palestinian rights. 

2. China’s Position: 

o China has also expressed support for the Palestinian cause and has opposed 

Israel's settlement policies and military actions in the West Bank and Gaza. 

However, China has not been as directly involved in the use of veto power on 

the Israel-Palestine issue as the U.S. and Russia. 

o Like Russia, China has generally advocated for a peaceful resolution based 

on a two-state solution. China's growing influence in global diplomacy, 

particularly in the Middle East, means it could play an important role in 

shaping future UNSC responses to the conflict. 

3. France and the United Kingdom: 

o France has historically taken a strong stance in favor of Palestinian rights, 

advocating for a two-state solution and often criticizing Israeli settlement 

activity. France has co-sponsored resolutions at the UNSC calling for a halt 

to Israeli settlement expansion, but these efforts have often been undermined 

by the U.S. veto. 

o The United Kingdom has similarly supported the idea of a two-state solution 

but has been less vocal in opposing U.S. actions in the UNSC. The UK’s 

position has generally aligned with U.S. policies on Israel, although it has 

occasionally supported UNSC resolutions critical of Israeli actions, 

particularly in relation to settlements and Gaza. 

4. The Impact of Divisions Among Permanent Members: 

o The lack of consensus among the permanent members of the UNSC has 

contributed to the Council’s ineffectiveness in addressing the Israel-Palestine 

conflict. While the U.S. has consistently supported Israel, other members, 
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particularly France and Russia, have called for stronger action against Israeli 

policies, leading to gridlock. 

o This division of interests among the permanent members has prevented the 

UNSC from presenting a unified front on the conflict and has made it difficult 

to craft resolutions that have the support of all the major players. 

13.3.3 Consequences of Veto Power on UNSC Effectiveness 

The veto power has serious implications for the effectiveness of the UNSC in addressing the 

Israel-Palestine conflict: 

1. Gridlock and Inaction: 

o The use of the veto by the U.S. has often resulted in deadlock on the UNSC, 

with the Council unable to pass resolutions that would hold Israel accountable 

or address the Palestinian cause effectively. The failure to act has frustrated 

international efforts to achieve a fair and lasting resolution to the conflict. 

o Global calls for accountability have been largely ignored due to the U.S. 

veto, contributing to a sense that the UNSC is powerless in addressing critical 

international issues. 

2. Undermining International Law: 

o The inability of the UNSC to enforce international law in the case of Israel’s 

actions has led to the erosion of international legal norms, such as the 

prohibition on the acquisition of territory by force and the prohibition on 

settlement activity in occupied territories. This undermines the legitimacy of 

the UNSC as a body tasked with maintaining global peace and security. 

3. Frustration in the International Community: 

o The lack of action by the UNSC has led to increasing frustration among other 

nations, particularly in the Arab world, where there is widespread 

dissatisfaction with the U.S.’s bias toward Israel. The Palestinian Authority 

and its supporters have repeatedly called for international recognition of 

Palestine, but the UNSC’s failure to act has led many to believe that the UN is 

unable to address their needs. 

o The veto system has also contributed to a growing sense of disillusionment 

with the UNSC’s ability to address major international conflicts, leading to 

calls for reform of the Council and its decision-making structure. 

13.3.4 Conclusion: The Need for Reform and a New Approach 

The impact of U.S. vetoes and the influence of other permanent members have significantly 

hindered the UNSC’s ability to address the Israel-Palestine conflict. As long as the veto 

system remains in place, the UNSC will continue to face challenges in taking meaningful 

action on this issue. The geopolitical dynamics, divisions among permanent members, and 

the U.S. commitment to Israel have prevented the UNSC from fulfilling its mandate to 

maintain international peace and security. 

A more balanced, inclusive, and consistent approach from the UNSC is needed to move 

toward a lasting resolution to the Israel-Palestine conflict. This may require reforms to the 

veto system, as well as a stronger international consensus to support a two-state solution 

that respects the rights and aspirations of both Israelis and Palestinians. 
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13.4 Attempts at Peace and UNSC’s Role Moving Forward 

The Israel-Palestine conflict has been one of the longest-standing and most intractable 

disputes in modern history, with numerous attempts at peace failing over the years. Despite 

these setbacks, the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has continued to play a critical 

role in addressing the conflict, both directly through resolutions and indirectly through its 

influence on international diplomatic efforts. However, the UNSC's capacity to facilitate 

meaningful peace has been hindered by political divisions, the veto power, and the absence 

of a coherent strategy among major powers. This section explores the past attempts at 

peace and assesses the UNSC’s evolving role in the ongoing conflict, with a focus on 

potential reforms and actions moving forward. 

13.4.1 Past Attempts at Peace 

1. The Oslo Accords (1993): 

o One of the most notable peace attempts was the Oslo Accords, signed in 1993 

between Israel and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). The 

Accords were a major diplomatic breakthrough, establishing a framework for 

peace and creating the Palestinian Authority (PA), which was tasked with 

governing parts of the West Bank and Gaza. However, the Oslo process 

ultimately stalled, with issues such as settlements, Jerusalem, and refugee 

rights remaining unresolved. 

o The UNSC’s role during the Oslo process was largely supportive, with the 

Council generally backing the peace process and calling for further 

negotiations. However, the lack of strong enforcement mechanisms and the 

absence of a binding UN framework left the Accords vulnerable to collapse. 

The U.S. veto in the UNSC and its unwavering support for Israel 

undermined any possibility of UN intervention when the peace process 

faltered. 

2. The Camp David Summit (2000): 

o The Camp David Summit in 2000, hosted by U.S. President Bill Clinton, 

brought together Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Barak and Palestinian 

Authority President Yasser Arafat in an attempt to finalize a peace deal. The 

negotiations, however, broke down over key issues, particularly the status of 

Jerusalem, refugee rights, and security concerns. 

o The failure of Camp David was followed by an escalation of violence, notably 

the Second Intifada. The UNSC did little to intervene in the wake of the 

failed negotiations, and the U.S. veto prevented any meaningful action to 

address the collapse of the talks or the ensuing violence. 

3. The Roadmap for Peace (2003): 

o In 2003, the Quartet on the Middle East (the United States, European Union, 

United Nations, and Russia) proposed the Roadmap for Peace. This was a 

plan that aimed to establish a two-state solution through a phased approach, 

with specific steps for both Israel and Palestine. 

o While the plan had broad international support and was endorsed by the 

UNSC, it ultimately failed due to a lack of commitment from both sides and 

the lack of international pressure on Israel to halt settlement expansion and 

on Palestine to end violence. The U.S. was again unwilling to exert 
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meaningful pressure on Israel, and the UNSC’s role remained largely 

rhetorical. 

4. The Annapolis Conference (2007): 

o In 2007, the Annapolis Conference aimed to restart the peace process under 

U.S. President George W. Bush. The conference brought together Israeli and 

Palestinian leaders, and the goal was to launch negotiations for a two-state 

solution. 

o Although the UNSC supported the initiative, Israeli settlement expansion 

and Palestinian divisions hindered progress. The U.S. veto continued to 

shield Israel from serious criticism in the UNSC, further preventing 

meaningful peace talks. 

13.4.2 The UNSC's Role in Future Peace Efforts 

Despite these previous failures, the UNSC remains a crucial actor in the peace process, 

primarily through its authority to pass resolutions, enforce international law, and mobilize 

international pressure. However, the Council’s effectiveness is often limited by the veto 

power and political gridlock. Looking forward, the UNSC must adopt a more proactive, 

balanced, and cohesive approach if it is to play a meaningful role in achieving lasting peace. 

Several key areas require attention: 

1. Strengthening the UNSC’s Enforcement Mechanisms: 

o The UNSC must do more than merely endorse peace initiatives; it must 

actively enforce international law, particularly with regard to settlement 

activity and violence in the occupied territories. Stronger enforcement 

mechanisms, such as sanctions or peacekeeping forces, should be considered 

when there are clear violations of international law. 

o The UNSC must also be prepared to hold both Israel and Palestine 

accountable for their actions, ensuring that peace is pursued by both sides in 

good faith. This means balancing the demands of both parties, addressing 

Israeli security concerns while also advocating for Palestinian self-

determination. 

2. Addressing the Veto Power: 

o The veto power of the United States (and other permanent members) remains 

a critical obstacle to the UNSC's effectiveness in addressing the Israel-

Palestine conflict. Reforming the veto system, or finding alternative 

mechanisms for decision-making, would allow for a more neutral and 

balanced approach to peace efforts. 

o However, this reform is unlikely to happen without major shifts in global 

geopolitics. In the meantime, the UNSC must work within the constraints of 

the veto system and seek compromise between its members in order to pass 

resolutions and move the peace process forward. 

3. Promoting a Renewed Peace Process: 

o The UNSC should actively support and facilitate new peace initiatives, 

emphasizing the two-state solution as the best path to lasting peace. The UN 

should work closely with regional stakeholders, including Arab states, and 

ensure that Palestinian leadership is effectively represented in negotiations. 

o The UNSC must also push for a comprehensive peace agreement that 

addresses the core issues of the conflict, including the status of Jerusalem, 

refugee rights, borders, and security. The recognition of Palestinian 



 

203 | P a g e  
 

statehood within internationally agreed-upon borders must remain a central 

goal of the international community. 

4. Mobilizing Global Support for a Peaceful Resolution: 

o The UNSC must work to unite the international community behind a 

common vision for peace. This includes aligning with other international 

organizations, such as the European Union (EU) and Arab League, to 

ensure international consensus and coordination in supporting peace efforts. 

o A renewed focus on humanitarian aid and addressing the human rights 

violations on both sides is essential. The UNSC should pressure both Israel 

and Palestine to uphold international law, provide access to humanitarian 

aid, and allow international observers to monitor ceasefire agreements and 

negotiations. 

5. Engagement with New Middle Eastern Players: 

o New players such as Iran, Turkey, and the Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC) countries have become more influential in the Middle East and could 

play a pivotal role in any peace process. The UNSC must engage these 

countries constructively, creating new avenues for dialogue and potential 

conflict resolution. 

o The Arab Peace Initiative, proposed by Saudi Arabia in 2002, remains a 

potential framework for peace, and the UNSC can help facilitate broader 

regional support for this initiative, ensuring that it aligns with the 

international community's vision for a two-state solution. 

13.4.3 Conclusion: Moving Beyond Gridlock 

The Israel-Palestine conflict presents one of the most complex challenges for the UNSC, 

and the Council’s response has often been marked by inaction or ineffective action, largely 

due to political divisions and the veto power. However, moving forward, the UNSC has a 

critical role to play in facilitating a lasting peace. 

The UNSC must adopt a new approach that is more balanced, cohesive, and focused on 

enforcing international law. While the U.S. will likely continue to support Israel, the 

international community, including Russia, China, France, and the Arab states, must 

push for more balanced resolutions and work together to pressure both sides into 

negotiations. By strengthening its enforcement mechanisms, promoting new peace initiatives, 

and working in concert with the global community, the UNSC can still play a significant role 

in achieving a just and lasting solution to the Israel-Palestine conflict. 
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Chapter 14: The Rohingya Crisis (2016-present) 

The Rohingya crisis has emerged as one of the most tragic humanitarian issues of the 21st 

century, marked by widespread violence, displacement, and systemic discrimination. The 

situation has drawn significant international attention, particularly due to the role of the 

United Nations Security Council (UNSC), the failure of the international community to 

take decisive action, and the dire humanitarian consequences for the Rohingya people. This 

chapter explores the causes of the Rohingya crisis, the response of the UNSC and 

international organizations, and the ongoing struggle for justice and accountability. 

14.1 The Origins of the Rohingya Crisis 

The Rohingya people, a Muslim minority group primarily based in the Rakhine State of 

Myanmar (formerly Burma), have faced discrimination, marginalization, and violence for 

decades. However, the situation escalated dramatically in 2016-2017, when large-scale 

military crackdowns led to what has been widely recognized as ethnic cleansing and 

genocide. Several factors contributed to the origins of this crisis: 

1. Ethnic and Religious Tensions: 

o The Rohingya have been denied citizenship in Myanmar, where they are not 

recognized as one of the official ethnic groups, despite having lived in the 

country for generations. They have faced systemic discrimination, restrictive 

policies, and denial of basic rights, including freedom of movement, 

education, and access to healthcare. 

o The roots of the conflict lie in deep-seated ethnic and religious tensions 

between the Buddhist majority and the Rohingya Muslim minority, with long-

standing narratives of animosity and mistrust. 

2. 2012 and 2016 Escalation: 

o The crisis first began to escalate in 2012, when violent clashes erupted 

between the Buddhist and Muslim populations in Rakhine State, leading to 

mass displacement and deaths. However, the situation worsened significantly 

in 2016 when attacks by the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA), a 

Rohingya militant group, on Myanmar police posts led to an overwhelming 

military response. The military’s subsequent counter-insurgency operations 

in the region involved mass violence and human rights violations against 

Rohingya civilians. 

3. The 2017 Massacre and Forced Displacement: 

o In August 2017, a brutal military crackdown was launched in response to 

further attacks by ARSA on military posts. The Myanmar military, known as 

the Tatmadaw, conducted widespread atrocities, including burning villages, 

rape, mass killings, and the forced displacement of hundreds of thousands 

of Rohingya. 

o By September 2017, more than 700,000 Rohingya had fled to neighboring 

Bangladesh, making it one of the largest refugee crises in the world. The UN 

described the situation as “ethnic cleansing”, and there were growing calls for 

accountability and action from the international community. 

14.2 The UNSC’s Response to the Rohingya Crisis 
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The UNSC’s response to the Rohingya crisis has been largely ineffective. Despite the 

gravity of the situation, the Security Council has struggled to take meaningful action for 

several key reasons, including political divisions and the veto power held by China and 

Russia—both of which have been less inclined to criticize Myanmar due to strategic and 

geopolitical interests. 

1. Initial Statements and Condemnation: 

o The UNSC issued several statements of condemnation against the violence 

and called for an end to the military crackdown, but these statements lacked 

strong enforcement measures. The Council’s inability to adopt stronger 

resolutions reflected the broader paralysis within the UNSC when it came to 

addressing human rights abuses in Myanmar. 

2. Challenges of Veto Power: 

o Both China and Russia have been reluctant to impose sanctions or take 

stronger actions against Myanmar, primarily due to their strategic interests in 

the region. China, in particular, has maintained a close relationship with 

Myanmar, particularly in areas such as trade, infrastructure development, 

and energy partnerships. As a result, China has consistently blocked efforts 

to apply meaningful pressure on Myanmar through the UNSC. 

o Russia, similarly, has historically supported Myanmar's sovereignty and has 

refrained from taking a strong stance against the Myanmar government, 

complicating efforts to bring the crisis before the UNSC for more robust 

action. 

3. The Role of Other UN Bodies: 

o While the UNSC has been largely paralyzed, other UN bodies, such as the UN 

Human Rights Council (UNHRC) and the International Criminal Court 

(ICC), have taken more proactive steps. The UNHRC has led investigations 

into the atrocities committed by the Myanmar military, and a UN fact-finding 

mission in 2018 found evidence of genocide and crimes against humanity. 

The ICC has also initiated a preliminary examination into the situation, 

particularly focusing on the forced deportation of Rohingya to Bangladesh. 

4. Humanitarian Efforts and Refugee Assistance: 

o In response to the mass exodus of Rohingya refugees, the UNHCR (United 

Nations High Commissioner for Refugees) and other humanitarian 

organizations have been providing aid to the displaced population in 

Bangladesh, primarily in Cox's Bazar, which now hosts one of the largest 

refugee camps in the world. The UNSC, however, has failed to mobilize the 

necessary resources or take further action to address the root causes of the 

conflict or bring about an end to the violence. 

14.3 The Role of International and Regional Actors 

While the UNSC has largely failed to take decisive action, other international actors and 

regional organizations have also played a role in the Rohingya crisis. 

1. Bangladesh’s Role: 

o Bangladesh has become the primary refuge for displaced Rohingya, 

providing shelter, food, and medical care to hundreds of thousands of 

refugees. However, the pressure on Bangladesh has been immense, and the 

country has called on the international community for greater support and for 
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Myanmar to take responsibility for the repatriation of Rohingya refugees. 

Bangladesh has also pushed for greater international involvement in ensuring 

accountability for the atrocities committed. 

2. ASEAN’s Inaction: 

o The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN), of which Myanmar 

is a member, has been criticized for its lack of action regarding the crisis. 

ASEAN’s principle of non-interference and the lack of political will to 

challenge Myanmar’s government have rendered the organization ineffective 

in addressing the violence against the Rohingya. Human rights advocacy 

within ASEAN has been overshadowed by concerns about regional stability 

and economic interests. 

3. International Court of Justice (ICJ): 

o In 2019, The Gambia, on behalf of the Organization of Islamic 

Cooperation (OIC), brought a case against Myanmar at the International 

Court of Justice (ICJ), accusing the country of violating the Genocide 

Convention. In 2020, the ICJ ruled that Myanmar must take steps to prevent 

genocide and preserve evidence of the atrocities. This ruling represented one 

of the few avenues for accountability and international pressure on 

Myanmar. 

4. Western Governments and Sanctions: 

o Western governments, including the U.S., European Union, and Canada, 

have imposed sanctions on Myanmar, targeting its military leaders and 

military-owned enterprises. However, these sanctions have had limited 

effectiveness in compelling Myanmar to end its campaign of violence against 

the Rohingya, especially without broader UNSC-backed sanctions. 

14.4 The Ongoing Impact and Future Prospects 

The Rohingya crisis continues to have far-reaching implications for Myanmar, Bangladesh, 

and the international community. The Rohingya people remain in a state of displacement 

and vulnerability, with no clear pathway to repatriation or integration into the countries 

they now reside in. The UNSC's failure to act decisively in addressing the crisis has led to a 

loss of credibility for the United Nations as a whole. 

The future of the Rohingya people remains uncertain, but several key issues must be 

addressed for a meaningful resolution: 

1. Repatriation and Citizenship: 

o The repatriation of Rohingya refugees to Myanmar remains a critical issue, but 

safe and voluntary returns are not possible without guarantees of 

protection and citizenship for the Rohingya within Myanmar. Myanmar’s 

military-led government must recognize the Rohingya as citizens, end their 

persecution, and allow them to live with dignity and equality. 

2. Accountability and Justice: 

o There must be accountability for the atrocities committed against the 

Rohingya, including genocide, crimes against humanity, and war crimes. 

Efforts such as the ICJ case and international investigations must be 

supported, and the UNSC should push for accountability through 

international legal channels. 

3. International Pressure and Engagement: 
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o The international community, particularly the UNSC, must increase pressure 

on Myanmar to end the violence and protect minority groups. This requires 

greater unity among major powers and a commitment to addressing the root 

causes of the crisis. 

In the face of ongoing violence and displacement, the international community’s response 

will determine whether the Rohingya people can finally achieve justice, reconciliation, and 

return to their homes in safety. The failure to act decisively in the past serves as a painful 

reminder of the challenges and limitations of international intervention in the face of ethnic 

cleansing and genocide. 
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14.1 The Escalation of Violence Against the Rohingya 

The escalation of violence against the Rohingya people in Myanmar represents one of the 

most harrowing episodes of ethnic cleansing in the 21st century. The Rohingya, a Muslim 

minority group primarily located in the Rakhine State of Myanmar, had already faced 

significant discrimination and persecution for decades. However, the violence took an even 

more catastrophic turn starting in 2016, culminating in a massive military crackdown in 

2017, which is widely regarded as a campaign of ethnic cleansing and genocide. 

This section explores the key events leading up to the escalation of violence against the 

Rohingya, the systematic abuses they faced, and the factors that contributed to the near-total 

displacement of the Rohingya population from Myanmar. 

14.1.1 Background of Discrimination and Marginalization 

The Rohingya have been subjected to decades of discrimination in Myanmar, with 

systematic exclusion from citizenship, access to education, healthcare, and the freedom of 

movement. Since 1982, the government of Myanmar has refused to recognize the Rohingya 

as one of the country's official ethnic groups, rendering them stateless. This denial of 

citizenship and basic rights laid the groundwork for the violent repression that would follow. 

The Rohingya lived in Rakhine State, one of Myanmar's poorest and most isolated regions, 

where they faced continuous marginalization by the Buddhist majority population. The 

government systematically restricted their access to jobs, healthcare, and education while 

imposing curfews, movement restrictions, and other policies that made it impossible for the 

Rohingya to live with any sense of normalcy or dignity. 

14.1.2 The 2012 Rakhine Riots 

The violence against the Rohingya began to take an even more dangerous turn in 2012, when 

ethnic tensions erupted in Rakhine State. Buddhist extremists clashed with the Rohingya 

population, resulting in dozens of deaths and the displacement of thousands of people. The 

violence sparked inter-communal fighting that led to the destruction of many Rohingya 

villages and forced them into overcrowded refugee camps. 

During this period, the Rohingya were blamed for the violence by some elements of 

Myanmar's population, further deepening the divide between the Rohingya and the Buddhist 

majority. This event marked the beginning of a more intensified campaign of 

discrimination, but the worst was yet to come. 

14.1.3 The 2016 Attack and the Military Response 

The real escalation of violence against the Rohingya occurred in October 2016 after a series 

of attacks carried out by the Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA)—a Rohingya 

militant group—on Myanmar police posts in Rakhine State. While the attacks resulted in 

the deaths of several police officers, they were relatively small in scale, and there was no 

evidence that they posed a significant threat to Myanmar's national security. 
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However, the response from Myanmar's military (Tatmadaw) was disproportionate and 

catastrophic. The Tatmadaw's counterinsurgency operations in response to the attacks 

were marked by widespread human rights abuses. Thousands of Rohingya civilians were 

targeted in brutal military operations, including mass killings, rapes, torture, and burning 

of entire villages. Tens of thousands of Rohingya were forced to flee their homes as the 

military burned their villages to the ground. The military crackdown was carried out with 

the tacit approval, or at least indifference, of Myanmar’s civilian government led by Aung 

San Suu Kyi. 

The violence intensified in August 2017, when ARSA launched a series of coordinated 

attacks on military posts in Rakhine State, killing over 70 people, including police officers 

and soldiers. In response, the military escalated its brutal operations even further, launching a 

massive offensive on the Rohingya population. 

14.1.4 The 2017 Genocidal Crackdown 

By August 2017, the situation reached its horrific peak. The Myanmar military launched a 

coordinated campaign of violence and atrocities that has since been widely recognized as 

ethnic cleansing and genocide. Over a period of several months, military forces carried out 

widespread killings, rape, torture, and the destruction of entire villages. Entire 

communities of Rohingya were forced to flee for their lives as the military burned their 

homes, fields, and livelihoods. 

The Myanmar military also set up checkpoints, where they stopped fleeing Rohingya, 

tortured, and executed them. Women and girls were subjected to rape, while infants and 

children were killed. This state-sponsored violence left thousands dead and resulted in the 

displacement of over 700,000 Rohingya who fled to neighboring Bangladesh. Many sought 

refuge in the Cox’s Bazar refugee camps, creating one of the largest and most overcrowded 

refugee crises in the world. 

14.1.5 The International Response and Inaction 

The international response to the violence against the Rohingya has been largely 

insufficient, and this failure has only compounded the suffering of the affected population. 

The United Nations quickly condemned the violence, with the UN Human Rights Council 

(UNHRC) describing the acts as ethnic cleansing, but the UN Security Council (UNSC) 

was unable to take meaningful action due to political divisions and veto power. 

While the UN launched investigations into the atrocities and pushed for accountability for 

the perpetrators, no concrete measures were taken to stop the violence while it was ongoing. 

China and Russia both defended Myanmar at the UNSC, blocking efforts to impose 

sanctions or call for stronger international pressure on the Myanmar government. 

Despite widespread international outrage, the Rohingya continued to face harsh conditions in 

the refugee camps in Bangladesh, where they were subject to poverty, lack of basic 

services, and unresolved trauma. The UN and various aid organizations were left to manage 

the crisis, but the inability of the international community to pressure Myanmar into ending 

the violence led to prolonged suffering for the Rohingya people. 

14.1.6 The Ongoing Aftermath of the Violence 
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The aftermath of the violence against the Rohingya has left a deep and enduring scar on the 

region. While many Rohingya refugees have sought refuge in Bangladesh, most are still 

unable to return to their homes in Myanmar due to the ongoing threat of violence, lack of 

security guarantees, and the Myanmar military’s continued control over Rakhine State. 

Myanmar’s military regime continues to deny the genocide and atrocities, and the Rohingya 

are still subject to a systematic campaign of repression. Despite the 2017 atrocities being 

widely recognized as genocide, the international legal system has yet to deliver justice or 

hold Myanmar accountable for its actions. 

This chapter of Rohingya history is far from over, and the continued violence, 

displacement, and failure to achieve justice are defining features of the crisis. The 

Myanmar government’s refusal to acknowledge its crimes, combined with the inaction of 

the international community, has left the Rohingya people trapped in a cycle of persecution 

and suffering that is unlikely to end without significant and sustained intervention. 
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14.2 The UNSC’s Inaction in the Face of Ethnic Cleansing 

The UN Security Council's (UNSC) inaction during the Rohingya crisis is a stark example 

of the limitations and failures of the international community to address egregious human 

rights violations and ethnic cleansing when geopolitical interests, particularly the power 

dynamics within the Security Council, are at play. Despite the scale of the violence and the 

overwhelming evidence of genocide, the UNSC was largely paralyzed in its response, and 

the Rohingya continued to face atrocities with little meaningful intervention. 

14.2.1 The UNSC’s Initial Response and Divisions 

When the violence against the Rohingya escalated in 2017, and reports of mass killings, 

rape, and the destruction of entire villages flooded international media, there was 

widespread condemnation from various actors, including human rights organizations and 

governments. However, the UN Security Council failed to take decisive action. The UNSC 

initially issued statements of concern, but its response remained overwhelmingly diplomatic 

and unspecific. 

The most significant challenge to a stronger UNSC response came from Myanmar's key 

allies, particularly China and Russia. Both nations consistently defended Myanmar's actions, 

arguing that the violence was an internal matter for Myanmar to resolve without foreign 

interference. This defensive stance had a direct impact on the UNSC's ability to reach a 

consensus on meaningful actions such as imposing sanctions or calling for an immediate 

ceasefire. With China and Russia holding veto power on the Security Council, they were 

able to block any resolutions that called for tangible measures to halt the violence. 

14.2.2 The Veto Power: Blocking Accountability and Action 

The veto power held by the permanent members of the UNSC—China, Russia, the United 

States, the United Kingdom, and France—has been a key factor in the paralysis of the UNSC 

during the Rohingya crisis. In particular, China and Russia took positions that made it 

impossible for the UNSC to take strong, effective actions. 

China, as Myanmar's major trading partner and a key political ally, was deeply committed to 

ensuring that Myanmar's sovereignty was not undermined. The Chinese government 

consistently vetoed or blocked UNSC resolutions that would have pressured Myanmar to stop 

the violence, such as those proposing economic sanctions or international condemnation of 

Myanmar's military actions. China’s stance was largely driven by strategic interests in 

maintaining its relationship with Myanmar, which is considered a critical partner in its Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI) and other regional infrastructure projects. 

Similarly, Russia, another permanent member of the UNSC, also blocked any attempts to 

impose pressure on Myanmar, citing concerns over national sovereignty and non-

interference. Russia’s interests in Myanmar were largely rooted in military and economic 

cooperation, including arms sales, and it too rejected any external pressure on Myanmar's 

government. 

These vetoes from China and Russia rendered the UNSC powerless, leaving the 

international community largely unable to take collective action to address the crisis. 
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14.2.3 Inability to Implement Effective Sanctions 

One of the most critical tools available to the UNSC to prevent and respond to acts of ethnic 

cleansing is the imposition of sanctions. However, the UNSC was unable to impose 

meaningful sanctions on Myanmar. Economic sanctions that could have targeted Myanmar’s 

military and government officials, such as a freeze on military assets or a ban on arms 

sales, were blocked by the veto power of China and Russia. This lack of sanctions meant that 

the Myanmar military could continue its campaign of repression against the Rohingya with 

impunity, without fear of significant economic consequences or pressure from the 

international community. 

The failure of the UNSC to impose sanctions or other forms of punitive measures in 

response to the violence signaled to Myanmar and other countries that there would be few 

consequences for engaging in acts of ethnic cleansing. This inaction reinforced the sense of 

impunity that allowed the military to continue its operations. 

14.2.4 The UNSC’s Inability to Act Due to Divisions 

The Rohingya crisis laid bare the deep divisions within the UNSC on issues of 

intervention, sovereignty, and human rights. The global power dynamics and conflicting 

national interests meant that the UNSC struggled to act cohesively in the face of a human 

rights disaster. Western powers, including the United States and the European Union, were 

vocal in their condemnation of the violence and pushed for stronger UNSC action. However, 

these efforts were consistently blocked by Russia and China. 

Even within the broader international community, there were mixed views on how to 

approach the crisis. Some states prioritized human rights and accountability, while others 

were more concerned with economic ties and regional stability. This lack of consensus 

within the UNSC led to diplomatic gridlock, preventing meaningful resolutions or 

interventions. 

The lack of action by the UN Security Council also underscores the broader failure of 

multilateral institutions to address ethnic cleansing in a timely and effective manner. The 

inability of the UNSC to act in the face of overwhelming evidence of human rights violations 

raised serious questions about its credibility as the world's foremost body for ensuring 

international peace and security. 

14.2.5 The Ongoing Crisis and Accountability Gaps 

The UNSC’s inaction has had long-lasting consequences for the Rohingya people. With little 

international support, the Rohingya continued to suffer as refugees in Bangladesh and face 

continued displacement, poverty, and abuses. The lack of pressure on the Myanmar 

government to end the violence or provide accountability for the perpetrators has left the 

Rohingya in a state of statelessness, with no clear path to return to Myanmar or to reclaim 

their rights. 

The failure of the UNSC to act decisively during the 2017 crackdown has also left a void in 

accountability mechanisms. While The Gambia brought a case against Myanmar before the 

International Court of Justice (ICJ), progress has been slow, and Myanmar has repeatedly 

denied the charges of genocide. The UNSC's inability to pass resolutions holding Myanmar 
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accountable has left the Rohingya crisis unresolved, with the root causes of violence 

remaining largely unaddressed. 

14.2.6 Reassessing the UNSC’s Role in Preventing Atrocities 

The Rohingya crisis represents a critical moment in the history of the UN Security Council 

and the international system more broadly. It underscores the need for urgent reforms to 

ensure that the UNSC can effectively prevent atrocities, particularly in cases where 

permanent members may have strategic interests that conflict with humanitarian 

imperatives. 

Reforms to the veto system, or at the very least greater transparency and accountability for 

veto use, are necessary to prevent situations like the Rohingya crisis from being ignored or 

downplayed due to the political interests of powerful member states. Without such changes, 

the UNSC’s credibility will continue to erode, and the international community will remain 

ill-equipped to respond to future genocides and crimes against humanity. 
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14.3 The Role of China and Russia in Shielding Myanmar 

The role of China and Russia in shielding Myanmar during the Rohingya crisis has been a 

critical factor in the UN Security Council’s (UNSC) inability to respond effectively to the 

atrocities committed against the Rohingya people. Both countries, as permanent members of 

the UNSC with veto power, played a significant role in blocking meaningful international 

action. Their geopolitical and strategic interests in Myanmar led them to consistently protect 

the Myanmar government from accountability, preventing the UNSC from imposing 

sanctions, taking stronger measures, or even condemning the violence. 

14.3.1 Geopolitical and Strategic Interests in Myanmar 

Both China and Russia have longstanding political, military, and economic ties with 

Myanmar. For both countries, Myanmar serves as a key partner in Southeast Asia, with deep 

cooperation in areas such as trade, infrastructure development, and military relations. 

 China has become Myanmar’s largest trading partner and a critical ally in the 

region. Myanmar is an essential part of China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), 

which aims to increase China’s influence through infrastructure development and 

regional connectivity. Myanmar provides China with a strategic gateway to the 

Indian Ocean and is key to facilitating access to important sea routes for trade and 

energy supply. 

 Russia has significant military interests in Myanmar. Over the years, Russia has 

been a key arms supplier to Myanmar, selling the country sophisticated weaponry, 

including fighter jets, artillery, and small arms. The military relationship between 

Russia and Myanmar is an important aspect of their bilateral ties and part of Russia’s 

broader strategy to maintain influence in Southeast Asia. Myanmar’s military junta 

has consistently relied on Russian arms and support in its military campaigns, 

including against the Rohingya. 

Given these geopolitical ties, both China and Russia were reluctant to take action against 

Myanmar, fearing that a strong international response would undermine their influence in the 

region and hurt their strategic interests. This motivated them to protect Myanmar’s 

sovereignty at all costs, even at the expense of international human rights norms. 

14.3.2 Shielding Myanmar from UNSC Accountability 

As permanent members of the UNSC with veto power, China and Russia had the ability to 

block any UNSC resolutions that would have imposed sanctions or condemned Myanmar’s 

actions. In response to the 2017 Rohingya crisis, both countries repeatedly used their veto 

power to shield Myanmar from international censure and accountability. 

 China, in particular, played a key role in protecting Myanmar at the UNSC. Despite 

widespread international condemnation of the violence, China consistently blocked 

resolutions that called for sanctions or any form of punitive action against Myanmar. 

China’s diplomatic stance was grounded in its desire to avoid any intervention that 

would damage its relationship with Myanmar, which was seen as a critical strategic 

partner in the region. Instead of calling for punitive measures, China argued for 
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dialogue and domestic reconciliation as the solution to the crisis, thus preventing 

any substantial UNSC action. 

 Russia similarly defended Myanmar’s actions, maintaining that the violence was an 

internal issue and thus not the responsibility of the international community to 

address. Russia has also benefited from strong military ties with Myanmar, including 

the sale of arms and military technology. The Russian government’s strategic 

interests in Myanmar outweighed any concern for human rights violations, which led 

it to prevent the UNSC from passing strong resolutions that could damage the 

relationship. Like China, Russia supported a non-interventionist approach, focusing 

on sovereignty and domestic affairs as the main arguments against external 

interference. 

By consistently vetoing or blocking UNSC action against Myanmar, China and Russia 

effectively shielded Myanmar from international scrutiny and accountability for the 

violence. Their diplomatic efforts ensured that Myanmar could continue its brutal campaign 

against the Rohingya without fear of significant international consequences. 

14.3.3 The Impact of China and Russia’s Actions 

The actions of China and Russia in the UNSC had a devastating impact on the Rohingya 

crisis. Their support for Myanmar’s government allowed the military junta to continue its 

ethnic cleansing campaign with minimal international pressure. This shielding prevented the 

UNSC from fulfilling its responsibility to protect civilians and ensure international peace 

and security, as outlined in its mandate. 

 The lack of sanctions and the absence of strong international condemnation 

allowed Myanmar’s military to continue its repression of the Rohingya people, 

resulting in the deaths of thousands and the displacement of over 700,000 Rohingya 

to neighboring Bangladesh. The UNSC’s inability to act also created a sense of 

impunity, signaling that powerful countries could shield their allies from 

international accountability for genocide and crimes against humanity. 

 The failure to address the crisis also raised questions about the credibility of the 

UN Security Council and its ability to respond to humanitarian emergencies 

effectively. The veto power of China and Russia allowed these countries to act as 

gatekeepers of international action, undermining the legitimacy of the UNSC as a 

body capable of upholding human rights and international law. 

14.3.4 International Criticism of China and Russia’s Role 

The role of China and Russia in shielding Myanmar has drawn significant international 

criticism. Many countries and international organizations, including the European Union, 

the United States, and human rights groups, have condemned China and Russia for 

protecting Myanmar’s government from accountability and obstructing efforts to hold the 

perpetrators of the violence responsible. 

 Human rights organizations like Human Rights Watch and Amnesty 

International have strongly criticized China and Russia for their support of 

Myanmar’s military regime, accusing them of enabling atrocities against the 

Rohingya. These groups have argued that China and Russia’s actions undermined the 

international community’s ability to intervene in a timely and meaningful way, 
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allowing Myanmar’s leadership to continue its ethnic cleansing campaign without 

repercussions. 

 The United States and several European nations have also voiced their frustration 

with China’s and Russia’s role, with some calling for reforms to the veto system at 

the UNSC to prevent any one country from blocking action in the face of gross 

human rights violations. 

14.3.5 Reforms and the Need for Accountability 

The shielding of Myanmar by China and Russia highlights the urgent need for reform in 

the way the UNSC operates, particularly regarding the veto power held by its permanent 

members. Many experts argue that the current system, which allows a few powerful states to 

block international action, undermines the UNSC’s effectiveness in addressing crises such as 

the Rohingya genocide. 

 Proposals to reform the veto system have gained traction, with some calling for 

limitations on the use of the veto in situations involving human rights violations or 

genocide. Others advocate for greater transparency and accountability in the use of 

the veto, ensuring that its application aligns with international law and the UN's 

humanitarian principles. 

 Additionally, some advocate for alternative mechanisms to hold countries 

accountable in situations where the UNSC is paralyzed. These could include 

accountability through the International Criminal Court (ICC) or regional 

organizations taking on a greater role in addressing international crises. 

14.3.6 Conclusion: The Consequences of Shielding Myanmar 

The role of China and Russia in shielding Myanmar from international action during the 

Rohingya crisis has had profound consequences for the victims of the violence and for the 

international community as a whole. The UNSC’s inability to take decisive action not only 

led to the continuation of ethnic cleansing but also highlighted the ineffectiveness of the 

international system in responding to large-scale human rights abuses when geopolitical 

interests are involved. The crisis underscores the urgent need for reform within the UNSC to 

ensure that human rights and accountability can be prioritized over political and strategic 

considerations in future conflicts. 
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14.4 The International Community’s Response and 

Aftermath 

The international response to the Rohingya crisis was marked by a combination of 

condemnation, humanitarian assistance, and political pressure, but ultimately fell short in 

preventing or stopping the ethnic cleansing. Despite the atrocities committed against the 

Rohingya people, the international community was largely ineffective in mobilizing a 

coordinated response to address the crisis, particularly in the context of Myanmar’s 

political and military support from China and Russia at the United Nations Security 

Council (UNSC). The aftermath of the crisis has had long-lasting consequences, both for the 

Rohingya and the international community’s credibility in handling such conflicts. 

14.4.1 Humanitarian Efforts and International Aid 

While the UNSC was paralyzed and unable to act, there was significant international 

mobilization in terms of humanitarian aid and refugee assistance. Neighboring 

Bangladesh became the primary host country for the over 700,000 Rohingya refugees who 

fled Myanmar in the aftermath of the violence. 

 International organizations, including the United Nations High Commissioner for 

Refugees (UNHCR), the World Food Programme (WFP), and numerous NGOs, 

provided crucial food, shelter, and medical aid to the displaced population in 

Bangladesh. The Cox's Bazar refugee camp, one of the largest in the world, became 

a focal point for international aid efforts. 

 Governments and international organizations also contributed financial support 

for refugee camps, and several countries, including the European Union, United 

States, and Canada, imposed sanctions on Myanmar. However, the focus on 

humanitarian aid alone did not address the deeper political and military causes of 

the crisis, nor did it significantly affect Myanmar’s actions. 

14.4.2 The International Criminal Court (ICC) and Accountability 

One of the most notable responses came from the International Criminal Court (ICC), 

which, after years of inaction from the UNSC, initiated an investigation into the atrocities 

against the Rohingya. The ICC’s involvement marked an attempt to pursue justice and hold 

Myanmar’s leadership accountable for crimes against humanity. 

 In 2019, the ICC authorized an investigation into the alleged genocide, war crimes, 

and crimes against humanity committed against the Rohingya, specifically focusing 

on forced deportations and sexual violence. The investigation is seen as a 

significant step forward in holding perpetrators accountable, especially since 

Myanmar is not a signatory to the Rome Statute, which established the ICC. This 

legal pursuit, however, has been slow, and Myanmar’s refusal to cooperate with the 

court has presented challenges. 

 The UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC) also called for the establishment of an 

international independent mechanism to gather evidence of crimes committed 

against the Rohingya, aiming to eventually prosecute those responsible. However, the 

legal proceedings have been hindered by Myanmar’s continued denial of the 
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accusations and the lack of a UNSC consensus on imposing sanctions or taking 

stronger measures. 

14.4.3 Diplomatic and Political Responses 

Diplomatic efforts from countries and organizations around the world were mainly centered 

on calling for an end to the violence and advocating for the safe return of the refugees to 

Myanmar. However, China and Russia’s shield of Myanmar at the UNSC prevented any 

substantial political or security-related intervention. 

 Several Western governments, including the United States, Canada, and the 

European Union, imposed targeted sanctions on Myanmar’s military leaders and 

military-owned businesses in response to the violence. These sanctions were meant to 

put pressure on Myanmar’s government, but they did not significantly alter the course 

of the violence or encourage a change in government policies. 

 ASEAN (Association of Southeast Asian Nations), a regional organization, played a 

less active role in addressing the crisis. Despite efforts by some members to engage 

diplomatically with Myanmar, ASEAN’s consensus-based approach made it difficult 

to take strong action. The organization’s lack of unity on the issue and its emphasis 

on non-interference in internal affairs allowed Myanmar to resist external pressure 

and further delayed a regional response to the crisis. 

14.4.4 The Role of Myanmar’s Allies: China and Russia 

As mentioned earlier, the role of China and Russia in protecting Myanmar from 

international scrutiny was a key factor in the international community’s failure to respond 

decisively. Both countries not only blocked UNSC resolutions but also used their influence 

to ensure that Myanmar faced no significant repercussions for its actions. 

 China maintained a strategic relationship with Myanmar, with its interests in the 

region focused on trade, military cooperation, and regional stability. Despite the 

global outcry over the Rohingya genocide, China consistently defended Myanmar’s 

sovereignty, calling the crisis an internal affair and refraining from supporting any 

sanctions or international interventions. 

 Russia also maintained its support for Myanmar, particularly due to its military ties 

with the country. Myanmar’s government, led by the military junta, has been one of 

Russia’s main partners in Southeast Asia, and the Russian government did not 

want to jeopardize this relationship by supporting international action against 

Myanmar. Russia’s stance further isolated the UNSC and allowed Myanmar’s 

government to continue its policies with impunity. 

14.4.5 The Legacy and Ongoing Impact 

The aftermath of the Rohingya crisis left a profound legacy on both the Rohingya people 

and the international community. For the Rohingya, the violence and displacement have 

resulted in long-term suffering and uncertainty. Refugee camps in Bangladesh continue to 

house hundreds of thousands of Rohingya, with limited access to education, healthcare, and 

livelihood opportunities. The hope for repatriation has dimmed as the Myanmar 

government has shown no real willingness to allow the return of the refugees under safe and 

dignified conditions. 
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 Despite some international aid and legal proceedings, the lack of justice and the 

ongoing denial of rights to the Rohingya people have had a devastating impact on 

their prospects for long-term peace and reconciliation. The absence of 

accountability for those responsible for the violence means that the Rohingya people 

continue to face systematic discrimination and violence within Myanmar. 

 For the international community, the failure to act in the Rohingya crisis has 

severely damaged the credibility of institutions like the UN and the UNSC. The crisis 

highlighted the paralysis of the UN Security Council when it came to addressing 

human rights violations in the face of great power interests. The veto power held 

by China and Russia has been widely criticized for preventing meaningful action, 

and calls for reforming the UNSC and its decision-making process have gained 

significant traction in the wake of the crisis. 

14.4.6 Moving Forward: The Need for Reform and Accountability 

The international community must learn from the Rohingya crisis and take steps to prevent 

such atrocities from happening again. This involves not only improving the effectiveness of 

the UNSC in responding to humanitarian crises but also ensuring that international law and 

human rights principles are upheld regardless of political and strategic considerations. 

 Reforms to the UNSC, particularly regarding the veto system, are essential to ensure 

that powerful countries cannot shield their allies from accountability. Stronger 

accountability mechanisms must be established to ensure that victims of human 

rights abuses can find justice, and that those responsible for atrocities face 

meaningful consequences. 

 Furthermore, the international community must work to ensure that the Rohingya 

people are supported in their refugee status, that efforts for their safe repatriation 

are upheld, and that Myanmar is held accountable for the atrocities committed during 

the ethnic cleansing. 

In conclusion, the Rohingya crisis and the international community’s response have left a 

profound mark on global politics and humanitarian efforts. While the crisis exposed the 

limitations of the current international system, it also highlighted the urgent need for reform 

and a renewed commitment to human rights and justice in the face of atrocities. 
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Chapter 15: The Future of the UNSC: Reform or 

Irrelevance? 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC), as one of the primary mechanisms for 

maintaining international peace and security, has faced increasing scrutiny over its ability to 

effectively address modern conflicts and humanitarian crises. As the world becomes more 

interconnected and the geopolitical landscape shifts, questions about the UNSC's relevance, 

effectiveness, and credibility have gained prominence. This chapter explores the challenges 

facing the UNSC, potential reforms, and the possibility of its continued relevance or descent 

into irrelevance in the modern world. 

 

15.1 The UNSC’s Current Structure and Limitations 

The UNSC, established in the aftermath of World War II as part of the UN Charter, was 

designed to maintain international peace and security. It comprises 15 members, including 5 

permanent members (P5) with veto power (the United States, Russia, China, France, and 

United Kingdom) and 10 non-permanent members elected for two-year terms. 

However, this structure has come under increasing criticism for several key reasons: 

 Veto Power and Gridlock: The most significant issue facing the UNSC is the veto 

power held by the P5 members. This power allows any one of the permanent 

members to block any substantive resolution, often leading to deadlock on critical 

issues, such as human rights abuses, armed conflicts, and genocides. For example, 

during the Syrian Civil War, the Russian and Chinese vetoes consistently blocked 

actions that could have potentially stopped the violence or protected civilians. 

 Representation: The current membership of the UNSC is widely seen as outdated, 

reflecting the power dynamics of the mid-20th century, rather than the modern 

geopolitical order. The rise of new powers, such as India, Brazil, Germany, and 

Japan, has led to calls for increased representation. Many argue that the UNSC no 

longer reflects the demographic and economic realities of the 21st century and that 

new permanent members should be added. 

 Lack of Accountability: Another limitation of the UNSC is its lack of effective 

accountability for its actions, or lack thereof. The UNSC often fails to follow through 

on its decisions, and states that violate international law are rarely held 

accountable. For example, the UNSC’s inaction in the Rohingya crisis, Syria, and 

Yemen has contributed to the failure of the international community to respond to 

crimes against humanity. 

 

15.2 The Challenges Facing the UNSC in the 21st Century 

The UNSC faces several challenges as it attempts to adapt to the complexities of 

contemporary global politics. These challenges include the changing nature of conflicts, the 

rise of non-state actors, and global power shifts. 
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1. Complexity of Modern Conflicts: Modern conflicts are often multi-dimensional, 

involving not only state actors but also non-state actors, militant groups, and 

terrorist organizations. This creates complications for the UNSC, which has 

historically dealt with more traditional, state-centered conflicts. The lack of 

consensus on how to address issues like terrorism, cyber warfare, and climate-

induced migration further complicates the UNSC's role in the 21st century. 

2. Rise of Non-State Actors: The growing influence of non-state actors, such as 

terrorist organizations (e.g., ISIS, Al-Qaeda) and militant groups, has challenged 

the UNSC's traditional approach to security. Many conflicts now involve actors that 

are difficult to address through the current structure of the UNSC. The UNSC’s 

inability to adequately respond to such threats, particularly in regions like the Middle 

East, has diminished its relevance in combating contemporary security challenges. 

3. Global Power Shifts: The traditional dominance of the U.S., Russia, and China in 

the UNSC is increasingly contested by emerging powers. India, Brazil, Germany, 

and Japan have all called for permanent membership in the UNSC, arguing that they 

represent a significant portion of the global population, economy, and geopolitical 

influence. However, resistance from current P5 members, particularly China and the 

United States, has hindered efforts for UNSC reform. 

4. Globalization and Humanitarian Crises: Globalization has led to an increase in 

cross-border challenges such as refugee flows, pandemics, and climate change, 

which require a more coordinated global response. The UNSC, which was primarily 

designed to address issues of armed conflict and state security, is often ill-equipped 

to respond effectively to these broader global challenges. This has undermined its 

credibility as an institution capable of addressing human security in the modern era. 

 

15.3 Calls for Reform: Proposals and Debates 

Given the limitations of the UNSC, there have been widespread calls for reform to make the 

body more inclusive, effective, and responsive to contemporary challenges. These proposals 

focus on a few key areas: 

1. Expansion of Permanent Membership: One of the most widely discussed reforms is 

the expansion of permanent membership. Countries such as India, Brazil, 

Germany, and Japan have long advocated for the addition of new permanent 

members, arguing that the current P5 does not adequately represent the global power 

structure. Proponents of this reform argue that new permanent members would bring 

more diversity and legitimacy to the UNSC. 

2. Limiting the Veto: Another proposal is to limit or abolish the veto power of the P5 

members. Critics of the veto argue that it prevents meaningful action on pressing 

international issues, such as humanitarian crises and armed conflicts. Regional 

vetoes, dual vetoes, or a supermajority system could be proposed as alternatives, 

allowing for greater flexibility and cooperation in decision-making. 

3. Improving Accountability and Transparency: Calls for greater accountability and 

transparency in UNSC actions are also prominent. Independent oversight 

mechanisms and more transparent decision-making processes could help restore 

confidence in the UNSC and ensure that it lives up to its mandate of maintaining 

international peace and security. 
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4. Enhancing the Role of Non-Permanent Members: Another area for reform involves 

empowering the non-permanent members of the UNSC. Currently, they often feel 

marginalized in the decision-making process, with the P5 countries holding 

disproportionate influence. Increasing the role of non-permanent members, possibly 

through rotational leadership or more direct involvement in key decisions, could 

make the UNSC more representative and inclusive. 

5. Reform of Decision-Making: Some experts argue for a reform of the decision-

making structure to address global challenges more effectively. The UNSC could 

adopt a more flexible approach to dealing with emerging global security threats, such 

as cyber warfare, climate change, and terrorism. This could involve greater 

collaboration with regional organizations like the European Union (EU) and 

ASEAN, as well as better integration with global governance mechanisms. 

 

15.4 The Future of the UNSC: Reform or Irrelevance? 

The future of the UNSC depends on its ability to adapt to the rapidly changing international 

landscape. If the UNSC fails to implement meaningful reforms, it risks becoming irrelevant 

in the face of emerging global challenges. Global power shifts, the increasing importance 

of non-state actors, and the complexity of modern conflicts may continue to expose the 

UNSC’s limitations, undermining its authority and effectiveness. 

However, the UNSC also has an opportunity to reinvent itself as a more inclusive, 

responsive, and accountable body. Reform is essential to ensuring that the UNSC remains a 

relevant and effective force in maintaining international peace and security. Global 

cooperation and dialogue will be key to shaping the future of the UNSC and determining 

whether it can adapt to the evolving demands of the international system. 

In conclusion, the reform or irrelevance of the UNSC will largely depend on the willingness 

of member states to engage in meaningful reform. As the world continues to evolve, the 

UNSC must be prepared to address not only traditional security issues but also the 

emerging global challenges of the 21st century. Without reform, the UNSC may find itself 

increasingly irrelevant in the face of a rapidly changing world order. 
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15.1 Criticisms of the UNSC’s Structure and Function 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC), established in 1945 as a principal organ of 

the United Nations, was designed to maintain international peace and security. However, over 

the decades, the UNSC’s structure and function have faced widespread criticism from 

various quarters due to its perceived ineffectiveness, bias, and lack of responsiveness to 

modern global challenges. These criticisms highlight the outdated nature of its design and 

the increasing ineffectiveness of its decision-making processes in addressing contemporary 

issues. 

1. Veto Power and the P5's Dominance 

The most prominent criticism of the UNSC is the veto power held by the five permanent 

members (P5) — the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom. The 

P5's veto power gives each of these countries the ability to block any substantive resolution, 

even if it has the support of the majority of the council members. This has led to several key 

issues: 

 Deadlock on Key Issues: The veto has resulted in repeated deadlocks on critical 

issues, such as human rights abuses, genocides, and armed conflicts. For instance, 

during the Syrian Civil War, the Russian and Chinese vetoes repeatedly blocked 

resolutions that would have imposed sanctions or taken stronger action to end the 

violence. This has undermined the UNSC’s role in addressing pressing international 

crises. 

 Inequity in Decision-Making: The veto power gives disproportionate influence to 

just five countries, undermining the idea of global equality in decision-making. 

Critics argue that the current system creates an inherent inequality, with small and 

medium-sized nations having limited ability to influence the UNSC's decisions, 

particularly when the P5 countries’ interests diverge from those of the broader 

international community. 

 Political Manipulation: The veto power has also led to political manipulation by 

the P5. Each permanent member tends to prioritize its own geopolitical interests, 

often using their veto to protect strategic or economic alliances, even at the cost of 

global peace and security. This has created an environment where humanitarian 

concerns can be ignored if they conflict with the P5's strategic or political goals. 

2. Outdated Representation of Global Power 

The structure of the UNSC reflects the post-World War II power dynamics, with the five 

permanent members being the victors of the war and the major powers of the time. This has 

led to criticism of the UNSC’s lack of reflection of the modern geopolitical landscape: 

 Absence of Key Global Players: Emerging powers such as India, Brazil, 

Germany, and Japan have argued that they should be granted permanent 

membership due to their growing economic, political, and demographic 

significance. They contend that the current structure does not represent the global 

realities of the 21st century and that the current permanent members do not reflect the 

changing nature of global power dynamics. 
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 Underrepresentation of Developing Countries: Critics argue that the UNSC’s 

composition disproportionately favors the Global North while underrepresenting 

countries in the Global South, which are often the most affected by conflicts, 

humanitarian crises, and climate change. The African Union (AU) and Latin 

American countries, for example, have repeatedly called for more representation in 

the UNSC, as their regions face numerous challenges that require a more direct and 

influential presence in global decision-making. 

 Imbalanced Regional Power Distribution: While the P5 members are concentrated 

in Europe, North America, and East Asia, there is no permanent representation for 

regions like Africa, the Middle East, and Latin America. For example, Africa — 

with its vast population and numerous conflicts — has no permanent member in the 

UNSC, despite being a central concern in matters of peace and security. 

3. Inability to Address Modern Threats 

The UNSC’s primary mandate is to maintain international peace and security, but critics 

argue that it has failed to adapt to the changing nature of global threats. In particular, the 

UNSC is often ill-equipped to respond to non-traditional security threats, such as: 

 Terrorism and Non-State Actors: The rise of non-state actors, including terrorist 

groups such as ISIS, Al-Qaeda, and other militant organizations, has complicated the 

UNSC’s ability to address global security challenges. Traditional peacekeeping 

operations and diplomacy are less effective against decentralized, transnational 

organizations that do not adhere to state-based systems of warfare. 

 Cybersecurity Threats: The growing threat of cyber-attacks — from nation-states 

as well as non-state actors — has added a new layer of complexity to global security. 

The UNSC has struggled to address these emerging cybersecurity challenges, largely 

due to its traditional focus on military conflicts and interstate war. 

 Climate Change: Climate-induced conflict and the human security threats 

associated with global warming, such as natural disasters, refugee crises, and 

resource scarcity, have become increasingly significant. The UNSC has been slow to 

recognize climate change as a security threat, despite growing evidence that 

environmental factors contribute to violent conflicts around the world. 

 Health Crises and Pandemics: The UNSC is also largely ineffective in dealing with 

global public health threats, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. While the World 

Health Organization (WHO) and other agencies play central roles in responding to 

health crises, the UNSC has yet to adequately address the role of health security in 

maintaining international peace and stability. 

4. Lack of Effective Accountability Mechanisms 

Despite being entrusted with the responsibility to maintain international peace and 

security, the UNSC lacks robust accountability mechanisms for both its members and the 

states it is supposed to protect. The following issues contribute to the UNSC’s diminishing 

effectiveness: 

 Failure to Enforce Resolutions: The UNSC often passes resolutions without 

enforcing them. While it can pass sanctions or military interventions, it lacks a 

reliable mechanism to ensure compliance by member states or third parties. For 

example, UNSC sanctions against North Korea have had limited success in curbing 
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its nuclear program, largely due to the lack of a comprehensive enforcement 

strategy. 

 Selective Action and Bias: The UNSC’s actions (or lack thereof) often seem to be 

selective, leading to accusations of bias and double standards. The UNSC has been 

criticized for responding with urgency to certain crises, while neglecting others that 

may be less politically expedient for the permanent members. This selectivity 

undermines the UNSC's credibility as an impartial and just authority on global peace 

and security. 

 Ineffective Peacekeeping Operations: Peacekeeping missions authorized by the 

UNSC often face challenges in maintaining stability, particularly when faced with 

uncooperative or hostile parties. Peacekeepers frequently lack the mandates, 

resources, or support needed to fulfill their missions effectively. In situations like the 

Rwandan Genocide and the Bosnian War, peacekeeping forces were unable to 

prevent atrocities, despite being deployed under UNSC mandates. 

 

Conclusion 

The criticism of the UNSC’s structure and function highlights significant gaps in its ability 

to respond to the complexities and realities of modern global security. The veto power of 

the P5, outdated representation, inability to address non-traditional threats, and lack of 

effective accountability have all contributed to an erosion of the UNSC’s credibility and 

relevance. To fulfill its primary mandate of maintaining international peace and security, 

the UNSC must confront these criticisms and adapt its structure, decision-making processes, 

and operational capacity to meet the demands of the 21st century. Failure to do so risks the 

body becoming further marginalized and ultimately irrelevant in the face of evolving global 

challenges. 
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15.2 Calls for Reform: Expanding the Membership and 

Veto Powers 

The calls for reform of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) have grown louder 

over the years, particularly in response to its perceived inefficiency, lack of representation, 

and inability to address modern global challenges. The reform debate is multifaceted, with 

a central focus on two main aspects: expanding the membership and modifying the veto 

powers. These reforms are seen as essential steps toward revitalizing the UNSC and 

ensuring that it reflects contemporary geopolitical realities. 

1. Expanding the Membership 

One of the most discussed reforms is the expansion of the UNSC’s membership to better 

reflect the changing global landscape. Currently, the UNSC has 15 members, including the 

5 permanent members (P5) and 10 rotating non-permanent members, elected for two-

year terms. The P5 members — the United States, Russia, China, France, and the United 

Kingdom — have disproportionate influence due to their veto power, which gives them the 

ability to block substantive decisions. 

Several arguments are made in favor of expanding the membership: 

 Reflecting Global Power Shifts: The current UNSC structure was established after 

World War II, with the P5 representing the major victorious powers at the time. 

However, the global balance of power has changed significantly since then. Emerging 

economies like India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan, as well as regional powers in 

Africa and the Middle East, now play a significant role in global politics and 

economics. Critics argue that these regions should have a greater voice in the UNSC 

to ensure more equitable representation of global interests. 

 Regional Representation: Expanding the UNSC would help ensure that regions that 

are underrepresented in global decision-making have a more prominent voice. For 

example, Africa — the world’s second-largest continent, with a population of over 

1.4 billion — does not have any permanent members in the UNSC. African nations 

have called for the creation of a permanent seat to reflect their significant geopolitical 

and economic importance. Similarly, Latin America and the Arab world have 

expressed desires for permanent or semi-permanent seats on the Council. 

 Increased Legitimacy and Representation: Adding new permanent or semi-

permanent members would make the UNSC more representative of the global 

population and the geopolitical realities of today. Greater representation of 

developing countries in the UNSC would enhance the legitimacy of its decisions and 

make it more acceptable to the international community, particularly nations in the 

Global South who often feel excluded from the decision-making process. 

 Proposals for New Permanent Members: Various proposals for expanding the 

UNSC’s permanent membership have been put forward over the years. For instance, 

the G4 countries — India, Brazil, Germany, and Japan — have pushed for 

permanent seats. India in particular argues that its large population, growing 

economy, and strategic geopolitical role in Asia make it deserving of a permanent 

seat. Other countries like South Africa, Mexico, and Egypt have also expressed 

interest in permanent membership, reflecting the diversity of the call for reform. 
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2. Modifying the Veto Powers 

The veto power held by the five permanent members of the UNSC is another major source of 

controversy. The P5’s ability to block any substantive resolution with a single veto is seen as 

an outdated and undemocratic feature of the UNSC’s functioning. There is growing support 

for reforming the veto system to address the following concerns: 

 Blocking Humanitarian Action: The veto has often been used to block action on 

humanitarian crises. For example, during the Syrian Civil War, both Russia and 

China used their veto power to prevent the UNSC from taking decisive action to stop 

the violence. This has led to accusations that the veto is used not for the sake of 

international peace and security, but to protect national interests or geopolitical 

alliances, regardless of the humanitarian toll. 

 Unequal Power Distribution: The veto creates an inequitable distribution of 

power within the UNSC, with the five permanent members holding disproportionate 

influence over global security decisions. This undermines the democratic principles 

that guide the United Nations as a whole. Critics argue that the veto system is 

anachronistic and does not reflect the will of the majority of the global community. 

 The Proposal for “Limited” or “Dual” Vetoes: Some reform advocates have 

suggested a limited veto system, where certain issues (such as human rights 

violations, genocides, or climate change) could be exempted from veto power. 

Another suggestion is the “dual veto” system, where two permanent members would 

be required to veto a resolution rather than a single P5 member. This would make the 

veto power more difficult to exercise and encourage greater cooperation among the 

major powers. 

 The Possibility of Abolishing the Veto: Some reform proposals call for the complete 

abolition of the veto power, arguing that it undermines the UNSC’s effectiveness and 

legitimacy. This proposal suggests that all members, both permanent and non-

permanent, should have equal voting power in decisions. However, abolishing the 

veto is seen as unlikely in the near future, given the strong opposition of the P5 

members, who would lose their special privileges. 

3. Alternatives and Supplementary Reforms 

Beyond expanding the membership and modifying the veto, several other reforms have been 

suggested to improve the efficiency and credibility of the UNSC: 

 Improved Transparency and Accountability: Critics argue that the UNSC’s 

decision-making process is often opaque, with important discussions and negotiations 

taking place behind closed doors. Proposals for greater transparency and 

accountability include making the voting process more transparent and requiring 

more open debates on critical security issues. This would help build trust in the 

UNSC’s decisions and enhance its democratic credentials. 

 Strengthening Peacekeeping and Humanitarian Mandates: Reform advocates 

argue that the UNSC must focus on improving the effectiveness of peacekeeping 

missions and ensuring that they have the necessary resources and mandates to prevent 

or stop conflicts. The UNSC’s peacekeeping forces have been criticized for their 

inability to prevent atrocities and maintain peace in conflict zones, such as Rwanda, 

Bosnia, and Syria. Strengthening their capacity would enhance the UNSC’s 

legitimacy in the eyes of the international community. 
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 Increasing the Role of Regional Organizations: Some reforms suggest increasing 

the involvement of regional organizations in conflict prevention and resolution. For 

instance, African Union (AU) and European Union (EU) interventions could be 

given more UNSC support, including mandates for peacekeeping missions or 

conflict resolution initiatives. This would decentralize the responsibility of peace and 

security and ensure that the UNSC supports local solutions to regional conflicts. 

 Improved Coordination with Other UN Bodies: Another proposed reform is to 

enhance the coordination between the UNSC and other UN bodies, such as the 

General Assembly and Human Rights Council, to create a more holistic approach 

to peace and security. By integrating the efforts of all UN entities, the UNSC could 

work more effectively to address root causes of conflict, such as poverty, inequality, 

and human rights violations. 

Conclusion 

The calls for reform of the UNSC are driven by the recognition that its current structure and 

decision-making processes no longer reflect the complexities and realities of modern 

international relations. Expanding the membership to include new permanent members and 

revising the veto system are key aspects of the reform agenda, aimed at making the UNSC 

more democratic, representative, and effective. While significant challenges remain in 

implementing these reforms, the growing international consensus on the need for change is an 

important step towards building a more equitable and efficient system of global governance 

in the 21st century. 
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15.3 The Changing Nature of Global Conflicts and the 

Need for Adaptation 

As the global security landscape evolves, the nature of conflicts and the threats facing the 

international community have become more complex and multifaceted. Traditional interstate 

wars are less common, while asymmetric conflicts, civil wars, terrorism, and 

humanitarian crises have risen to the forefront. These new threats demand an adaptation 

of the UNSC’s structure and its approach to conflict resolution. The changing nature of 

global conflicts presents a unique set of challenges, and the UNSC must adapt in order to 

remain relevant and effective in addressing these contemporary issues. 

1. Rise of Non-State Actors and Asymmetric Warfare 

One of the most significant changes in modern conflict is the rise of non-state actors, 

including terrorist organizations, insurgents, and militias. Groups like ISIS, Al-Qaeda, 

and Boko Haram have introduced a new form of asymmetric warfare where the enemy is 

not a traditional nation-state but a decentralized group with global reach. This has led to 

irregular warfare, where conventional military strategies are often ineffective. 

The UNSC faces significant challenges in dealing with non-state actors for several reasons: 

 Lack of State Sovereignty: Traditional conflict resolution methods, such as 

diplomatic negotiations and peace treaties, are often ineffective when there is no 

state to negotiate with. Instead, the UNSC must address the root causes of terrorism 

and insurgency, such as poverty, lack of governance, and radicalization. 

 Cross-Border Threats: Non-state actors often operate across borders, making it 

difficult for any one nation to address the threat effectively. The UNSC must therefore 

enhance its capacity to coordinate international responses, including military 

interventions and counterterrorism strategies. 

 Human Rights and International Law: The actions of non-state actors often involve 

serious human rights abuses, including targeted attacks on civilians. The UNSC 

faces pressure to take swift and decisive action while adhering to international 

humanitarian law. 

Adapting to the rise of non-state actors requires the UNSC to refine its tools for dealing with 

asymmetric warfare, including the deployment of multinational peacekeeping forces, the 

establishment of counterterrorism frameworks, and strengthening cooperation with regional 

organizations and intelligence-sharing networks. 

2. Civil Wars and Protracted Conflicts 

In the 21st century, civil wars have become the predominant form of conflict, often driven by 

ethnic, religious, or political divisions. Unlike traditional interstate wars, civil conflicts can 

last for decades and often result in large-scale displacement, humanitarian crises, and 

violations of human rights. 

Some key features of modern civil wars include: 
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 Fragmentation of States: Many contemporary conflicts involve the fragmentation of 

states, where governments lose control over parts of their territories. The Syrian Civil 

War, for example, has seen multiple factions vying for control, leading to a failed 

state and an inability to restore order. The UNSC must find ways to support 

peacebuilding efforts in these fragmented environments and help rebuild state 

institutions. 

 Proxy Wars: Civil conflicts often turn into proxy wars, where external powers 

support different factions in the conflict, complicating the resolution process. The 

Yemen Civil War is a prime example, with Saudi Arabia backing one side and Iran 

backing the other. The UNSC must navigate these complex alliances and work to 

bring conflicting parties to the negotiating table. 

 Humanitarian Crises: Civil wars often have devastating humanitarian impacts, 

including mass displacement, starvation, and widespread human rights abuses. The 

UNSC must be prepared to take swift action to protect civilians, enforce ceasefires, 

and facilitate humanitarian aid. 

To effectively address civil wars and protracted conflicts, the UNSC must strengthen its 

capacity for peace enforcement and long-term peacebuilding. This may involve 

multilateral peacekeeping missions, coordination with humanitarian organizations, and a 

greater focus on prevention and conflict mediation. 

3. Cyber Warfare and Information Conflicts 

The rise of cyber warfare and the manipulation of information has introduced a new 

dimension to global conflicts. Cyberattacks on critical infrastructure, such as electrical grids, 

banking systems, and government websites, have become a significant threat to both 

national security and global stability. Similarly, the spread of disinformation through social 

media platforms has destabilized political systems and influenced public opinion. 

The UNSC faces new challenges in addressing cyber threats: 

 Lack of Norms: Unlike traditional warfare, there are few international norms or 

laws governing cyber warfare. The UNSC must work to establish global agreements 

on the rules of engagement in cyberspace, as well as strategies for attribution and 

punishment for cyberattacks. 

 Cross-Border Nature of Cyber Threats: Cyberattacks are inherently transnational, 

often making it difficult for individual states to address them on their own. The UNSC 

must coordinate international responses to cybersecurity threats and develop 

mechanisms for global cooperation in countering cyber warfare. 

 Disinformation Campaigns: The use of disinformation to influence elections, incite 

violence, and undermine trust in governments has emerged as a powerful weapon in 

modern conflicts. The UNSC must take steps to combat the spread of false 

information and prevent its manipulation for political gain. 

Adapting to these new threats requires the UNSC to update its mandate to include 

cybersecurity and information warfare as key areas of focus. This includes fostering 

international agreements on cyber norms, coordinating responses to cyberattacks, and 

addressing the role of disinformation in undermining international peace and security. 

4. Climate Change and Environmental Security 
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An emerging and urgent global threat that the UNSC must increasingly consider is climate 

change. As climate-related disasters such as droughts, floods, and wildfires become more 

frequent and severe, they exacerbate existing conflicts and contribute to new tensions. 

Climate change has been described as a threat multiplier, as it exacerbates issues like food 

and water scarcity, forced migration, and resource competition. 

The UNSC must adapt by recognizing the security implications of climate change: 

 Resource Conflicts: As natural resources become scarcer, competition for access to 

water, arable land, and minerals may lead to increased interstate or intrastate 

conflict. The UNSC must consider climate change as a driver of conflict and develop 

strategies to address these emerging security challenges. 

 Climate-Induced Migration: Rising sea levels and environmental degradation may 

force millions to migrate, potentially causing displacement crises. The UNSC must 

play a role in managing the security implications of large-scale migration and 

ensuring that refugee crises are handled effectively. 

 Environmental Peacebuilding: The UNSC can support environmental 

peacebuilding efforts that address the underlying environmental factors driving 

conflict. This includes promoting sustainable development, climate adaptation 

strategies, and regional cooperation on environmental issues. 

The UNSC must integrate climate security into its strategic framework, including addressing 

the environmental drivers of conflict and ensuring that climate change is prioritized in 

peacekeeping missions and conflict prevention strategies. 

5. The Need for a More Agile and Responsive UNSC 

In response to the rapidly evolving nature of global conflicts, the UNSC must adapt to 

become more agile and responsive to the dynamics of modern security threats. This could 

include: 

 Developing rapid-response mechanisms to address crises as they emerge, 

particularly those involving non-state actors or new forms of conflict. 

 Strengthening the UNSC’s preventive diplomacy capabilities to address emerging 

conflicts before they escalate into full-scale wars. 

 Ensuring that peacekeeping missions are well-equipped and flexible enough to 

address complex modern conflicts, including civil wars and humanitarian crises. 

Conclusion 

The changing nature of global conflicts demands that the UNSC adapt to remain relevant 

and effective in maintaining international peace and security. The rise of non-state actors, 

the increasing frequency of civil wars, the emergence of cyber warfare, and the growing 

impact of climate change all require the UNSC to update its approach to conflict resolution. 

By reforming its structures, expanding its mandate, and enhancing its capacity for rapid 

response, the UNSC can ensure that it is better equipped to address the complex and 

interconnected security challenges of the 21st century. 
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15.4 Conclusion: Can the UNSC Evolve to Meet Modern 

Challenges? 

The United Nations Security Council (UNSC) has long been the cornerstone of 

international peace and security. Its role in managing global conflicts, maintaining peace, and 

addressing threats to international stability is unparalleled. However, as the global landscape 

continues to evolve, the UNSC's effectiveness in dealing with modern challenges has been 

increasingly questioned. From asymmetric warfare and civil wars to cyberattacks and the 

impact of climate change, the nature of conflict has transformed, leaving the UNSC to face 

numerous complex and interconnected issues. 

1. The Need for Reform 

The critical question remains: Can the UNSC evolve to meet these modern challenges, or will 

it remain tethered to an outdated system that no longer reflects the realities of contemporary 

global conflicts? 

The UNSC’s current structure, largely shaped by the aftermath of World War II, was 

designed to address the conflicts and dynamics of a very different geopolitical environment. 

While it played a significant role in maintaining peace during the Cold War, it has struggled 

to adapt to the changing nature of threats in the 21st century. 

Key factors hindering the UNSC’s ability to evolve include: 

 The veto power of the five permanent members (P5) of the UNSC (United States, 

Russia, China, France, and the United Kingdom), which often leads to deadlock and 

prevents timely action. 

 The limited membership of the UNSC, which does not accurately reflect the current 

global power dynamics, leaving key regions and emerging powers underrepresented. 

 The lack of adaptation in its mechanisms to address new forms of conflict, including 

cyber warfare, disinformation, and climate-related security threats. 

These structural issues have led to a reputation crisis for the UNSC, as it often fails to take 

decisive action in crises where immediate intervention is required. Examples such as the 

Rwandan Genocide, the Syrian Civil War, and the Russia-Ukraine conflict illustrate how 

the UNSC has been unable to respond effectively, and at times, has been paralyzed by the 

competing interests of its permanent members. 

2. The Path Toward Adaptation 

Despite these challenges, there is room for optimism. The evolution of the UNSC is not only 

possible but necessary to ensure its continued relevance in the face of modern global 

conflicts. Several avenues for reform and adaptation exist: 

 Expanding Membership: One of the most widely discussed reforms is the expansion 

of the UNSC to include new permanent members. Countries such as Germany, 

India, Brazil, and Japan have been advocating for a seat at the table, reflecting the 

changing economic and geopolitical landscape. A more representative council 
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could help alleviate concerns about the overrepresentation of the P5 and reduce the 

influence of any one nation on critical decisions. 

 Limiting the Veto Power: Another potential reform is to limit the use of veto power 

or establish criteria for its use. If the P5 members were required to justify their 

vetoes or if the use of the veto were limited to certain types of conflicts, it might 

encourage greater collaboration and consensus-building among the members, 

improving the effectiveness of the UNSC. 

 Reforming Decision-Making Processes: To address the growing complexity of 

modern conflicts, the UNSC could enhance its decision-making processes to become 

more agile and responsive. This might involve creating specialized sub-committees 

or rapid-response units capable of addressing emerging threats like cyber warfare 

and humanitarian crises in real time. Additionally, the UNSC could invest in early 

warning systems and conflict prevention mechanisms to address issues before they 

escalate into full-blown wars. 

 Enhancing Cooperation with Regional Organizations: The UNSC must strengthen 

its partnership with regional organizations like the African Union (AU), the 

European Union (EU), and ASEAN. Regional organizations often have a better 

understanding of local dynamics and can play a crucial role in conflict resolution and 

peacebuilding. By working in tandem with these organizations, the UNSC could 

achieve more effective and context-specific interventions. 

 Addressing Emerging Security Threats: The UNSC must incorporate new 

dimensions of security into its mandate. This includes cybersecurity, climate 

change, pandemics, and the rise of non-state actors. In an increasingly 

interconnected world, global security challenges are no longer confined to traditional 

warfare. The UNSC’s response mechanisms must evolve to address these emerging 

threats and mitigate their impact on global peace and security. 

3. The Role of Global Consensus and Public Pressure 

One of the most powerful drivers of UNSC reform may come from the international 

community itself. As global power dynamics shift, public opinion and civil society are 

increasingly vocal in their calls for change. Governments, non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs), and the public at large are demanding greater accountability from the UNSC, as 

well as a more inclusive and democratic decision-making process. 

Efforts to reform the UNSC must consider not only the geopolitical interests of powerful 

states but also the voices of smaller and middle-power countries, which have historically 

been excluded from the decision-making processes. Public advocacy for a more equitable 

UNSC could push governments to take action, especially in an era of global 

interconnectedness where the actions (or inaction) of the UNSC are felt worldwide. 

4. The Potential for a New UNSC 

In conclusion, the UNSC’s evolution is not only essential for addressing modern conflicts 

but also for maintaining its legitimacy and effectiveness in the coming decades. While the 

current system is flawed and unable to address contemporary threats efficiently, it is not 

beyond reform. By expanding membership, limiting veto power, incorporating new 

security threats, and fostering collaboration with regional organizations, the UNSC can 

adapt to the changing global security environment. 
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However, such reform will require a collective commitment from the international 

community, as well as a shift in the political will of powerful nations. It will take both 

internal pressure from within the UNSC and external pressure from the global community 

to push through meaningful change. Only then can the UNSC evolve to meet the challenges 

of the 21st century and maintain its relevance in the global order. 

The future of the UNSC is uncertain, but it holds the potential to be a dynamic force in 

shaping global peace and security if it rises to meet the challenges of a rapidly changing 

world. Reform is not just an option; it is an imperative for the UNSC to remain effective in 

its mission to safeguard global peace. 
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